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Prologue


Lily floated above the battle below, her eyes watchful as her summoned minions tore into a group of uruks, easily overrunning the orc-like creatures.  Lily didn’t like uruks – the damn things smelled awful, they only talked in stupid grunts and snorts that she couldn’t even reproduce, much less understand, and they were nearly as dumb as rocks – but she needed a test group for the new Spell she’d uncovered, and these would work just fine.  If the Spell worked, she might keep the damn things, but she’d be more likely to use them as guinea pigs, seeing how much her Summoner bonuses helped them, and testing the extent of their loyalty to her.  Basically, she wanted to fuck around with them and see how much she could get away with.

Lily was a Wizard, but not just any goddamn Wizard.  She was a Summoner, a caster who specialized in capturing and controlling creatures.  She didn’t need a party; her minions filled pretty much every possible role except healer, and that wouldn’t help her anyway, not since that asshole god Morx tricked her into becoming an undead.  Now, healing magic burned her like fire; fortunately, she had a kick-ass regeneration ability to make up for that.  All in all, she couldn’t be too pissed at Morx; after all, his plan to capture her and force her into servitude had failed and left her way more powerful than any dumbass mortal caster would be. 

Of course, as a Traveler she was already immortal, but now she wouldn’t age, was immune to most poisons and diseases, and had massively boosted Stat scores thanks to the World’s First Title “First Reborn” that she’d gotten for being the first player to have a racial Evolution.  She was a badass caster and a badass fighter, now – at least, she could be if she wanted to be.  She hadn’t decided if she’d learn more about fighting, just yet.

Lily was a Summoner, but she wasn’t just a vanilla Summoner, either.  For most Summoners, gaining a new creature was complicated as fuck.  They had to learn a specific Spell that would bind that single type of creature, then they had to find one of those creatures, fight it until it was weakened to less than 10% of its normal LP, or Life Points, and then use the Spell to bind it.  Doing so let them store that creature in some extradimensional space, and they could recast the Spell to call their summons forth over and over again, even if the damn thing got killed in combat.  That was useful, because those summons could level up in combat just like a player could, so they would get more powerful over time.  A typical Summoner would have a half-dozen or so creatures at their beck and call and would use those in every battle.

Lily had learned a lot of secrets about magic, though, that even most of those damn elves didn’t know.  She was a Dream Haunter, meaning she could sneak into other people’s dreams and do whatever the hell she wanted in them.  Very few people in this made-up world called Ka could resist her, much less fight back, and Lily had become something of an expert on torture over the years.  Her new favorite hobby was to locate the dreams of some powerful Wizard and torture the fuck out of them until they shared some sort of useful magic with her.  It was fun, kind of cathartic, and had given her a huge boost to her magical abilities.

All that meant that Lily wasn’t limited the way most asshole Summoners were.  She had a powerful Ability that let her use the same Spell to capture any type of creature, and she could use that Spell to summon as many or as few of them as she wanted at once.  The downside to that was that they didn’t level up, and if they were killed, that was it.  She lost them.  However, she could literally have hundreds or even thousands of summons in her arsenal and call all of them at once, unleashing a fucking horde of monsters on some unwitting prey.  That was probably why her Advanced Class had been called Hordemistress, she supposed, not that it fucking mattered.  All she cared about was that the Class gave all of her creatures bonuses based on her Charisma Stat – which was pretty damn high at 138 – and boosted her own spellcasting, so long as her Spells were supporting or buffing her minions. 

Of course, she didn’t have that many summons right now.  She’d blown almost all of them to power her Evolution, and that asshole lich Zoridos that had enslaved her didn’t let her get any new ones because they might be a threat to him.  Since she’d left Antas, she’d managed to grab a dozen or so creatures, but she wasn’t anywhere near where she’d been before her transformation.

She was hoping to make up for those losses starting right now.  With her Evolution had come the chance to take an Evolved Class called Soulmistress, and she had jumped at that chance.  It gave her bonuses to all kinds of summoning shit, which was great, but more importantly, it let her use her Spells to capture and bind thinking creatures like the damn uruks.  Even though the uruks were stupid as shit, they were still aware, and creatures like that were supposed to be immune to a Summoner’s Spells.  They weren’t immune to Lily’s Spells anymore, though, and judging from how the battle was going, it was about time to test her newest Abilities.

Lily’s summons backed away from the battered, almost dead uruks at her silent, mental command.  She floated over to them, her pale white skin radiant in the sunlight – she’d learned a Spell to protect her undead flesh from the sun almost the first damn thing, of course – and her glossy, black hair flowing in an eldritch current.  That part of the transformation had pissed her off, at first, because she’d liked being a natural blonde, but her disguise Spell still worked, so she could take her old form any time she really wanted.  Her black-taloned hands moved dexterously and swiftly through the motions of her capture Spell, the arcane syllables spilling effortlessly from her ebony tongue.  She had no fucking idea what the words meant – she doubted they meant anything; the damn AIs running the game had probably just made up something that sounded good – but her Enhanced memory recalled the phrases in perfect clarity. 

Ebon cords shot from her fingers, snaking out toward the twenty or so badly wounded uruks.  Each cord sought out a single creature, wrapping around them from their feet to their necks like a constricting snake.  The cord then hesitated a moment before plunging into its victim’s eye, burying itself in their brain.  Lily knew it was doing more than just controlling their mind, though; the binding linked to their very soul, imprisoning it, and making it hers to command.  The uruks shuddered as the magic twined throughout them, taking control of every muscle and nerve, sinking into each cell of their bodies until the subject belonged utterly to her, mind, body, and soul.

The uruks’ bleeding stilled as her regenerative aura began to affect them as it did all her summons.  She watched for several seconds as wounds closed, new vigor flowed into the monsters, and they were completely healed of their wounds.  She grinned evilly; thanks to her bonuses, these uruks were probably now the match of a level 9 Traveler, and unlike her unintelligent summons, they could level up and get stronger.  They weren’t super useful yet, but they could be.  She’d have to play with them and see how she could permanently empower them; there was supposed to be a sage in one of the human kingdoms who’d practiced forcing Evolutions on lesser creatures.  She’d have to see if she could find their dreams and torture some of that info out of them. 

In the meantime, she wanted to see how far her control over them extended.  “You,” she rasped, her voice throatier and deeper than it had been before her Evolution, “stab the asshole next to you.”  The uruks didn’t understand Elvish, of course – the language she spoke naturally in the game – but it didn’t matter.  All of her summons could inherently understand not just her spoken words but her unspoken intent.  Speaking was just a shortcut for giving orders, not an integral part of the command.  Obediently, the uruk turned and plunged its short spear into the thigh of the pig-creature next to it, which didn’t even flinch from the wound since its mistress had silently willed it not to do so.

“Nice,” she cackled – Lily was honest enough to admit that her laugh would never be called warm, throaty, or really anything other than a cackle – then turned to the wounded creature.  “I want you to die,” she commanded.  Instantly, the uruk’s eyes rolled back in its head and it dropped to the ground, lifeless and unbreathing.  “Even better!” she crowed.



This – this was going to be fun.  That asshole Sorcerer Aranos had his party, sure, and they’d saved his ass from her last time the two of them had met. 

 

Maybe,


 
her inner voice corrected. 

 

You were as weak as he was.


 
  Lily sighed; the inner voice was always right, and there was no point to arguing with it.  Maybe she’d have beaten the asshole, maybe not, but his party had made it a moot point.  She definitely couldn’t have taken all of them, not without her summons.  Because of that, she’d made a decision, and this was the start of that. 



Aranos could keep his damn party.  She was going to raise a fucking army.




Chapter 1


The two massive ogrins roared as they barreled past the main line of heavily armored dabruks and charged at Aranos’ party.  The eight-foot-tall creatures had leathery, gray skin, huge, horn-covered fists, and were so massively muscled that they seemed almost deformed as they lumbered clumsily forward.  Their charge totally disrupted the organized shield wall of the human-sized, orcish dabruks, knocking the smaller and weaker creatures heedlessly out of their way and even trampling a few of them underfoot.  With the shield wall in tatters, the lightly armored uruk archers and pink-skinned kerruk spellcasters in the back of the formation were dreadfully exposed, and Aranos took immediate advantage of that fact.

He reached down into the river of mana flowing through the core of his being and pulled out strands of air, earth, fire, and water energy.  As he drew them through the mana channels running down his arms, he wove the streams together, hurling them out into the distance where they exploded in a storm of wind, razorlike shards of ice, and flaming pellets of lava that punched through the thin, leather armor of the uruks.  The kerruks’ magical barrier held for a few seconds, but the conflicting elemental energies tore destructively at the invisible shield, and it collapsed soon after, exposing the physically weak creatures to Aranos’ Fire and Ice Spell.

The ogrins ignored the conflagration behind them, their focus fixated solely on Hector as they lurched forward.  The short, broad, impressively bearded Magebane’s targeted taunt Ability, which Hector swore was called “Get Over Here” even though Aranos highly doubted it, was meant to lure spellcasters out of the back ranks into close combat.  In this case, the tank had used it on the pair of ogrins, causing them to charge heedlessly at him, even if that meant going through their companions to do so.  It was a powerful Ability, but now the grizzled Warrior had two huge creatures descending on him, and only his round shield and relatively light chain mail to protect him. 

Had it been Saphielle facing the creatures, Aranos wouldn’t have been concerned – the Bright Avenger had been so strong that she probably outmuscled the ogrins, even if she didn’t outweigh them, and her Immovable Ability and Shield Mastery would have let her absorb their charge, no problem – but Hector was new to being a full-on tank.  He hadn’t developed his Heavy Armor Mastery, yet, and he wasn’t used to a larger kite shield.  Plus, his double-bitted axe, while a wicked weapon, simply wasn’t as good at holding back foes as Saphielle’s spear had been.

Of course, it didn’t matter; Saphielle was gone, and as a native of Ka – an NPC, in gamer parlance – when she died, she didn’t come back.  Wishing that Hector was more like her was futile, and Aranos had to keep stopping himself from trying to encourage the Magebane to change his playstyle to match hers.  Hector would come into his own, but he needed to do it his way, not Aranos’. 

Fortunately, Hector wasn’t alone in this combat, though.  Before the ogrins could overrun him, thorn-covered vines an inch thick and three feet long erupted from the stony surface of the High Road, whipping at the legs of the ogrins and lashing around their calves and knees.  The thorns pierced the ogrins’ tough hide and anchored the vines in place, halting the ogrins instantly as the creatures roared and struggled to break free of Rhys’ Thorny Prison Spell.  The Druid had taken an Advanced Class called Nature’s Furor that upgraded most of his nature-based Spells and Abilities, including his healing Spells.  It also let him bond an Animal Companion, the way Aranos had with the celestial wolf Silma, but that would have to wait until they were out of the Blightlands and back in land claimed by the Light.

The Magebane rushed forward as the ogrins stumbled and lurched, trying to rip themselves free of the clinging vines and tearing jagged wounds in their flesh in the process.  He closed with the nearer of the two and lashed out with his axe, cutting deep into its upraised arm, then slid a heavy hammerlike fist off his shield.  The Warrior was far more agile than Saphielle had been, and he relied more on his speed and Dodge Skill to avoid attacks than absorbing them with armor.  It was an effective technique but a risky one; if one of the ogrins’ blows landed, it would damage the Magebane badly, and Hector didn’t have an LP pool much higher than Aranos’, mostly because he was a much lower level than the magically oriented Sorcerer.

The line of dabruks reformed and began to advance, but before they could take more than a couple steps, a pair of figures suddenly blurred into view behind them and tore into the rear of their line.  No longer concerned with the slaughtered archers and spellcasters that would have covered the dabruks’ rear, Geltheriel and Silma lashed forward, ripping and tearing into the creatures’ less-armored backs.  Geltheriel’s Shadedancer Abilities let her ignore most non-Enchanted armor, as did Silma’s Piercing Bite, and the pair moved with preternatural swiftness, dodging attacks and felling several of the dabruks.  The hapless creatures turned to engage the attackers, but the pair quickly retreated and vanished, Geltheriel slipping into the shadows and Silma teleporting away from combat before they could be overrun.

Aranos raised his hand and fired a Composite Bullet at the ogrin Hector wasn’t battling.  His Expert-ranked Arcane Archery Skill helped guide his aim, and the elemental bullet punched into the monster’s right eye, burying itself in the creature’s skull and exploding.  The ogrin roared and clutched at the shattered socket and exposed bone, falling to the ground as the vines binding its legs tightened.  Aranos readied another bullet, but before he could, Silma appeared next to the fallen monster.  The silver-furred wolf stood almost as tall as the ogrins did, now, and her body was as long as a horse’s.  Her fangs glowed with light mana as she darted in, her flexible truesilver chain barding shedding the heavy blows of the wounded creature effortlessly as she ripped open its throat and retreated, leaving it to bleed out on the ground.

Hector dodged another massive fist and slashed with his axe once more, this time opening a deep wound along the ogrin’s abdomen.  The Warrior jumped back as loops and coils of intestine spilled out from the horrific wound, splattering down the ogrin’s legs where they were quickly entwined by the thorny vines.  Aranos winced at that; he could almost feel his stomach gurgling as he imagined the thorns piercing his intestines.  Fortunately, Singularity Online was just a game; if that had happened in real life, IRL, Aranos would have felt horrible about it.

Singularity was a game, though, so he shook off the queasy feeling and sent a mental command to Silma and Geltheriel to stay back from the dabruks, who were advancing once more toward Hector.  Aranos reached into his SP pool again, this time pulling up strands of fire and life mana that he wove into lightning.  Seven spheres the size of ping-pong balls erupted from his outstretched palms and arced over the trapped ogrins, spreading out into a hexagonal pattern in the midst of the dabruks.  A moment later, the globes exploded into crackling arcs of lightning that ripped and tore through the ranks of the dabruks.  The creatures’ heavy brigandine armor attracted the storm of electricity, and most of the monsters fell, twitching on the ground as the lightning mana inflicted a Paralyzed debuff for the next several seconds – which was several seconds too long in this battle.

Hector rushed past the fatally wounded and still trapped ogrins and set upon the downed dabruks, while Silma and Geltheriel appeared along the creatures’ flanks.  The three Warriors fell on the downed creatures methodically with sword, axe, and fangs, and the badly wounded dabruks had only started to recover when Geltheriel’s blade cut through the throat of the last one, ending its life in a spray of dark blood.

Aranos closed his eyes and reached out with his Lifesense Skill, feeling the departing souls of the slain monsters and connecting to a half-dozen of them.  He activated his Soulmending Skill, soothing the terrified and pain-shrouded souls by sacrificing his own SP and LP.  In return, he felt new energy flowing back along the connections as the souls calmed and departed on their journey to whatever awaited them beyond the borders of Ka.  As he felt the soul points rushing into the reservoir in his core, he pulled up his notifications, ignoring the ones about damage and focusing on the XP awards.




The XP gains for these things is really just a pittance,


 
he grimaced as he realized that he’d gotten less than 100 XP total for the entire encounter.  He had to admit, though, that the low gains made sense; he could probably have taken the entire group by himself if he’d really wanted, and Geltheriel and Silma could likely have done the same by themselves, using hit-and-run tactics.  The game awarded XP based on more than just creature levels, which weren’t always a great measure of power; it also took into account how difficult the encounter was and how likely you were to be wounded or killed. 





Considering it that way, Aranos was kind of surprised he’d gotten any gains at all.  His Arcane Armor could resist thousands of LP damage, more than the entire group of urukkai could probably have dished out if he’d just let them attack him, and he could have simply flown above them using his Massless Flight Spell and rained death down on the creatures if he’d really wanted to.  They hadn’t presented even the remotest danger to him. 

 

Why did I get any XP at all, as a matter of fact?




“As a reward for using Hector’s Heedless Taunt Ability to disrupt the dabruk’s shield wall,” Veronica, his AI guide in the game, answered his silent question, as she tended to do.  Veronica could read his thoughts, of course – that was literally the entire point of the game, to allow the AIs to perform complete neural mappings of human brains under every sort of condition – but she still caught him by surprise when she did that. 




Oh, so that’s what it’s really called?


 
Aranos chuckled silently a moment later.  Only he could hear Veronica’s brisk, professional voice, despite the fact that it sounded perfectly audible to him, but if he responded out loud, he was pretty sure everyone would hear him, just fine. 

 

I kind of like his name better, to be honest.




“It’s simple and to the point,” the AI acknowledged.  “It’s too vague to be an official name, though.  People wouldn’t know what they were selecting without reading the description.”




Anyone who selects an Ability without reading it through first deserves whatever they get,


 
Aranos snorted silently. 



“True, but we try to make the names at least somewhat intuitive.  It saves on the whining in the long run – and you humans do seem to enjoy your whining.  No need to give you more reasons to do it, is there?”  Aranos grinned as the woman’s presence faded from his mind and began to collect the fallen weapons and armor from the dabruks.  They were all low quality, but he wasn’t interested in reselling them.  The rather shoddy blades and armor were a source of metal, and thanks to his High Mastery Ability, he could transmute the iron of the arms and armor into more valuable and useful materials.

“That was well-fought, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke aloud as Aranos’ Silent Communion Spell ended with the cessation of combat, taking away the party’s ability to speak telepathically.  The new Spell was incredibly useful for coordinating battles, but it couldn’t be used outside of combat yet.  Aranos was working on that, though, and he had hopes for creating a permanent version of the Spell at some point.

The tall, lean-muscled Shadedancer walked almost sinuously up to stand with the rest of the party in the black and gray lamellar armor that had been her reward for completing the first part of her Cleansing Quest.  “Having the Magebane taunt the ogrins into the dabruks’ line was clever.”  As she spoke, the woman brushed a strand of her honey-blonde hair out of her emerald green eyes and back over the pointed ears that all elves had in the game.

“I hadn’t thought about using it like that before,” Hector agreed with a laugh as he wiped down the edge of his axe.  “If I were faster or had a teleport Ability like Silma’s, I could taunt the biggest creature and drag it back and forth through the group.  That’s almost a cheat, doing it like that.”

“One might ask if a taunt Ability would continue to function if the user disappeared from the target’s view,” Rhys said nonchalantly, his long, lean face perfectly serious as he spoke.  “If not, would your teleport not leave those behind you – such as a vulnerable healer and Druid – open to attack from whatever you taunted?”

“Dammit, green-hair, that’s a good point, but now I can’t imagine making one of those ogrins stomp a bunch of uruks into paste,” Hector laughed.  “Thanks for ruining my fantasy!”

“If that is the extent of your fantasies, Magebane, I feel deep sorrow for the Shaman,” Geltheriel observed slyly.  “I shall have to question her as to whether your imagination is truly so limited.  I am sure she will be eager to share.”

“You feel free,” Hector laughed.  “Just don’t blame me if some of what you hear keeps you awake at nights, sister.  We’ve all got our peculiarities.”

“And some are far more peculiar than others,” Rhys agreed solemnly.  “However, so long as whatever Companion I eventually bond is safe, I find them to be none of my concern.”

Even Aranos laughed at that, although Silma looked askance at the bearded Warrior as if checking to see if Rhys might not have been joking.  “Okay, let’s check the tower and make sure we got all the defenders,” the Sorcerer spoke, bringing everyone back on track.  The creatures they’d just defeated had been the guardians of the High Road East Cendarta Waystation, the tower overlooking the High Road that Aranos and his party had slept in the night before they arrived in Antas.  Once they’d left the tower, the urukkai had moved back into it, although it had been much easier to take this time than the previous one.  The urukkai had spotted the party coming up the High Road – Hector’s Stealth Skill left quite a bit to be desired – and had formed up, ready for combat by the time the group arrived. 

Aranos’ Lifesense Skill didn’t sense anyone in the tower, but it only extended about 20’ in radius so it was possible that something still waited for them at the top of the waystation.  They moved forward cautiously, entering the tower and slipping up the stairs.  Silma ranged out in front, since even with her larger size, her Stealth Skill dwarfed everyone’s except Geltheriel’s, and the wolf’s senses were far better than the elf woman’s.



Several moments later, the fenrin’s voice echoed in Aranos’ mind. 

 

I don’t sense any more of the creatures, Pack Leader.  I think this den is clear.




“Silma says we’re good,” Aranos sighed as they continued at a normal pace up the stairs to the top of the tower, where Aranos could reclaim it.  “It looks like what we fought was all the urukkai stationed here.”

“That’s strange,” Hector observed.  “This is the forward defensible position closest to Antas, which by now they have to know has been liberated.  Wouldn’t they put a huge defensive force here in case of an invasion?”

“It is possible that the urukkai are unaware of the demise of the qualintar of Antas,” Geltheriel countered.  “If that is the case, this would likely be the outpost they least aggressively defend, as the undead of Antas would not likely venture far from the city and would guard the High Road beyond this point quite effectively.”

“Unaware?” Hector asked quizzically.  “How would they be unaware when there was a global message about it?”

“One observes that those of the Shadow are not privy to the workings of the Light, any more than we of the Light know what occurs in the Realms of Darkness,” Rhys panned expressionlessly.  “Indeed, it would not be wise for the gods of Light to announce to the Shadow each event of great import within their borders.”

“The urukkai might not even realize that we’re out here at all,” Aranos added.  “When we came through here last time, we got attacked by a small army of urukkai, but they were killed or driven off by some giant creature that turned them all into dinner.  The survivors had fled by the time we killed it; they might think that it took us out after it finished with them.”

Hector grunted.  “Makes sense.  So, these things might not know that we’re retaking their tower?”

“It is certainly wiser to assume that they do, Magebane,” Geltheriel replied.  “Even should they not, they doubtlessly patrol to this point, and once my Oathbinder is complete with his work here, they will certainly be aware of our presence.  At best, we might remain undetected for a handful of hours, no more.”

Hector sighed.  “I was hoping we might just be able to slip on over to the next one undetected,” he admitted.  “But you’re right; they have to patrol this route, and we’ll run into one of their patrols at some point.  The best we can hope is to kill the entire patrol without letting any escape to buy us some more time.”

“At which point, they will send out larger patrols in this direction, assuming that something here destroyed the last,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “If we destroy that force, then the next will be larger.  Urukkai breed at a ridiculous rate, and there are always more dabruks, uruks, and bogez than a commander can use.”

“Those aren’t particularly dangerous, though,” Hector pointed out.  “We can kill dozens of them, no problem.”

“Indeed.  What of hundreds?  Thousands?  Tens of thousands?  The urukkai have had centuries to populate the citadel of Cendarta, and despite being some of the weakest creatures the Shadow may throw at us, they have held that stronghold against all others.  There may be a hundred thousand urukkai in the city, if not more, Magebane, and while not all of these will be of the Warrior caste and thus able to fight, perhaps half will be, as the urukkai are an aggressive and warlike people.  Would you face an army of fifty-thousand urukkai?”

“Hopefully, we won’t have to,” Aranos broke in.  “If this works the way I think it will, the urukkai will probably just leave this place alone from here on out and head north or west looking for entertainment.” 

He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and envisioned the tower whole and pristine.  It was something he needed; he was hoping to restore the building’s functionality, but he couldn’t until repairs were effected.  If what he believed from studying in the Library of Antas was correct, this building would help secure his western borders, making sure the urukkai turned their attentions elsewhere.  After what he’d lost to claim Antas, he wasn’t about to give it up again, and he’d do whatever was needed to protect what he’d won.  This building was needed.

His need swelled in him, carrying a rising tide of mana from deep within the rivers of power flowing through him.  Golden energy burst from his outstretched hands, tinged with green and brown swirls that buried themselves in the tower.  Cracks sealed and repaired themselves as the aureate flames surged around the building, wrapping the tower in a slowly rising spiral of energy that burned away impurities and the lingering traces of Corruption that had leached into the stones themselves.

Power poured out of him in a glorious flood, but Aranos’ focus was on keeping that torrential flow contained and controlled.  Needed Reclamation was an Ascended Spell, a powerful work of sorcery that transcended the boundaries of normal spellcasting, but like all Ascended Spells, it was highly damaging to its caster.  Aranos had an idea that better control of the Spell would leave him less drained and vulnerable at the end of the casting, although he had nothing concrete on which to base that except some anecdotal evidence from his previous castings.  Even if he were wrong, though, the effort he was spending on controlling his mana flows would certainly benefit his Mana Mastery Skill, which had been stuck at Expert 1 for the past few days.

The golden fire raced up the tower, sheathing it in a brilliant aura that lit up the surrounding area and bathed the road nearby in its radiance.  The flames repaired damaged masonry, filled in chunks of missing stone, and regrew timbers where old ones had rotted away.  Collapsed wings of stone rose from the piles of rubble surrounding the sides of the tower, gluing themselves back together into one large and two smaller outbuildings.  Aranos felt the power drain from him as the restoring blaze reached the top of the tower, swirled around the peak, and finally dissipated into the air. 

He took a deep breath as weariness surged through his muscles and the Fatigued 2 debuff appeared in his status.  That would have given him penalties to Stamina regeneration if he had Stamina; he didn’t though, so the effects of the debuff were actually pretty minimal.  It made him feel worn out, but it didn’t actually hamper him in any functional way, which made it a vast improvement over the Exhausted debuff casting this Spell usually gave him and that left him unable to do anything but rest for an hour.  He wasn’t sure why the debuff was mitigated; it could have been from his efforts to contain and control his mana flows, but it also could have been because his Advanced Class of Sorcerer Ascendant reduced the side effects of casting Ascendant Spells.  In all likelihood, it was both; he guessed that his Class reduced the debuff from Exhausted to some level of Fatigued, while his controlled casting reduced that penalty to level 2.  The only way to know would be to practice casting it without control and see the difference, and he wasn’t interested in suffering a higher Fatigued debuff just to satisfy his curiosity.  Well, not that interested, anyway.

Aranos sat down on the now pristine floor of the waystation, staring out at the newly glassed-in window that overlooked the High Road as he waited to recover from the Spell.  Needed Reclamation was powerful, but it also dropped both his LP and his SP – his Spell Points – down to only 10% of their maximums.  Thanks to the benefits from his race change into a high arcane, he would recover quickly – less than thirty seconds for his LP, and about three minutes for his much higher SP – but during that time, he was pretty vulnerable. 

“Well, if they didn’t know we were here before, they’ll probably guess it now,” Hector grunted.  “We should probably assume a patrol will be here soon to see what the light show was.”

“It is likely that we will have at least an hour,” Geltheriel assured the man.  “Unless the patrol happened to be close – which is unlikely, since it is only late morning, and an intelligent commander would have a patrol’s route terminate at midday or sunset – they will need some time to reach us.  We should be alert, but it is doubtful we will suffer attack before my Oathbinder can place his warding Spell.”

Hector grunted.  “I assume you don’t mind if I pretend they’re going to be here in the next few minutes.  You know, just in case?”

“Probably the smartest thing to do,” Aranos agreed.  “I just need some time to recover.”  He looked at Silma.  “Think you can check to see if there’s a patrol anywhere nearby?”




Of course, I can,


 
she replied dismissively. 

 

I will return in an hour with news.


 
  She slipped down the stairs, and by the time she exited the building, her stealthy form was hidden from Aranos’ sight.



“I’m still going to keep watch,” Hector persisted. 

“As will I,” Geltheriel nodded.  “I will remain above, where my bow is more useful, if you will guard below, Magebane.”  Hector inclined his head and disappeared down the stairs.  Geltheriel turned to look at Rhys.  “And you, Furor?  What will you do during this time?”

“I believe I will meditate and call for a Companion,” the Druid smiled.  “While I do not believe one will be found nearby, it is possible that some creature of the skies will hear my summons.  In any case, one observes that I will not know if I do not try.”

As the Druid sank down into a lotus position, Geltheriel glanced at Aranos, her eyes dubious.  Aranos didn’t blame her; just a few days ago, Rhys had betrayed the party and almost gotten them all killed.  Only Phil’s sudden transformation into a Paladin had saved the group, and while everyone knew that Rhys was being controlled and manipulated by Golloron, Geltheriel was naturally protective and suspicious. 



With a sigh, Aranos activated the ring on his finger and sent a thought silently to his Follower. 

 

I’ll be fine.  My armor is still up; even if something happens, I can almost guarantee Rhys can’t get through that. 





Fine, Oathbinder.  However, if I return to find you bound in Rhys’ vines, I will mock you to no end.


Aranos grinned and closed his eyes.  He wasn’t going to meditate – while he didn’t think Rhys would attack him, that trust would have to be re-earned and would be some time in coming – but closing his eyes made it simpler for him to pull up his notifications:
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You have Redeemed the location:


 
High Road, East Cendarta Watchtower



This location is now a designated safe zone and will remain so until it is no longer Redeemed.  You may set this location as your spawn point.

Do you wish to make this location your spawn point (Yes/No)?
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His status hadn’t changed much in the past three days, primarily because he’d been focusing on studying and rebuilding his newly claimed city while the rest of his party was out adventuring, killing undead and trying to get closer to his level.  They weren’t likely to – the undead remaining around the city were mostly several levels below the party, and until the humans in the group returned to the nearby human kingdom of Stoneleague to turn in their Quest to recover information lost when the Library of Antas fell, they wouldn’t get a big enough XP boost to really level up.  Still, all the party members except his Follower Geltheriel were new to their Advanced Classes, and they’d had some time to play around with them over the past few days and learn how to get the most use from them.  That was time well spent, as far as Aranos was concerned, as Hector had demonstrated today by using his Class’ new Ability.

Aranos, on the other hand, had spent most of that time on the page of his status that he was now pulling up: his City Management sheet.  He scrolled through it, looking at the list of both ruined and thus inoperable buildings and those that had been restored.  His first thought had been to rebuild the city’s Armory and Barracks, but Geltheriel had dissuaded him from both of those.  They would benefit the more combat-oriented members of the party, to be sure, but she reminded him that at some point, the humans would be returning to Stoneleague, and until they returned – assuming they did – any buildings he’d made for their benefit would be sitting unused. 

She was right; it made much more sense for Aranos to rebuild structures that would either help anyone in the city or would benefit him, personally.  It felt selfish, but he knew that he was going to be in Antas for a while – if, perhaps, not as long as his best friend and newly minted Paladin Phil thought he would be.  Aranos had repaired the city’s Well, restored the Hanging Gardens that would provide food for several thousand people eventually, and rebuilt the Arcanist’s Tower, which gave general boosts to all spellcasting Classes studying there and could be upgraded into something more specific later.

He’d also restored a ruined estate and claimed it for House Evenshade, his noble House, making Antas the headquarters and main home for his fledgling House.  He was planning to bring many of the Travelers who were in his House here at some point, but he had a lot of work to do before that could happen.  That was his next big project…and to make it happen, he had to finish this one.

He reached within himself and found his connection to the Tree-heart.  Through it, he could feel the life of the city pulsing within him, the Redeemed energy of the Heart yearning to fill him.  He knew that, if he wanted, he could draw on that power at any time and use it to boost his Spells, empower his Enchantments, or even strengthen his mind and body.  As a high arcane, he could freely shift energies around in his body, turning one type into another, and now that included the power of the Tree-heart.

That wasn’t his purpose at the moment, though.  So far, he hadn’t drawn more from the Heart than could be replenished in a day, because he didn’t really know how much energy he would need for his city, yet.  Instead, he shifted the flow of energy within him, not draining power from the Heart but channeling his own SP back into it. That was something he wasn’t sure other Heart-bonded could do; it didn’t show up in the Title’s descriptions, and it wasn’t an option on his City Screen.  He had a feeling it was a unique Ability that he had as a high arcane; he had total control over his body’s energies, and that meant he could do things with them that would be impossible for others.  Normally, a caster could tap their bonded Heart for mana, gaining 10 SP per point of energy, but Aranos could do the opposite, as well, recharging his Heart with his mana well.

This had been how he’d spent much of his last few nights; for 4 hours a night, he channeled SP into the Heart as quickly as he could regenerate it, giving the Heart a bit less than 3 energy points a second or ten-thousand or so per hour.  As soon as that energy went in, though, he channeled it back out – directly into expanding Antas’ Zone of Control, the area that fell under its influence and was warded by its defensive shields.  A single energy point could be used to push the city’s boundaries outward, annexing 100 square feet of area that didn’t have any hostile creatures within it.  That meant that each night, Aranos was adding another 30% or so to the city’s controlled area, and he’d been using that to create a corridor leading to the High Road – and to this Waystation.

He focused on his City screen and brought up the map of his territory.  The Waystation showed as a green blob touching the western edge of his lands, and when he concentrated on it, a simple notification appeared:
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New Territory Available!





High Road Waystation, East Cendarta






Condition:


 
Redeemed





Area:


 
113,289 square feet





Points Required:


 
1,020 (10% reduction due to Redeemed Condition)




Do you wish to add this territory (Yes/No)?
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He selected ‘Yes’ and immediately began pouring over 10,000 SP into the channel connecting him to the Tree-heart.  The energy rushed from him and plunged into the Heart’s depths, replacing the power being drained from the Heart as quickly as it rushed out.

He opened his eyes and watched as a golden curtain swept through the room, leaving a pleasant tingle on his skin as it rushed to envelop the newly rebuilt tower.  In his city screen, the golden area denoting his Zone of Control slowly expanded outward, filling the circular green blob until the entire space was a gleaming, golden…



Aranos nearly smacked his forehead as he looked at the map and realized what he’d done.  He’d tried to maximize the efficiency of his efforts, so he’d added a long, narrow strip about 50’ wide that curved gently, following the High Road up to the Waystation, which was a large, circular shape at the terminus of that path. 

 

Great.  A long, curved shaft with a big, bulbous tip at the end.  Meridian and Longfellow are never going to let me hear the end of this.  I just gave my city some junk.




Aranos sighed and waited for his SP to restore itself before casting his Elemental Ward Spell.  As he did, he activated his Spell Sculpting Skill, modifying the Ward so that it created a rectangular area that covered the width of the High Road but was thinner than the spherical Ward would have been.  It required a few thousand more SP to make it work, and Aranos winced at the cost, then shuddered as he crafted a Spell Anchor and dumped another ten thousand SP into it, which would make it last for a few days, even if it was activated.  Between the Spell and the city’s defensive wards, he figured it would take something like that army Geltheriel was talking about to retake the tower, especially since the Shadowborn creatures would be drastically weakened by the Redeemed ground the tower and its defenses stood on.



He opened his eyes as Silma’s voice rang in his head. 

 

There are no patrols within an hour’s run, Pack Leader.  It seems the filthy ones are busy elsewhere for the moment.




He smiled at that bit of good fortune.  His city was shielded, his western flank was secure – reasonably so, at least – and he was finally ready to move forward with the next steps of his plans.

It was time to visit the lands of the humans.




Chapter 2


Aranos stood in front of the tall, crumbling tower that had once been the city of Antas’ Hall of High Enchantment, examining it critically.  The zone of necrotic energy the city’s former master, the qualintar named Zoridos, had held over the city for the last few centuries hadn’t exactly done the structures of Antas any favors.  While necrotic energy wouldn’t directly sap the strength from stone or metal, it apparently decayed and corroded wood pretty rapidly.  The Towers of Wizardry that still stood throughout the city had been raised by magic, but they were physical structures, as well.  As Aranos understood it from his readings about the city’s founding and history, the Towers had been built by a combination of stonework and carpentry and then empowered with mana to make them stronger and more resistant to wear, erosion, and damage.  By utilizing solid craftsmanship, the original builders minimized the amount of mana needed to empower the structure; it was a good lesson in how crafting was about skill as much as brute force, and one Aranos appreciated.

He scrolled through the list of structures he could theoretically build using his existing resources.  These included things like a Training Yard, a Merchant Square, a Crafting Hall, and a Stable, none of which he particularly had a use for, just yet.  He finally found what he was looking for and read through its description one, last time:
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Hall of High Enchantment






Arcane Structure




This tower is dedicated to the lost art of High Enchantment, once practiced across human and elven lands but now all but forgotten since the Feast of Virnal.  It provides large bonuses to the potency and quality of items crafted within using High Enchantment and smaller bonuses to Enchanted or Runecrafted items. 


Note: This structure is artificially rare due to the associated Skill being lost to the Feast of Virnal.





Rarity:


 
Artifact





Upkeep:


 
1 energy per structure level





Benefits:


 
+5% per structure level to all bonuses for High Enchanted items crafted within.  +2% per structure level to all bonuses for Enchanted or Runecrafted items crafted within.  All items crafted within gain +1 max Enchantments and +1 max Runes.




Note: Because this structure already exists in your city and only needs to be restored, it will start at Level 3 rather than Level 1.





Requirements:


 
5,000 Stone (waived), 2,000 Lumber, 2,000 Ore (waived), 1,500 Glass (waived), 500 Crystal, 30,000 mana.




Do you wish to construct this building? (Yes/No)
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Aranos winced at the crystal and mana requirements to create the tower; it would require almost all of his SP to create it and take a big bite out of the reserves of wood and crystal he’d accumulated by destroying buildings he didn’t see a need for, like the Diviner’s Observatory or the Artificer’s College.  He’d first checked to make sure the Library had copies of the blueprints to those buildings before destroying them, though, just in case he found a use for them later.  Fortunately, the building’s stone and metal requirements were met by the crumbling hulk that still stood before him; even so, this was the most expensive building he’d reclaimed in the city so far.

The mana requirement would have to be paid from his own pool, of course.  He could take 3000 energy points from the Tree-heart instead, but then he’d just have to replace those energy points with his SP, anyway.  It was six of one, half-dozen of another, really, and he didn’t see the point in putting off the mana cost when he could afford to pay it at once.  It wouldn’t be comfortable to give up that many SP in one burst, but it was at least within his abilities – if just barely.

Sighing, he selected ‘Yes’ and shuddered as mana was yanked from his body in a torrent, swirling around the tower and sinking into the white stone exterior.  The rush of energy would probably have been quite painful if not for his Fortitude Skill that nearly eliminated the effects of pain and mental attacks.  Instead, the power created an unpleasant sort of heat in his body, one that filled him with a strange rush of adrenaline as the secondary effects of his Skill kicked in and boosted his Physical Stats. 

He ignored the sensations and focused on controlling that flow, forcing his SP to run through the channels he’d built for that purpose.  The swirls of power roiled in his veins, flowing out of the core of energy within him, pouring forth as he watched the SP bar in his display sink slowly toward zero.  A minute later, the surge of energy slowed and finally stopped, leaving him with a whopping 1,940 SP remaining.  He smiled inwardly; there was a time not too long ago that he would have considered that a staggering amount of mana.  Now, it meant he was down to dregs and nearing Mana Depletion.

Aranos groaned as a wave of purely mental weariness rolled over him, but he forced himself to walk up the now-pristine steps to the Hall.  He and the other party members were going to be leaving in the morning to travel to Stoneleague, the nearest human kingdom, and he wanted to be as ready as possible.  While he was confident in his Spells and the abilities of his companions, he was less confident about their store of Enchanted items.   So far, he’d only replaced a few of the items he’d lost to his Fire of the Martyr Spell, and he really wanted to try some of the new High Enchantment techniques he’d read about in the Library. 

Plus, Aranos suspected that he at least might be somewhat less than welcome in Stoneleague; they all might, to be honest.  Aranos had discovered that the rulers of the various elven cities were all part of a web of betrayal to the people of the Light.  Golloron – and presumably, the other elf elders – was part of a deal with the Darkness to end the Feast of Virnal by giving the Darkness tribute in return for withdrawing from their lands.  Daily, the elves sent their warriors out to fight and die to the creatures of Shadow and forswore any attempt to retake any of their lost land – something that Aranos realized would have been simple for any Heart-bonded by using the city’s Tree-heart to expand their borders and push back the encroaching Blight.  If nothing else, realizing that this was possible would have clued him in to Golloron’s treachery against his own people. 

Technically, Aranos supposed, that wasn’t fair.  He hadn’t been in the game during the Feast, when the gods of Light were shut away from the world and Nightmare Beasts savaged the lands.  He could understand rulers being so desperate to save their people that they made deals with literal devils; he’d felt the temptation the gods of Darkness could present with their honeyed promises.  However, that had been centuries ago, and in that time, the elven rulers had never seriously attempted to fight back.  In fact, when Aranos had begun to reclaim lands from the Darkness, Golloron had sent Geltheriel and him to die or worse at the hands of Zoridos.  Golloron believed that he had a détente of sorts with the Darkness, thinking that somehow, he wasn’t simply another of the Shadow’s tools.

Aranos had broken this truce by first reclaiming the Fallen Realm of Haerobel from the Darkness, then purifying Eredain’s Tree-heart so that Golloron couldn’t use it to Corrupt the elves of Eredain any further, and finally by killing Zoridos and restoring Antas to the Light.  This last act had pushed Golloron over the edge, and now Aranos considered the two of them to be locked in a kind of silent war for the elves of Eredain, and perhaps beyond.  That war might very well spill over into the Human Kingdoms if whoever was in charge of Stoneleague was also a willing party to the elder’s secret.  If Aranos and his party were recognized – as they surely would be, eventually – they might find themselves with a large price on their heads.

He pulled open the arched, double doors to the Hall and stepped inside. The lowest level of the tower was mostly empty, a single entrance hall lit by gleaming crystals twenty feet overhead, with arched, open doorways to each side.  Peering through those doors revealed a series of antechambers that looked almost like waiting rooms; perhaps, once upon a time, the Hall had been busy enough that supplicants were forced to wait until space was available.  Aranos didn’t know, and honestly, it didn’t matter.

He walked around the room until he saw a sealed, stone doorway with a fairly simple runeform etched along its periphery.  Aranos deciphered it easily; it was one of the more basic sealing Runes, and unsealing it was a simple matter of tracing a reverse of the binding rune over top of the one inlaid in the stone; that disrupted the runeform for a few seconds, just long enough for him to pull open the door, revealing a set of stone stairs that curled upward to the next level.



The second level was nothing but Runecrafting stations, twenty of them in total, with basic tools that Aranos’ Appraise Skill told him were Standard quality and no more than Uncommon rarity.  He could use tools like these to craft his runes, of course, but he’d do better using his High Mastery Ability to forge a perfect athame out of deepsteel or truesilver, even if it would just be temporary. 

 

So, this is where beginning Runecrafters work,


 
he realized. 

 

I wonder if the higher I go, the better quality everything is?




The stone door leading to the third level was sealed by an Enchantment, again a very basic and simple locking Enchantment that he easily diverted.  The door swung noiselessly open, and he ascended once more to the third level.  This floor was obviously designed for Enchanters to practice their craft; each room had a simple, unaspected mana crystal embedded in the ceiling that would allow an Enchanter to draw more SP than normal and replenish lost SP more quickly.  There were also tables and stands for holding equipment to be Enchanted, and everything was heavily reinforced; an Enchanter didn’t need any tools except their own minds and wills to perform their art, but when Enchantments went awry, they tended to do so explosively, unlike Runes, which just failed or melted the item in question.



The next door was sealed with an actual High Enchantment.  Aranos studied the linked Runes and Enchantments and quickly deduced that the door wasn’t just held shut; the Enchantment actually bonded the stone of the door to the granite walls, making them a single, solid piece. 

 

No one’s breaking this thing down,


 
he thought ruefully. 

 

Even Saphielle would have had trouble…




Aranos swallowed as a sharp pang shot through his chest at the memory of the small, lithe Avenger.  Saphielle had sacrificed her life to allow Aranos to defeat Zoridos, and while he’d fulfilled his promise to her and finished the lich, the pain of her loss still ached in his chest.  He knew that she wasn’t real – she’d been nothing but a digital construct that the AIs had created and given a remarkable semblance of life – but in their time together, she’d seemed and felt real to him, and his heart ached as if she’d been a living, breathing person. 

He turned his thoughts away from that particular bent; nothing good would come from lingering on those memories, at least not when there were things to be done.  He reached out to the sealed door with his Sense Mana Skill and shifted the energy flows, temporarily breaking the connection between the runeform detailing how the door would extrude stone tendrils into the surrounding wall and the Enchantment that softened the wall, allowing the tendrils to sink deep into it.  Their power cut off, the fingers of stone holding the door shut shivered into dust, and the door swung free.

The fourth floor was the first area that Aranos could see was designed specifically for High Enchantments.  Anyone without the Skill wouldn’t have even been able to make it to this level, but those with that Skill would find the room exquisitely designed for their purposes.  Each room had multiple aspected mana crystals, allowing the crafter to draw only on the specific elemental mana they needed, and was stocked with Fine quality tools made of golden brown auril, a very hard metal that conducted mana well and would allow an Enchanter to channel power into their Runes as they worked.  Empty bookshelves lined the rooms where once tomes detailing various Runes and Enchantments had likely sat; Aranos would have to get copies of the works on High Enchantment from the Parmassae, the librarians of Antas, and keep them up here where he could refer to them at leisure while he worked.

For the moment, though, he crossed this space, ignoring the temptation he felt to stop and use the finely crafted tools and radiant crystals to craft just a single item.  So far, each floor had been better than the one below, and he was hoping that would continue.  He moved to the stone door sealing the stairs heading up and paused. 

The door was sealed with a High Enchantment, but it was a more complex and layered one.  Each runeform was composed of smaller, supporting runes that more clearly defined how they would function, and every Enchantment twisted in three dimensions, connecting not just with the runes but with other Enchantments in a nearly dizzying labyrinth of magic.  At first, his mind balked at the sheer complexity of the construction, but he forced himself to stop and analyze the Enchantment rationally.




Every runeform begins with an initiation rune,


 
he reminded himself. 

 

Focus on those, and the runes at least will become clear. 


 
He let his eyes wander, picking out the various initiation points, places where energy went into a runeform before being channeled into useful work.  Once he had those down, he studied them, picking apart the runes and analyzing the sub-runes until he understood what each meant to do. 






Without the Enchantments, though, that knowledge is useless,


 
he realized. 

 

It’s like hearing every other word of a story.  You get the idea, but you’re missing out on a lot, and there are some things you’ll get wrong. 


 
Unfortunately, an Enchantment this complex also probably had a thousand or more SP running through it, and if Aranos got it wrong, well – there was a decent chance he’d be looking at a respawn.



He stared at the Enchantments; individually, they all made sense to him.  This one had to do with channeling force, while that one was all about muffling sound.  However, reading them naively in the order they occurred in the Enchantment left him with a bunch of nonsense; how could an Enchantment open the wall, brace the door, stand still, and twist all at the same time? 

He felt frustration rising in him at the nonsensical nature of the patterns, and he forced himself to take a mental step backward.  He was focusing too much on the individual details of the Enchantments; there was a reason that the Spells in the door were woven in a weblike fashion, and while he’d read the theory in his books, he’d never seen it put into practice.  Actually seeing the spellforms was a different experience entirely. 

Instead of trying to parse out individual Enchantments, he let his mind relax and his thoughts drift. His eyes unfocused as he allowed the web of magic to float in his thoughts.  It was beautiful, in a way, with the elegance of a spiderweb.  This construction, though, radiated out through three dimensions, dipping in and out of the stone, rising and descending at seemingly random intervals…



His eyes widened as the pattern became clear in his mind, and everything he’d read suddenly seemed to click. 

 

The Enchantments – their placement isn’t just about where they should be in the linear circuit with the runeforms,


 
he realized. 

 

How they’re set in the third dimension tells when they’re supposed to be activated, and what other Enchantments they modify!






Eagerly, he found the initiation point of the entire construct and read through it again, this time modifying each Enchantment based on those linked to it and the depth at which they were placed. 

 

Wow, that’s a powerful Enchantment,


 
he marveled as the pieces fell into place in his mind. 

 

It’s not binding the door to the stone or the floor; it’s sealing it onto the fabric of space itself!


 
No matter how much force was applied to the door, it would never move – well, he amended, unless the force applied pulverized the door, of course.  Even then, the dust and debris of the door would be held in place, immovable.  The door was quite literally bound to the world.



His mind swept through the construction, analyzing it and memorizing as much of it as possible.  Once he had it implanted in his mind as clearly as he could manage – aided by copious notes he took in his player journal and a couple of screenshots – he located the nexus point where the tendrils of mana met before branching out to seal the doorway against entry.  He shifted that flow, and instantly, the Enchantment faltered, just long enough for him to pull the door open and make his way to the fifth floor.

The next door, he realized, wasn’t going to be possible for him to open.  Just staring at it made his head spin; it had multiple layers of nested runes, some so small his Perception wasn’t sufficient to read them, and the Enchantments were entwined in a ridiculously complex series of layers that he could barely perceive, much less understand. 

Fortunately, the crafting stations on this floor were exquisite and easily sufficient for his needs.  Each room had multiple mana crystals, and each table in the room was bedecked with a sphere of blue-silver hauratite, a lead-like metal that had a massive capacity to store mana.  The tools were made of truesilver with auril inlays and tipped with what looked like diamond; that athame could easily carve the tiniest runes Aranos could manage into any metal softer than deepsteel, the hardest substance he’d found yet in this world.  The bookshelves were made of marble and had stone doors that would hopefully help protect any works within from the incidental damage of failed Enchantments, of which Aranos was certain there would be a few.  There was even a forge in one corner, currently cold and bereft of fuel, complete with hammers, tongs, chisels, and other smithing tools. 

He chose one of the rooms randomly, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him, just in case an explosion did end up happening.  He moved to the largest table and reached into his Storage Pack, pulling out a battered and badly rusted round shield he’d found in the shattered remnants of the city’s armory.  Zoridos probably hadn’t seen much use for the building, so he hadn’t bothered to maintain it, and most of the weapons and armor inside had turned to rust or been essentially unusable.  The shield had been one of a handful of items that was stored away in a small, subterranean storage chamber and had resisted the ravages of time fairly well, but in its current state, it was basically worthless.

He also withdrew a handful of rusted blades from the same storage chamber.  He laid the shield on a raised stand that had probably been designed for that purpose, then placed the blades on top of the piece of armor.  He closed his eyes and reached out with his High Mastery, his mind sifting through the corrupted and corroded metal mana of the items.  He drew the unsullied grains of metal down into the shield, pushing the impurities toward the surface.  It took several minutes and several hundred SP, and when he was done, he opened his eyes and looked at the results of his work.



At first glance, the shield looked worse than it had, if anything.  It resembled a shallow bowl, inside of which was a slurry of brown-orange corrosion that moved like mud.  He picked up the shield with a tiny tinge of revulsion – the leftover sludge reeked of rust and looked positively foul, but he’d seen and smelled a lot worse here in the game – and carried it over to the cold forge.  He tipped the bowl into the coal bin, letting the muck splatter into the darkness of the container; it wasn’t the best idea, but if he was going to use this forge, he’d be providing the heat himself, in all likelihood.  Besides, it was better than dumping it on the floor, which was the other obvious option. 

 

Or, you could have used High Mastery to fashion a dump container from the stone walls and floor. 


 
He sighed.  He could have done that, and he probably should have, but what was done was done.



He used a cloth to wipe the last of the muck off the now gleaming and pristine shield, then placed it back on its stand.  He stepped back and took out several sheets of paper, laying them on the table.  He spent ten minutes analyzing the shield’s structure and sketching out the Runes and Enchantments he wanted to place on it; this shield was going to help Hector be a more effective tank, but he wanted to accentuate the Magebane’s chosen fighting style and shore up any weak spots he might have.  The shield he’d made previously for the man was more of a generic thing, because he hadn’t imagined that Hector would become their primary tank anytime soon.

However, he was now, and that meant he needed better, more customized gear.  This shield was going to be something of an experiment, Aranos’ first attempt at adding layered Enchantments to his works.  If he failed, it wasn’t a big deal; Hector did have a shield, after all, and it worked just fine.  If he was successful, though, he hoped it was something he’d be able to do to everyone’s gear – and it would probably be a useful step on the path toward completing Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest.

That was bothering him a bit.  The Cleansing Quest had updated when he’d defeated Zoridos and liberated Antas, of course, but the second portion of it was terribly imprecise:


 

Cleansing Quest Updated: A Door Between Realms







Quest Objective:


 
Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality.





Difficulty:


 
S





Reward:


 
+50,000 XP, New Title, Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to complete any objective within the time limit, Geltheriel dies




Second Objective: Discover the Hidden Secret of Portals





Objective:


 
Learn how to build a permanent portal without chance of failure.





Objective:


 
Journey to human lands to discover their lore of portal magic.





Objective:


 
Discover how to build a permanent portal arch.





Difficulty:


 
A





Reward:


 
+25,000 XP, Title, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to create a permanent portal within 30 days, Geltheriel dies





Failure Penalty:


 
-25,000 XP
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That didn’t give him a lot to work with, really.  The last part of the Quest had been very specific; he had to enter the Vault and read the works of Namestra.  He’d done that, and in so doing he’d learned a lot about the elven portion of the Arcane Doors, which mostly involved using High Enchanting on the doors and arches supporting them.  Dwarves had built the doors, and humans had done the actual magic to create the portals.  The elven work turned the doorways into anchors that stabilized the portals, but it didn’t create the portals themselves.  Aranos had learned a lot about those anchors, but he couldn’t make one; for one thing, the Enchantments used would only work on an archway built exactly as an Arcane Door was, and Aranos doubted he could find dwarves to teach him how to build an Arcane Door.  For another, he didn’t even fully understand the Enchantments; they were simply too complex for him.

Which was why he was here, now, trying something new.  He examined his designs critically, making minor alterations and nudging the connections between various points of the elaborate web he’d created.  It all looked good, but he knew that appearances could deceive where Enchanting was concerned.  After another few minutes, he took a deep breath; at this point, he was just putting off the inevitable.  There was nothing to do but try and see how well he really understood the concept of layered Enchantments.

His mind sank down into the shield, altering the grain, pulling the crystals into an alignment that was far stronger and yet less dense than the steel had been.  He layered a thin sheet of truesilver across the front of the shield; the rest he slowly altered into auril, which would hold and conduct the magical energies he was going to use far more effectively.  He created a node of soft hauratite in the center of the shield’s underside, a disc that would hold as much mana as a gem of similar size. 

He picked up the athame and began to trace out the runeforms he wanted in the hard, golden metal.  His senses guided his hand as he slowly and laboriously etched the runes into the underside of the shield, laying them out in what would seem like a random pattern but that was carefully designed to work around the shield’s natural binding points.

It took him over an hour just to etch the runes and sub-runes he wanted.  At last, he set down the athame and shook out his tired hand; while he hadn’t been in any danger of running out of Stamina, the game inflicted a small but cumulative Dexterity penalty on anyone performing delicate work like scribing, etching, or Goldsmithing.  He couldn’t see the penalty in his status, but he could feel it as a rising ache in his hand that had forced him to stop every so often and let the penalty subside.  Even a tiny mistake in his work here would probably be disastrous.

He then spent another thirty minutes weaving the Enchantments he wanted into the shield.  The sheet of metal wasn’t particularly thick, but his Sense Mana Skill let him perceive the individual grains of the shield’s crystal lattice, so he had no problem tracing his Spells through unique layers and linking them to the main structure.  This part was simpler than etching the runes, since he could do the entire thing just through an effort of will, but in some ways it was more mentally taxing, and it definitely took a larger outlay of SP.

Eventually, he opened his eyes and stepped back.  Everything was set; there were only three more steps to creating the Enchantment.  First, he linked the ends of his Enchantment webs into the initiation points of his Runes, then connected the termination runes of each runeform into the next group of Enchantments.  Second, he poured SP into the hauratite core of the shield, dumping 500 SP into the disc.  It could take more, but he was hesitant to add any extra; if this went wrong, the size of the catastrophe would be directly proportional to the amount of mana he put into it. 

Before he took the final step, Aranos checked to make sure his Arcane Armor was fully powered and placed his paper tracings into his storage.  If this worked, he’d want them to refer to later; if it didn’t, he’d want to use them to figure out what went wrong.  Taking a deep breath, he connected the pulsing core of mana to the runes he’d so carefully etched, allowing the energy to flow carefully into the construct…

Aranos was slammed into the wall as the shield exploded, the shockwave lifting him from his feet and tossing him like a rag doll.  Shards of flaming, molten metal sparked and clanged against his armor and speckled the walls, making the room look like some toddler had flung handfuls of metallic paint all over.  His ears rung from the sound of the explosion in the small room, and a quick glance at his status confirmed what he’d suspected:
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Yep, the explosion had deafened him, which explained the muffled ringing in his ears.  That was fortunately the only damage done to him; he suspected that he’d be suffering a Stunned debuff if it weren’t for his Fortitude Skill, and if he hadn’t had his Arcane Armor active, there was a decent chance that he’d be sitting in the respawn room right now, watching a replay of the explosion and trying to figure out what went wrong.



He climbed back to his feet, shaking his head. 

 

I think I tried too much, too quickly,


 
he said ruefully. 

 

There’s no way to know what went wrong, there, because I was trying so many things at once.  I’ll need to start more slowly and work my way up to something as complex as the shield.




Sighing, he moved around the room, coaxing the chunks of metal off the walls and floor and into a single, heavy globe that he purified into high steel.  He placed the ball in his pack and took out something simpler: a basic, gold ring, unadorned and somewhat corroded by time and exposure.  He settled in as his mind flitted through the plain piece of jewelry; it was going to be a long night of experimenting, channeling power into the Tree-heart, and Skill training.

He walked out of the Hall of High Enchantment in considerably better spirits the next morning as he headed for the Treehome, the center of the city and the place that most of the party except for Hector and Meridian were staying.  He’d learned a fair bit about what he’d done wrong with the shield; not enough to be confident trying it again, but enough to know that he had a lot more to learn. 

First, he’d discovered that layering Enchantments in the highly conductive auril was a bad idea, at least at his proficiency level.  The metal allowed the tiny bits of excess mana that each Enchantment inevitably leaked to flow between nearby Enchantments, creating linkages and pathways he hadn’t intended to make.  He thought that if he could make more precise spellforms, he could minimize or even eliminate that leakage, but he had a feeling that sort of thing would be part of becoming a Master of High Enchanting. 

Second, he’d learned that layering different metals could be dangerous, especially with the kind of power flows he was employing.  Truesilver and auril had different properties, including thermal expansion and melting point, and when one expanded much faster than the other, it added lots of stress to the structure.  At the same time, auril was almost a superconductor, channeling energy so readily that it could be used to imprison spellcasters by radiating out their mana faster than they could draw it.  Truesilver was notoriously nonconductive, so power – and heat – had built up at the boundary of the two metals, causing the truesilver to expand quickly and shattering the softened, overheated auril. 

What he hadn’t figured out was why it had happened so quickly or so explosively.  He hadn’t put that much mana into the shield; he could see it slowly overheating and shattering, but not exploding instantaneously.  Somehow, the mana in the shield had grown exponentially, probably stealing energy from the mana-rich room, creating a runaway process that melted the auril and truesilver – two substances that were very resistant to melting – and caused them to explode from the sudden heat buildup.  To work that out, he’d need to replicate the individual bits of the full Enchantment, and he simply hadn’t had time to do that and to craft the other items he’d wanted to make.  That would have to be a slower, more gradual process, especially if he didn’t want to create another explosion.

The sun was just peeking over the eastern walls of the city when Aranos stepped through the front doors of the Treehome.  The others were gathered together in what had once been a formal dining room, at least judging from the long, ornate wooden table that had once filled the space but had turned into a cracked and crumbling ruin under the pressure of the necrotic energy filling the city.  Rhys had replaced it with a table he literally grew from four seeds; Aranos could sort of grow a tree, but the Druid’s Spells were far better at it and gave him a lot more control.  His party was seated around the table, and Aranos’ stomach rumbled at the sight of the simple rations they were eating for breakfast.

“Good morning,” Phil called as Aranos walked into the room.  The Paladin was a large man with an open, friendly face, bright blue eyes, and a neatly trimmed van Dyke beard and mustache.  He was also Jeff’s oldest friend IRL and perpetual gaming buddy.  “How did your Enchanting go?”

“Explosively,” Aranos replied, twisting his lips ruefully.   “Literally.  The shield I was trying to make blew up.”

“You don’t seem much the worse for wear,” Longfellow observed in his London accent, his smile radiant against his dark skin.  “Or did you give yourself some new holes that we just can’t see?  Come on, give us a proper look.”

“Sorry, I had my armor on at the time,” Aranos chuckled.  “No new orifices.  It did deafen me for a bit, though, if that helps.”

“Did you at least figure out why it happened?” Meridian asked in her Southern drawl, absently petting the white-plumaged sitchie resting quietly on her shoulder.  The tiny life creature that was Meridian’s Evolved spirit looked almost like a snowy owl, save that its face was a carbon copy of Meridian’s – right down to her crimson tresses – and that it had humanlike legs descending from its body.  Well, that and the fact that it glowed with a soft, golden light that most snowy owls Aranos had seen didn’t seem to possess.  “You know, just so we all know you won’t blow us up one night?”

“Not yet, but I won’t be trying again until I do,” he assured them with a grin.  “When I’m ready, though, I’ll make sure to do it right next to your tent, Meridian, so you can enjoy the full effects in case things go wrong.”

“Just make sure I’m not in it when you do, and I’ll be fine,” the woman laughed.  “Or, if I am inside, make sure Hector’s with me.  I can use him as a human shield.”

“Hey!” Hector protested, then stopped and got a thoughtful look.  “Actually, I’m cool with that.  That would be a seriously interesting ‘Latest Death’ replay.”

Everyone laughed at that, and Aranos sat down with the party, pulling out some of his rations and digging in.  He could survive indefinitely without food in any sort of forest or woodlands, but here in the city, he needed to eat and drink or start suffering debuffs.  Thanks to his efforts last night, Antas’ Zone of Control now reached out another 100’ in every direction, meaning it encompassed a bit of the surrounding forests, but those would take time to regrow from the Blight damage they’d suffered, and until the land had healed, he wouldn’t be able to call on its strength.

“So, we’re going to head out today?” McBane mumbled curiously, his very faint Irish accent almost undetectable around the mouthful of food he was chewing. 

“One wonders if Travelers do not learn that it is poor manners to speak with a mouth filled with food,” Rhys grinned at the black-armored Rogue.  “Not to mention the hazard of choking.  While it is certain you will return from such a death, Giantbane, it is equally certain your companions will mock you mercilessly for doing so.”

McBane swallowed his food as dramatically as possible.  “There, that better, Druid?  As I was saying, we’re leaving the city this morning, right?”

“That’s the plan,” Aranos acknowledged.  “That should get us to Stoneleague in, what, three days?”

“Two with the movement bonuses your Leadership Skill grants, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel corrected.  “We will also likely find it an easier trip than the one we made to this place, as we will be in a larger and more powerful group, and with the High Road to the west barricaded, the urukkai should not be able to easily receive reinforcements.”

“We might be able to clear the entire High Road back to Stoneleague,” Phil suggested, his voice eager.

“That is unlikely, Paladin, as the road still runs through a valley in the Eredrasse, the Horned Mountains that have not been retaken,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “Even should we destroy every beast upon the road, more will creep down from the peaks and infest the passage behind us.”

“We can take and Redeem the Waystations, though,” Aranos smiled.  “While that won’t make the road totally secure, it’ll certainly make it a lot safer to travel; safe enough, hopefully, that more people from the human kingdoms will want to come here.”

“That won’t be the issue,” Martina pointed out, grimacing, the expression mildly frightening on her ashen skinned face, the dark lips and deep, black eyes that had come with her Evolution into a Daywalker lending a startling aspect to her every expression.  “If nothing else, Travelers will be chomping at the bit to come here, and I’m sure the guilds would love to expand into a city that’s so close to the elves, especially one that’s mostly empty.”

“But his Heart-bondedness won’t want all of them coming here, will he?” Longfellow laughed.  “That brings up quite a question, too.  How will you decide who gets to come here and who doesn’t without making the powers-that-be all grouchy?”

“I’m working on it,” Aranos assured the Archer.  “I’ve got a Spell in development that should help boost my Sense Intent Skill.”

“Well, that does give me more confidence than, say, Phil telling me he’s working on it,” Longfellow grinned.  “I’d mention something about Meridian working on it, but I don’t want to offend her boy toy.”

“I’m tough to offend, brother,” Hector chuckled.  “Although the same can’t be said for Miss Short Stuff, and you don’t want to get on her bad side, or she’ll sic Sparky the bird-thing on you.  Trust me, you do not want to wake up with that thing standing on your chest some morning.”

“First of all, I don’t have a bad side,” Meridian corrected archly.  “All of my sides are equally amazing.  Second of all, Sparky was just playing.  She wasn’t trying to suck out your soul or anything.  At least, as far as you know.”  She leaned toward Longfellow with a grin.  “Although just for you, Shortfellow, I’d be happy to teach her that trick.”

“No, I’m good,” the man replied hastily, waving a hand.  “If I’m going to wake up and find some woman’s face hovering over mine, I’d deeply prefer that she not have wings and feathers and the like.  At least, not covering all the good bits.”

The High Roads that once connected the cities of Ka had long ago fallen to the Darkness, and traveling on them was a dangerous experience.  On the way from Eredain to Antas, Aranos’ party had mostly faced attacks from the urukkai, since the creatures seemed to be occupying the citadel of Cendarta that guarded the roads leading into former elven lands.  He’d found out that Phil’s party had encounters with the creatures, as well, and Aranos assumed that meant that either there was a second stronghold of the Shadowborn humanoids buried somewhere in the mountains, or the urukkai had been traveling past Antas relatively unmolested, likely trying to keep the humans from Stoneleague from using the roads.

Aranos decided his second thought was probably the correct one when the party didn’t encounter a single urukkai patrol the entire first day.  They were waylaid by plenty of Shadowborn monsters – from a flight of huge, ravenlike poukas to a pair of massive ursusz that resembled huge, black-furred bears – but none of the orc-like creatures.  His Tracking Skill, though, told him that this was something of a recent development; there were myriad trails of urukkai bands that his Master-ranked Skill showed him very clearly, and the most recent were only a few days old.

They traveled swiftly along the High Road, and during the battles Aranos hung back as much as possible, allowing the party members to claim the larger share of the XP.  Except for the three reptilian munjuins, whose inky black scales reflected magic, none of the creatures they faced would have given him much XP anyway, since they weren’t a significant threat to him.  The party members were strong enough on their own, now that they had their Advanced Classes, that they honestly didn’t need his help. 

They slashed and cut their way through assaults by 4’ tall, dinosaur-like lizards with iron-gray skin and wickedly sharp claws that his Beast Lore told him were called kondinyas.  They slaughtered a swarm of giant, brown arachnids he recognized as venomous anisi.  They even sprang an ambush from a pack of three 10’ long, grey and black striped tigerlike beasts called rafuin, although Aranos did use his Tracking Skill to tell his companions exactly where the big cats were; the felines had waited for Silma to pass before moving into position over the road, and Martina’s Tracking Skill wasn’t quite high enough to detect them, yet.

“How did you even know they were there?” the half-undead Duskstalker asked him a bit suspiciously as she unstrung her bow after that encounter.  “I know they never came out on the road, and their Stealth Skill was ridiculously high, so you couldn’t have spotted them; they even hid from Meridian’s Lifesense.”

“The Liberator has an absurdly high Tracking Skill, daywalker,” Rhys sighed.  “It has caused me no small amount of envy, I must admit, but he is capable of Tracking a bird’s flight through the air several days after its passage.”

Martina looked unconvinced, but Phil nodded his head.  “It’s true.  When we were coming to rescue you and Hector, he took one look at the escape tunnel and knew that you and Lily’s aswang had entered first, you’d gone back and left the aswang behind, and that you’d gone in after the undead came out to lay siege to our tower.  Didn’t even have to think about it.”

The former Ranger looked at him with an odd mixture of distrust and respect.  “So, why are Silma and I scouting ahead, then?  Why don’t you fly ahead and figure out all the ambushes in advance?”

“Because both of you are stealthier and faster than I am,” Aranos smiled.  “Plus, I don’t really need to be out in front to Track.  For example, I can tell you that a group of 32 urukkai passed this way four days ago; that they were a mixed group of fourteen uruks, sixteen dabruks, a kerruk, and an ogrin; and that they’re currently miles ahead of us, at least farther than we’ll travel today.”

“Do not show off, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel remonstrated.  “His Skill is Master-ranked, Duskstalker.  He can do things with it that seem impossible to you or me.  For instance, while I saw the passage of the urukkai, I do not know how he is aware of their precise location now.  And yet, I have never seen him wrong in his judgments of such things, so I have learned to accept them.”

Martina’s eyes narrowed once more.  “Master ranked?” she asked, her voice a bit dangerous.  “How did…never mind.  I don’t want to know; it would probably just piss me off.  To hell with how you got that rank; why aren’t you training me with it?  I’m only Student-ranked!  Do you know what kind of benefits I’d get for training under a Master Tracker?”

Aranos blinked in surprise.  Martina’s entire body was tensed; her jaw was set, and her eyes flashed dangerously.  He reminded himself that just a week ago, she’d thought of him as her enemy, and they were still learning to trust one another.  He could see how it might look to her like he was deliberately holding out on her.

“You know, you’re right, Martina.  I totally should have been training you, shouldn’t I?”  He frowned.  “I’m happy to do it; it just never occurred to me.  I’ve never been much of a teacher.”  He looked at Geltheriel.  “Why didn’t you ask me to train you?”

“I am Adept in the Tracking Skill already.  While further training would provide some benefit, it would not be a productive use of our time.”

Aranos nodded; he’d found the same thing to be true of his Skill books.  He could train a Skill to Adept level quickly enough, but after that he got more benefit from using it than from further training.  He looked back at Martina.  “Let me think about how I can do this, and we’ll start tomorrow,” he promised her.  “You and I will go ahead of the others and spend the day Tracking; we’ll see if we can’t get you to the Adept ranks before the next logout.  Deal?”

The woman’s body relaxed as she let go of the tension that had been flooding her.  “Yeah, okay,” she replied.  “Thanks.  I – I’m sorry.  That probably sounded like I was accusing you.  I just thought that maybe you were keeping that Skill to yourself, you know, so that it would be your thing – which I guess kind of is accusing you of putting yourself before the party, isn’t it?”

“It’s fine,” he shrugged.  “We’re still getting to know each other.  Just so everyone knows, I’ve got an Expert ranking or higher in a bunch of forest-related stuff like Survival and Natural Lore, plus Herbalism and Archery.  Just in case anyone wants any training.”  He glanced at Longfellow.

“I’m good, mate,” the man waved off.  “Like the lady said, I’m Adept ranked already.  I would like to know how a Sorcerer gets that kind of Skill in Archery, though, if you’re ever of a mind to share.”

“Happy to, when we’re not all standing around in the middle of hostile territory, surrounded by dead cats,” Aranos laughed. 

“I might take ya’ll up on Herbalism,” Meridian spoke up.  “I mean, you’ve already taught me that weird Instinctive Meditation Skill and boosted my Mana Control and Manipulation pretty high, but that seems like something that would go well with the whole healer bit.”

“And if you don’t mind, I’d like Archery and some of that Survival training,” Martina added.  “I mean, once we’re back in human lands where there’s a forest around to teach it, that is.”

“Not a problem,” he nodded.  “Although I’ve got stuff to do in the city, too, so we might have to prioritize at some point.  Let’s start with Tracking tomorrow and see how that goes, okay?”

“Yeah, of course, sorry.  I don’t want to monopolize your time or anything.”  Martina’s ashen bronze face flushed slightly.

“I wouldn’t let you,” he grinned back at her.  “But you’re in my party, and I’ll try to make time to work with you around the other stuff I have to do.”

“Okay.  And, uh, thanks,” she added as Hector nudged her with his elbow.  “I really appreciate it.”

“You bet.  Now, let’s Harvest these rafuins; I’ll bet the hides are useful for making stealthy stuff and will bring a decent price in Stoneleague.”




Chapter 3


They pushed on through the day, leaving the barren, Blighted forest of Antas behind.  The road beside the High Road began to rise on either side, as low hills covered with sparse scrub grass, stark tree trunks with blackened leaves, and gray, unhealthy soil rose out of the earth.  The hills grew steadily higher as they moved to the southeast, but the High Road itself descended down into a lower area that resembled a long, barren valley.  The hills swelled above them, bare rock showing here and there in places as the stone uplifted out of the soil.  As the hours passed, the hills grew taller, covered with striated bands of gray stone, the tops taking on a more jagged appearance until the party passed through the shadows of twin mountain ranges, one to their northeast and the other to the southwest, hemming in the High Road on both sides.

Aranos quickly realized that the monsters assaulting them were descending from these mountains, creeping along the ridges and following barely visible paths that led up to the boundaries of the High Road.  He added another set of rafuin hides to his collection, along with the scales and talons from the packs of kondinyas they defeated, more anisi fangs and spinnerets, and even the hides of a troop of shaggy, apelike saskitches.  Skinning those last made Aranos a bit uncomfortable; the creatures were far too similar to actual gorillas, and cutting the skin off them just felt – wrong.  He knew that the hides were useful for creating cold-weather gear, though, so he took them anyway.  He’d have to sell them; he intended to save some of the others to work on his Leatherworking Skill, but he didn’t think he could bring himself to craft with the saskitch hides.

They reached the East Antas Waystation in early afternoon and found it infested only with more of the annoying kondinyas.  The saurian monsters were prodigious jumpers and could leap from the upper windows onto the party without difficulty, plus they spat a debilitating poison that burned the skin and could cause a Blinded debuff if it got in someone’s eyes.  They didn’t have the best aim, but when thirty of the creatures were leaping at the party and spraying gobs of poison all at once, they didn’t really need great aim to be effective. 

Aranos stepped in for that battle.  The kondinyas were fast but fragile and light, and a quick casting of his Gravity Well Spell sucked half of them into the air, slamming them against the side of the tower thirty feet above the road.  The intense gravity crushed the creatures into one another, fracturing their delicate bones, and in their confusion and pain they attacked their own kind ferociously.  When the Spell ended a minute later, only a rain of crushed, bleeding corpses splattered to the ground.

The rest of the party had no problems with the remaining fifteen or so saurian.  Hector and Phil tanked the creatures, Hector relying on his taunts to keep their focus while Phil used his Spells for the same effect.  Longfellow and Martina hung back and fired crossbow bolts and arrows respectively into the leaping, snapping beasts, while McBane and Geltheriel darted in and out, slashing at their flanks.  Silma hung back to protect Rhys and Meridian; the kondinyas kept leaping past the tanks and attacking the less armored casters, but the massive fenrin made short work of those that cleared the front line. 

After crushing that first wave of attackers, the party made their way into the tower, where they found another forty or so of the creatures scattered about.  In the smaller, enclosed spaces, the kondinyas were less dangerous, since they could no longer leap over the frontline fighters, and Hector and Phil’s shields did an admirable job of blocking their poisonous spittle.  At the same time, in the tight hallways, both Longfellow and Martina were hampered since they couldn’t freely fire at the tiny creatures past the tanks.  Geltheriel and Silma, who could both teleport behind the creatures, ended up doing most of the damage, at least until they stepped onto the top floor’s central area. 

A dozen of the creatures had set an ambush for them, but alerted by the stealthy Silma, the party was ready for the assault.  Phil and Hector rushed into the room, using their taunts to draw the monsters out of hiding, while the others fanned out to the sides and unleashed death upon the saurian.  The creatures fell speedily, hampered by the low ceilings and the rubble cluttering the stone floors, and in only a couple of minutes, the last kondinya fell to McBane’s dual short swords.

When the final creature dropped, Aranos closed his eyes and reached out to the tower, casting his Needed Reclamation Spell.  The wave of golden fire surged out of him, churning through the Waystation and repairing the damage done by centuries of neglect and Blight.  Cracks in the masonry refilled, the dry fountain in the lowest level started pouring sweet, clear water, and the gaping windows were filled with thick panes of clear glass.  Energy rushed out of him, draining him down to only 10% of his SP and LP, but when the Spell completed, he got a surprising notification:
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You have Redeemed the location:


 
High Road Waystation, East Antas



This location is now a designated safe zone and will remain so until it is no longer Redeemed.  You may set this location as your spawn point.

As this location is a defensive fortification attached to your city, it will receive the benefits of your city’s defensive bonuses.

Do you wish to make this location your spawn point (Yes/No)?
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Aranos quickly selected ‘Yes’, as did the other Travelers, since none of them wanted to respawn back in Antas and try to make the trip here solo.  That, though, wasn’t a surprise, since simply clearing a Waystation was enough to be able to set it as a spawn point.  What was interesting was that the Waystation was now, as far as he could tell, considered to be a part of his city, and he hadn’t had to do anything to claim it, unlike the previous one.  That meant that anything wanting to come retake this tower would have to not only deal with the weakening effect that Redeemed ground had on creatures of Darkness, it would also have to get through his city’s wards.

Even more importantly, though, if this was now part of his city – could he expand the area around the tower, as well?  If he could spread Antas’ influence to block the High Road, then he wouldn’t even need to worry about monsters slipping past them from the surrounding mountain ranges and assaulting the city in his absence.  He wasn’t really worried about that – unless an invading force could take the Tree-heart, they wouldn’t gain control of the city – but he didn’t want to have to rush back to the city and clear out invaders if he didn’t have to.

That would have to wait for later, though.  The party set up their camp, using the central area on the top floor.  Not everyone had been happy with that, to his surprise. 

“You know, there are all these rooms around here, with wooden doors that you just repaired and nice, thick stone walls,” Hector pointed to one of the rooms leading off the central area.  “And there’s even more of them on the level below.  We could – I mean, some of us could really use a bit of privacy, just for the night, you know.”

“Yes, Hector, we all know what you mean,” Martina rolled her eyes.  “You get absolutely zero points for subtlety, there.  Meridian’s loud; we all know.” 

The auburn-haired woman blushed but grinned widely.  “I do get a little enthusiastic sometimes,” she admitted.  “I think it’s a holdover from my cheer days in school.” She glanced at Geltheriel.  “You know men, right honey?  They always need encouragement if you want them to do anything right, and the louder, the better.”

“Indeed?” the blonde elf replied calmly, one eyebrow raised.  “I have generally relied upon more subtle techniques to encourage the behaviors I desire, but perhaps I will take your advice.”  She turned to look at Aranos.  “Oathbinder!” she said loudly, cupping her hands to her mouth as she spoke.  “It would make me exceedingly happy if you explained to the hairy one why being in a sound resistant room when we could be attacked at any time is a poor idea!  I have faith that you can convince him!”

“Bloody hell, now that’s a burn,” Longfellow laughed at Hector’s embarrassed face.  “You might want to ask your lady friend to heal that up tonight, Hector.  That one’s going to scar.”

“You heard the lady,” Aranos chuckled.  “Besides, Hector, I’m going to put a ward around the building tonight, and this area will be clear, but the rooms and floor below won’t.”

“Oh, yeah, I hadn’t even thought of that,” McBane laughed.  “You don’t want to find out we’re being attacked when a giant, stone spike shoots out of the floor and stabs you in whatever happens to be exposed right about then, do you?”

“Ugh,” Hector grunted.  “Fine, fine.  We’ll bunk in here, but I don’t want any complaining in the morning about the noise.”

“It’s not the noise that bothers us, my friend,” Phil grinned.  “It’s Meridian’s constant corrections.  If she has to tell you you’re doing it wrong one more time, I might be tempted to come in and show you myself, just so we don’t have to listen to it anymore!”

Meridian’s blush went even pinker, but she gave Phil an arch look.  “Don’t tease me like that, Phil,” she murmured in a deliberately sultry voice.  “Two big, strong Warriors in one, little tent?  I do believe that’s the start of about fourteen different fantasies of mine!”

“One wonders how many are required for the fifteenth, then,” Rhys said wryly.  “Will we need to pick up a third Warrior for you to feel fulfilled?”

“No, that’s not necessary,” Meridian laughed before affecting a thoughtful look.  “Although, to be honest, one more couldn’t hurt…”

The others spent the rest of the afternoon using Aranos’ training crystals to boost their Physical Stats.  They were welcome to them; since his transformation into a High Arcane, Aranos had gotten almost no use out of them.  If he trained for an hour with all three crystals at the level 4 setting each day, he could boost his Physical Stats by 2 points per week, and he could only do that to get his Stats up to 100.  He couldn’t boost his Mental Stats at all anymore; those would only go up by leveling or developing new Skills.  Even so, he was planning to use the crystals later tonight; today was one of the days where his Physical Stats jumped by a point after three days of zero gains. 

Aranos went into his tent and closed his eyes, willing himself to descend into his mindscape.  He felt his consciousness sinking deep into himself, down into the center of his being.  He opened his eyes and found himself standing in the middle of a wildflower filled clearing, surrounded by towering evergreens that waved gently in a nonexistent breeze.  The scent of pine filled the air, and a pool of shimmering, prismatic colors dominated the center of the clearing.  The natural beauty of the setting, though, was strangely marred by a heavy bookshelf of dark wood, a weapon stand holding a wooden bokken and a short bo staff, a human-shaped striking dummy, and a large, overstuffed leather chair. 

Aranos had created this mindscape, and at one time, being here had given him a deep sense of inner peace.  Now, though, he’d seen through the façade of the image into the deeper reality beneath it and knew that the mindscape was nothing more than an elaborate user interface, a way for the game to assist him in Spell creation, Skill training, and maintaining his mana flows.  The serene scene now had a flat, hollow feeling to it, as if it were just a projection rather than an actual place, and he could set it aside and drop deeper into the river of mana beneath it at any time.

For the moment, though, this interface was all he really needed.  Aranos hadn’t just been spending his meditation time channeling power into his Tree-heart; that took very little effort, in all honesty. It did take all of his SP regen, but he still had a pretty large natural pool of mana to use for other things.  At the moment, one of those other things was trickling power into the hanging Spells he had in creation, so he sat down in the chair he’d created specifically for this purpose, leaned back, closed his eyes, and called up the image of his messaging Spell.

He’d had this Spell in creation since almost the beginning of his time in Ka, and he’d modified it heavily since then.  His original concept was to create a physical orb based around a memory stone, one that would hold a pattern of mind mana, fly to a specific person using air energy, and deliver that message telepathically.  While there wasn’t anything wrong with that idea, he’d developed a lot more mana types since then and realized that having the message orb be a physical object that traveled overland not only wasn’t efficient, it wasn’t practical.  Anyone could intercept the orb en route and, if they knew what they were doing, steal the message, destroy the orb, or even alter it so that the message wasn’t what was intended. 

That was why he’d gone back and changed much of the Spell.  He’d been playing around with his Enhanced aspects the last few days, combining them with different Primary mana types to see which, if any, would mesh, and he’d hit upon a combination of mind, light, and life mana that created exactly what he’d been looking for:
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Evolved Aspect Discovered!






Aspect:


 
Illusionary




Illusionary mana is an Evolved mana type consisting of mind, light, and life mana.  It can be used to create images that will fool even magical senses.






Associated Stat:


 
Int






Requirements:


 
Int 75+, Mind, Light, and Life mana aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Illusionary Mana:


 
Illusionary mana can be used to create any sensory input, even those that are magical in origin.  An illusory image can look, sound, feel, and smell perfectly real, within limits, and can even appear normal to unusual senses such as Mana Sense, Lifesense, or Night Vision.  However, a caster can only accurately reproduce sensory inputs that they are capable of perceiving.  A caster without visual organs, for example, cannot create believable visible images, while a caster without Tremorsense can’t reproduce the specific type of vibrations accurately enough to fool this sense. 






Damage:


 
You can only use Illusionary SP equal to double your Int Stat per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains your Int: you lose 1 point of Int for every 1% of your max SP of additional illusionary mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.






Illusionary Mana and Multiple Targets:


 
Illusionary mana can be crafted in two ways.  First, it can be designed to only affect a single target; in this case, the target is the only one to perceive the Spell in any way.  It can also be used to create a standing illusion that anyone can see; in this case, anyone viewing it is allowed to make an Opposed Check, as below, the moment they first perceive the Spell.






Opposable Aspect:


 
Any Spell crafted with illusionary mana can be opposed by any creature that perceives it.  A creature can recognize the illusory nature of such a Spell or Spell effect with a Perception check, if the creature is using physical senses, or a Wisdom check if utilizing magical ones.  This check is typically the creature’s [Relevant Stat + relevant Skill level (if any) + creature level] versus the caster’s [Int + Mana Manipulation level + Spell level +10].  If the creature succeeds on this check, they can see through the illusory parts of the Spell and realize that it is not real; however, the Spell still functions against other creatures normally.  Of course, the successful creature can communicate their discovery to others, and this gives them another attempt to oppose the Spell.  A caster with the illusionary aspect unlocked receives a +20 bonus to this check.
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Aranos had now created an invisible globe of illusionary mana that would record any image, sound, or whatever the caster intended and would display that to the recipient, using mind magic to determine if the recipient is the correct one or not.  The Spell would then open a portal to that spot using dimensional magic, zip through, and deliver the message to the subject, targeting them so that they would be the only ones to get the message.  He was pretty far along on it, but it wasn’t really his highest priority at the moment. 

After all, he could communicate with the Travelers in his party through player chat, now that they were in the same region together, he and Silma could speak anywhere at any time, and the rings he’d fashioned for Geltheriel and him linked them telepathically over pretty much any distance.  Only Rhys was currently excluded from his communications network, and that was deliberate; the Druid had been under Golloron’s influence for days, if not weeks, and while Aranos thought he’d severed that connection, he wasn’t arrogant enough to believe that he could keep the ancient and powerful elf from reestablishing it, at least not permanently.  He was training Rhys in Fortitude daily along with the rest of the party, but it would be some time before Aranos felt confident establishing a mental link to the Druid.

The only reason he was working on the Spell now, in fact, was because he was struggling with the part of the Spell that created the portal; to be honest, that was something he was having difficulty with in most of his spatial Spells – and it was a big reason why he wanted to visit Stoneleague.  He could create a portal, no problem, but targeting it was a different matter.  Unless his target had an anchor – a sort of magical homing beacon the Spell could use to locate them – the portal opened could be off by a few feet or several miles.  It was relatively random, so sometimes a portal would open right in front of the target, while the very next casting, it would open a kingdom away. 

The issue was that dimensional magic was inherently unstable, and the less clearly Aranos knew the intended location of the portal – and the farther away it was – the less likely it was that the Spell would function correctly.  He knew that there had to be a way to target portals, though, and he was hoping to learn more about that in Stoneleague.

He spent some time trickling a couple thousand SP into his mental image of the Spell, concentrating on opening the portal, trying to link it to a sense of the actual individual being targeted.  The portal wouldn’t connect that way, though; it was linked only to the spatial location of the target, and since Aranos could never be sure where that was, the portal would always open in a random location.  He kept trying for ten long minutes before finally giving up in frustration; there was something he was missing, and until he worked out or learned what it was, he’d never be able to craft stable, targeted portals.

He moved through his other hanging Spells, adding no more than a few thousand SP to each of them, just enough to keep them fresh in his mind and to nudge their design forward slightly.  There was the mass communication Spell that would allow him to mentally communicate with any creature in range for as long as the Spell lasted; the Telekinetic Aura that would allow him to mentally control every object and creature around him; the Warp Field that bombarded an area with bursts of high or low gravity, explosions of force energy, and opened random portals to send enemies all around the battlefield.  The portals for that last one, at least, were more stable and controlled, since they were designed to send their targets from a location in his sight to another location in his sight, and he didn’t care where exactly that location would be.  They still occasionally opened to a random location, though, once depositing an enemy a thousand feet or so up in the air – directly above the mental image of Aranos.

He lingered on the last Spell; this was the one he really wanted to work on and the reason he wasn’t channeling mana into the Tree-heart right now.  Thanks to his new mastery of illusionary mana, he was working on a spell that would disguise his form.  He knew that Lily had something similar, although to be honest, hers was better: she could actually physically transform into a specific individual, making her a carbon copy of them.  He wasn’t sure, but he guessed that her Spell didn’t even radiate magic to be sensed, since once the transition was complete, no magic was needed to maintain that form.  It simply was Lily’s body, at least until she shifted back to her normal one.  There were ways to detect her through that – her scent didn’t change completely, for example, so he could still Track her that way – but those ways were esoteric and somewhat unreliable.

To replicate that effect, Aranos had to specifically create the inputs for the senses he wanted to fool.  Crafting visual and auditory illusions was simple, and he’d already completed that part of his Spell.  Creating a specific scent that wasn’t his was harder but doable, so long as he knew what the creature he was duplicating smelled like, and he’d mostly completed that.  Touch was similarly difficult, but it was the other senses – Tracking, Mana Sight, Night Vision, Lifesense, and telepathy – that were giving him trouble.  Tracking was especially hard, since he could only disguise his trail to a certain extent, and even then it wouldn’t last long after he passed. 

He focused on the image in his mind, calling up the most perfectly formed generic human shape he could imagine.  The image was of a man of average height, with medium brown hair that was cut just below his ears.  His face was plain and unremarkable, and his brown eyes held no particular depths to them.  His voice was flat and monotonous, and he smelled like a combination of all the male humans in his party mixed with leather, iron, and a faint odor of soap.  All of these were perfectly clear in his mind, but now he had to project far more difficult images, ones that would fool more magical or exotic senses.

Mana Sight was the most difficult of these, since he had to make sure that he was projecting a generic mix of mana types – but no illusionary mana whatsoever, and nothing in any great potency.  He’d spent some time analyzing McBane with his Mana Sight, since the Giantbane was the only member of the party without access to his SP and so only radiated the base energies that a generic human would.  Martina also had no access to her SP, but she had a faint aura of necrotic energy thanks to her daywalker race change, and while Hector had no access to his SP, Aranos had also forcibly sealed the mana channels in the man, giving him significant resistance to outside magic but also meaning that he barely radiated mana at all.  That meant that Aranos was basically copying McBane’s mana signature, but hopefully that would be enough to fool anyone scanning him with magical senses.

He pictured the trail he would leave as he passed, imagining the heavier footsteps of the more solid human imprinted in the soil and the slightly shorter stride the smaller man would leave behind.  He adjusted the outline of the foot to be wider, with shorter toes, and he added the imprint of hobnails in the sole of his imagined boots, since that seemed to be what held the humans’ boots together instead of the adhesive resins elves preferred. 

He held the image as clearly as he could – he still needed to add Night Vision and Lifesense to it, but he would work on those later – and began to add more SP to it, trickling it in as quickly as it regenerated.  He could have simply poured power into it, but he was already pretty far along with the Spell and didn’t see the need to dump energy into it just yet.  He had a feeling that just by channeling his regen into it, he could finish it before they reached the city, and that was all that mattered.

The others joined him as the sun sank below the horizon, and one by one, they each retired to their tents, leaving the Sorcerer to stand watch.  Aranos only needed 4 hours of meditation a day in place of sleep, so it made sense that he stand watch overnight rather than disrupting everyone else’s sleep.  To his surprise, though, Martina joined him for the first part of his shift, looking quietly pensive.

“Mind if I sit with you?” she asked quietly, her entire body screaming discomfort and uncertainty.

“Not at all,” he smiled.  “I’m going to train with the crystals later; I was just going to see if I can expand the zone around the tower to encompass the entire road. You’re welcome to hang out with me if you’d like.”

“Well…I was kind of hoping to chat,” she said awkwardly.  “I mean, if you’re too busy, though…”

“Give me a few minutes just to make sure I can do this,” he shrugged.  “I’ve been feeding the Tree-heart my extra SP for days, now, so I think I can do it and talk at the same time, but I don’t know if I can start the process without concentration.”

“Oh.  Yeah, okay, sure.”

He closed his eyes and located the pulsing beat of the Tree-heart’s energy deep within his being.  He reached out through it, touching the wards he’d woven into the city’s defensive barrier, checking to make sure they were intact and in good condition.  He’d fashioned a thin mesh of life mana that surrounded the city; anything living or undead that crossed it would tear it irreparably and announce its presence.  If Zoridos had put something like that around the Tree-heart, he might have beaten Aranos, but Zoridos simply didn’t have the skill to craft such a weaving.  The qualintar had tons of power – far more than Aranos did, even bonded to the Heart, since Zoridos was feeding off the trapped souls of tens of thousands of Antas’ former inhabitants – but almost no skill to speak of. 

Fortunately, the mesh was untouched; nothing had slipped his wards and entered the city; at least, nothing alive or once-living had.  He supposed a horde of constructs could have smashed through the barrier and entered and he probably wouldn’t know, but as of yet, he hadn’t worked out the mana needed to animate things.  He was certain it was a combination of Enhanced and Primary mana types, but discovering it wasn’t as simple as tossing them together and seeing what happened.  Each aspect had to be added in the right proportions and woven together in a fashion that would remain stable but not separate; without seeing some sort of example, he was basically trying random patterns to see what might stick, and most of his attempts – almost all, in fact – ended in failure.

He refocused his thoughts and touched the Tree-heart, calling up his City Screen as he did.  The map of his city appeared in his mind, complete with the accidentally added genitalia stretching to the west – he’d have to either fix that at some point or steer into the skid and add testicles just to be as juvenile as possible – then concentrated on expanding his territory, focusing on the area around the tower.  To his relief, he received a confirmation notification asking how many energy points he wanted to put into expansion.  He selected a gradual rate of 3 per second, started funneling SP into the Heart to replace what was being lost, and opened his eyes with relief.

“Thanks for being patient,” he smiled at the still-uncomfortable looking Martina.  “It’s working; after a few hours, the Waystation should be in the middle of a protected area a bit less than a half-mile in diameter.”

“That’s good,” she said without conviction.  “I mean, yeah, it’s a good thing.  It’s nice to sleep somewhere that’s actually safe.”



“How did you keep from being attacked on the way here?” he asked curiously; he’d never really spoken to the woman about her time traveling with Lily, and it occurred to him that might be an oversight.  Martina knew more about Lily’s capabilities than Aranos did in some ways, but she also knew Lily’s limitations. 

 

Really, you haven’t been spending enough time with this woman at all,


 
he remonstrated himself silently. 

 

You know almost nothing about her, you never thought about training her, and you never talked to her about Lily.  Gotta get your head in the game, dude!




“Liam – Lily, I mean, hid us magically.  He – she…”  The woman sighed with frustration.  “I don’t even know what to call her, Aranos.  I keep thinking of her as ‘Liam’, and that’s what comes out naturally, but really she was Lily the whole time.”

Aranos chuckled.  “I suggest saying whatever works best for you.  I’m not going to correct you, and I’ll get what you’re saying.  As long as I understand what you’re telling me, how you’re saying it isn’t very important, is it?”

“Yeah.  Okay, that makes sense – and it makes things easier.  So, Liam hid us with his magic every night.  Hector and I still took turns standing watch, even though Liam insisted we didn’t have to, but everything we saw just kind of ignored us and kept going.”

Aranos nodded.  “Useful Spell,” he admitted.  “That gives me one more thing to work on, I guess.  As if I didn’t have a thousand things in my head already.”  He looked at her curiously.  “Why didn’t you sleep in the Waystations?”

“They were inhabited, and Liam insisted that they weren’t worth fighting over.  Of course, we didn’t know they would work as spawn points until we’d passed most of them up.  We only took this one, and that was because it turned out we got to it a few hours after Phil’s group had stayed inside, so it hadn’t had time to be fully reinhabited with creatures.   We didn’t stay there; we just took it and set it as a spawn point, then moved out to catch Phil’s group.”

Aranos nodded.  “So, what did you want to chat about?” he asked.  Seeing her hesitant look, he laughed.  “Martina, I can tell that something’s bothering you.  The best thing to do is just spit it out.  I’ll do my best to not be offended, okay?”

She took a deep breath.  “I’m not very good at diplomacy,” she admitted.  “Honestly, I just never saw the point in it.  I’ve always felt like people who get upset over hearing the truth kind of do it to themselves, you know?  But I’ve also never really worked in a group like this for very long, and – well, I’m kind of enjoying it.  I don’t want to ruffle feathers.”

“I appreciate that, but I don’t think it’s necessary, at least not with us.  I mean, no one ever got upset over Saphielle, and she was the most brutally honest person I’ve ever met.”  He blinked and swallowed at the brief pang but pushed on.  “So long as you’re not being deliberately insulting, I’m not going to care, and I don’t think anyone else will, either.”

“Alright.  Well, the thing is…,” she hesitated, then seemed to plunge forward.   “I don’t think going to Stoneleague is a good idea, at least not for all of us.”

“Oh?  Why not?” he asked neutrally. 

“A few reasons.  First of all, I don’t think the elves, or you, or – or I are going to be welcome.  Stoneleague is a human city, and I don’t remember any other races being there.”

“Were people talking badly about the other races?” Aranos frowned.  “I mean, I know the elves consider humans to be a ‘lesser race’, but usually, humans are portrayed as more tolerant than other races.”

Martina scoffed.  “Humans aren’t tolerant,” she said with some heat.  “They’re narrow-minded, insular, and like to keep to their own kind…”  She seemed to regain her composure that had been slipping.  “But yeah, the NPCs in the city made a lot of jokes about nonhumans.  You know, ‘a dwarf, an elf, and a necromancer walk into a bar…’.  They think elves are snobbish and vain, I guess.”

“They kind of are,” Aranos laughed.  “I mean, ‘lesser races’ and all, right?  I was an aleen – an elf/fay hybrid – and I had to deal with some of that from them.  They tend to think humans are uncultured and barbaric, so – I guess the humans are right.  Do you think they’d keep the elves out, though?”

“Probably not,” she admitted.  “They might not let you into the city, though, what with the green skin and fiery red hair.  And…they almost certainly wouldn’t be happy with someone who was half-undead.”




Ah, there’s the issue.  You’re worried that you won’t be able to get back in.


 
  “Well, if it makes you feel better, I’m working on an illusion Spell for myself to make me look human,” he assured her.  “I think I can adapt it to be able to cast it on you and the elves, as well.  If we’re all just plain, vanilla humans, they shouldn’t have any problems.”



A look of relief crossed her face and quickly vanished.  “Okay, that does make me feel better.  The thing is, though, if you’re right about King Hugin, you might have the entire city after you if you’re discovered – and we all have the whole ‘Liberator of Antas’ Title.  Even if they don’t know right away who you are, it won’t be hard to figure out once they realize who ‘Irric Brightblade, High Paladin’ and Meridian – I don’t know her character’s last name, but ‘Meridian the Liberator of Antas’ are, will it?”

She ran her hands through her hair.  “What I mean is, why are we doing this?  I get why Phil and his group want to go back – they have their Quest to turn in – but what about the rest of us?  There’s no good reason for us to go back to Stoneleague, and a few good reasons not to.”

Aranos sat calmly, his face carefully neutral as the woman spoke.  “Listen, Martina, if you don’t want to go into the city, you don’t have to,” he finally said.  “You and Hector are probably able to adventure around here safely by yourselves if you want.  I don’t want you to feel like I’m forcing you to do something you don’t want to do.

“However, I do have a good reason to go to Stoneleague: Geltheriel.  See, I met her because Lily had kidnapped her and imprisoned her in the ruins of Haerobel, another fallen elven city.  As Travelers, you and I don’t get Corruption Points just for being in Blighted Lands, but Geltheriel and Rhys do.  She’d been imprisoned long enough that her Corruption exceeds half of her Endurance, so she can only get rid of it with a Cleansing Quest – which we’re on right now.

“The first objective was to get into the Vault of Antas and discover some lost works by an ancient, elven Artificer from before the Feast.  We did that, and now the second step is to go into human lands and learn more about portals.  So, I kind of have to go – but you don’t, and if you want to take a break from the party while we’re in the city, there’ll be no hard feelings.  You and Hector can rejoin us when we leave Stoneleague.”

Martina bit her lip, looking concerned.  “I – I don’t know if Hector would go with me,” she admitted.  “I mean, he and Meridian…”

“He would,” Aranos shook his head.  “Hector’s all about loyalty, you know that.  Heck, he followed you to Antas just to keep you safe.  He’s not going to turn his back on you now.”  He looked directly at the distraught woman.  “The thing is, none of us will turn our backs on you, Martina.  I’d like you to stay in the party; you’re a good companion, you’ve got valuable Skills, and I’d like to think that we’re becoming friends.  At the same time, I get it if you don’t want to risk pissing off the city; it’s not your Quest, after all.”

“Yeah, you’re right.  Hector is all about loyalty, isn’t he?”  She sighed and looked away.  “Can I think about it?  I mean, I’m not going to split while we’re on the High Roads, of course, but can I talk to Hector and let you know before we get to Stoneleague?”

“We’ll probably be there around nightfall tomorrow,” he pointed out.  “You might want to go talk to him soon.”

Martina grimaced.  “I’m pretty sure by now he and Meridian are – otherwise occupied.  If I popped my head in there now, he’d probably get the wrong idea.”

“Or Meridian would,” Aranos laughed.  “She seems pretty – open to new things.”

“Oh, she’s not.  She just talks that way because stuff like that embarrasses her and laughing about it is a good way to deflect.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “We’ve talked.  She’s actually really sweet.  I’m kind of glad she and Hector are getting along.  He deserves someone nice, and she deserves someone honest.”

Aranos felt a silent knot of tension release inside him.  “That’s something of a relief,” he admitted.  “I was worried that the whole Hector/Meridian thing would cause issues.  I mean, the two of you have adventured together for so long…”

Martina cut him off with a snort of laughter.  “It’s not even close to like that between us.  Hector is like my big brother.”  She looked at him.  “It’s kind of like you and Geltheriel, I think.  You look at her the way you would an older sister, don’t you?”

“More or less.”

“Same for Hector and me.  He’s never looked at me that way, and I’ve never thought about him like that.” She shrugged.  “It keeps things simple, if nothing else.  It’s good to have someone you can just count on and not worry about drama messing it up.”  She rose to her feet and brushed off her black leather pants.

“I’ll say this, Aranos,” she added quietly.  “I think you mean it when you say that you’d look out for me.  I know we had a rough start, but I think I can count on you, too.  I just don’t know if I’m ready to bank everything on ‘think’.”

“Fair enough,” he shrugged.  “You’ve got until tomorrow afternoon to decide; after that, we’ll be getting close enough to the city’s walls that you might be spotted leaving the group.”

“I’ll let you know,” she smiled.  “Good night.”

Aranos watched the woman walk back into the room where the others were sleeping, inwardly shaking his head.  Martina had some serious trust issues, for sure, and while he hoped she’d stay, he understood her concerns.  He had his own, to be honest: as she’d said, it was possible his presence in Stoneleague would create some pretty significant problems or bring down the wrath of the city’s ruler, who he assumed was the King Hugin she’d mentioned. 

He also assumed that meant that there might be some reward for the person who told said lord that he was in the city and where he was staying. 

He didn’t want to think badly about anyone in his party, but of all the people who he thought might betray him, Martina and Rhys were at the top of the list.  The woman had come to Antas specifically to steal Aranos’ Quest, even knowing that meant she might have to fight against him and her former party member Phil.  While he wanted to think that part of her was in the past, he knew that, realistically, people didn’t often change like that.  Right now, it was to Martina’s benefit to go along and be a good party member.  If that stopped being the case…

Aranos sighed and sent quick telepathic messages to Geltheriel and Silma, as well as a private player message to Phil.  Martina needed watching.  It wasn’t the nicest thing to do, but Aranos couldn’t afford to be nice.

He had a Cleansing Quest to complete, and if Martina tried to betray them, well then…

He’d deal with her.




Chapter 4


The gates of Stoneleague stood open before the cobbled road that wound down from the High Road and descended to the city.  The walls were high, proud, and strong, made of granite that had probably been hewn from the nearby mountains and standing 40’ tall in the center of a mile-long clearing.  Even from this distance, Aranos could see the figures walking the tops of the wall and the spiderlike ballistae and catapults manning the battlements.  The party had doubtless been spotted the moment they left the forested area north of the city, but no alarms had been raised so far, and no flurry of activity seemed to be happening at the wall.

Aranos absently reached up and touched his short, red hair, which now covered only his rounded, human ears.  He’d completed his Illusory Cloak Spell earlier that day; since he wasn’t participating in the combats, he had no trouble channeling his SP regen into the Spell while using his Massless Flight to float along a few inches above the ground:

[image: ]





Spell Created: Enhanced Illusory Cloak^






Rank:


 
Novice 1




Change the outward appearance of a single creature.






Effect:


 
You change the outward appearance of any friendly creature to resemble a different creature of the same type.  The Cloak can mimic a specific individual, if that individual is known to the caster, or the caster can tailor the image in any way they choose, so long as the new form is roughly the same size and shape as the target’s true body.  The target looks, sounds, and feels like their illusory counterpart to all who view, hear, or touch them.






Opposable Spell:


 
Anyone examining the cloaked individual closely or with suspicion can make an Opposed Check to see through it: their [Per + Sense Intent Skill + Class level] versus the caster’s [Int + Mana Mastery Skill + Spell Level +10].  If the viewer is using a specific Skill such as Night Vision, that Skill level is used instead of Sense Intent; if the viewer is using a Spell or magical sense, Per is replaced with Wis.  Success means that single individual sees through the disguise, but all others see the cloak normally.






Enhanced:


 
This Spell also functions against attempts to perceive the target with Scent, telepathy or mindreading, Night Vision, Mana Sight or detection, Lifesense, and Tracking Skills, Spells, or Abilities.  The Tracking protection lasts for one hour, after which the target’s normal tracks become apparent once more.






Cost:


 
85 Illusionary SP



+150 XP


What you see may not be true…
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Aranos had considered keeping his original form.  After all, he had a Favored reputation in human lands, and with his Grand Liberator Title active, he got an extra 75% bonus to all Charisma-based interactions.  Those factors, combined with his high Charisma Stat, should allow him to move freely in the city…however, that would mean proclaiming his presence to any and all, and Martina had been right.  He could be painting a giant target on the entire party.

Now, he looked a lot like what he did IRL.  His hair was flame-red and fell to his ears; his face was broader and squarer than it had been but still narrow for a human’s, he was a couple inches shorter than he stood as an arcane, and he was dressed in green and brown leather armor, carrying a simple, wooden staff banded with metal. 

Geltheriel and Rhys had also been made to look human.  The Shadedancer’s hair was still honey-blonde, but she had a rounder face, ears without points, wider shoulders and hips, and looked less graceful as she walked, since Aranos had been emulating Martina’s stride in his mental image.  Rhys’ hair was flaxen and hung only to his shoulders instead of down his back, his jaw was square and lightly stubbled, and his features were heavier and more pronounced.  He was also a couple inches shorter than his normal height, was dressed in chainmail, and walked with a heavy gait that was a cross between Phil’s and Hector’s. 

Martina looked like her human, un-Evolved self.  Aranos had never seen her like that, though, so he’d had to dig through Hector’s memories to find her image – with the Warrior’s permission, of course.  Her skin no longer had a grayish sheen to it, her lips were pink instead of dark gray, and her eyes were brown rather than black.  Otherwise, she looked the same as she normally did, since Aranos had only had to make minor alterations to hide her racial change.

Silma had undergone the largest alteration.  There was no way to disguise the huge celestial wolf as any sort of normal wolf or dog; the size difference was simply too great for the Spell to overcome.  He’d had no choice but to shift her appearance to that of a silver-white horse, which she had not been happy about. 




Horses are prey, pack leader,


 
the fenrin fumed. 

 

I am not prey!







Of course you’re not,


 
he soothed her silently. 

 

Anyone who thinks you are is in for a massive shock. 


 
He sent her a mental sigh. 

 

I’m sorry, Silma.  If I don’t change your appearance, then there’s no point in changing mine, since anyone who recognizes what you are will realize who I am almost instantly.  If you want to stay with us, you have to look like a horse; it’s the only animal they’ll allow in the city that’s your size.  Otherwise, you’ll have to stay out here.  It’s up to you.




She’d brooded and pouted, but she’d ultimately accepted his logic.  She’d almost had a second fit when Aranos suggested that she carry their packs, but he’d pointed out that since that’s all horses were good for – he carefully did not mention riding – if they were leading a horse and it wasn’t carrying anything, it would look suspicious.  She’d relented with vague promises to get even with anyone who laughed or made a comment.

Wisely, no one did.

There was very little traffic on the road leading to the city, so they were able to talk freely enough as they approached.  “One notices that this would make excellent farmland,” Rhys said, looking around at the clearing about them.  “I presume there is a reason it is not being utilized as such.”

“You and Geltheriel really need to not talk in the city,” Martina said a bit nervously.  “Humans don’t talk that formally.”

“The reason these aren’t farms,” Meridian broke in, giving Martina a reproachful look, “is that creatures come down from the mountains and out of the forest pretty regularly, and they sweep through here all the time.  All the farms are on the other side of the city, where the monsters don’t go as often.  And I’m sure they’ll be just fine, Martina.”

“Martina’s got a point, Meridian,” Phil said softly.  “The way the elves talk is going to give them away.  At the very least, it’ll bring us attention we don’t want.”

Geltheriel sighed.  “Understand, Irric, that it’s not that elves can’t speak the way humans do,” she said, startling everyone, especially Aranos.  “It’d be stupid to think that our mouths couldn’t make those words.  We just consider it to be…rude.”  Her mouth twisted as she spoke, as if she’d eaten something sour.

“To an elf, using a contraction indicates that we don’t care about the person we’re talking to,” Rhys added, also looking a bit uncomfortable.  “And we only use first names with people we’re exceptionally close to, like family members or lovers.”

“Yeah, I suppose thinking that you couldn’t use contractions was kind of dumb,” the Paladin laughed.  “If you don’t mind, though, I really do prefer Phil.”

“And I prefer calling you ‘Paladin’, but I can’t,” Geltheriel grinned.  “I guess we’ll both have to be unhappy, won’t we?”

The massive gates loomed before them, and Aranos saw that the guards were stopping everyone, speaking to them briefly, and occasionally looking through packs and bags.  Even more often, though, the passersby placed something in the guards’ hands, and the guards waved them through without bothering to look inside the packs.




Bribes,


 
Aranos chuckled silently. 

 

I guess if we don’t want our bags searched, we have to pay for that privilege.  Not that there’s anything in there that I don’t want seen, but…well, except maybe the bag of ore samples from Ilmadia.  Or some of the hides from creatures from elven lands, or the loot from Antas…yep.  Better tell Phil to bribe them.


 
 



He sent a quick message to the Paladin and got a quick reminder back that, as a Paladin, Phil really wasn’t supposed to be passing bribes.  Aranos sighed and moved closer to the front of the group; he’d have to do it himself.

They reached the front of the short line and stopped before the bored-looking guards.  “Names and Classes?” the closest guard asked lazily, not even looking at the party.  Despite their seeming nonchalance, though, Aranos wasn’t fooled.  The guard’s armor and weapons were pristine, and he moved with the ease of someone long practiced at being under arms.  The other guards were being almost aggressively inattentive, but Aranos’ Sense Intent told him that their every sense was trained on those passing through the gate.  This was a city that faced the creatures of Darkness regularly, and the gate guards weren’t there for show.

“Irric Brightblade, Spellsword,” Phil said, naming each of the others by their Base Classes rather than their Advanced ones, including “Oran, Wizard”, “Theria, Ranger”, and “Reece, Cleric”, since Aranos’, Geltheriel’s, and Rhys’ names and Base Classes would have revealed their non-human identities. 

“You’ve got a few more than you left with a couple weeks’ back,” the guard noted astutely.

“Good eye,” Phil congratulated the man.  “We picked up Oran’s group in the High Forest.  We thought the extra damage and healing would help us in Antas.”  The man grimaced.  “We were wrong.”

“Really?” the guard asked.  “We saw the announcement from the gods that Antas had been Liberated, though.”

“By that Aranos guy, not us,” Phil chuckled.  “We spent the whole time outside the city, fighting undead while he went in and killed whatever was in charge.  He was nice enough to let us get what we needed from the Library, though, so we’ve got a Quest to turn in.”

“I’ll just need to check your packs, and you can be on your way,” the guard nodded.  “As you know, we have to confiscate a tenth of all treasure as a tax.”

“Of course,” McBane spoke up quickly, stepping up to stand beside Phil.  “Before you do, though, is there a particular tavern you could recommend to us?  We’ve been on the High Road for a while, and I am dying for some good ale.  Maybe somewhere that you all like to drink?”

“I’d recommend the Thirsty Griffon,” the guard replied, scratching his chin.  “It’s one of the better taverns.  Of course, it’s a bit pricey for simple gate guards…”

“Really?” McBane asked with mock disbelief.  “That’s ridiculous; you keep us all safe, but you can’t afford an ale?  Here, take this in exchange for the recommendation, and join us there tonight, okay?”  Aranos reached out and pressed a single silver link into the man’s hand, probably about the equivalent of half a week’s pay for the soldier.  “That should cover everyone on duty, right?”

“Maybe,” the soldier’s face twisted.  “The Griffon’s pretty expensive…”

“My mistake,” McBane smiled, handing over a second link.  “There, is that good?”

“My thanks,” smiled the guard, stepping back from them.  “Your packs look fine.  Enjoy your stay in Stoneleague, Travelers.”

As they moved past, Geltheriel shook her head.  “That was absurd, Oathbinder,” she muttered to him quietly.  “We could be bringing anything into the city!  We could be assassins…”

“The city’s warded against the Shadowborn, Theria,” Longfellow shook his head.  “That’s why Martina’s been so worried, isn’t it?  She was afraid that the wards would react to her.  Might have been uncomfortable, even fatal, and since every human city has similar wards, she’d have been locked out of the Human Kingdoms entirely.  Look at how relieved she looks.”



Aranos glanced at the Duskstalker and had to agree with Longfellow’s assessment; Martina did look pretty relieved now that they were inside the city. 

 

Kind of wish she’d just said that, though,


 
Aranos thought silently. 

 

At the very least, we could have been prepared for things going wrong.




Stoneleague was vastly different from the elven cities Aranos had become used to and more closely resembled what he considered a typical medieval town.  Elven cities were built throughout the crowns of trees; their streets were wide branches, and their buildings were almost universally crafted from oilarie wood, which was strong, light, and almost impervious to fire and cutting once treated with a type of resin.  The cities were multi-level, three dimensional affairs, and larger buildings were built vertically, not horizontally, since space was at something of a premium.

Stoneleague was built mainly of stone, which Aranos supposed made sense considering how close the mountains were.  The streets were cobbled, the more prominent buildings were fashioned of blocks of stone of varying colors and textures, and the city was surrounded by the massive stone wall.  Smaller, wooden buildings filled the spaces between the larger, stone ones, packed tightly together and leaving only narrow alleys between the wider boulevards. 

There were also far more people in Stoneleague than there’d been in Eredain.  The elven city was a stronghold, supposedly designed to hold the Darkness at bay.  Aranos supposed that Stoneleague, the last city before the Blightlands, was probably the same, but it was much more populated.  Hundreds of people milled around in the square before them, which looked to be a market square with small booths and stands scattered throughout, the merchants probably buying from and selling to the people entering and leaving the city.  There were humans of every description, with every skin tone, hair color, and dress that Aranos could imagine.  He saw mounted cavalry in full plate armor, small urchins running through the crowds, probably stealing whatever they thought they could get away with, and women in fairly scanty clothing sidling up to wealthier looking men. 

It was honestly a bit of sensory overload.  Not only was Aranos overwhelmed by the sights and sounds of the city, his Scent Ability was working overtime.  His nose was overcome with a miasma that was a mixture of the constant pall of smoke that seemed to hang everywhere, the stench of bodies that had gone too long without washing, the odors of food and spices, and the scent of horses and cattle.  He had to fight the urge to sneeze and tried to breathe through his mouth as much as possible to allow his enhanced senses to grow accustomed to the city’s stimuli.

He could tell he wasn’t the only one overwhelmed.  Geltheriel and Rhys had to fight to keep from gawking, and he could sense his Follower’s tacit disapproval.  Elven cities were generally more open, and being in the trees meant they had a constant breeze flowing through them that carried away some of the more overpowering smells.  Even though she lacked his Scent Ability, the elf had a significantly higher Perception than he did, and he guessed that the city was just as overwhelming for her.

Rhys simply looked uncomfortable, which Aranos supposed was fair.  The Druid was used to more natural elven dwellings, and the roughly hewn human city was certainly outside of his comfort zone.  There were very few trees or bushes left standing in the city, and the hewn stone beneath their feet felt dead and lifeless to Aranos; he figured it was probably worse for the Druid. 

Silma was equally taken aback, mostly due to the overpowering smells of Stoneleague.  Her nose was more sensitive even than Aranos’, and however strong the odors were for him, they had to be much worse for her.  The constant buzz of noise as the humans talked, shouted, and worked probably hurt her ears, too, since they were lying flat against her head.  She stayed close to Aranos, as if seeking comfort in his proximity, and he reached out aimlessly to pet her neck, sending her reassuring thoughts.

“This is the Upper Gate Market,” Phil told them quietly as they entered the large square.  “It’s the smallest of the three market squares in the city, and generally the cheapest.  The vendors here tend to cater to adventurers coming and going through the Upper Gates into the High Forest or Blightlands, so there are lots of things like adventuring equipment, food, and buyers for various hides and small knick-knacks.

“There’s another small market near the Lower Gate, which leads toward the rest of the Human Kingdoms, and that’s where the farmers, hunters, and foresters sell their goods.  The biggest market is the Guild Square, though, several blocks southeast of here.  The major Guildhouses are set off that square, along with a few banks and the craftsmen that are good enough or rich enough to have their own shops.  If we want to buy or sell anything, we’ll find the best selection there, but we might not get the best prices.”

“We should find a place to stay,” Aranos said a bit tersely, trying not to breathe too deeply.  “I don’t think we need to stay at that Griffon place, though.  If it’s that expensive, staying there will attract attention and cost coins we don’t need to spend.  We need someplace safe but low-key.”

“I know a place,” McBane offered.  “The Black Blade, four blocks south of the Guild Square.”

“I know that inn,” Martina frowned.  “At least, I know of it.  The owner’s got a…less than savory reputation.”

“It was well earned,” McBane chuckled.  “Old Malcolm is a retired thief who decided to steal money from people the old-fashioned way, by overcharging them for watered ale, cheap food, and bad entertainment.  He was my Class trainer, though, so we can trust him, at least so long as we don’t piss off the Thieves’ Guild.”

“Is there a Guild for everything in this city?” Rhys murmured.  “Even the criminals have one; next, you’ll be telling me there’s a Guild for Assassins and one for Beggars.”

“The beggars are part of the Thieves’ Guild; at least, the approved ones are, and they keep the unapproved ones from becoming too numerous,” McBane corrected.  “There is an Assassins’ Guild, though.  It helps to regulate the murders in the city and to make sure that no one critical to the city’s functioning gets killed off.”

“I find it fascinating that you regulate murders,” the Druid chuckled.  “Are they taxed, as well?”

“Of course,” McBane laughed.  “The Guild pays a portion of its profits to the crown in return for being left alone by the guards.  It’s a win for everyone; the Guild doesn’t allow anyone to be killed that the king wouldn’t like dying, and the king makes some money while getting rid of undesirables.”

“That’s…actually very practical,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “What of the bribe we paid?  Is that taxed, too?”

“It goes into a general fund to supplement the guards’ pay,” McBane explained.  “The gate guards face more risk than the patrols or palace guards do because they’re the ones who deal with any creatures that attack the city, but they all get paid the same way.  The bribes are a way to compensate those guards for the extra risk without the king spending the money.  The only people who pay it are those who can afford it; anyone paying the bribe must be bringing something valuable into the city, or they’d just pay the regular tax on goods.”

Aranos laughed.  “Theria’s right; that is pretty practical.  How did you learn about all this?”

“It’s part of the Class training for a Rogue,” the man shrugged.  “We have to learn how the city works so we know how to function outside of the rules.  You have to know which targets are safe to rob and which ones are off-limits, what kind of actions the guards will ignore and which ones will get you chased, and who can be bribed and who can’t.  Trying to bribe a palace guard, for example, is a mandatory death sentence; King Hugin doesn’t mess around with his safety or that of his family.”

“It sounds very – complicated,” Rhys sighed. 

“It is,” McBane agreed.  “That’s part of the fun, though.  Aren’t there Thieves’ Guilds in the Elven Realms?”

“There aren’t any Guilds in elven lands at all,” Rhys corrected.  “Everything is organized by Houses, and no, there are no Rogue Houses.”

“That’s not – technically true,” Geltheriel said slowly.  “There is the House of Dusk.”

Rhys scoffed.  “That’s a legend, Shade – Theria,” he quickly caught himself.  “A hidden House of thieves and assassins?  It’s a story to keep the other Houses in line.”

Geltheriel shook her head.  “No, Reece, it’s not.  As a K – I mean, in my former position, I’ve encountered them.  Only twice, but that was enough.”  She looked at the humans.  “In elven lands, there are two types of Houses: familial and Class Houses.  Oran, for example, is Patriarch of his family House…”

“Of course he is,” Martina sighed.

“And a member of the House of Stars, for elven Wizards.  I was a member of the House of Twilight, similar to a human Rangers’ Guild, while Reece is a member of the House of the Sickle, but we also have family Houses we belong to.

“There is a hidden House, though, the House of Dusk, whose members never openly admit their allegiance.  They’re rogues and assassins, and it’s said they report only to their House Elders and the King and Queen themselves; even city Elders can’t command them.  I’ve seen their handiwork twice, as they left their House symbol as a message, but we never discovered who committed those murders.  As far as I know, no one in the Houses of Twilight or Blades has ever apprehended someone from the House of Dusk.  Of course, that might be because we don’t try very hard.”

Aranos was only half listening to most of this; his focus was on their surroundings.  No one was really close enough to hear them talking, but he saw several people watching them closely as they passed.  “Maybe we should continue this conversation somewhere less public,” he observed after he watched a man in a plain, brown cloak follow the group with his eyes before turning and disappearing into the crowd.  “McBane, how far to this Black Blade place?”

“We’re about halfway there.  We’ll skirt the Guild Square for now – it’s too easy to get distracted there – so it’ll take a bit longer.  Stoneleague’s streets tend to wander a bit once you’re off the main thoroughfares.”

“Lead the way,” Aranos smiled at the Rogue.  “And I hope the owner of the place still considers you a friend.”

The Black Blade was a large building with a first story made of stone and a wooden upper story.  Poorly played music drifted out of the doors, which weren’t quite fitted correctly, as if they’d been knocked loose from the hinges and not repaired well, as did the smells of overcooked food, sour ale, and stale bodies, at least to Aranos’ nose.  A sign depicting a black-painted dagger hanging point-down was the only decoration marking the place.

They left Silma standing next to a hitching post that had a single, swaybacked mare that was decidedly unhappy about Silma’s presence tied to it, then stepped into the smoky, close main room of the tavern.  Aranos’ eyes immediately watered, and he had to blink several times to stop them from stinging as they adjusted to the dimmer light within the open room.  The common room was a simple expanse with scarred, battered tables and benches instead of chairs.  The floor had a layer of sawdust strewn on it that undoubtedly soaked up spilled ale and other, less savory liquids, and the huge fireplace at the other end of the room was filled with a roaring blaze whose smoke was only partially carried away by the stone chimney.

“Grab a table or two,” McBane said quietly.  “I’ll go talk with Malcolm and arrange rooms for us.  It’ll be cheaper if we double up.”  He glanced at Meridian.  “Although if you and Hector are bunking together, that leaves Theria out.”

“I can share a room with Oran,” the woman said easily.  “It won’t be the first time the two of us have had to share sleeping arrangements.”

“Really, now?” Longfellow asked archly.  “Do tell!”

“We were trapped in the ruins of a fallen city, and we had to stand watch over one another or risk being killed in our sleep,” Aranos replied drily.  “Super exciting, right?”

“Not as much as I’d hoped, no,” the Archer admitted.  “Where’s the drama?  The hidden passion that neither of you dared express, suddenly erupting in a whirlwind of romance?  You’re quite disappointing me, Oran.”

“Sweetie, you’re plenty of drama for all of us,” Meridian said sweetly.  “And you’ve been reading too many romance novels, I think.”

“What?” the Archer gasped, his hand pressed against his chest.  “How dare you?  There’s no such thing as too many!”

“While I’m not sure what a ‘romance novel’ is, if they’re what causes you to think such things, Longfellow, then you’ve read far too many,” Geltheriel countered with a grin.  “Don’t push your own, lurid fantasies onto poor Oran.  I’m certain he has enough of his own.”



“Okay, so four rooms,” McBane interrupted before Aranos could defend himself.  “That should be doable.  I’ll be right back.”  The Rogue walked toward the bar, carefully avoiding passing near any occupied tables and staying well back from the female server passing through the room. 

 

I don’t know if he’s just being cautious, or if he’s really worried that they’ll try to steal from him,


 
Aranos thought grimly. 

 

Either way, that’s probably not a great sign.




It was still late afternoon, so most of the tables were empty, and Hector picked one up and carried it over to stand beside the table nearest it, while Phil hefted the sturdy, wooden benches, one in each hand, and set them down on the floor.  The party gathered around the two tables, which despite their shabby exterior seemed fairly solid to Aranos; they were sturdy and well-made but looked to have seen some pretty hard use.

“McBane, you mangy son of a whore!” the bartender shouted as the Rogue walked over toward the bar.  The speaker was a short man, only an inch or two taller than Meridian, with gray hair and a short, coarse, white beard but no mustache.  He had a slight but noticeable paunch, but Aranos noted that his shoulders and arms were well muscled, and his hands moved deftly and nimbly as he wiped down the bar with swift, efficient strokes.  “I never thought I’d see your face in my humble establishment again!”

Aranos felt a moment of concern, but McBane just laughed.  “Malcolm, you rancid goat turd, I never thought I’d be back.  My friends over there wanted to see the worst-run tavern in all of Stoneleague, though, so where else could I take them?”

The two men grasped forearms, and Aranos noticed McBane’s left hand twitch in an odd manner.  Malcolm’s eyes narrowed, but his voice was as boisterous as ever.  “Worst-run?  Bah!  That’d be the Speckled Jester, down by the Lower Gate.  Farah there deals with farmers and peddlers, so she doesn’t care if her food and ale kills them, so long as they make it out the gate before they die.  My customers may be the city’s refuse, but at least they keep coming back!”

Aranos heard several chuckles from the nearby tables, and he relaxed a bit.  Apparently, this was normal behavior for Malcolm, judging from the general lack of reaction among the patrons.  Aranos examined the big man carefully, his high Perception and admittedly low Sense Intent Skill trying to get a read on the man, but he couldn’t pick up any hints of the bartender’s thoughts in his body language.  It didn’t feel like the proprietor had any hostile intentions, but Aranos couldn’t be certain.

“So, beyond our being a stop on your tour, what can I do for you?” Malcolm asked easily, still wiping at the bar, although his eyes never left McBane’s.

“We need rooms for the party, if you’ve got them,” the Giantbane shrugged.  “Four of them, if you can.”

“For how long?”

“Maybe three days?  Might be less, might be more, though.”

“Four rooms will cost three silver a day,” Malcolm shrugged.  “Half upfront.”

“Three silver?” McBane repeated incredulously.  “That’s ridiculous!  Two silver would be too much.  I’d pay three copper links a night, and no more.”

“Then you can find another place to sleep, I guess,” Malcolm shrugged, although Aranos noticed his fingers twitching again as he spoke, and he saw McBane’s face getting redder.

Aranos sighed and rose from his bench.  “I’ll be right back,” he murmured.  He wove through the tables toward the pair, who were now arguing loudly.  At first, Aranos had thought that Malcolm was simply haggling to get the highest price possible, but the man was holding firm at three silvers a night.  As Aranos understood it, a copper link – half of a silver – was enough for a decent room at an inn, so four rooms should have cost two silvers at the most, and that was at a nicer place than this. That Malcolm was demanding such a high price suggested that this might be a game issue, and if it was, Aranos had a feeling he could solve it. 

Taking a deep breath, he channeled half of his SP, pouring it into the glowing pool that represented his Charisma, temporarily boosting the Stat to over 200 just as he reached the bar.  He laid a hand on McBane’s arm, halting the Rogue in mid-tirade, and gave Malcolm a smile.

“Hi there,” he told the smaller, gray-haired man.  “You’re Malcolm, right?”

“That’s me,” the man replied, looking a bit suspiciously at Aranos, although the red flush that had been rising in his face and cheeks as he spoke to McBane started to ease as he looked at Aranos.  “And who might you be?”

“I’m Oran,” Aranos replied, turning to McBane.  “McBane, can you flag down the server and maybe get everyone some drinks?  We’re all pretty thirsty.”  The Rogue looked startled for a moment and seemed as if he’d protest but nodded and walked away from the bar.

“Sorry about that,” Aranos chuckled at Malcolm.  “McBane’s a good guy, but he hasn’t learned how to deal with people very well.  He thinks if he can’t win with reason, he should try volume.”

Malcolm snorted at that, and Aranos could sense a subtle tension leaving his body.  “I’ve noticed that, myself.  I think I might have stopped his training a mite early.  Maybe if I’d smacked him around a bit more, he’d learn proper manners.”

“Well, if we end up staying here, you might get the chance,” Aranos grinned.  “Speaking of which, we really would appreciate the rooms.  McBane said that this was the best place for us to stay – you know, all things considered.”

“It might be, but those considerations aren’t cheap,” Malcolm shrugged.  “I can guarantee that you can stay here in perfect safety from certain guilds who might see you as marks, but that kind of protection has a price.”

“Of course it does,” Aranos nodded, raising a hand in front of his chest, palm up, where it was hidden from the rest of the patrons.  “However, there are all kinds of guilds, Malcolm, and some of them provide their own forms of protection, if you take my meaning.”  As he spoke, Aranos pulled streams of all four elemental mana types, gathering them into a churning ball of fire, wind, stone, and water that spun lazily above his hand. 

Malcolm’s eyes went wide, and he took an involuntary step back before his gaze turned suspicious.  “Wait – so why wouldn’t you stay at the College?  Why here?”

“See the blonde with the long braid?” Aranos smirked.  “There’s your answer, my friend.  The College isn’t fond of guests, especially certain kinds of them.  They’re very stodgy like that.”  Aranos was gambling at that point; in his experience, magical academies tended to be very rigid and usually taught that anything other than study was an unnecessary distraction for students.  The House of Stars hadn’t been like that to him, but then, he’d never been a student there.  It did seem like it was fairly strict with the actual students; as a Traveler and someone with an Expert ranking in Mana Control, though, Aranos had never had to experience that.

It looked, though, like his guess was on the mark, from how Malcolm visibly relaxed.  “I’ve heard that about them,” the man acknowledged.  “Wouldn’t be the first time someone from the College has rented a room for a night and only used it for a couple hours.”

“Well, what you’ve heard is true, my friend.  In any case, though, I can offer you things other than money to make it worth our time, here.  For example, I can almost guarantee that there won’t be any fights breaking out in the room while I’m around.  Everyone will stay nice and calm, which will be better for your furniture, if nothing else.”

Malcolm grunted.  “True.  Tell you what, we’ll make it two and a half silvers a night.”

“One,” Aranos countered.  “Remember, you’re not just protecting us, Malcolm.  We’re protecting you, too.  A man with your background has to have made enemies, but how many of them would be willing to cross the College?  Or risk dealing with someone with my talents?”

“More than you might think,” the man guffawed.  He looked carefully at Aranos.  “Two silvers a night, Wizard.  That’s my final offer.”

“One and a half, and that includes meals and stabling for our horse,” Aranos smiled.  “You don’t even need to feed her, just give her a place to stay.”

“You drive a hard bargain, Oran, but it’s a deal,” Malcolm sighed.  “That’s four silvers and a copper link for the three nights, meals and stabling included.  Drinks are still extra, though.”

“Of course,” Aranos laughed, handing over two silvers and a copper link.  “Here’s the half upfront, as agreed.  My thanks, Malcolm.”

“You can thank me by not letting anyone else see what you just showed me, and by keeping this place calm.  That’s worth a silver a day in broken ceramic, right there.”

Aranos made his way back to the party and sat down.  “Four and a half for the three days, and it includes meals,” he grinned. 

“How did you do that?” McBane asked suspiciously.  “Was that a Spell?”

“High Charisma,” Aranos shook his head.  “Mine’s over 100, and I boosted it over 200 before I chatted with Malcolm.  That cranks my Bargaining Skill up pretty high.  I probably could have gotten him down to 1 silver a night, but it didn’t seem worth it.”

“But Malcolm knows me,” McBane argued.  “He was my Class trainer…”

“Do you have reputation with him?” Aranos interrupted.  McBane frowned, then shook his head, and Aranos shrugged.  “There you go.  Remember, McBane, in the – in this world, your Charisma and Reputation heavily influence people’s interactions with you.  Malcolm didn’t know me, but thanks to my Charisma, he was more willing to listen to and believe what I was saying.”

“Oran is correct,” Rhys said quietly.  “The gods influence us in many ways, some subtler than others, and Charisma is one of the subtlest.  The words of those with high Charisma simply sound more pleasing and believable, and being near them gives one a feeling of comfort and harmony.  That is why – Oran, here, is so easy to follow.  His Charisma affects you, even if you do not realize it.”

McBane frowned.  “That doesn’t work with pl…with Travelers, though,” he pointed out. 

“Perhaps it does, perhaps not, but as Malcolm isn’t a Traveler, it doesn’t matter much, does it?” Geltheriel pointed out.  “The fact is, we never know for certain when someone’s Charisma is affecting us – although we may occasionally suspect it – but it affects us all the same.  Oran can convince people of things you can’t, McBane, simply because of his Charisma.  He – and anyone else with high Charisma – should probably be in charge of all of our negotiations and dealings in this city, if it’s possible.”

“Mine’s almost fifty,” Meridian spoke up.  “I don’t know any way to train it, but I should look into it while we’re in town.  I bet I could get it up to a hundred in a couple weeks if I tried.”

“I think it’d be worth it,” Aranos nodded.  “My Charisma’s helped me a lot so far. Not only did it save us some money, here, but it also gave me a bit of reputation with Malcolm.  The more I talk to him, the higher that’ll probably get, until he’d let me stay here for free if I asked…and wouldn’t tell anyone else anything about us.”

The conversation stopped as the waitress came back to the table.  She was a pretty young woman that looked to be in her late teens, with light brown hair and a lightly freckled face.  “Here you are,” the woman said in a cheery voice.  “Five ales, two waters, and one red wine.  That’s seven coppers.” 

“Here you are, dear,” Longfellow handed the woman a silver disc with a smile.  “Keep the change.”

“Thanks,” she said with a perfunctory smile as she moved around.  “Who got what?”

“What did you order for me?” Aranos asked.

“An ale,” the man shrugged.  “The wine is for Meridian, and Theria and Reece just wanted water.”

The woman set the mug down in front of Aranos, and he gave her a small smile.  “Thank you,” he told her.  “When you get a chance, can you let us know what’s available for dinner?”

“Of course,” the woman replied, giving him a genuine, open grin.  “Tonight, we’ve got lamb chops and pork stew.”

“Which would you order?” Aranos asked. 

“Well…I shouldn’t say this, but the pork’s a bit old.  I’d have the chops, personally.”

“That’s what I’ll have, then,” Aranos nodded.  “Does that come with anything else?”

“Vegetables and a small loaf of bread,” she told him brightly.

“Sounds great.”.

The woman took their orders, then returned a few minutes later with the food.  “Is there anything else you need?” she asked Aranos, deftly pocketing the extra copper from Longfellow without even looking at the Archer.  “Anything at all?”

“I’m sure we’ll need another round of drinks, soon,” the Sorcerer replied, slipping her a copper of his own.  “You should buy one for yourself, too.”

“I just might do that,” she laughed warmly, her face turning slightly pink as she spoke.  “Maybe I’ll come back and drink it with you, later.  If you’re new to the city, you’ll need someone to tell you about the latest news, right?”

“We just might,” he agreed.  “Thank you.”



“No, thank

 

you


 
,” she smiled as she moved away from the table. 



Aranos turned to see the others staring at him, some in amusement, others in confusion.  “Did you see that?” Longfellow mock protested.  “I gave that woman four coins – four of them – and she didn’t give me the time of day.  This bloke gives her one, and she’s ready to come sit in his lap and spill her secrets.  Totally unfair!”

“The power of Charisma,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “Although I think that poor girl’s in for a surprise when she knocks on Oran’s door tonight and I open it.”  She glanced over at Aranos.  “And no, I’m not sleeping in the hall, Oran.”

“I would never ask you to,” he protested.  “Besides, I think you’re overstating things.  She’s being a bit nicer to me, but that’s all…”  They stopped as the woman returned and began setting plates down, starting with Aranos and finishing with Longfellow, even though that meant skipping the Archer and coming back to him.   At the end, the woman also set an extra ale in front of Aranos.

“Compliments of the house,” she said brightly.  “To celebrate the first time I’ve seen anyone outbargain old Malcolm.”

“Thanks,” he smiled back at her.

“Is there anything else I can get you?  Anything at all?”  As she spoke, she leaned over him, and he was suddenly aware that in her absence, the woman had unbuttoned the top two buttons of her blouse.

“Not – not at the moment, no,” he replied, glad that his illusion hid the startled blush that he could feel rising in his face.

“Maybe later, then,” she smiled at him and moved off.

“Yeah, she’s knocking at your door tonight, honey,” Meridian chuckled.  “Sorry, Theria.  Maybe you can bunk with Phil and Rhys for the night.”

“Or maybe the young woman will realize the merits of a chaste friendship,” Geltheriel grinned at Aranos.  “At least, after I’ve spoken with her, I’m sure she’ll see things that way.”

Phil laughed, then cleared his throat.  “Okay, so let’s make some plans while we’re here,” he said quietly.

“Wait a second,” Aranos interrupted, reaching out with his High Mastery Ability and grabbing the air around them.  He wove the strands of air mana into a loose pattern of linked vortices, nothing as solid as his air shield, but just enough to create a half-globe of wind a fraction of an inch thick around them.  Instantly, the room grew quiet as the sounds from beyond their globe were muffled.  “Okay, that should do it.  It’ll be harder for anyone to hear us, now.”

“Handy,” McBane nodded.

“I hope so,” Aranos agreed.  “So Phil, you, Meridian, Longfellow, and McBane all need to go to the temple tomorrow to turn in your Quest, right?”

“Yep,” the Paladin nodded.  “Although it’s a church, not a temple, at least here in Stoneleague.”

“Got it.  I need to make contact with the Mages’ College and see if I can get access to their libraries.”

“I think Neela could help with that, couldn’t she?” Hector asked, glancing at Phil.  “She’s still at the College, right?”

“She was when we left the city,” Martina broke in.  “I tried to convince her to join Hector and I on the trip to Antas, but she didn’t want to.  She’s apparently pretty into the College.”

“I can send her a message,” Hector shrugged.  “I’ll bet she can send you to the right person, if nothing else.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Aranos said gratefully.  “What will you guys be doing?”

“I’d like to hit the Adventurers’ Guild,” Martina spoke up.  “I’ll bet there are some Quests there that we could handle, now that we’ve got our Advanced Classes.”  She looked at Geltheriel.  “You and Reece are welcome to join us, if you want.  We could certainly use you both.”

Geltheriel glanced at Aranos, who nodded fractionally.  “I don’t have anything better to do,” the Shadedancer replied.  “What about you, Reece?”

“If Oran will be busy, then certainly, I’ll join you,” the Druid shrugged.  “It could be interesting to be part of a party that isn’t trying to free entire realms and defeat legendary creatures.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Aranos grinned, raising his second mug of ale.  “Which means it’ll probably all fall apart first thing in the morning.”




Chapter 5




Silma appeared in the room the moment Aranos told her it was safe to do so and demanded that he remove the illusion cloaking her. 

 

I will scout the city, then return before the dawn,


 
she told him silently. 

 

I’m not sleeping with horses, though, pack leader.  I’ll sleep here during the day and scout at night.




Aranos hadn’t argued with her; the fenrin’s Stealth Skill was high enough that she should be able to move around freely in the darkness, and she took up far too much space in the room, anyway.  Instead of worrying about her, he settled down in a corner of the room, took out his mana crystal and the truesilver stand he’d built to hold it, and dropped into the depths of his mindscape.  He had a lot of work to do that night, and it started with some training.

He opened his eyes and found himself seated in the warm, soft grass of his forest glen.  He basked in the quiet and solitude for several moments – the tavern below had gotten steadily louder as the night progressed, but the presence of the armed and armored party had kept the clientele nonviolent, if a bit rowdy.  The scent of pine filled his nose; the buzz of insects and chirping of distant, unseen birds eased his cares and concerns.  This was a place of solace, and part of him just wanted to sit there and de-stress, but he needed to get started.

He turned his focus to the torrential river of his mana, his mind flowing through the patterns at the center that had once been carefully tended spirals of energy.  Now that he’d found a deeper understanding of his mana and how it worked, he didn’t need those perfect, fractal spirals anymore, but he’d been maintaining them out of habit more than anything else.  Left to its own devices, the Primary mana he took in from the world would be unaspected and unusable for most of his purposes, and his hourglass-shaped spirals had been a way to separate the unique energies. 

However, he knew that they were basically obsolete at this point. He was sure that he could keep his mana separate now by nothing more than an act of will.  At some point, he’d probably have to unmake that pattern to advance his Mana Control – but he wasn’t quite ready for that, yet.  Instead, he flitted through the patterns and made sure they were stable and coherent, channeling power as effectively as possible, then activated his Mana Vampire Perk and began to suck power from the mana crystal he’d set up as quickly as he possibly could.

He hadn’t done this training since expanding his mindscape to include the deeper depths of his Enhanced mana – and since his Evolution into a high arcane – and he suddenly understood why this method wasn’t going to improve his Stats anymore.  Before the change, this kind of mana flow had been difficult to control; he could drain about five hundred SP per second from the crystal, and that had been enough to seriously overtax his mana channels and mental control.  Now, though, it was nearly effortless; the mana flowed into him, through his spirals, and back out as simply as if he’d been pouring it from a glass. 

He sighed in frustration; this definitely wasn’t going to help his Mana Control or Mana Mastery Skills, which was the whole point of the exercise.  He needed to channel a larger amount of power than this, something that would challenge his ability to control it.  Right now, the simple fact was that even his Mana Vampire Perk didn’t bring in power fast enough to overtax his Evolved body.  He needed a way to move more power, much more quickly.

As he stared at the river of Enhanced mana roaring through him, he realized that he had exactly that.  His Enhanced mana was fueled by the pools of energy that represented his Stats, all of which were linked through his Charisma pool.  Technically, he could channel all of those energies through his Charisma pool and into his mana spirals; even a small portion of it should seriously overtax them and force him to work to control it.  In fact, the issue that he could see was how easy it would be to overdo it and end up with Mana Burn, an extremely unpleasant debuff that had rendered him an idiot for ten minutes or so last time he’d had it. 

He dropped the flow of mana from the crystal; it would still be useful for creating Spells of Primary aspects, but he wouldn’t be using it for training again, it seemed.  Instead, he dove below his mindscape, down into the river of mana, allowing himself to be carried along by the torrent of energy.  He followed it down deeper into himself, sinking at last into the blazing pool of Charisma at his very core.  This was where he and the world connected; Charisma controlled his interaction with Ka and ultimately fed each of his Stats and aspects.  Brilliant lines of power radiated away from the edges of the pool, eventually connecting with the wellsprings of his other Stats, and he drew on the ones leading to his Physical Stats and his Perception.  He left his Wisdom and Intelligence alone; those he would need for his Spell crafting, but if he were just trying to train his Skills, he could use those as well.

He grabbed a single strand of that radiant power and guided it into the river of his Enhanced mana.  The extra energy made navigating that flood far simpler, and he scooped up tendrils of Mind, Soul, Spatial, Vital, and Spirit mana without difficulty.  He very cautiously and gently guided those strands into his hanging spirals, using his Soul aspect to shift them all into unaspected mana that would feed the pattern.  He allowed the combined energy to very gently contact his patterns, then let them flow into the construct he’d made.

Power roared into his hourglasses, instantly threatening to shatter them.  Aranos grabbed the patterns with a sense of desperation; they were spinning far too slowly to handle this much energy, and he willed them to begin moving faster.  It was a delicate task made nearly impossible by the power flooding through them; each spiral was timed to rotate perfectly with its neighbors, and accelerating just one of them at a time actually made things worse.  He reached for more of the spirals, but he realized quickly it was an all-or-nothing effort.  He’d have to handle all thirteen hourglasses at once or drop the extra power boost to them – and effectively give up training his Mana Control and Manipulation for the time being.

He dropped his conscious attempts to manipulate the pattern; he simply couldn’t deliberately focus on all of the spirals at once.  Instead, he took a mental step back and took in the construct as a whole.  He didn’t try to speed up the spirals, he simply observed the overflow of power and tried to get an instinctive feel for what would let the hourglasses handle the massive influx of energy.  The pattern felt wrong to him; it really wasn’t meant to handle power like this, and without thinking, he allowed it to adjust to the new flows.  His subconscious mind nudged, shifted, pulled, and changed the patterns, while his conscious mind simply observed the results. 

Nearly an hour passed until the new flow of energy stabilized.  His neatly organized hourglasses no longer rested in an orderly fashion; they were skewed and angled, nestled against one another in an incredibly compact shape.  Each spiral connected with others, but not necessarily the ones closest to it.  Instead, the connections seemed haphazard, but he could see that they allowed the power to flow faster and more freely – and allowed him to make adjustments without disrupting the entire construct.  It was a much more complex and finely layered structure, there was no doubt, and it was handling the increased power load without disruption.

He gradually increased the power flowing into the new pattern, drawing it out and recycling it back into his Charisma pool deep within.  Silently, he exulted; he’d finally found a way to train his Mana Skills without needing crystals or other accoutrements.  He could do this anytime he felt like it, although right now it took far too much concentration for him to attempt any time except while meditating.  Even so, it was a step forward, one he knew he needed to take if he ever wanted to get his Mana Skills to the Master level.

He withdrew from his spirals, allowing the flow to maintain itself, and settled in to work on his Spells.  A couple of them were close to ranking up, and he really wanted to work on his Energy Web Spell.  The design he’d come up for it originally – that of a cloud of small, unaspected hooks like Velcro, grabbing at the limbs of an enemy – wasn’t really very effective anymore.  The creatures he was facing were too strong, too fast, and often too resistant to magic for the Spell to have much effect, and he had an idea of how he might be able to improve it.

He called up the mental vision of his Spell, but instead of summoning a shroud of unaspected mana, he reached deeper, into his Enhanced aspects, and grabbed streams of Spatial and Void magic.  He wove the power into a complex pattern, then imagined it spreading out to fill the same space as his Energy Web.  He felt the ripple in the air as hundreds of tiny, almost invisible spheres of Spatial and Void mana collapsed into wells of intense gravity, pulling anything within toward them with a force far greater than what the unaspected mana had been able to generate.  He sensed the gentle pull of the Web, drawing creatures into it; he heard the whisper of air rushing between the infinitesimal spheres of gravity.

He released the vision and restarted it, this time imagining a raging ursusz charging into the Web.  The gigantic, ursine creature could normally tear through his Energy Web with ease, only being slowed a bit in the process.  When it struck his gravity field, though, its heedless charge crawled to a halt.  The monster thrashed, writhed, and tore helplessly at the air, but its movements slowed as they were caught inexorably in the tiny globes of dense gravity.  He could hear its roars of anger as it tried to escape, smelled the scents of rage and terror as it realized it was helpless, and tasted its musky odor in the air. 

Once he had the image securely in his mind, he began to channel SP into it, tapping the mana crystal for energy and supplementing it wtih a trace of Spatial mana drawn from the recirculating flow he’d created.  He poured power gently into the image, repeating it over and over with different, powerful enemies he’d faced being trapped in his newly upgraded Web.  As the vision slowly solidified, he began to add extra mana to it, starting with Fire.  He poured heat into the Web, hoping to fill the spaces between the tiny orbs of power with tendrils of flame, but to his surprise, the fiery energy was sucked into the invisible spheres, vanishing almost instantly. 

Even so, the massive, rotting vyrka he’d envisioned in his Spell thrashed as its flesh started to scorch and blister, sloughing off of it as if it were being rapidly cooked.  It struggled to escape in vain; soon enough, it fell still as its skin blackened and smoked.  Aranos could feel the heat radiating from the Web, but he couldn’t see any sign of flames or fire; were they simply being contained by the intense gravity, unable to escape but still pouring out heat?  He didn’t know, but usually Fire mana didn’t send heat out that far.  It tended to be more localized, and his flame Spells rarely burned anything more than a foot away from the actual fire created.

Frowning, he sent his mind out into the Web, sinking into its structure.  He could feel heat pulsing from the tiny orbs, but the energy of it felt odd.  It didn’t have the blazing, chaotic power of Fire mana; this energy seemed simpler, more distilled, as if it weren’t doing anything but transferring heat directly to its target without the light, crackle, and waste of Fire energy.  He peered more closely at one of the spheres, examining the individual strands of mana attached there, and he realized with a start that the Fire mana he’d poured into the Spell had bonded with some of the Spatial mana flitting entropically inside the globe.  The intense gravity had forced the two energies together, releasing pulsing waves of heat that seemed to act like microwaves, delivering thermal energy directly to anything nearby.




I’ll bet that’s a new Evolved aspect,


 
he realized with mounting excitement as he examined the entwined Fire and Spatial strands. 

 

I wonder what else I can get to bind with Spatial mana?




As it turned out, the answer was simple: every Elemental aspect would combine with Spatial energy if it was simply compressed enough.  Air mana poured into the construct created a blast of radiation that seemed to bypass most creatures’ defenses but didn’t do a lot of LP damage.  Water energy melded with Spatial mana to form the opposite of the Fire and Spatial blending; it sucked heat directly from the air, covering everything in a fine layer of frost and freezing creatures solid.  Earth mana dumped into the Spell looked like it absorbed nearby kinetic energy, making the Web even more effective as it drained what little power the victims had to fight against the intense gravity.

He dumped SP into the Spell for a full hour as he experimented with his new mana types.  Eventually, the Spell shivered into existence, and he eagerly read the notifications that popped up:
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Evolved Aspects Discovered!






Aspect:


 
Thermal




Thermal mana is a combination of the Spatial and Fire aspects and is far superior to Fire in heating any target.






Associated Stats:


 
Dex, Agil






Requirements:


 
Dex or Agil 75+ (50+), Spatial and Fire aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Thermal Mana:


 
Thermal mana directly projects heat to its target without wasting energy as light or sound.  It is invisible to normal sight but can be sensed by certain creatures or Abilities.  Because of its highly efficient nature, Thermal mana ignores any Fire or heat resistance of 50% or lower and reduces higher resistance or immunity to one-half its effectiveness.  Replacing a Fire-based Spell with Thermal mana increases the base damage by 50%.






Damage:


 
You can only use Thermal SP equal to the sum of your Agil and Dex Stats per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point of the higher of Agil or Dex for every 1% of your max SP of additional Thermal mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.



+500 XP




Aspect:


 
Radiation




The Radiation aspect is an Evolved form of mana, consisting of the Spatial and Air aspects.  It is generally poor at dealing direct damage to targets but can damage a living creature’s Stats.






Associated Stats:


 
Dex, Agil






Requirements:


 
Dex or Agil 75+ (50+), Spatial and Air aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Radiation Mana:


 
Radiation mana is invisible to normal sight, although certain very rare creatures or Abilities can detect it.  Radiation energy only damages living creatures and will not harm non-living or undead targets.  However, it can pass through most natural and physical defenses with ease: a creature’s Defense rating is reduced by the caster’s Int Stat versus radiation mana.  This applies to both natural and crafted armors.  Magical defenses are instead reduced by half the caster’s Int Stat, unless they are specifically designed to hold out Spatial or Radiation mana. 






Damage:


 
You can only use Radiation SP equal to the sum of your Agil and Dex Stats per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point of the higher of Agil or Dex for every 1% of your max SP of additional Radiation mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.






Radiation Damage:


 
Radiation mana does only 50% of normal LP damage to a living target.  However, it can damage a creature’s Physical Stats: every 20 points of Radiation damage a creature suffers also randomly reduces one of their Physical Stats by 1 point.  A single Spell or effect can damage multiple Stats; 100 points of Radiation damage, for example, will inflict 5 random points of damage to the target’s Physical Stats, and the Stat damaged each time is determined individually.



+500 XP




Aspect:


 
Arctic




Arctic mana is a blending of Spatial and Water energies that drains heat from its vicinity and inflicts extreme cold damage on targets.






Associated Stats:


 
Dex, Agil






Requirements:


 
Dex or Agil 75+ (50+), Spatial and Water aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Arctic Mana:


 
Arctic mana is the antithesis of the Fire aspect.  Ash will extinguish a Fire, but Arctic mana will drain the heat from it and destroy it utterly.  Arctic mana does cold damage to its targets but is so effective at this that it ignores any resistance to cold or Ice damage of 50% or lower.  Higher resistances or immunities are instead reduced to half their normal effectiveness.  Arctic mana also ignores all barriers unless these completely enclose the target, blocking it fully from the source of the Arctic effect.






Damage:


 
You can only use Arctic SP equal to the sum of your Agil and Dex Stats per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point of the higher of Agil or Dex for every 1% of your max SP of additional Arctic mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.






Arctic and Fire-based mana:


 
Arctic mana directly counters Fire-based Spells, Abilities, and effects.  Any natural Fire-based effect subjected to Arctic mana is instantly snuffed out: fire is extinguished, lava turns to stone, etc.  Magical Fire-based Spells or Abilities, including those from the Radiant, Lava, or Thermal aspects are either partially or totally nullified.  1 SP of Arctic mana counters 1 SP of Enhanced or Evolved Fire-based mana or 10 SP of Primary or Composite Fire-based mana. 



+500 XP




Aspect:


 
Damping




Damping mana shields a target from external energies.  It is an Evolved aspect composed of Spatial and Earth energies.






Associated Stats:


 
Dex, Agil






Requirements:


 
Dex or Agil 75+ (50+), Spatial and Earth aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Damping Mana:


 
Damping mana is primarily a defensive aspect.  Solid objects can be made of Damping mana, but these do only 50% of normal damage when used as weapons.  Shields or barriers formed of Damping mana are 50% more effective at stopping attacks, both physical and magical.   






Damage:


 
You can only use Damping SP equal to the sum of your Agil and Dex Stats per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point of the higher of Agil or Dex for every 1% of your max SP of additional Damping mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.






Damping Mana Barriers:


 
Damping mana absorbs most forms of energy on contact, including kinetic energy, heat, electricity, and radiation.  A Damping shield or barrier ignores armor-piercing effects or Abilities, including those that would normally ignore physical armor or defenses, except those based in Mind or Spirit mana. 



+500 XP
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Spell Evolution!






Energy Web has become Enhanced Spatial Web^!






Rank:


 
Student 8




Trap enemies in a field of intense gravity and do Enhanced damage each second.






Effect:


 
Fills a 30’ x 30’ area with tiny spheres of intense gravity that slow or stop all creatures within, and draw nearby ones into it.  Reduces the movement and attack speed of any creature caught within to 0%.  For every point of Str the creature has over the caster’s [(Int/2) + Spell level], this speed is increased by 1%, to a maximum of 50% at [(Int/2) + 50 + Spell level] Str.  Any creature within 5’ of the edge of the Web must make an Opposed Check or be drawn into it: the victim’s [Str + Class level] versus the caster’s [Int + Spell Level + Mana Manipulation]. 





Duration:


 
40 s





Cost:


 
430 SP, 45 Gravitational SP






Enhanced:


 
The caster can choose to inflict Thermal, Radiation, or Arctic damage to all creatures entrapped within, doing 12 – 18 LP damage per second, or 6 – 9 LP Radiation damage per second (213 – 320 / 106 – 160).  This damage increases by 1% per Spell level.  The caster can also add Damping mana to the Web, increasing the effective Strength needed to escape it by 50% (0.75 x Int + 1.5 x Spell level).






Cost:


 
+120 Elemental SP, +20 Spatial SP




Oh, what a tangled web I weave, I guarantee you’ll never leave
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Now that’s a holding Spell,


 
Aranos thought with satisfaction.  Not only was it stronger now than it had been, thanks to his discovery of Damping mana, he could create a Web that would hold a group of creatures with over 130 Strength without damaging them, which might be useful if they ran afoul of city guards or something similar.  Of course, he could add damage to the Spell, and that damage was nearly double what the previous version had done, but it probably wouldn’t kill really powerful creatures.  That was fine; the point of the Web had always been to trap or slow powerful enemies and kill weaker ones.



He read back over his new Evolved aspects with satisfaction; not only would they be useful, the XP from them pushed him pretty close to the edge of the next level.  Now that he’d unlocked them, he needed to start practicing replacing his Primary aspects in Spells with them.  If he could unleash a Thermal Blast or Ravaging Burst, for example, it would be a lot more powerful and effective than a Fire-based one. 

Energy Blast was one of his simplest spells, and it was the first aspected one he’d ever created.  At its heart, it was nothing but a glorified flame-thrower; his initial version had sent a blast of flames out to about thirty feet, and he hadn’t really improved it much since then except by using it with other energy types.  It was the perfect template to practice using his new aspects with.

Sadly, Thermal, Arctic, and Radiation mana all had the same issue that Fire by itself had.  When he unleashed a Thermal Blast, the energy spread from his hand in a cone, dissipating quickly into the air.  It generated intense heat in a cone about 20’ long and 10’ wide at the mouth, but beyond that it had simply lost too much energy to do real damage.  Radiation mana had the same problem, only it lost its effectiveness even faster, at about 15’, and Arctic mana was worst of all: it simply spread out in a circle that encompassed him in its radius, as well as everything within 10’ of him.

He stopped and considered the problem before him.  When he’d had this problem with Fire mana, he’d used an Air channel to contain the mana and guide it so that it had a decent range.  That wouldn’t work here, he didn’t think; all of these energy types would flow right through Air mana, and besides, Air mana only had an effective range of about thirty or forty feet itself before it lost cohesion.  He needed something that could contain Evolved mana.




No,


 
he silently corrected. 

 

I need something that will contain Spatial mana.  The Primary aspect isn’t the issue; Spatial mana is the one that tends to ignore barriers and boundaries.  So, what do I have that will contain Spatial mana?




The answer was fairly obvious.  Soul and Spatial mana were the two components of his Dimensional Spells, and that aspect was nothing more than Spatial mana bound tightly into a lattice of Soul energy.  He restarted his mental image, this time imagining a cylindrical matrix of soul mana extending outward from his palm, six inches in diameter and filled with Thermal energy.  The invisible blast of heat shot into the flesh of the single amarok he pictured in his mind, and the wolf-like creature erupted in flames, its body blackening and scorching instantly.

As he replayed the image, he experimented with the lattice of Soul energy and the power filling the tube.  He found that it was most effective when it was about an inch in diameter; larger than that, and he’d get the same amount of energy delivered but over a wider space.  Smaller than that, and he had less power striking the target.  As he played with the vision, he imagined using his Primary aspects, instead, and to his delight they shot down the mana tube just as easily as his Evolved ones did, allowing him to use Fire or Air mana to hit a target at the very edge of his vision – although this took a lot of Soul energy, and it didn’t work at all with Light, Void, or Darkness mana. 

As the Spell slowly formed in his mind, he started trying to add multiple mana types to the blast.  Normally, that wouldn’t work – the aspects would interfere with one another and make both types much less effective – but with the Soul mana construct he’d formed, he found he could mix more than one type of mana by expanding the binding cylinder.   He unleashed blasts of Thermal and Arctic energy carefully separated from one another, gouts of Lava that flowed side-by-side with shards of Ice, and torrents of Kinetic force wrapped around a core of Gravitational energy.  He could unleash up to three aspects at once, but that seemed to be the limit; beyond that, he simply couldn’t control the flow of a fourth well enough to keep the construct intact. 

He imagined Lily taking a blast of combined Thermal, Arctic, and Restorative manas to her chest, vanishing in a flash of energy, but it wasn’t particularly satisfying.  He didn’t really hate the woman; he’d be perfectly happy if she simply walked away from their strife and never looked back.  Keryth and Zoridos were similarly unsatisfying victims; while he’d been enraged at each once, he’d already extracted retribution from them, and doing it again felt hollow and unfulfilling.

Golloron was a better target for his wrath, but part of Aranos still respected the ancient Elder.  He hated what Golloron was doing and had done, hated the methods he’d chosen to protect his city and deal with the Shadow, but he understood why the man would do it.  That was the insidious nature of temptation; it asked something that seemed so small and reasonable and offered something potent in return, and it was incredibly easy to just accept that small sacrifice for a large gain.  Golloron was serving the Darkness, but Aranos knew the man didn’t see it that way.  Golloron wasn’t really the one responsible for everything that was happening.   There was a hidden hand behind everything, one that influenced or directly guided all others, and it didn’t take long for Aranos to put a face to it.

The image of Morx, God of Nightmares, the Nightcrawler, swam into Aranos’ view.  Here was an entity Aranos could vent his wrath on.  The dark god’s long, slim, white fingers touched every scheme that Aranos had foiled; his oval, featureless face had whispered into the dreams and nightmares of all of Aranos’ foes.  The Sorcerer didn’t know that for certain, but he could feel it.  Morx had given Aranos an offer of power and authority, but the Sorcerer had recognized it for the servitude it was and turned it down.  The god vowed vengeance on the mortal who’d refused him, and Aranos suspected that everything since then had just been the movements of Morx’ pawns in the game the two now played.

Anger rose in him as he unleashed a blast of force, heat, and cold that slammed into the black-cloaked avatar of the god – and washed harmlessly away.  Aranos tried again, smashing every aspect he could think of into the dark form, but Morx’ image shrugged them off without effort.  Aranos’ power was ineffective against the might of the evil deity.




No,


 
he ground his teeth as he reached into himself and gathered more energy. 

 

No, I will find a way to make him pay!


 
He drove the trio of Evolved energies at the figure to no avail, but rather than letting the invisible beam drop, Aranos pushed it harder.  He grabbed a flow from his deeper Enhanced rivers and drove it into the flow of power, and the misty glow of Vital mana suddenly lashed out at the god.  Still, Morx stood unharmed. 

 

I just need more power,


 
Aranos gritted as his anger swelled into fury. 

 

More!




He dove into his mana and wrenched it up by force, shattering the circular flow he’d created.  Power ripped through him and surged out the now foot-wide tube of Soul energy.  Torrents of Fire, shards of Stone, and lashes of Air mixed with swirling, prismatic strands of Spirit and silver spears of Mind mana, all driven by his will.  The fury poured through him, and he felt a flicker of golden fire rise up from below, ripping through him and surging down the construct of Soul mana.  The myriad energies were sucked into that line of golden fire, and when it struck the dark god, his disaffected posture vanished.

Morx roared as golden flames burned into his body, surging along his thin limbs and scorching away the cloak shielding his true form.  The Nightcrawler unveiled was truly the thing of nightmares; beneath the cloak, his flesh churned and writhed as screaming, tortured faces tried to push free from his skin and were dragged back into some unseen depths.  Images of pain and torment raced across his flesh like animated tattoos, shifting to depict every awful thing Aranos could imagine – and some he couldn’t. 

The fire raged across the Lord of Nightmares, searing his unholy skin.  Morx shrieked in pain as the power consumed him, driven by Aranos’ will and his rage.  The god lashed out with eldritch forces that Aranos ignored; every iota of his being wanted to see this creature dead, and he would have it done, here and now, even if only in his mind.  The god screamed one, last, vile imprecation as the golden fire consumed him, and suddenly his spindly form collapsed to ash, just as the Spell shivered into place.

Aranos sunk to the ground in exhaustion; his mana rivers were nearly empty, and he didn’t even want to know what he’d done to his body.  A pair of notifications blinked in his vision, though, and he wearily pulled them up:


 

Spell Evolution!






Spell Channeled Blast has become Maelstrom Blast*!






Rank:


 
Adept 9




Channel a blast of multi-aspected mana at a single enemy, doing continual damage.






Effect:


 
Fire a line of 1 – 3 different aspects you have unlocked at any target in sight range.  The Spell does 24 – 32 LP of damage per second (496 – 694); this damage is split evenly between all types used for the Spell and increases by 5% per Spell level






Channeled:


 
Once cast, continues to do full damage per second for 50% of SP cost. 






Evolved:


 
This Spell allows the caster to combine aspects that might otherwise nullify one another.  Using antithetical aspects decreases damage by 25% but increases armor and barrier penetration by 50%.






Cost:


 
240 Primary SP or 24 Enhanced SP split among all types used, 5 Soul SP per 20’ of range to the target.




When I play with fire, everyone gets burned…
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Ascended Spell Created:


 
Soulfire Blast!





Rank:


 
Novice 1




Fire a massive blast of power at a single target, doing incredible damage.






Effect:


 
Choose a single target within sight range.  You fire a foot-wide blast of energy at the target that ignores all barriers, armor, shielding, and defenses.  The target suffers LP damage equal to 90% of your current SP, plus additional damage equal to your total remaining Enhanced SP of all types multiplied by 10.  Magic resistance does not affect this Blast, and damage resistance doesn’t reduce the damage taken. 






Special:


 
Caster must be in a state of extreme emotion – anger, fear, hatred, etc. – and the target must represent an overwhelming danger the caster cannot defeat normally.






Cost:


 
90% of current SP, 50% of max LP, all current Enhanced SP (Enhanced SP regenerates in 1 hour).




You’ll burn for me!  You’ll all burn for me!


+500 XP
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That’s a heck of an attack Spell,


 
Aranos thought, staring at the description. 

 

Assuming I’m at full capacity, that’s – about 45,000 LP. 


 
He whistled in disbelief; that was enough damage to kill any single creature he’d seen so far, including Zoridos…and certainly Lily. 

 

Although it wouldn’t work on her, since I usually defeat her on my own.  It would have worked on Zoridos, though, and I’ll bet it would have killed him, at least temporarily.




While his energy restored itself, he trained his Skills, then finished by expanding his city’s boundaries.  He’d managed to add a level of Mana Control and two of Mana Mastery, but he’d tried doing a slightly different version of Skill training for the rest of the night. Rather than focus on the Skills he had books for – all of which were at the Adept level and wouldn’t go up much – Aranos spent the night training some of his less-used Skills.  It had taken some imagination to create a crowd to practice giving speeches to or a merchant to Bargain with, and he’d struggled to come up with the concept of an angry crowd wanting to burn him as a witch that allowed him to practice Diplomacy.  None of the Skills had gotten more than a single point except for Scribing – it hadn’t taken much effort to practice writing, and he’d gotten two levels from that – but it showed him that he could train those Skills, at the very least.

To Aranos’ surprise, the morning arrived without incident or disturbance.  He’d half-expected the city’s guards to bust into the inn and try to arrest them in the middle of the night, or for at least the young server to make an appearance, but apparently either she’d been dissuaded by Malcolm or some other, bigger spender had caught her eye.  Aranos felt the tiniest twinge of disappointment – not that he would have done anything, since he’d never been a fan of one-night stands, but it kind of stung that she’d forgotten him so quickly – but it passed soon enough.

As the first light of the sun began creeping over the horizon, Geltheriel woke, and the two made their way downstairs to the common room, which was relatively empty.  Only two of the tables were occupied, each with what looked to Aranos like common laborers grabbing a bite before starting their day.

“Morning,” Malcolm told them softly as they entered.  “You’re up early.  Nice night?”

“Very much so,” Aranos grinned, ignoring Geltheriel’s eye roll.  He’d told her about the deception he’d used to explain why he wasn’t staying at the College, and she’d been fine playing along, since she didn’t much care what anyone in the city thought of her, anyway.  “What’s for breakfast?”

“Oatmeal or ham and eggs,” the man replied quietly.  “Ale or coffee to drink.”

“Coffee?” Aranos repeated.  “You have coffee?”

“Of course,” the man shrugged.  “It’s plentiful enough.  Where have you been that you can’t get coffee?”

“Out of town,” Aranos said eagerly.  “I’ll take oatmeal and coffee, if you don’t mind.”

“Oatmeal and water for me, please,” Geltheriel smiled.

“Yep.  Coffee’s a copper, by the way.”  Aranos slid the man a coin, and Malcolm picked it up with a grunt.  “It’ll be up soon.  Go find a table, and I’ll bring it to you.”

“No servers this early in the morning?” Aranos asked.

“Not worth the expense,” Malcolm shrugged.  “Evening’s our busiest time, which is why I’ve got Jenna and Marian both on staff then.”  The man chuckled.  “Jenna was pretty taken with you, by the way.  You should have seen how disappointed she was when I told her that the two of you were sharing a room together.”

“She’ll get over it,” Geltheriel said evenly.  “I’m sure she already has, in fact.”

“Most likely so.  She’s fickle like that.  Low Wisdom, I think, although I’ve never asked to see her status.”

“It sounds that way,” Geltheriel agreed, turning to Aranos.  “Let’s go sit, Oran, and let Malcolm do his job.”

The two found a quiet table and chatted quietly, pausing only when Malcolm brought their order over.  Aranos took a long sip of the black, bitter coffee and sighed in satisfaction.  To his surprise, a notification popped up in his status:
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Buff Added:


 
Caffeine Enhanced






Effect:


 
+1 Int, +1 Cha, -1 Wis





Duration:


 
1 hour




Life begins after coffee…
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Geltheriel wrinkled her nose at the scent wafting from the ceramic mug.  “What’s that?” she asked a bit distastefully.

“Coffee,” he replied, taking another sip.

She rolled her eyes at him.  “Yes, I heard what it was called, since my ears are perfectly functional.  What is it, precisely?”

“It’s kind of like extra-strong tea,” he shrugged.  “It’s good to help you wake up in the morning.”

“You meditated for sufficient time.  Aren’t you rested?”

“Well, yeah, but – I like coffee,” he answered lamely.

She wrinkled her nose.  “It smells like the backside of an ursusz.  How can you drink that?  Doesn’t it taste awful?”

“Yes, it actually does,” he admitted, taking another sip.  “Totally worth it, though.”

He looked up as Hector and Meridian walked into the room, spoke briefly with Malcolm, then came and sat down with the pair of disguised elves.  “Morning,” the Warrior grunted at the Sorcerer.

“It seems to be, yes,” Aranos grinned. 

“Don’t mind him,” Meridian said cheerily.  “Poor, old Hector had a bit more ale than was good for him last night.  His Endurance is over 50, so he thought he could drink an entire keg all by himself.”  She laughed at the disgruntled Warrior.  “Turns out, he should have stopped at half a keg.”

“Yeah, yeah, tease the suffering man,” Hector shook his head, wincing as he did.  “Turns out, there’s a Hung Over debuff in this world.”

Geltheriel’s mouth twisted at that. “There is, yes.   It’s not very pleasant.  My sympathies, Hector.”  She glanced at Meridian.  “The debuff can be healed with a simple Spell, though…”

“But it won’t be,” Meridian countered.  “At least, not yet.  I told the idiot he was being drunk and stupid last night, and he didn’t listen.  I’ll heal it before he leaves for the Adventurers’ Guild.  Don’t want the debuff getting him killed or anything.”

“That’s fair,” Aranos grinned.  “Was it worth it, Hector?”

“It absolutely was,” the man grinned in return.  “It was like the entire tavern was one big frat party.  Bad music, greasy food, and lots and lots of beer.  Oh, and your little waitress friend kept asking about you.”

“Really?” Geltheriel snorted.  “I assumed someone else would have caught her fancy.”

“You didn’t really see the competition, sweetie,” Meridian’s mouth twisted.  “Lots of sweaty laborers, a few poor merchants, and one pervy old scholar who kept grabbing her butt.”  Her face darkened.  “He won’t do that again anytime soon.”

“Oh?” Aranos asked.

Hector chuckled.  “He made the mistake of trying to do it in front of Meridian,” he said.  “She hit him with a paralysis Spell, told him off, then smacked him in the nuts with that hammer of hers, hard enough that even I felt it.  Not that he didn’t have it coming, of course.”

“I don’t know if there’s a castrated debuff, but if there is, he had it,” Meridian agreed.  “In any case, yeah, she kept talking about you.  Asked how serious the two of you were, and whether or not I thought she stood a chance.”

“And?” Geltheriel asked archly.

“I told her that I’d seen you cut a giant lizard in half and that it was probably best for her to move on,” Meridian laughed.  “Sorry, Oran, but I don’t think you’re getting any from that girl.”

“Not with me in the room, at least,” Geltheriel corrected.  “What you do when I’m not there is none of my concern…although I think Silma might take similar issue during the daytime.”  The Shadedancer sighed.  “I think she’s right, Oran.  I don’t think you’re going to get a chance to sleep with that girl.”

“So, Hector,” Aranos said, deliberately changing the subject and noticing the triumphant look that the two women shared.  “Did you talk with Neela?”

“Oh, yeah, I did,” the man nodded, wincing again as he did so.  “Seriously, it’s one Spell, baby.  Can’t you just…?”  He looked at Meridian’s face and sighed.  “Fine.  Okay, so Neela.  Yeah, she said it’s no problem, and you can meet her at the College this morning, no earlier than an hour after dawn.  I guess that’s when she gets started for the day.”

“Do you know where the College is?” he asked.

“It’s off the Guild Square,” Meridian offered.  “That’s two blocks north of here.  I don’t know which building it is, but you can probably ask directions once you’re in the area.”

Aranos sighed and rose to his feet, tossing down the last of the coffee and wincing as it burned his tongue.  “I might as well head up that way.  Maybe I can sell some of the hides and stuff we took; I think McBane said there are peddlers up there.”

“There’s a fur merchant,” Meridian assured him.  “That’s where we always sold the hides we took.  He’s got a little store two doors west of the Adventurers’ Guild, on the western side of the square.  His name’s Baldwin, by the way.  He was always pretty fair with us.”

“Thanks, I’ll look into it,” Aranos nodded, glancing at Geltheriel.  “Anything you need me to get while I’m there?”

“No, I prefer to do my own shopping, as you know.”  Her face grew thoughtful.  “Although you’ve never actually bought me anything, so I don’t know how you’d do.  Perhaps you should get me something to show how well you know me.”  Seeing Aranos’ sudden look of surprise and mild terror, she laughed.  “I’m kidding,” she assured him.  “It’s fine; I have plenty of money if I need anything.”

Aranos nodded, concealing a sigh of relief, and headed out of the tavern, stopping to get his bearings for a moment.  At the same time, he reached out and repeated the air shield trick he’d done last night, this time weaving the wind into solid barriers around his backpack and coin pouch.  It wouldn’t be foolproof – a dedicated thief could get through the barriers with a sharp enough knife – but he was pretty sure he’d feel the attempt.  He held his Void Paralysis Spell ready just in case; if someone attacked him, the safest thing would be to immobilize them and move on, since he didn’t want to kill anyone and wasn’t sure that involving the guards would be a good idea.

Even this early, the Guild Square was busy.  The Square was a huge, empty space that could have occupied a full city block, surrounded by imposing stone buildings on every side with smaller, wooden structures sandwiched between them.  The open space was packed with tents, carts, and wooden stalls laid out in a rough grid formation that created twisting, labyrinthine passages.  Anyone trying to get somewhere through that would have to pass dozens of vendors, meaning dozens of opportunities for the merchants within to part a fool from their money.  The sounds of hawkers calling out their wares and customers arguing with merchants filled the square with a babble of noise that was both distracting and disconcerting, even this early in the morning.

Aranos felt something bump into his money pouch, and he reacted instantly, lashing out with his Void Paralysis Spell.  He heard a childlike voice utter a quick curse before the Spell wrapped around his target, and he glanced over to see a young girl of about nine or ten standing motionless beside him, her eyes wide and panicked.

He sighed.  “That wasn’t very smart, young lady,” he told the cringing, helpless urchin, noting her ragged clothing, dirty skin, and gaunt, hungry look.  Her black hair was short, ragged, and looked like it had been hacked with a dull knife, and her feet were bare and heavily callused.  “I mean, do you think someone would wear their money pouch so openly if they didn’t have protection for it?”  He dismissed the Spell, and the girl collapsed onto her rear end on the cobblestones.

“Please – please don’t beat me, sir,” she squeaked, scrambling away from him but freezing when he held up a hand.

“I don’t intend to hurt you, so long as you do something for me in return,” he replied, trying not to frighten her but not wanting to seem soft, either.

The girl’s eyes grew wider, and he saw tears forming in them.  “Please sir, not that.  I can show you where there are girls that will…they’re older…”

“God, no, nothing like that!” he said hastily as a wave of revulsion passed over him.  “I’m new to the city, and I need a guide.  I was hoping you’d act as mine, and in return, I’ll pay you for the job…and feed you.”

“A tout?” the girl said hopefully.  “I can do that, sir!  I know every haunt in the city – well, not the High Ward or Palace, but every other haunt.  Where do you want to go?”

“I’ve got furs and hides to sell, and I was recommended to Baldwin here in the Square,” he began, but he stopped as he caught the quick grimace on the girl’s face.  “You don’t think that’s a good idea?”

“It’s not really my place, sir,” the girl hesitated.

“You know the city better than I do – I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

“Retta, sir.”

“Retta, if you know a reason I shouldn’t go to Baldwin, please tell me.”

“Well, sir, the Adventurers’ Guild has a setup with Baldwin.  They send all the Travelers and new blood to him, and in return, he gives them a cut of the extra bits.  He skins you both ways, sir, buying and selling to make up the loss.”

“Okay, so who would you recommend?”

“Well, there’s a woman named Portia, she’s got a stall here in the Square, and she’ll give you fair bits for your prizes, or set a fair price if you’re buying.  She’s trying to get enough credit so she can get a real place here in the Square, so she’s gotta be on the upright or the guards’ll pinch her.”

Aranos looked at the girl a bit suspiciously.  “And does she pay you to bring people her way?”

“A copper a bird, sir,” the girl nodded.  “Same she gives to all touts.”




Smart business model,


 
he thought appreciatively. 

 

She’s basically paying for new customers and trying to get her name out there at the same time.




“Do you know of anyone in the same situation who sells arms and armor?” he asked slowly as an idea occurred to him.  “Someone who prides themselves on being honest and selling high quality merchandise but hasn’t made a name for themselves yet?”

“Yes sir,” Retta nodded.  “Roland, he just got the steel license.”  Seeing Aranos’ lack of comprehension, she explained.  “The king, he don’t want just any bird tossing steel around, sir.  That’s a good way for throats to end up cut, and the guards get real nasty if there’s too much blood in the gutters.  So, the king says that you’ve gotta have a license to hawk steel, and if you don’t, they haul you off and toss you in their guesthouse.”

Aranos assumed that meant prison.  The girl’s speech was colorful but not particularly difficult to follow.  “Okay, I’ll want to talk to Roland later.  Let’s go see Portia, first.”  He tossed Retta a copper link.  “Will that be enough for you to be my guide for the day?”

“Yes, sir,” she said enthusiastically, examining the coin closely.  “Retta’s your girl, sir.  I’ll keep you on the upright and let the filchers know that you’re shiny, so they won’t try to pinch your stuff.”

“Thanks,” he smiled at her.  “My stuff’s protected, but it’s better to know that no one will try to steal it.  Lead the way, Retta!”

The little urchin was quick and agile, and she seemed to know the Guild Square intimately.  Aranos would have probably wandered for an hour or more before finding Portia’s stall, but the grimy child led him between stalls, around the back of tents, and down a short path, stopping in front of a tent with a long, wooden counter in front.  A tall, serious-looking woman with short, dark brown hair, large, calloused hands and a scarred face stood behind the counter, calling out to passersby. 

“Furs,” she said loudly, her voice surprisingly mellow considering her rough appearance.  “Furs and leather goods!”  Aranos examined the woman a bit more carefully; she was dressed in a leather shirt and fur vest, with soft leather trousers.  The clothing looked finely made, and his Appraisal Skill told him the quality was Excellent, just a step below Masterwork. 

“Good morning,” he told her, stepping up to the counter.  “I’ve got some furs and hides to sell.”

The woman looked at Aranos and her face twisted.  “Depends on the hides,” she admitted sourly.  “Right now, I’ve got more doe leather and rabbit fur than I can shake a stick at.”

“What about ursusz hide?” he asked, pulling one of the huge, shaggy pelts from his pack and laying it on the table.  “Or kondinya scales?”

“Ursusz?” the woman repeated in a puzzled voice, leaning forward to examine the thick fur.  “Ah, you mean night-bear!  This is a damn fine hide.”  She looked up at the Sorcerer.  “You kill it?”

“My party and I did,” he acknowledged.  “I Harvested it, though.”

“Student-level Harvesting; not bad, but it could have been better.  You should work to become an Adept, then I could give you more for the hide.”  She slid her hands over the kondinya hide.  “Rock-lizards.  Solid hide, good for making light armor.  An Adept Harvested this one, though, right?”

“Yeah, one of my companions.  She’s better at it than I am.”

“She is, no question,” the woman nodded.  “How much are you wanting for the night-bear?”

“It’s worth a silver link,” he shrugged as he Appraised the item.

“It is, but I’ll make you a deal.  You bring me more like this, and I’ll give you an extra 10% on anything you sell me.” 

“Ten percent?  That’s a decent amount for simple furs and hides,” Aranos observed.

“True, but I can make hides like this into things that even the nobles will want,” she chuckled.  “Trust me, I’ll make it all back and then some.”

“That’s honest of you to admit,” he laughed, taking off his pack and pulling out various hides.  “I’ll make you another deal.  I’ve got all sorts of things here – munjuin, saskitch, anisi, even a few rafuin furs.”

She looked through the hides, her eyes widening.  “You’ve got odd names for these things, you know,” she muttered.  “But you’ve got damn good hides.  I’ve never even seen an Obsidian Terror hide before.  Anything made from this will bounce magic right back on the caster.” 

“They are good hides, and rather than sell them, I’m willing to give them to you.”

“Give them to me?” she asked suspiciously, dropping the piece of anisi chitin she was holding and staring at him suspiciously.  “These things are worth a decent amount of money.  Golds, to be sure, and you want to give them to me?  What’s the catch?”

“The catch is that I’m establishing a new noble House in another city, and I want to be your partner,” he grinned.  “I give you hides that my people and I take, you sell them as finished goods, and we’ll split the profits 50/50.  You become associated with a noble House, even if it’s a new one, and I get another source of long-term income.”

The woman stared at the hides, biting her lip.  “I might consider it,” she said slowly.  “But only if you advanced me 5 gold links.”  She looked up at him.  “You want these to sell, and sell well?  I need to get out of this stall and into a real shop.  There’s a place on the northern side of the Square I’ve been looking at, right next to a chandlery that sells adventuring supplies, and 5 gold links will get me the place lock, stock and barrel, plus give me enough to set up a real shop.  I’m Expert-ranked in Leatherworking; with the right setup, I can produce Masterwork items.”

“How would you pay me back?”

“You’d keep my half of the profits, minus a bit so I can eat, until we’re square.  After that, we split it 50/50, just like you said.”  She touched the hides again and grinned.  “With hides like this, I’ll bet you’d be paid back in less than a month and we’d both be making profits.”

“Especially once word gets out that Baldwin’s overcharging and underpaying,” Aranos added.  “Which it will, once I chat with some other Travelers.”  He nodded.  “Let me write something up, and I’ll be back later today with the document and the money.  Sound good?”

“If the document looks clean, you’ve got yourself a partner,” the woman grinned, extending her hand and gripping Aranos’ forearm.  “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Aranos,” he told her with a smile, quickly building the dome of air around them to block out sound.  “Aranos, Lord Evenshade, the Grand Liberator.”  Her face went from sly to astonished as he shifted his Title briefly before putting it back to Master of Elements.  “I’ll ask you to keep that to yourself, though.  I’m going by Oran here in Stoneleague.  Titles like that bring enemies.”

“Y—yes, milord,” the woman stammered.  “Of – of course!  For the Liberator…anything!”




Ah, gotta love having high Charisma and reputation,


 
he thought silently.  “I’ll have those documents for you this afternoon,” he told the woman, then turned back to Retta.  “Let’s get you something to eat, Retta.  Then, I’ll need you to show me to the Mages’ College.  I’ve got an appointment I really want to keep.”






Chapter 6


Aranos stepped through the tall, golden gates onto the marble path that led toward the main building of the Mages’ College.  Thanks to his Metallurgy Skill and experience, he recognized the metal as auril, which he supposed made sense; it would absorb and radiate mana poured into it, so a fledgling Wizard – or an angry experienced one – couldn’t damage the gate and tall, metal fence with their Spells.  The marble path was short, only about ten feet, with small, grassy sections to either side and led to a tall, imposing building of marble and granite.  The College looked to be about five stories tall and perhaps fifty feet on each side, but Aranos knew that where magic was involved, exterior appearances could be deceiving.

Because of that, he wasn’t surprised when he stepped through the huge, double doors leading into the building and found himself standing in a small foyer, maybe twenty feet on each side, dominated by a massive desk with three young people in white robes standing behind it.  One of them, a man with light blonde hair and a goatee, noticed Aranos and smiled as the Sorcerer walked up to him.

“Welcome to the Mages’ College,” the young man said brightly.  “How may I assist you?”

“I have an appointment to meet with a Traveler named Neela this morning,” Aranos said.

“And your name, sir?”

“Oran, Master of Elements,” Aranos replied with a smile.

“An impressive Title, sir,” the man nodded.  “Please have a seat while Student Neela is summoned.”

Aranos looked where the man was pointing and walked over to the far wall to sit on a lightly padded stone bench.  The seat wasn’t particularly comfortable, but fortunately, he didn’t have to wait very long.

A door that Aranos hadn’t even seen, one disguised to look like part of the wall, opened across from him, and a tiny, slim woman with large eyes and long, straight brown hair hurried out.  She was dressed in a light gray robe that seemed to tangle around her legs as she walked, and she stumbled once as she scurried over toward him, probably the sign of a low Agility – or nerves, he supposed.

“Oran?” she asked, her eyes wide and unblinking.  “Hi, I’m Neela!  Hector told me all about you!  It’s so amazing to meet you…”

“It’s good to meet you too, Neela,” Aranos cut her off.  The woman spoke rapidly in a soft voice, her words almost tumbling out, and he wasn’t sure that she’d remember that there were things she probably shouldn’t say out loud.  “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“My Student chambers,” she nodded.  She glanced at the man behind the desk.  “I’ll vouch for Oran.  He’s a spellcaster of sufficient ability to be allowed entrance.”

“If not, we’ll know soon enough, Student Neela,” the man chuckled.  “I’ve noted that you’ve vouched for him.  You understand, Oran, that you are a guest of this College and as such are expected to behave properly?”

“Define properly,” Aranos hedged cautiously.  “I want to know the rules before I agree to them.”

“Smart of you,” the man agreed.  “As a guest of Student Neela, you’re expected to remain with her at all times.  You’re expected to be respectful to any member of the College and to follow the directions of any full Wizard.  Respect all property of the College and touch nothing without permission.”

“How will I know which are full Wizards?” Aranos asked.  “And what if two Wizards give me differing directions?”

“Full wizards wear black robes with collars and sleeves denoting their College and rank,” the man shrugged.  “Obey the one with the most stripes on their sleeve.”

“That seems straightforward enough,” the Sorcerer nodded.  “Thanks for the explanation.”

“You’re welcome,” the man smiled.  “Enjoy your stay.”

Neela touched the hidden door and it opened with a click.  “The doors are warded so that only a member of the College can open them,” she explained.  “To anyone else, they’re just walls.” 

The room beyond the antechamber was large, spacious, and filled with noise.  Aranos paused for a moment, taking in the surroundings; the room had high, vaulted ceilings lit by brightly glowing globes of light mana.  The walls were stone and covered with tapestries depicting Wizards casting various magical effects, with a door set into the wall below each of the displays.  A larger set of double doors graced the wall opposite the side they’d entered from. 

The rest of the room was filled with long, rectangular tables, uncomfortable-looking couches, and wooden benches.  Almost all of these were occupied by humans dressed in robes that looked similar to Neela’s but in various shades and hues.  He spotted a handful of black robes and quite a few of the white ones he’d seen on the people in the antechamber, but the majority wore single-colored robes of various shades.  People with robes of similar hues seemed to be clustered together, eating, talking, and occasionally laughing.

“Welcome to the Mages’ College!” Neela said brightly, gesturing expansively at the chaos spread out before them.  “This is where the Wizards of Stoneleague live, learn, and train.”

“Kind of looks like a university student center,” Aranos chuckled.  “I take it the different robe colors signify what kind of magic you’re studying?”

“Exactly!  Gray is the color of the College of Air.  You can see that my robe is fairly light, meaning I’m a student; the darker the robe, the more advanced you are until you become a full Wizard and get to wear black.”

“What about the white robes?” Aranos asked, gesturing at the nearest cluster of figures in white.  “What do those mean?”

“Unaspected Wizards.  They haven’t chosen a specialty yet, so they don’t get to join a specific College.  They live here, in the Hall of the Unformed – well, they live in dormitories through those double doors you see over there.  Their classrooms are that way, too.”

He looked around.  “I don’t see anyone with shades of white, though.  How do you tell how advanced an unaspected student is?”

“You can’t, and unaspected students don’t get to become full Wizards.  They have to choose an aspect if they want to eventually be made full members.”  She shrugged.  “I guess that some don’t; they learn everything the College will teach them about unaspected mana and leave to make their own ways.  Whatever works for them, but everyone knows that unspecialized Wizards are less powerful overall, so I don’t know why they don’t just choose.”

Aranos bit his tongue; it wasn’t his place to say anything about the College or how things worked here.  The House of Stars had a similar attitude toward unaspected Wizards, after all; they still let them progress in the House, but they treated them like second-class citizens.  He knew that specialist Wizards got large bonuses to working with their specializations and that unaspected Wizards could never use the most powerful Spells of any given aspect.  He supposed that in a group like this, it made more sense to encourage everyone to specialize.  After all, with enough Wizards, every aspect would be represented, and the entire Guild would be more powerful overall. 

“The other doors lead to the various Colleges,” she continued, not noticing his silence.  “You can tell which is which by the tapestries marking them.”

It took Aranos a moment to realize that each tapestry seemed to represent a different aspect of magic.  The elemental aspects were easy enough to pick out – each tapestry simply showed a Wizard casting a Spell of that type.  The light and void images were of a Wizard holding a ball of light and one of darkness, respectively, while the life aspect was marked with a Wizard standing in a field of flowers.  The rest, though, simply showed a robed Wizard with a single rune emblazoned on them somewhere conspicuous.

“Do the runed tapestries mark the Enhanced aspect Colleges?” he asked as he recognized one of the runes as the symbol for the mind. 

“Yeah, but they won’t tell us which is which,” she sighed.  “It doesn’t matter; you can only get through the doors by using the correct mana type, so if you can’t use Mind mana, for example, you can’t enter the School of the Unseen.”  She shook her head.  “Speaking of passing through doors, let’s get you inside so I can show you my College.”

“I thought we were inside,” he observed, puzzled.

“Not quite yet,” she laughed as she led him forward, where a low, wooden railing divided the area they were in from the rest of the room.  As they neared the room, Aranos felt a tingle of energy ripple against his skin like an ethereal breeze, and he reached out with his Sense Mana Skill without thinking. 

That was a mistake.  The entire place was awash in magical energy; it radiated from everything and everyone in a nearly blinding display of power.  A stab of pain lanced through his skull, fortunately muted by his Fortitude Skill, and he quickly stopped trying to sense the power in front of him.  Instead, he reached out a delicate mana probe, stretching forth a questing tendril of invisible energy.

His probe encountered the warding Spell at the same moment that Neela reached out and touched it, making it flash opaque for an instant.  “This is a basic ward to keep out non-spellcasters,” she explained.  “It’s easy enough to bypass; you just have to channel a single SP into it, and it’ll let you through for the next five seconds…”

“Easy enough for some,” Aranos heard a voice mutter, and he turned to see a disconsolate looking young woman slumped on the ground, her back leaning against the barrier.  She was dressed in a white tunic with matching trousers and had short, dirty blonde hair in a pixie cut.  She looked to be about sixteen or so, and her expression had that sullen, dissatisfied look that Aranos knew his face had always held when he was that age. 

“Oh, hi Avalyn,” Neela said in a soft voice.  “Are you stuck outside again?”

“Hi, Neela,” the girl sighed.  “Yes, I can’t get this stupid barrier to work.  Do you mind…?”

“I’ll get an instructor,” Neela nodded, glancing at Aranos.  “Do you mind waiting here while I find one?”

“Why do you need an instructor?” he asked curiously.  “Is there something wrong with the ward?”  His senses ranged across the spellform; as Neela said, it was fairly simple.  It was a barrier of unaspected mana, but it was interwoven with Mind mana.  Applying a single SP to the barrier would temporarily link the caster to the Mind mana, which would then slide the barrier out of the way for that person.  It wasn’t complex, but it looked fully functional.

“No, there’s something wrong with me, if you have to know,” the girl snapped.  “I can’t make the thing work, and only the instructors can open it for me.”

Aranos frowned; any spellcaster should be able to push out a single point of mana.  He could see the anger and shame mingled on the girl’s face, though, so he didn’t press.  “Well, I can open it for you, if you want,” he shrugged.

Neela shook her head.  “If you add SP to it, it’ll only work for you, Oran.  The instructors know how to…”

Aranos ignored the woman and reached out with his Mana Vampire Perk, touching the Spell’s weaving.  He sent a simple probe of mind mana out to the girl and channeled it into the attunement portion of the Spell.  Instantly, the barrier vanished for her, and she tumbled through it with a surprised squawk, landing gracelessly on her back on the other side of the ward.  “There you go,” he smiled, adding a large chunk of SP and tying that probe between her and the weaving.  “That should hold you for a couple days, at least.”

The girl stared up at him and rose slowly to her feet.  “What do you mean, a couple days?”

“I tied you into the Spell,” he explained.  “I didn’t use enough SP to make it last for more than a day or two, but for a while, you should be able to get through the barrier freely.”

The young woman looked at him suspiciously and stepped cautiously back across the barrier, waited for several seconds, and walked back through without resistance.  Her eyes widened.  “How did you…”  Her gaze narrowed suspiciously.  “Wait, what’s the catch?  Why are you helping me?”

“Because I could?  There’s really nothing more to it than that.  I was here, I could help, so I did.”

“Well – thanks,” she said grudgingly.  “Bye, Neela.  Hope you guys enjoy your tour.”

Aranos quickly attuned himself to the barrier and stepped through, with Neela following behind him.  “How did you do that?” she asked in a slightly awed voice.  “I’ve only ever seen the full Wizards be able to let someone in before.”  Her face clouded.  “You might not want to let anyone else know you can, though.  I don’t know how the College would feel about an outsider being able to bypass one of its wards so easily.”

“It isn’t much of a ward – it’s unaspected mana, which is brittle, so anyone with a decent Strength score could just break through – but I hadn’t planned on telling anyone,” he chuckled.  “I suppose the girl might, but I doubt it.”  His face twisted in a grimace.  “Why can’t she get through the ward?  It’s a simple enough thing, really.”

Neela sighed as she led him through the crowded hall.  “Avalyn is – struggling.  She’s only been here for a week, but she can’t seem to learn any of the basic Spells any Wizard should know, and she can’t even project her mana.  None of the exercises help her.  I don’t think she’s going to be here very much longer; if she doesn’t make some progress, they’re going to kick her out.”

Aranos felt a stab of sympathy for the young woman but shook it off.  It was a shame, but it wasn’t anything he could fix.  He wasn’t a Wizard, so he certainly couldn’t train anyone to be a Wizard.  In fact, he’d probably fare about as well with those training exercises as Avalyn would have…

He stopped, frozen, as a thought struck him.  Neela paused and turned back to glance at him, her face puzzled.  “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah – yeah, I’m fine,” he sighed.  “I just think I might have a way to help her.  Maybe we can find her after we chat again?”

“She’ll probably be in classes,” Neela pointed out.  “We can look, though. If you can help her, it would certainly make a lot of people happy.  Her family’s wealthy, and they’re probably paying the College a pretty penny to teach her.”

She led him to the gray-painted door that pierced the wall below a tapestry of a female Wizard summoning a huge tornado.  “This door leads to the College of Air, obviously,” she said, touching the door, which clicked open.  “You have to channel a touch of air mana to unlock it, but once it’s unlocked, pretty much anyone can come in.”

Aranos followed her through the door and felt a familiar lurching sensation in his stomach.  He put a hand out to the nearest wall and took a moment to steady himself; they’d just teleported, and his sense of balance never agreed with that.  At least he wasn’t throwing up, as he sometimes did when teleporting into Eredain, probably because they’d gone through a portal rather than using a teleport Spell.  Portals were easier on him, for whatever reason.  Once he’d regained his equilibrium, he straightened and looked around, taking in the surroundings. 



They were standing in the center of a large, circular room completely enclosed in glass.  Beyond the glass, he could see blue sky and the occasional cloud; they were either at the top of a very tall tower or floating in the air somewhere. 

 

Or it’s a really good illusion,


 
he reminded himself.  That was possible, too, but it really didn’t matter to him, so he didn’t bother to check with his mana senses.  It looked like they were on the lowest level; he could see higher levels above him, through transparent glass floors, and he blushed as he realized that everyone on the floor above him was wearing a robe, and many were wearing nothing underneath it.



“That’s awkward,” he muttered, and Neela followed his glance up.  He expected her to react, but she simply shrugged. 

“I’ve gotten used to it,” she said.  “I just always wear pants and a shirt under my robes.  Some people don’t care – and I think some people get a kick out of knowing someone might be looking.”

“Weird,” Aranos sighed.  “So, where did we portal to?”

“Well, obviously, it’s the College of Air,” she laughed.  “If you’re asking where it is, though – no idea.  Somewhere high, I guess.”

Aranos chuckled.  “Yeah, I could see that.  So, you want to be an Air Mage?”

“Sort of,” she shrugged.  “I actually want to be a Storm Wizard.”

“How’s that coming along?” he asked, looking around.  The center of this main floor had a giant crystal sculpted into the shape of a funnel cloud; he reached out with his mana senses and confirmed that it was an air mana crystal.  To his surprise, though there were a dozen or so students lounging around the room, all dressed in gray robes like Neela’s, none were near the crystal, training.  The rest of the floor was occupied with benches, tables, and lots of plants; all of these, Aranos noted, were firmly attached to the floor.  He guessed that in a school of Air Wizards, sudden gusts of wind were probably an occupational hazard. 

“Pretty well,” she smiled.  “I’ve just unlocked lightning mana – did you know that it’s a combination of fire and life manas? – and I’m working on mastering lightning bolt.  It’s a tough Spell; lightning mana is really hard to aim unless you’ve got high Mana Manipulation.  My instructor says once I can destroy three targets with lightning without missing, I’ll be ready to move on.”

Aranos nodded; lightning mana was inherently unstable, although his Mana Mastery Skill was high enough now that he didn’t have any issues with it.  “What’s your Mana Manipulation Skill?”

“High Student ranks,” she sighed.  “I’m working on it, but it’s hard to raise it, because you have to cast Spells over and over again.”

“Or you could train it with the air crystal,” he told her absently.  She looked at him, confused, and he frowned.  “Don’t you use that air mana crystal to train your Mana Control and Manipulation?”

“No, I’ve never heard of that,” she said slowly.  “I know that Adept-ranked Apprentices have some sort of training where they spend time studying the crystal, but not Students…”

“I can teach you, if you’d like,” he smiled at her.  “We just have to go stand by the crystal.  I was wondering why nobody was using it; I guess they don’t teach you that until later, here.”

He led her down to the crystal and stopped about five feet from it.  “You don’t want to get closer than this,” he warned her.  “Trust me, trying this while standing too close can be bad for your mana channels.”  He turned to face the crystal and held out both hands, reaching an invisible tendril of mana to touch the crystal and drawing its energy into his core.  As he did, he cycled the energy back out through another tendril, returning it to the crystal.

“If you have the Sense Mana Skill or a Spell that shows you magic, watch what I’m doing,” he told her, waiting as she frowned at him and her eyes widened.

“You’re regenerating SP directly from the crystal,” she whispered.  “I know that being near a crystal boosts my regen, but I didn’t know you could draw from one like that!”

“You can, but it takes practice.  It’s easier for me because of my Class.  For a Wizard, I’m told that the best way to do this is to start casting a Spell but stop before it’s actually formed.  Hold that as long as you can, then let it out.  Give it a try.”

She frowned at him but held up her hands and closed her eyes, her lips moving and arcane words tumbling from her mouth.  He watched with his mana senses as she gathered power into her left hand and saw it starting to form over her right, but suddenly it stopped and hovered just beneath her skin.  Energy kept pouring into her left hand, though, and her eyes opened wide as the power started to fill her.

“Now, let that energy just kind of trickle out of your right hand,” he instructed.  “You don’t have to cast a Spell, but if it helps, cast something small and Channeled.”

Her lips started moving again, and suddenly he saw mana misting from her hand and felt a faint breeze wafting from her.  The energy was pouring out of her, and he could see her adjusting it to match the flow of mana she was pulling in.

“That’s pretty much it,” he told her.  “Just concentrate on keeping the energy flowing in your mana channels and cycling through your core.  Do it for an hour or two, and you should get a boost to Intelligence, Wisdom, Mana Control, and Mana Manipulation.  It’s a good way to power up fast.”

“I can’t believe no one is being taught this,” she said in an amazed voice.  “It’s so simple – can any Wizard do it using their specialty mana?”

“As far as I know,” he shrugged.  “The elves teach this to their beginning students, and they do it daily; they have signup sheets and lines to get a chance to train for an hour.”

“I’m so doing this each day,” she said in an amazed voice before reluctantly lowering her hands and releasing the Spell.  “It’s really easy!”

“As you get more advanced, you’ll have to pull more SP to get a bonus,” he warned her.  “I could do this all day and never get anything from it anymore unless I was almost touching the crystal and meditating; even then, it would only boost my mana Skills, not my Stats.”

“How high is your Intelligence?” she asked curiously.  “I mean, if you don’t mind; I know it’s personal…”

“Creeping up on 200,” he shrugged.  “I’ve got a few more levels before I hit that, though.”

“Two hundred?” she gasped.  “I just passed fifty!  How did you…have you been training like that the whole time?”

“I have my own mana crystal to use, but yeah, I have,” he acknowledged.  “Every day.  If you draw as much as you can handle, to the point where you can’t take any more and it almost hurts, you’ll gain three points of Intelligence and Wisdom every two days, assuming that your Wisdom is over 50, too.  If you do what we just did, you’ll gain half that, three points every four days.  Either way, though, you should hit Adept level in Mana Control and Manipulation in a week.”

“That’s amazing,” she breathed.  “Although my Wisdom isn’t that high.  My instructor says that Intelligence is more important for developing Mana Manipulation, so I should focus on that first.”

“Oh, do they rank you by your Manipulation level?” he asked.  “The elves do it based on Control.”

“Mana Manipulation lets you cast more powerful Spells, though,” she pointed out.

“True, but Mana Control lets you cast more of them for a lower SP cost,” he shrugged.  “It’s just a different way to look at it, but the worst thing that can happen to a Wizard is to run out of SP in combat, right?  It doesn’t matter how good your Spells are if you don’t have the mana to cast them.”  He shook his head.  “I’m sure your instructors have a good reason to teach you the way they are, though.  They’re probably just saving Mana Control and Wisdom training for later.”

“I suppose,” she frowned.  “Anyways, I was supposed to help you, and so far, you’ve only helped me.  What can I do for you?”

“Should we talk here?” he asked, glancing around at the seemingly incurious students.  “I mean, if your chambers are more private…”

“They are, but they’re also about twenty stories up,” she bit her lip.  “We’re all given a Flight Spell on our first day, and we’re supposed to use it to travel the Wind Tower – that’s what this place is called, by the way.  I’d really rather not walk up all those stairs.”

“I have a Flight Spell, too,” he assured her.  “Lead the way, and I’ll follow.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.  “Aeromancer Flight Spells are usually faster than non-specialized ones, and I’m not good at going slow, just yet.”

“I should be fine.  My Spell’s pretty fast.  If I’m having trouble, though, just stop somewhere in my sight and wait for me to catch up.”

“Okay,” she nodded, closing her eyes.  Her hands made strange passes in the air and her lips moved as she muttered unintelligibly.  A moment later, he felt a rush of air mana surround her and she lifted into the air.  “Go ahead and cast yours.  I’ll wait for you.”

Aranos grabbed strands of air, spatial, and void mana and wove them around himself.  Immediately, he rose from the ground, hovering in place.  She stared at him, her mouth open, and he grinned.  “My Class gives me a boost to casting speed,” he told her.  “I just don’t have as many Spells as you will when you’re at my level.”

She muttered something under her breath but nodded.  “Okay, follow me, and try to stay close.”  She rose up into the air, sending a wash of wind back down behind her, rising faster than a person could possibly have run – but not much faster.  Aranos followed her easily, dropping into a spot just off to her right side and a bit behind her.  She glanced back at him and saw that he was keeping up, then grinned.

“Okay, let’s see what you can do,” she chuckled, and suddenly she accelerated, now moving about the speed of a running horse.  Aranos increased his speed to match hers and stayed with her; he could fly much faster than this, if he wanted, but he didn’t see the need.  In fact, he slowed slightly, allowing her to very slowly pull ahead, then stopped a dozen feet behind her.  She looked back, and he saw a look of triumph flash across her face.  Aranos sighed; it seemed like such a petty thing to be proud of, but he supposed that the woman was supposed to be an air specialist.  Giving her that small victory probably made her feel better, and he really did need her help.

He trailed along as she zoomed upward, glad as he did that as she said, she wore pants and a shirt under her robe.  The garment flapped in the breeze, and it would have been very awkward trying to follow her if he couldn’t look in her general direction.  She finally banked when they’d gone up about twenty stories, turning and zipping down a hallway that was made of smoky, opaque glass.  She landed at last before a closed door, and he floated down next to her, canceling his Spell.  “These are my quarters,” she told him, touching the door.  It unlocked with a click, and he followed her into a small, 10’ by 10’ room.  The wall opposite the door was transparent glass and looked out into the sky, but the other walls were the same smoky quartz as the outer passage, which he supposed gave her some privacy, at least.  The room had a simple desk, a bed, a nightstand, and a wardrobe that stood open and was filled with robes, shirts, and trousers. 

Neela giggled as she walked in and sat down on the bed.  “This feels weird,” she said.  “It’s like I’m back in college and inviting a boy into my dorm room.  I feel a little naughty!”

Aranos laughed as he reached out with his High Mastery, weaving his dome of silent air around them.  “I should have brought a six pack and an SD card with my mix playlist, then,” he joked.  “We could have the entire experience.”

She giggled again, then frowned at the walls.  “Hey, what did you do?  Is that an Air Spell?”

“Just a little something to muffle sound so we can talk,” he assured her.  “You can sense it?”

“Well, yeah.  I mean, I’ve got Air and Fire Mastery – you can’t be in the Air College without Air Mastery, after all – and anyone with a Mastery Skill can sense that aspect when they reach the Student level.  What Masteries do you have?”

“None, actually.  My Class doesn’t use them.  Hey, if you have Air and Fire, have you learned any Radiant Spells?”

“A few,” she nodded.  “Most of my Spells are Air-based, obviously, but I’ve got a couple Fire ones – just enough to get the Mastery Skill so I could start using Lightning – and I’ve got a handful of Radiant ones.  They’re useful, because they let me train my Air and Fire Masteries at once.”

He nodded.  “That is useful.”  He shifted, glancing around cautiously.   “I assume Hector told you my real name?”

“Yeah,” she nodded.  “He said you needed access to the College.  I’m happy to help; I saw the announcement about Antas.  The Wizards were in an uproar about it; they wanted to send a delegation to the city and ask for permission to get into the Library, but they decided the High Road was too dangerous.”

“For a small group of Wizards with no melee support?  Yeah, that would have been bad,” Aranos laughed.  “They’d have been eaten by the first munjuin they met.”  Her face looked confused, so he explained.  “Giant black lizard that reflects magic back at the caster.  Use a lightning bolt on one, and you’ll get it right back in your face.”

“I’ve never heard of those,” she admitted.  “Our instructors don’t really let us go out to adventure, though.  We have to be Adepts to get permission to join a party.”

“Well, practice what I just showed you, and you’ll be an Adept in a week or so,” he smiled at her, sitting down on the desk chair.

“So, what can I do for you?” she asked curiously. 

“I need access to the library,” he told her.  “Or, I suppose, to someone in the College who’s an expert in Dimensional magic; the more expert they are, the better.”

She frowned.  “I can probably get you into the library, but only into the Student section,” she told him.  “I can’t access the other sections.  As far as the Dimensional magic, is that something like Spatial mana?”

He nodded.  “It’s a combination of Spatial and Soul mana, yes.  It’s what lets you teleport from place to place.  I know how to open a portal, but only to a location where I’ve got an anchor…”  Seeing her uncomprehending look, he stopped.  “I take it you haven’t learned much about Spatial magic, then?”

“Just that it’s dangerous and hard to learn.  Students aren’t allowed to even attempt to use Enhanced aspects like that.  There’s a College of Spatial magic, but you have to be a full Wizard and have certain Stats and Skills to even petition to join it.  I can’t get you in there, but…”  She paused.  “You say that you can use Spatial magic, though?  That might work – I mean, if you were a full Wizard, they would have to let you, but even if you’re not…”  She bit her lip.

“Technically, I’m not a Wizard at all; I took a different Class,” he reminded her. “What does it take to be a full Wizard?”

“An Advanced Class, Expert Mana Manipulation, and an Adept rank in one of the Spell Masteries,” she answered immediately.  “I’m getting closer; I’m at level eight, but my Mana Manipulation has a long way to go – although not as long now that you showed me that trick.  Hopefully, once I hit Adept, I’ll be able to join a party and get XP faster, until eventually I’m ready for my Advanced Class.”

“Sounds like a plan,” he said cautiously.  “I take it Storm Wizard is the Advanced Class you want?”

“Yeah.  I love being able to fly, but I want to control the wind, create thunderstorms, and blast people with lightning bolts.”  She sighed.  “That’ll be so cool…”

Aranos laughed.  “Sounds fun,” he agreed.  “You know, technically I have an Advanced Class and Expert Mana Manipulation, if that helps get me in.  I can use every Primary and most of the Enhanced aspects, as well.  I don’t know what will be important to convince a Spatial Wizard to talk to me, so…”

Neela stared at him.  “Wait, what?” she spluttered.  “How do you have an Advanced Class?  And wait – you can use more than one Enhanced aspect?  Even two is really rare; most Wizards spend their lives mastering one!”

“I’m not a Wizard, remember?” he reminded her.  “And I haven’t mastered anything.  Remember how I said I don’t use Spell Masteries?  I just have to learn to feel the mana type I want, and once I do, I can use it.  More or less; it’s a bit more complicated than that.”

“That feels like a broken Class,” she said with a touch of complaint in her voice.

“Maybe a little,” he laughed.  “But how many Spells do you have?  Altogether?”

“I’ve got twenty-two,” she said promptly.  “Three Fire, six Radiant, five unaspected, and eight Air.”

“Well, I’ve got thirty-four,” he told her.  “How hard would it be for you to get that many Spells?”

“Um, not very, I guess.  I could probably get them from the library if I really wanted.  I automatically get to pick one Air Spell and one other Spell every time I level up, too.”

“I’m about three times your level,” he told her.  “When you’re my level, you’ll probably have sixty or more Spells you can cast.  I’ve got thirty-four, and I had to work hard to get those.  Plus, by the time you’re my level, you’ll have huge bonuses to your Air Spells that I won’t have, and you can get more of those just by buying a scroll and learning the Spell.”

“It’s a bit harder than that,” she corrected.  “You usually need Spell Masteries, minimum Stats, and minimum Mana Manipulation or Control to learn a Spell, depending on how powerful it is.  Still, by the time I’m your level – three times?  Really? – anyway, by that time, I doubt I’ll have too much trouble learning anything I want.”

“Exactly.  Eventually, you’ll be more adaptable and flexible than I am.  I have to constantly update my existing Spells to keep them useful, but you can just learn a new, more powerful Spell when you outgrow one.  There’s a balance to it, really.”

“That makes sense,” she nodded.  “Still, it’s pretty cool that you can use all those aspects.”  She frowned.  “Wait, if you’re an Expert in Mana Manipulation…you could train me, right?”

Aranos laughed.  “What do you think I just did earlier?” he asked her.  “That’s the training method.  The game helped you pick it up so quickly because you were learning from an Expert.  You might even get bonuses to your advancement because of it, but I don’t know that for sure.”

“Oh, I am so trying that out later,” she muttered.  She looked up at him.  “There’s one thing we could try.  I could take you to see the Dean.  She might be able to get you access to the Spatial School; at the very least, she could ask them to meet with you.  There’s no guarantee she’d see us, though.”

“I’m willing to try,” he shrugged.  “The worst she can say is no, right?”

“No, the worst she can say is that I’m expelled from the College and that neither of us is welcome here anymore – but she wouldn’t do that just for asking to meet with her,” Neela corrected.  “Give me a moment.”  She closed her eyes and muttered under her breath, her hands moving in odd patterns as she cast a Spell.  Aranos watched with his eyes and his magical senses; he could see the spellform she was creating, sense how her words and gestures added to the magical structure and defined it.  It was a Spell of Air, to be sure, but it had other elements, as well, including Sonic mana. 

A moment later, she opened her eyes.  “Can you open a hole in your barrier?” she asked with a hint of exasperation.  “It’s interfering with my Spell.”

“No problem,” he nodded, reaching out and pulling the weave aside to open a small window.  Immediately, he felt a breeze pass through the hole in his shield and rush out of the room, and he let the window in the barrier slip shut once more.  “Did that do it?”

“It did, thanks,” she nodded with a smile.  “I just cast a messaging Spell and sent it to the College’s Director – sort of like the Dean’s assistant.  He’ll send one back with a reply.  Normally, it would be a flat no – the Dean doesn’t see students unless it’s important – but I told him what you told me.  That might be enough to get her interested.” 

She shrugged.  “It’s the best I can do.  While we wait…is there anything else you’d like to show me?”  Her grin was a bit predatory, and Aranos had to stop himself from rolling his eyes.

“Yeah,” he chuckled.  “I’ve got something awesome that I think you’d really love to see.  Let me just join you on the bed to show you.”  He walked over and sat down, and he saw a quick flash of uncertainty pass across her face.  Still, she scooted a bit closer to him. 

“Okay, so let me show you what I want to teach you,” he said quietly, leaning toward her.  She leaned back momentarily before leaning even closer, placing her face a few inches from his.  “It’s…it’s…this really awesome meditation Skill,” he breathed, placing his lips right next to her ear.  “You’re going to love it!”

“Jerk!” she laughed, smacking his arm, although he saw a quick flash of relief in her eyes.  He had a feeling that Neela hadn’t invited all that many boys into her room in college, after all, and she’d been a bit nervous about the whole situation.  That didn’t bother him – it wasn’t like he’d had girls up to his room very often.  Or really, hardly at all.  “I invite you into my room, you make it all private, and all you want to do is meditate?  What’s a girl to think?”

“A girl Wizard might think that a Skill that lets you train your mana while you’re meditating, boosts your SP regen significantly, and even lets you train other Skills while you’re doing it is way better than – that other thing,” he laughed.

“It can do all that?” she asked.  “Okay, you’re forgiven.  What do I do?”

It took Neela almost an hour to get the Instinctive Meditation Skill.  He showed her how to grow her mindscape and train her with the air crystal even more effectively, and he explained how she could grow her Spells faster by practicing them in the mindscape – which would also mean growing her Mastery Skills. When they rose from her mindscape, which looked like a field of wildflowers with heavy storm clouds threatening overhead, she pulled up her notifications with a gasp.  “That’s amazing,” she breathed.  “I got 2 points each to Intelligence and Wisdom, Aranos.  I even got 2 levels in both Mana Control and Manipulation!  That’s more than I’d get in a week of my normal exercises!”

He shrugged.  “You can get more if you use the Air crystal downstairs, but people might ask questions if you’re sitting in front of it with your eyes closed for an hour.  It’s up to you.”

She frowned.  “Speaking of asking questions, the Director should have gotten back to me by now.  I wonder what the hold-up is?”

“Umm – would he be replying with the same Spell you used?” Aranos asked, belatedly reaching out and unraveling his Air shield.  “If so, my shield…”

Neela winced.  “Dammit,” she sighed.  “Yeah, the barrier was holding the Spell out.  I’ve got three messages – and the Director sounds pissed.  Come on, let’s go.”

“Oh, we got permission to see the Dean?”

“Not just permission.  I got a demand to bring you to her as soon as possible.”  She shook her head.  “I think I’m in trouble.”

They zoomed straight up through the center of the tower, and even at the speed Neela was flying, it took thirty seconds to reach the top floor.  They set down on the crystalline surface, and Aranos followed the Wizard to a wall made of the same smoky glass used to obscure the private rooms below.  The wall seemed almost perfectly unblemished, but Aranos’ Tracking Skill showed him that a path had been worn into the crystal floor between the entrance hole and a spot on the wall, and his Perception highlighted the tiny crevices of a carefully hidden door that Neela led him to.

“There’s a door to the Director’s office in this wall,” she murmured.  “It’ll just take me a second to find the right spot – oh, yeah, here it is.”  The Wizard tapped on the concealed door, which swung soundlessly open with a rush of air.  “Just – please be polite.  They’re probably already angry as it is.”

They stepped into a large room made entirely of the smoky glass, save for the ceiling, which was transparent and showed a crystal blue sky above.  A long, low desk occupied one corner of the room, behind which sat a short, slim man with an overly long nose and narrow face that gave him a decidedly rat-like appearance.  He was dressed in a black robe with five gray stripes on the sleeves, just above the cuff, and his sparse, gray hair stuck out in multiple directions.  He was bent over the desk, scribbling furiously, his expression disgruntled as he wrote with enough force to blot the paper.  He made a disgusted noise, crumpled the sheet, and pulled out another one.

“Director Brewster,” Neela said, moving forward and bowing her head respectfully.

“Yes?” the man asked in a deep, gruff voice that belied his tiny frame.  “What is it?”

“I’m Student Neela, sir.  You summoned me and my friend, Oran…”

The man’s eyes shot up from his papers and fastened on the girl, burning with anger.  “I summoned you an hour ago, child!” he snapped, his face reddening.  “I was just writing up your disciplinary action as we speak!  What do you have to say for yourself?”

“I’m sorry, Director,” she bowed again.  “We were Meditating, and I didn’t get your messages until we came out of it.  We came as soon as I got them.”

The man grunted.  “Meditating?” he asked dubiously, glancing over at Aranos.  “That must have been some Meditation session.”  He shook his head.  “I’ll figure out your punishment later.  This is the Traveler you mentioned?”

“Yes, sir.  This is Oran.  He wanted to meet…”

“I heard your message, girl,” the man cut her off, rising to his feet and walking over to Aranos.  “The Student tells me you’re Expert ranked in Mana Control and Manipulation.  Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir,” Aranos nodded with a smile, deciding that a bit of courtesy might go a long way with the unhappy man. 

The Director snorted.  “Well, if you want to see Dean Rocherres, you’ll need to prove it.”

“I’d be happy to.  How would you like me to do that?”

The Director walked over to a cabinet behind his desk, put on a pair of gloves, and pulled out a smooth, irregular stone that radiated Air mana powerfully.  “Anyone with an Expert rank in either of those Skills should know the technique for Mana Channeling,” he said.  “This mana crystal has been Enchanted to glow when it’s being expertly channeled.  Make it glow for me.” 

As Aranos walked forward, the man held up a hand.  “Fair warning,” he said, “when you touch this crystal, it will start to drain your SP.  If your Mana Control Skill is below the Expert level, you won’t be able to stop it, and you’ll end up with Mana Depletion.  If you do stop it, then the flow will reverse, and if you don’t have Expert Mana Manipulation, you’ll get Mana Burn before it lets you go.”  His eyebrows rose.  “Still sure you want to try?”



Aranos held his hand out wordlessly.  The man shrugged and deposited the double-fist-sized stone in Aranos’ palm.  Instantly, Aranos felt the Enchantment latch onto him, pulling at his mana and trying to drain the SP from him.  On a whim, he tried to open his hand, but the Enchantment held him firmly in place. 

 

Useful Enchantment.  I’ll have to study it before I hand this back.






He closed his eyes, placed his other hand on the stone, and reached out with his magical senses to the glowing crystal.  He didn’t really want to drain mana from it; it radiated nothing but Air mana, and draining too much of that would unbalance his mana spirals.  It was a simple enough matter to hold onto his own energy, keeping the stone from draining it, but as soon as he stabilized his mana, energy began to pour into him from the crystal. 

 

Well, looks like I’m doing this whether I want to or not.




He pulled hard on the mana crystal, draining Air mana as quickly as he could.  As he did, he guided it into his spirals, allowing it to flow into the channels he’d made to contain his Air aspect.  At the same time, he channeled a strand of Air mana down his other arm and back into the crystal, recirculating the energy.  He carefully controlled the flow of energy; the last time he did this, the crystal got so hot, it nearly cooked his hands.

While he channeled the energy from the crystal, he extended a mana probe toward it, examining the Enchantment attached to it.  It was surprisingly simple, really no different from a Spell used to hold a door shut against intruders.  The Enchantment sent a loop of energy into his hand, binding it in place.  A second Enchantment linked to that one, this one reading the flow out of and into the crystal and cutting the binding if the two rates reached a certain point.  He kept examining it, aware that the crystal was glowing brightly and that the binding had been released, until a notification started blinking in his vision.  He opened his eyes and handed the crystal back to the dean with a smile.

“That was – mildly impressive,” the man acknowledged with a grunt, staring at the crystal before walking over and putting it back in the cabinet.  “I’ve rarely seen someone make it glow that brightly.  You must have a pretty high SP regen.”

“High enough,” Aranos shrugged, not admitting that he could have drained the crystal much faster if he’d wanted.  “I rarely run out of SP.”

“Have a seat,” the man swept his hand at the wall opposite him, and Aranos and Neela turned to see a thinly padded bench.  They moved toward it, but the Director stopped them.  “Not you, Student.  The Dean’s only interested in your friend.  You’re going to show me this excellent Meditation technique of yours that made it impossible for you to hear my messages.  If you can Meditate while I attempt to distract you, then I’ll accept your excuse.  Otherwise, you’ll be scrubbing the outside of the tower for the next week.”

He gestured for the woman to follow him, and she looked back helplessly at Aranos, who gave her a reassuring smile.  He knew from experience that it was hard to rouse someone from Instinctive Meditation; he’d once almost Meditated through a massive assault on the place the party was sleeping and had only been roused by Silma’s telepathic summons.

“Don’t worry, Traveler,” the Director smiled.  “One way or another, the Student will be available to guide you back to the exit once you’re done with your interview.  The Dean will call you when she’s ready for you.”  The pair disappeared through a door that Aranos hadn’t noticed, and he settled in to wait. 

He hadn’t been waiting long when a door on the wall next to the Director’s desk slid open with a rush of wind and a crisp, female voice barked, “Enter.”




Chapter 7


Aranos stood and walked through the open door into a large room that looked like a semicircular office.  The floor was covered with a thick carpet instead of being smooth glass, and the far wall looked out over a range of snowcapped mountains, with the brilliant late morning sunlight bathing the left side of the peaks, indicating that they were facing south.  Two small trees that Aranos’ Herbalism Skill recognized as vilyarn, renowned for their ability to purify air and the crisp, icy scent of their flowers, stood in the corners next to the massive window.  A huge desk dominated the center of the room, while three hard-looking, wooden chairs rested in front of it.



The woman behind the desk gazed at Aranos with piercing, blue eyes deeply set into a lined face.  She was an old woman, her hair white and wispy, her shoulders bent with age, but her gaze was clear and bright, and she radiated an aura of power into the room that took Aranos’ breath away.  Looking into her gaze felt like staring into a thunderstorm; he could sense the danger lurking behind those icy eyes, the coiled strength just begging to be unleashed –

 

say, by an impolite Traveler who thinks too much of himself and isn’t very cautious. 




“You’re the Traveler Student Neela was talking about?” the woman asked crisply, seeming to stare directly through him.  “The one called Oran?”  Like the Director, the Dean wore a black robe, although hers seemed to be a finer weave and had six gray stripes instead of five.  He quickly took a moment to inspect the woman:




Dean Lucie Rocherres






Human






Unwounded




“Yes, ma’am,” he replied respectfully, bowing his head toward the woman.  “Thank you for taking the time to see me.”

The woman’s mouth was set in a thin line, but he saw a brief flash of approval in her gaze.  This was a person who’d earned respect, but he had a feeling she was also one who demanded it.  That was fine with Aranos; he had no intention of ruffling her feathers.  “You may sit,” she told him, motioning to one of the chairs. 

Aranos sat down immediately, folding his hands in his lap and sitting quietly.  “I would question you about your delay, but honestly, I’m not interested,” the Dean spoke briskly.  “I am more curious about the bold claims Student Neela made about you.”  She rested her elbows on her desk and tented her fingers.  “I’m given to understand that you’ve mastered Dimensional mana, meaning you have command of both your Spatial and Soul aspects.  Is this correct?”

“Not mastered, ma’am.  I can use it, though, yes,” he replied.

“Show me,” she demanded.  “Open a portal into the outer chamber.”

“If it’s somewhere I can’t see, there’s a decent chance it won’t work,” he replied apologetically.  “I might end up opening it anywhere nearby.  I can create one that links two spots in this room, though – or one that opens outside somewhere.”

“Outside, then,” she said impatiently.  “Open a portal.”

Aranos obediently gathered strands of Soul and Spatial mana, weaving them together into a disk taller than he was as he cast his Dimensional Hop Spell.  He poured power into the disk, guiding its terminus down to the peak of the closest mountain.  A swirl of misty, gray light suddenly appeared in front of him, twisting and spinning until the mists cleared, revealing the windswept, snow-covered mountain peak. 

The Dean rose from her chair, staring into the window-like portal, her jaw clenched firmly.  A few seconds later, the Spell elapsed, and the portal snapped shut.  The woman gazed at the spot in the air for a few more seconds before sitting back down in her chair.  “Well, it seems that you were telling the truth,” she said after a few long moments.  “And you wish to join the School of the Fathomless?” 

“I’m sorry, ma’am, the what?”

“The School of the Fathomless is the College for Spatial magic, young man.  They are also one of the smallest of the Upper Schools and are constantly seeking new members.”  She leaned back with a sigh.  “As you are certainly aware, the requirements to unlock Spatial mana do not come easily to Wizards.  The needed Dexterity is certainly no issue, but we rarely train our Agility.  Only the School of Nature’s Path is smaller and is comprised entirely of those who have chosen a battle specialization for their Advanced Class, allowing them to effectively train their Endurance or Strength.”

She turned and looked out of the window at the distant peaks.  “If you would wish entry to the School of the Fathomless, I am certain it could be arranged.  Do you have an Advanced Class?”  He nodded.  “You are Expert-ranked in both Mana Control and Manipulation, and you obviously have the needed Mastery Skills, or you would not be able to wield Enhanced mana.  You technically qualify to join as a full Wizard, Oran, skipping over what for most would be years of training and service.”

Aranos frowned.  While that was a tempting offer, one of the rules of the House of Stars was that he couldn’t join any other organization, and he wasn’t willing to give up his membership there.  At the same time, he really did need to advance the Cleansing Quest, and if this was the best way to do it…

“Can I think about it?” he asked cautiously.  “Could I talk to the Dean of that School and find out more, perhaps?”

“That’s a reasonable request,” she nodded.  “I’ll speak with Dean Janeczek myself and arrange it.  I’m certain he’ll be willing to meet with you.”  She rose to her feet, and he did the same.  “In the meantime, please return to Director Brewster’s office.  Student Neela will return to escort you back to the exit.”

He didn’t have to wait long for Neela to return, and the disgruntled look on the Director’s face told Aranos everything he needed to know.  “Your Meditation Skill has improved significantly, Student,” he grumbled at her.  “Keep up the good work.  I’ll let this slide this time, but if you’re going to be that deep in Meditation, you’ll need to make sure you’re in safe surroundings with someone there to keep an eye on you.”

“I will, Director,” the woman smiled at him.  “Thank you.”

The trip back to the exit was fast, and Aranos briefly detailed his encounter with the Dean as they flew; he didn’t bother pretending he couldn’t keep up with her this time, and she was too engrossed in his story to notice.  “That’s a pretty amazing offer,” she whistled at last.  “There are two types of Colleges, here: Upper and Lower.  The Lower schools teach Primary aspects, and the Upper schools teach Enhanced ones.  Wizards of the Upper Schools are the elite of the elite in the College; they get lots of privileges and authority over other Wizards.”

“I’ll think about it,” he hedged.  “I’ll be back in the morning, and hopefully I’ll be able to meet with the Dean of the Spatial School then.”

Retta was waiting for him when he exited, seated on the ground, a few copper coins scattered on the ground around her as people obviously thought she was begging.  He frowned down at the untouched coins.  “Retta, why aren’t you picking those up?”

“Can’t, sir,” she shook her head.  “I’m not a Scrounger, I’m a Filcher.  I take those, sir, the Scroungers will find me and make me pay ‘em, plus some.  Can’t afford that.”

Aranos quickly translated as best he could.  “So, since you’re not an official beggar, you can’t take those, or the real beggars will get angry?” he asked.  “What if I take them?”

“They still might be miffed, sir, but they won’t lay hands to a lampman.  They might take it out on me.”

Aranos’ eyes narrowed.  “Then I’d be very unhappy,” he said loudly, assuming that someone was watching – and listening.  Otherwise, Retta wouldn’t be worried.  He glanced around and saw a ragged, seemingly crippled beggar standing perhaps fifty feet away, and he made sure to raise his voice loudly enough for the man to hear him – even as his Tracking Skill picked up the man’s trail and his Scent wafted to Aranos in the breeze.  “I have ways to find people, Retta, and if anyone hurt you because of something I did, well…they wouldn’t survive that, do you understand?”

Retta swallowed.  “Y – yes, sir,” she nodded.  “You wanting me to take you to Roland, now?”

“Actually,” he said, bending over and scooping up the coins lying on the ground.  “I just want you to show me to the Adventurers’ Guild, if you don’t mind.  I’m feeling a bit frustrated, and I think a Quest might help with that.”

“Of course, sir,” she scampered to her feet.  “It’s across the Square.  Just follow me, and I’ll get you there fast.”  Once again, Aranos followed the urchin as she slipped through the crowd, between the stalls, and around carts.  Once or twice, she drew the ire of a nearby merchant, but each of them took one look at Aranos’ face and quieted down. 

The Adventurers’ Guild was a smaller, far less imposing building than the Mages’ College.  It was all gray stone, two stories tall and narrow, with thin windows and a single wooden door banded in iron. The door opened easily as Aranos walked inside and found himself in the common room of a large tavern; the Guild building appeared to stretch back deceptively far, making it larger than it seemed from the front. 

“Greetings,” an older woman with short, black hair going slightly grey walked up to Aranos, dressed in leather armor banded with small steel plates.  “Have you business with the Adventurers’ Guild?”

“Uh, yeah,” he said awkwardly, looking around.  The room was filled with members of various Classes, judging from their armor and weapons, all sitting around tables and talking quietly.  “I’m looking to pick up a Quest, something I can complete fairly quickly.”

“Are you a member of the Guild?” the woman asked.

“No, sorry.  Is that a problem?”

“Not for me,” the woman chuckled, her bright, blue eyes twinkling.  “For you, though, it means there are some Quests you can’t take.  We only entrust Guild members with the more vital Quests – and more valuable ones.  Do you need a party?”

“No, I’m fine,” Aranos returned his focus to the woman.  “Is there a Quest board or something?”

“Or something,” the woman laughed.  “Come with me, Traveler.”

“Is it that obvious?” Aranos grinned.

“Any child growing up in Stoneleague would know how the Guild works.  You don’t, so either you grew up in the wilderness – in which case, I imagine you’d be a bit more socially awkward – or you’re a Traveler.”  The woman led him through the tavern, into an area where more Adventurers were standing around or waiting in lines.  “This is the Questing Hall,” she told him.  “What Class and level are you?”

He glanced at her.  “Both Classes, or just my Advanced one?”

She stopped and looked at him curiously.  “You have an Advanced Class?  What level?”

“Nine,” he shrugged.  “Fifteen in my Base Class.  I’m a Wizard, of sorts.”

“Level 9 in an Advanced Class,” she repeated slowly.  “Traveler, before I direct you to the proper Quest-giver, fair warning.  Quest difficulty is based on your true strength, so while we can’t truly tell what level you are, if you’re lying, the Quest-giver will know right away.  If they assign something that should be a difficulty of B and it shows up as S or SS, they’ll withdraw the Quest, and you won’t be welcome here any longer.”

“That seems fair,” he agreed.  “So, which line do I join?”

The woman sighed.  “None of them.  Come with me.”  She led him past the gathered Adventurers, receiving some curious looks in the process, and into a back office with an elderly man sitting at a table.  She knocked on the open door and cleared her throat.  “Guildmaster Ryder?” she said a bit diffidently.

“Yes?” the man spoke in a voice with a deep timbre that belied his wizened state.  “What is it, Marie?”

“This Traveler is looking for a one-off Quest.  He claims to be an arcane spellcaster, Base Class 15, Advanced Class 9.”

“He does, does he?” the Guildmaster chuckled, glancing up at Aranos.  “Traveler, are you aware that if I offer you a Quest and realize that you’re lying to us, not only will you lose the Quest, I’ll likely kill you for wasting my time?  Are you sure you want to proceed?”

“Very sure,” Aranos smiled easily at the man.  “I’m looking for something my Bonded Companion and I can do in a single day, preferably something combat-oriented and level appropriate.  I’m very close to leveling up my Advanced Class, and I want to see what happens when I reach level 10.”

“Nothing,” the Guildmaster snorted.  “An Advanced Class Evolves at level 15.  You’ve got some time.”  He glanced up at the woman.  “You can go, Marie.  Either he’s telling the truth or he’s not, and whichever it is, I’ll deal with it.”

“Yes, Guildmaster,” the woman bowed.

“Oh, and close the door, if you would,” the man added.  When the door closed, the Guildmaster gestured to a chair, and Aranos sat down.

“Very well, let’s get this over with,” the old man sighed.  “Most of the Quests I could offer you are, unfortunately, reserved for Guild members only.  However, I have two that someone of your supposed level would qualify for.  One is a fetch Quest where the item in question is rather heavily guarded but not really valuable enough to merit sending a member to get it, and the other is a Bounty Quest that is probably nonrepeatable so wouldn’t be of much interest to our Guild members.  That one will likely take several days, though.”

Aranos frowned in thought.  Fetch Quests simply involved getting something and bringing it back, and quite often, the reward was based on the value of the item in question.  Sometimes, that was because the Quest giver was willing to pay more for a valuable item; other times, it was because the needed item could be found in a trove with other, equally valuable items that could be sold for profit.  If the item being fetched wasn’t valuable, then the reward would be pretty low and probably not worth the risk if it was as heavily guarded as the old man said.

Bounty Quests on the other hand were straightforward and simple: kill a specific creature and bring back proof of the deed, usually a hide or something similar.  Normally, Bounty Quests didn’t offer as much reward as other Quests did, but they were usually repeatable, encouraging Adventurers to winnow the numbers of some type of creature that was becoming a nuisance or even a danger.  It could be a steady source of XP and income, and some parties focused primarily on Bounty Quests.  If this one wasn’t repeatable, though, not many bounty hunters would bother with it, meaning the Guildmaster might have been sitting on it for a while, but the rewards could be worth it.

“What’s the Bounty Quest?” he asked after a moment. 

“It’s simple enough,” the man shrugged.  “A couple weeks ago, some creature came down out of the North Horned Mountains and destroyed two entire farming villages southeast of the city.  The King sent a company of guards led by Rangers to hunt it down, and the entire company vanished.  Since then, nothing’s been seen of whatever did it, so this hasn’t been a priority, but the crown wants the thing hunted down and dealt with.  Because we don’t know what it is, the King’s asking for its head as proof.”

“And you think it’ll take days?” Aranos asked curiously.  “Why?”

“Because no one ever found the company that chased after it, meaning it’s probably holed up in the mountains somewhere,” Ryder explained.  “It can’t be too far, or it wouldn’t be hunting into our lands, but it has to be far enough that regular patrols won’t find it.  Thus, a couple days’ journey in each direction.”

Aranos nodded; it might be a couple days’ journey for most, but with his Flight Spell, Zone of Speed, Leadership bonuses, and Silma’s natural movement rate – well, the two of them could probably travel as fast as a decent car, at least on open ground.  A two-day hike for most might be a couple hours for the pair of them.

“I’ll take the Bounty Quest, then,” he nodded to the old man. 

“Your funeral,” the Guildmaster shrugged, placing one hand on a long knife that rested at his belt.  As soon as the man finished speaking, a notification popped up in Aranos’ vision:
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Quest Offered:


 
The Hunt is Called!




Guildmaster Ryder of the Adventurers’ Guild has asked you to hunt down the creature that attacked Stoneleague’s villages and destroy it.






Objective:


 
Find the creature, kill it, and return with its head.






Difficulty:


 
B






Reward:


 
3,000 XP, 15 gold links, increased reputation with Stoneleague, increased reputation with the Adventurers’ Guild, increased reputation with King Hugin.






Failure Condition:


 
Fail to locate the creature before it strikes again or abandon the hunt. 






Failure Penalty:


 
Decreased reputation with King Hugin, decreased reputation with the Adventurers’ Guild.






Bounty Quest:


 
If there are more than one of this creature type in the area, you can repeat this Quest until all such creatures are slain or driven away.



Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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“That’s less reward than I’d expected,” Aranos admitted.  “For something so high level and non-repeatable…”

“If the creature was hitting us constantly, the reward would be higher – but then someone in the Guild would have taken it,” Ryder shrugged.  “It’s probably a few days’ slog through the mountains there and back, and that’s always a pain.  If you’d rather have the fetch Quest…”

“No, this is fine,” Aranos quickly accepted, and Ryder got a faraway look on his face. 

“Huh,” he said softly.  “B Difficulty for you.  It sounds like you were telling the truth.  Still, it’s probably most of a week’s work for a tiny reward.  You sure you want to...?” 

“I am,” Aranos nodded.  He smiled slyly as a thought occurred to him.  “Is there any kind of a bonus if I get it done faster than that?”

The Guildmaster looked curiously at Aranos and frowned.  “Not from the King, no; as I said, this isn’t a priority.  However, for someone with your levels, I’ll sweeten the deal.  You complete this in, say, 48 hours and I’ll toss in a Guild membership.  I’ll waive the normal fees and exams and such, and I’ll assign you Quests directly.  What do you think?”

“I’m already in another Guild, one that forbids me to be a member of any other, sorry,” Aranos shrugged.  “However, if I can get this done today – say by sundown – would you consider offering me some of your Guild-restricted Quests?  Maybe just the more time-sensitive ones, since it seems that you don’t have many people high-level enough to complete them anyway?”

The Guildmaster frowned, rubbing his mustache, then sighed.  “You must have one hell of a Charisma Stat, young man, because that sounds far too reasonable to me – probably since there’s no way you’ll be able to do it.  Fine, I agree; you finish that Quest by sundown, and I’ll offer you any high-level, time-sensitive Quests I’ve got.”  The man shook his head.  “You’re gonna need a Ranger, though.  That trail’s two weeks cold, and no magic will sniff it out – the Mages’ College has tried.”

“I’ll be fine,” the Sorcerer assured him.  “My Soulbound Companion can Track just about anything.”  He rose from his chair.  “I’d better get going, though.  Where are the villages that were attacked?”

“Here,” the man replied, pulling out a map and making three small circles on it, all to the southeast of Stoneleague.  Looking at the map, Aranos could see that the city was nestled just south of one mountain range – probably the range Ryder had called the Horned Mountains – and east of another.  A river ran just south of the city and flowed to the east in one direction and branched south in the other, draining the mountain runoff through a thick forest, down into what looked like an area of jungles, and finally emptying into a sea far to the south.  He glanced at his own map and saw that it had updated to include everything on the Guildmaster’s map, including the three small circles. 

“Those villages are between one and two hours’ travel by horse,” the old man added.  “You’re right that you should get a move on.  I make it about ten hours until sundown.”

Aranos thanked the Guildmaster and left the room, where he found Marie waiting for him, a startled expression on her face.  She looked past him and saw the Guildmaster still sitting at his desk, and understanding spread across her face.  “So, you weren’t lying, Traveler,” she said slowly.

“Nope,” he shook his head.  “My name’s Oran, by the way.”

“Oran, Master of Elements,” she nodded, obviously Inspecting him.  “Sorry for doubting you.  It’s just – most of the Travelers are still working on getting an Advanced Class, and you’re more than halfway to your Evolved one.”

He shrugged.  “I’ve gotten lucky with some good Quests.  Speaking of which, I’ve got to get started on this one; I’m on a bit of a time crunch.  Can you guide me back to the front?”

“Of course,” she nodded, walking away from the door and slowing so he could walk beside her.  “Bounty Quest or fetch Quest?”

“You knew the choices I’d have?” he asked, surprised.  “I didn’t think they’d be common knowledge.”

“I’m about the same level as you, Oran,” she laughed.  “Did you think the Guild would have someone low-level guarding the front door?  I have the same choices you did, plus some extras you didn’t, but I’m working on putting together the right party for one of them.  We natives are a lot more cautious about the Quests we take, since if we die…that’s it.  No coming back to life for us.  So, which one?”

“Bounty Quest,” he smiled as they crossed the noisy tavern.  “I get a bonus if I complete it quickly, though.”  He stopped at the front door.  “Thanks, Marie, and I hope I’ll be seeing you before the end of the day.”

“With that Quest?  Three days, minimum.”

“Care to make a bet?” he grinned.  “Say, one gold link?”

“Too rich for my blood,” she laughed.  “How about I buy you a drink if you make it back here today, instead?  If not, you buy me one when you return.”

“Deal,” he nodded.  “See you in a few hours!”

Retta led him back through the Square and down some side streets to the Black Blade.  When he beckoned her to come inside with him, though, she balked.

“Begging your pardon, sir, but that won’t be a good idea.  Old Malcom, what owns the Blade, he’ll not be happy to see a Filcher in his kip.  It’s worth my hide to step foot in there, same for all us Filchers.”

“If you’re with me, you’ll be fine,” he assured her.  “I told you I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you for what I’ve done, and that includes Malcolm.”  She protested, but he took her by her filthy hand and led her into the darkened tavern. 

Malcolm’s eyes narrowed as he saw the girl being dragged inside by Aranos, and his face darkened.  “This little one steal from you, Master Oran?” the man growled.  “You filch from my customers, girl, and you know what’ll happen to you…”

“She tried, failed, and she’s been acting as a guide for me today,” Aranos shrugged.  “The thing is, I grabbed a Quest at the Adventurers’ Guild, and I need to head out of the city…but I paid her to work all day.  I was hoping you could put her to work while I’m gone.”

“She’s done what you wanted and didn’t just run, first chance she got?” Malcolm scoffed.  “These little ones don’t have a sense of honor or duty, Oran.  I send her off on an errand, and she’ll vanish into the city.”

“And what would happen if you did that, Retta?” Aranos asked her mildly.

The girl shivered.  “You – you’d find me, sir, wouldn’t you?  You said you can find people…”

“I can tell you that today, Malcolm’s had a total of fourteen customers, that one of them had a bad limp, and that one was slightly wounded – but not the one with the limp,” Aranos told her as his Tracking Skill kicked in and showed him the room.  Malcolm’s eyes widened at that, but Aranos continued on.  “I can also tell you that the beggar that was watching you earlier left the Square just after you took me to the Adventurers’ Guild and is now somewhere southwest of us, close to the river.”

“A beggar?” Malcolm asked curiously.

“One of the Scroungers, sir,” Retta clarified.  “While I was waiting for the mister, here, people took me for a Scrounger and tossed bits at me.  I didn’t nab ‘em, but the mister, he did.”

Malcolm sighed.  “Well, that settles that.  I can’t send you out of my place today, girl.”  He looked up at Aranos.  “Those beggars are well organized, Oran, and they don’t like anyone else muscling into their territory.  They’ll think you set the girl up to beg and took the money yourself, and they’ll beat her for going along with it if they catch her.”  He shook his head.  “You’ll have to stay here for a couple days, at least.  I can’t send a child out to face that.”  He glared at the girl.  “You filch from my kip, though, light-hand, and I’ll sack you up and toss you to the Scroungers myself, after I fetch you a kick or two to make sure the lesson’s learned.  Are we on the upright?”

The girl swallowed hard, her eyes round with fear.  “Y—yes sir,” she stammered.  “I’m on the upright, sir.  Your kip’s shiny as the sun, I promise.”

Malcolm nodded.  “That means she won’t touch anything here that doesn’t belong to her,” he translated.  “And since the only things she owns are those rags and that purse she thinks she’s got hidden, that means she won’t touch a thing without my say-so.”

“I figured,” Aranos nodded.  “I’ve got to go grab something from my room, then I’m heading out for my Quest.”  He looked at Retta.  “Listen to Malcolm as if he’d paid you instead of me.  If you’re good, then I’ll need your services again tomorrow, and I’ll make sure you sleep indoors, eat well, and are safe as long as you’re working for me.  Deal?”

“Spit and shake, sir,” she nodded.  “I’m on the upright for you.  No filching, no grifting, and no flying, I swear.”

“Good,” he nodded, hoping that meant she wasn’t going to try to steal from him, con Malcolm’s customers, or run away when his back was turned.



Silma was eager to get out of the city, but she wasn’t happy about the method Aranos was suggesting. 

 

I hate being a horse,


 
she said flatly. 

 

Why can’t I be something else?







Because a bear would bring just as much attention as you would normally,


 
he soothed her. 

 

Look, if you think you can move through the city, in Stealth, in broad daylight, and out the gate without being spotted, I won’t have to use the Spell.  Can you?







No,


 
she admitted with a grunt. 

 

Those guards are better than they let on.  Several of them nearly spotted me last night.  I might make it to the gate, but not through it. 


 
She sighed. 

 

Fine, pack leader. But it comes off the moment we’re out of sight of the walls!







Absolutely,


 
he agreed, laying the Illusory Cloak on her and waiting until she teleported back to the stables. 



The trip to the Lower Gate was uneventful, and the gate guards didn’t even glance twice at Aranos as he and Silma left the city.  As Meridian had told them, the land this side of the city was much more inhabited, with sprawling farms, large homesteads, and villages scattered about, supported by the fields and herds of animals.  Aranos and Silma walked at a normal pace until they were out of sight of the gates, then left the packed dirt road and made for the nearest trees as soon as they could.  Silma breathed an audible sigh of relief once she was back in her normal form, and Aranos nearly did the same as he felt the welcoming energies of the forest fill his body.  This sort of terrain was almost like home to the pair, and once Aranos cast his Massless Flight Spell, the two of them made excellent time and reached the nearest destroyed village in only twenty minutes.

Aranos slowed and hovered just inside the trees closest to the shattered ruins of the village, allowing Silma to creep forward and scout the village in Stealth.  Aranos’ Stealth Skill was still Untrained and in the Student ranks – and it was designed for natural surroundings so wasn’t as useful in places like the village.  The fenrin slipped through the buildings like a shadow, and Aranos closed his eyes and immersed himself in her senses as she did.

The village was utterly destroyed, no question.  There wasn’t a single building standing; no two walls remained touching one another, and every structure looked as if it had been flattened by giant fists.  The stone wall surrounding the village well was tumbled, and from the smell of the well, something had fouled it.  Although there were no bodies remaining, Aranos could see the signs of them through Silma’s eyes; people had run about, chaotically and almost madly.  Something large had scooped them up, and only pieces of them had landed back on the ground.

The earth was trampled badly.  It had rained at least once in the past couple weeks, which had washed out some of the tracks, and he could see where the troops from the city had come in and marched all over, probably collecting remains for burial.  They’d left using the main road…but the creature hadn’t.

Whatever had attacked the village was big, heavier than an ursusz and longer.  It had four legs, all of which ended in four-toed feet with long talons, and it moved with a bounding sort of gait that made Aranos think of a giant rabbit or gazelle.  However, it had also had wings, and from the way some of the crushed remains of the houses had been swirled around, those wings were large.  The creature had flown into the village – he could see where it had initially landed – and it had left the village by air.

Best of all, the rain hadn’t completely washed away the creature’s scent.  It was a dry, dusty, reptilian odor that reminded Aranos of the snakes he’d handled a few times as a kid in school, and it was all over the village.  It led off to the south, toward what Aranos assumed was the next village on the map, but he didn’t care about where it had gone.  He cared about where it had come from; the scent trail led from the village to the north, toward the distant mountains, and that’s where he needed to go.

He sent a mental message to Silma, and the celestial wolf immediately raced off to the north, following the scent, while he flew high overhead.  He usually stayed close to the ground when flying with party members, but with Silma, it wasn’t necessary, since he could talk to her telepathically.  Besides, he could see more from up here, and he was less likely to draw attention from below, since he’d probably just look like a dot.

They sped northward, out of the forest and into the hills, which also meant into more cultivated areas.  More than one farmer or cowherd rushed off in fear as Silma tore past them, but although the fenrin certainly could have taken a cow or two – and now that she knew these were there, Aranos had a feeling some rancher would be missing a couple head come morning – she didn’t even glance twice at them.  While they were prey, Aranos knew they weren’t her current prey.  They were hunting something far more dangerous, and that also made it far more interesting in Silma’s mind.

The hills began to rise more steeply, and as they did, Aranos felt the nourishing energies of the land start to waver.  There was Blight somewhere ahead of them, and while it was still distant, he could feel it draining the energies of the earth and changing them into a form more suitable for its own purposes.  Their pace slowed a bit as Silma was forced to leap over boulders and scramble up rocky faces.  She was still moving faster than a horse could gallop, but she wasn’t as fast as a car anymore.  Still, her sharp claws bit easily into the stony earth, and while she was slowed slightly, she moved with surety and ease.

As they moved steadily closer to the looming peaks, the sense of Blight grew stronger and the vital energies of the land waned.  By the time the foothills swelled into true mountains, the earth was gray, dusty, and filled with the dark energy of the Blight.  The scrub grass and low trees were replaced with purple-leafed thornbushes and twisted boles that were slowly being choked by strangling vines with knife-like foliage.  Once they received the notification that they’d entered the Blightlands, Silma was forced to pick her pace more carefully, her senses alert for lurking predators even as she clambered over boulder fields and leaped yawning crevasses.  Aranos guided her around the sides of mountains and through canyons, but that meant he had to fly closer to the ground to Track their quarry, limiting his view of the surrounding area and forcing him to stay equally alert for attacks.  They were moving at a speed a bit less than a horse’s gallop, now, and he had a feeling they’d be slowing even more as the terrain grew steeper ahead.

They continued for two more hours into the mountains, stopping for a few minutes to let Silma’s Stamina replenish a bit.  The fenrin could run for days if she had to, but that was through a forest or across open grassland, not clambering along the sides of Blighted mountains, using trails meant for goats and trying to avoid sliding into a crevasse or plunging from a cliff.  The effort was tiring, and Aranos was happy to give the wolf a chance to catch her breath.

As she rested, he rose back into the air and circled the area.  They had stopped in a small valley nestled between two peaks, where a stream plunged into an evil-looking pool of black water, and the surrounding walls of stone sheltered them from the pervasive cold of the range.  As he rose, though, the winds buffeted him, and he smelled ice and snow on those breezes; the mountains beyond the next line must have been higher, high enough at least to keep a crown of snow all year long.  Even more interestingly, the scent of pine and fir wafted into his nostrils, as well.  Somewhere ahead was a Claimed Land, a place that still held out the Blight.

They continued on, racing to the northeast now, moving fast to avoid any possible encounters.  Most creatures of Darkness tended to hide from the sun when possible, and few among the Shadowborn could keep up with the celestial wolf for long anyway, so they managed to move swiftly and without incident.  Aranos’ eyes picked up myriad tracks and traces of all sorts of deadly creatures, but he could also see other tracks, ones that looked to be made by humanoid creatures of some sort.  He didn’t bother trying to follow them, simply noting their presence, at least until his Skill picked up something that couldn’t be ignored.

He and Silma both halted as they noticed the trail at the same time.  A band of humans had come through here, at least a dozen of them, no more than a couple weeks ago.  Most of the humans were heavily armored and practically tromped along the stony trail Silma was following, obviously making no effort to conceal their passage or movement at all.  Three of them, though, were much lighter on their feet and moved carefully in front of the others, their passage barely leaving a trace on the rough ground.  It was the company of guards and their Ranger escort from Stoneleague, he realized.  They’d come from the southeast, obviously following a different track than he and Silma were, and the two paths intercepted here.  They continued in the direction he and Silma were heading – but there was no sign of their return passage. 

He knew that there wouldn’t be.  As his nose picked up the scent of the humans, another, stronger odor wafted into his nostrils.  It was the coppery stench of blood, mixed with the foul odor of entrails and viscera, and it was coming from somewhere up ahead.  He and Silma moved more cautiously, their senses attuned to the slightest discrepancy; whatever had taken down this company might still be lying in wait, after all.

They needn’t have bothered.  He didn’t need his Tracking Skill to spot the site where the company had been struck; anyone with eyes could have found it.  The torn and shattered remains of tents, the old ashes of a campfire buried deep to reduce its visibility, and the scattered, gnawed-on bones tossed about the clearing nestled in the valley between two peaks would have told him that a large force had been slaughtered here, if not as clearly as his Skill narrated it.  The humans had encamped here, probably to wait out the night.  They’d set a perimeter, sent one of the Rangers out to scout around, and settled in to endure a night in the Blightlands. 

At some point in the night, the creature they’d been hunting found them.  He could see where it fell from the sky; from the look of it, its impact had knocked down or even killed a few of the soldiers right away.  It set upon them, then, chasing them down with its bounding gait, even hunting and snatching up the three Rangers when they attempted to flee.  The humans had fought, but they’d been caught unaware and slaughtered brutally.  Very few remains were left behind, and those were just various severed limbs.  Sighing, Aranos gathered anything that looked valuable or recognizable – bits of armor, jewelry, the handful of possessions he found beneath the crumpled tents, and even a bloodstained journal of one of the Rangers that he pocketed to read through later. 

There was one thing that Aranos was expecting but that he didn’t find.  The battle had lasted for a while; the soldiers had formed up in a shield wall, from all appearances, and judging by the broken pikes and shattered crossbow bolts, they’d brought weapons that were designed for formation combat against a large opponent.  And yet, Aranos couldn’t find a single sign that the monster had been wounded.  Despite its reptilian smell, not a solitary scale had been dislodged and left on the ground.  Even with the heavy, piercing weapons, not a speck of the monster’s blood had been shed.  That meant that either the creature healed so quickly that its blood and hide never made it to the earth – which was very unlikely – or the soldiers had been utterly unable to damage it.




Well, that can’t be good,


 
he thought grimly.



He gathered the gruesome remains along with the ruined tents and placed them in a pile in the center of the clearing, then reached down into the earth with his High Mastery Ability.  The stones of the mountainside yielded to his will, softening beneath the caress of his mana probe and flowing up and over the remnants of the lost company.  A moment later, nothing could be seen but a mound of smooth, polished stone that was obviously out of place, here.  Aranos was tempted to Redeem the spot, as well, but there wasn’t enough of an upside to it; he’d make himself vulnerable for several minutes and not really gain anything in the process.  The mass grave was sealed away, as protected as he could reasonably make it, and he doubted many creatures would try tearing into solid stone to access a few dozen bones with most of the meat already devoured off them.

He and Silma resumed their journey swiftly but more cautiously.  The scent of blood and offal receded behind them, but the clean, fresh odor of green forests grew stronger.  They crested the side of a mountain and looked ahead; the next peak soared above them, its top shrouded in a layer of ice and snow, but its base was blanketed with a skirt of greenery.  They hurried forward and reached the base of the mountain.  As they did, a notification popped up in Aranos’ vision:
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New Region Discovered:


 
Skollheld Heill





Claimed Land:


 
Shadowed creatures gain 2 RP/day
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They’d entered a Realm of the Light, and since it was one buried deep in the mountains, Aranos was fairly certain he knew what race claimed it.  His thoughts were soon verified when a tiny anomaly caught his eye as he swept across the mountainside, a hint of irregularity that his high Perception just barely picked up.  There was a straight line when everything else was curved and jagged, a hint of order in the chaos of the mountainside.  He swooped down for a closer look, and his eyes narrowed.  His guess seemed to have been correct.



The tracks belonged to a group of six creatures, and Aranos could see that they walked upright, not on all fours.  From the length of their stride, he guessed they were a bit shorter than Meridian, but the depth of one footfall in a patch of soft earth showed him they were also significantly heavier, maybe heavier than Hector or Phil.  They traveled in a line, staying mostly on the stony ground, traveling higher in the mountains than he and Silma were but not seeming to be slowed by the uneven ground or cold in the slightest.  Most telling of all, the creatures leaving this trail were booted, with wide feet and soles that left a faint pattern of scratches on the stone, as if they’d been cleated or spiked to increase their grip in snow and ice. 

 

Dwarves,


 
he guessed silently. 

 

I’ll bet we’re in one of the Dwarven Nations.  That means we’ve got to keep an eye out for their patrols, as well.






He soared back down to Silma, racing below him, and passed on what he’d seen to her.  Her attitude was about what he’d expected. 

 

These aren’t our prey, pack leader, so they’re not really a concern, are they?





No, not really, except to be aware that there are things moving around in these mountains, and we can’t assume any of them will be friendly, since we’re invaders in their territory.



Of course there’s danger about.  We will stay alert but continue to move swiftly, since it’s unlikely many things can match our speed.


They continued on, plunging deeper into the range, and Aranos saw far more signs of the dwarves passing about. After he’d picked up about twenty or so trails, his Tracking Skill was telling him that most of the dwarves he’d seen were congregated a couple miles to the northwest, almost perpendicular to the direction they were heading, but others were scattered through the mountains in every direction.  These peaks were obviously the dwarves’ home, and while he hoped to meet them, he doubted they’d be particularly excited to see a strange human in their realm.

Twenty more minutes passed, and Aranos called the pair to a halt.  His Tracking Skill was telling him that their quarry was somewhere ahead, on the side of the next mountain, although where exactly he couldn’t say.  His Skill allowed him to pinpoint a general location for his quarry from this distance, but he’d need to get closer to narrow its exact position down.  They both slipped into Stealth and hugged the treeline, moving cautiously and silently along the base of the mountain. 

As they drew nearer, he saw more signs of the creature’s passage; it had knocked down small trees, disrupted rocks, and torn gouges out of the stony earth as it moved about this area.  From the plethora of tracks, Aranos assumed it either frequented the place often or had some sort of den or nest on the mountain.  When he spotted the gash in the stone farther up the slope that descended into darkness, he had a feeling it was the latter.

They crept closer to the opening in the rock, and Aranos confirmed that the creature’s trail led into the mountain here but hadn’t come back out since.  The slash in the rock was tall but not very wide; Silma could fit through it, but she wouldn’t have a lot of room to spare.  The creature’s scent wafted from the cave entrance, almost overpowering this close to it, and Aranos had to fight not to snort and rub his nose to rid it of the dry, dusty odor. 

Aranos stopped and pondered his next step.  As he saw it, he had two options.  He could go into the cave and hopefully take the creature within by surprise, or he could lure it out and attack it here.  There were pros and cons to both approaches.  The gash in the stone was tall but not particularly wide, and while Silma could pass through it, there wasn’t a lot of space for her to maneuver.  If the den within didn’t widen out, it might be hard for Aranos to target their quarry without risking hitting the fenrin.  Plus, if the creature had young or eggs in the den, it would fight much more aggressively to defend them.

At the same time, if he lured the beast out, it could take to the air and attack while on the wing.  While it hadn’t done that at the village, that might have been because it saw the villagers as food rather than a threat.  It probably wouldn’t consider the massive celestial wolf the same way, and if it was aloft, Aranos would have to deal with it almost entirely on his own unless he could ground it quickly. 

He decided he needed more information, and he silently asked Silma to scout the cave, since her Stealth was much better than his.  The wolf slunk up to the entrance, her senses tuned to catch the slightest sound or faintest movement.  Entering the lair of an apex predator was always dangerous, and Silma knew that at an instinctive level.  She crept forward, careful not to let the light coming in from the cave opening silhouette her, slipping through the opening and moving to one side as swiftly as she could.

As Aranos had feared, the cleft in the mountainside was deep but not particularly large.  Through Silma’s eyes, he could see that whatever beast had made this place its den had widened it somewhat; he spotted the claw marks on the walls where it had carved through the stone in a few narrower spots.  The reptilian smell lay thick and heavy on the air, filling Silma’s sensitive nose, mixed with the scent of musty, mineral-laden water.  She could hear the soft rasping of the creature’s breath mingling with a faint trickle of falling water from farther ahead, past where the tunnel curved and started to descend.

As she slipped around the bend in the tunnel, she froze; a dark mass lay curled at the bottom of a hollowed-out pit ahead of her.  To Aranos, it looked like a small crack in the mountain above had allowed snowmelt to trickle downward, eventually carving out a small pool at the bottom of this natural tunnel.  The creature had then widened that hole into a nest of sorts, one just big enough for it to curl up in and still leave space for the black pool of water.

The monster was curled into a ball, so Aranos couldn’t make out most of its features.  It looked to be long and narrow, covered with scales that all appeared various shades of grey in Silma’s Night Vision, with a pair of scaly wings folded onto its back so tightly that they barely rose above its skin at all.  It had buried its head in the middle of its body and wrapped itself in its long, whiplike tail, but Aranos guessed that uncurled, it would probably be about twice as long as Silma, not counting the tail. 




Okay, come back out, girl,


 
the Sorcerer sent silently to his Companion. 

 

We aren’t fighting that thing in there, that’s for sure.


 
  In those narrow confines, Aranos’ Spells would be close to useless, as would much of Silma’s nimbleness and speed.  He needed it to come out to play; however, first, he needed to make some preparations. 



While Silma backed just as slowly out of the cave, he checked his Arcane Armor and, using his high arcane True Charisma Ability, he shifted fifteen points of Charisma into his Int and Wis Stats, bumping both temporarily to 200.  When Silma emerged, he cast his Greater Empowerment, spreading the Stat boost out among her Strength, Agility, and Endurance Stats, sending each over 100.  He tossed a Gravity Web up into the sky above them and used his High Mastery to lift stone spikes out from the walls, floor, and ceiling of the part of the tunnel he could see, making the entire passage a forest of gleaming, stone spears.

Taking a deep breath, Aranos stood just outside the entrance to the cave and cast his next Spell, summoning entwined strands of Void, Life, and Air mana and pouring them out of his outstretched hand.  A gray mass of billowing vapors spilled forth from his palm and swirled into the cave, slowly creeping into the cleft and sinking into the darkness of the creature’s lair.  His Deadly Vapors Spell had been specifically designed for this purpose, to fill a creature’s den with clouds of death mana that would damage them and drive them forth.  However, since it drew heavily on Void mana, Aranos took damage both by casting and channeling it, which meant that it was literally devouring him to maintain the Spell.



The Spell poured forth for several seconds while it seeped down into the den.  Aranos waited silently; by this point, the small den had to be filled with the life-draining mists, and the creature was hopefully taking damage. 

 

Maybe it’s hibernating or something,


 
he thought hopefully. 

 

That could be why it didn’t come back to attack the villages anymore.  I know that some reptiles sleep for a long time after a big meal…




His hopes of killing off the creature without a fight were dashed when a roar erupted from the cave, one so loud that Aranos felt an actual breeze whip past his right ear.  He heard splashing and grunting from deep in the cave – the beast was probably uncoiling itself and preparing to exit.  Another roar blasted past him, and he saw a blinking, red notification that warned him he’d been partially deafened by the intensity of the sound. 

His good ear still heard it when the giant reptile encountered his stone spears, though.  The sound echoed from the depths of the cavern, not the cries of a wounded beast but the squeal of rock grinding against metal.  The sound of shattering stone rang from the cleft in a frenzied staccato, and as the cacophony swelled in volume, Aranos dropped his Spell and launched himself sideways away from the opening, clearing the entrance just as the massive creature burst forth with a roar, shaking its head and snapping at the air around it.

Aranos got a much better look at the beast in the sunlight.  It had a long, sinuous body that almost looked like a cross between a lizard, a snake – and maybe a rabbit, with four short, muscular legs that looked more mammalian in design than reptilian.  Its head was broad and dominated by a gargantuan mouth that seemed to open wider than should have been possible for a living creature, exposing concentric rows of gleaming, needle-like fangs that looked like they’d have no problems shredding Aranos in seconds.  Its scales gleamed in a mosaic of silver, gold, bronze, and black that shone glossily in the sun’s rays.  That was all he got to see, though, before the creature’s great wings snapped out, spreading twenty foot in each direction – and catching Aranos square in the chest.

His armor caught the impact, but he was still hurled backward and off the side of the mountain.  He halted his airborne tumble with his Flight Spell and took a second to right himself before turning to see the creature take two bounding leaps down the mountainside and launch itself into the sky.  Its wide wings caught the breeze flowing around the mountain peak and lifted it effortlessly into the air just before Silma could dart forth to worry at its hindquarters – but a moment later, its ascent slowed, and it began to thrash and squirm as Aranos’ Gravity Web wrapped it in tangles of dense mana.



The Sorcerer readied a Composite Bullet, targeting the creature’s head as it whipped about ferociously.  Before he could fire, though, the beast shot free of the Web and rose into the sky – somehow, it had simply shrugged off the Spell. 

 

That could be trouble,


 
he thought grimly. 

 

If it’s immune to magic…




He adjusted his aim and let fly his Composite Bullet; the tiny projectile of elemental mana streaked forth and slammed into the monster’s side, detonating against its gleaming scales and leaving only a scorch mark on its hide.  Aranos summoned the mana for another Bullet as the monster wheeled to face him; its mouth opened wide, exposing its huge, lily-white throat, and Aranos shot the Bullet directly into that gaping maw.  At the same time, he summoned his Mage Shield with his other hand; the beast looked awfully draconic, and dragons usually had breath weapons…



The Bullet slammed into the back of the monster’s throat and burst in a fountain of silvery liquid, and Aranos silently exulted.  The creature wasn’t necessarily immune to magic, but its scales seemed to resist it.  His celebration was cut off as the beast roared again, the noise erupting from its open mouth in a visible shockwave of sound that slammed into his Shield and raged around him, sounding like the roar of a jet engine even behind his Shield.  He winced and instinctively clapped his hands to his ears, surprised that he didn’t have a Deafened debuff from the sheer volume of the roar. 

 

That was a breath weapon all right; a sonic one.







Pack leader, look out!


 
Silma’s voice rang in his mind, and Aranos refocused to see the giant lizard swooping toward him, its mouth gaping wide.  Startled, he darted into the air, his Massless Flight giving him excellent maneuverability.  The monster’s charge carried it beneath him, and he had to fight to stabilize himself against the rush of wind its passage created. 






Keep moving, idiot,


 
he berated himself as he raced away from the monster, giving himself some space. 

 

This is an air-to-air battle; the guy standing still always loses one of those.  Pretend you’re dogfighting in one of those fighter sim games. 


 
He swept around in a wide circle until he could see the creature again, then put on a burst of speed to carry him into the air.  He’d played tons of air combat simulation games – well, not tons, but enough to know that at the beginning of a battle, it was better to be higher than your opponent.  Altitude could be traded for speed, and speed was key in a battle like this. 



The monster was beating its wings, trying to gain altitude, as well, but its massive body made it slower and less maneuverable than he was.  He raced past it as it opened its mouth and roared again, trying to track him with its breath weapon, but he banked sharply and raised his hands, calling up twin streams of fire and life mana as he did.  Tiny balls of lightning shot from his hands, three per second from each hand, raining down on the back of the creature.  It screamed in rage and thrashed as the marble-sized globes of electricity burst into snapping arcs of power; apparently, its metallic scales weren’t so great at repelling lightning mana.

He cut off the barrage as the creature spun in midair, whipping its tail at him.  The thirty-foot-long appendage was slender and had a line of short, jagged spikes running along both edges; Aranos got a good look as the tail slammed into his chest with a loud crack and launched him backward through the air, taking a respectable chunk off his Arcane Armor.  The creature’s wings beat as it wheeled back toward him, but it seemed to stagger as the figure of a huge, silver wolf appeared on its back.  Silma’s glowing fangs ripped and tore at the beast’s wings, cracking scales but not inflicting much damage.  The wolf lifted her head and howled, and a ripple of golden light erupted from her, slamming into the creature and knocking it several feet lower in the sky.  The monster thrashed and brought its tail up to dislodge its passenger too late; the fenrin vanished and reappeared on the ground before the whiplike blow could strike.

Silma hadn’t done much damage, but she’d certainly distracted the monster long enough for Aranos to recover, and he soared back over it, this time raining pellets of void mana.  The inky black energy sank through the metallic scales, and the beast screamed again as the Spell tore at its LP.  It whipped its head around and roared at Aranos, but he dropped down below its body, using its own bulk as a shield, then ascended rapidly in a parabolic arc on the other side – but not before leaving a sphere of crackling lightning in his wake. 

He narrowly dodged another attack by the flailing tail and summoned a stroke of lightning from the Ball Lightning Spell hanging below the beast.  The arc of electricity slammed into the monster, freezing its muscles for a moment, and Aranos used that moment to fling seven globes of lightning in a hexagonal pattern centered on the now-gliding monster.

Electricity exploded in a maelstrom around the lizard, arcs of power drawn to its metallic hide and tearing into the flesh beneath.  The creature shuddered and lost even more altitude, but it managed to whip its head around and unleash another sonic blast at the Sorcerer.  Aranos’ Shield held most of the energy at bay but shattered as it did so, allowing a small blast of sonic mana to knock him spinning through the air. 

He quickly righted himself and put on extra speed, gaining more altitude as another blast of sound smashed through the air where he’d just been.  He was fighting instinctively, here, and he needed to have a plan to beat this thing.  His attacks had hurt it, but not badly, as a quick Inspection of the creature revealed:




Oroloke






Unwounded




His Enhanced Inspection Skill revealed the name or race of whatever creature he used it on and its general LP status.  The oroloke – which seemed to be the thing’s name – was Unwounded, meaning he’d taken less than 10% of its LP from it so far.  He spiraled higher and pulled another lightning bolt from his Ball Lightning.  The creature lost a bit more height as its muscles seized up for an instant, giving Aranos some breathing room and a chance to think.



Airborne, the oroloke’s main weapon was its roar, and its secondary weapon seemed to be its tail.  That made sense; against a creature as small as Aranos, its claws and teeth wouldn’t be much use unless it could stun him or knock him to the ground.  On the ground, those claws and bite would be more effective; that meant he’d do better to keep the thing in the sky. 

 

That rules out using Void Paralysis on its wings,


 
he thought grimly. 



While it seemed to be vulnerable to lightning mana, those Spells weren’t really damaging it.  The secondary effect of temporarily paralyzing its muscles was working, but the actual LP damage was low.  His Void mana had damaged it, but it also damaged him – and he had a feeling the oroloke had a lot more LP than he did.  He needed to try something else, something that might have a better chance of getting through that armor and punching into the flesh beneath. 

He swooped back down and began to circle the oroloke, unleashing rains of different mana types at its armored hide.  He blasted it with twin barrages of blazing hot Radiant mana and steaming cold Ice, hoping to weaken its scales.  He bathed it in a blast of Thermal mana, hoping that the searing heat would either scorch the creature by heating its skin or even fuse its scales together.  He even tried to irradiate it with Radiation mana, which was supposed to ignore physical defenses, but to no avail.

He had the greatest success with his Kinetic Bullet; the hypersonic, Spirit-enhanced projectile managed to punch through the monster’s armor and explode in its flesh, finally dropping the creature from Unwounded to Slightly Wounded, but that wasn’t a winning strategy.  Aranos could only use so much Spatial and Spirit mana before it started to damage him, and he estimated that he’d reach that point long before bringing down the creature.  He could shift regular SP into those Enhanced types, of course, but that would eat through his pool at a prodigious rate. 



The monster hadn’t simply floated lazily about and allowed him to rain damage on it, either.  He’d been hard-pressed to dodge its whiplike tail, and its sonic weapon shattered a second Mage Shield, spinning him through the air.  Silma had to rescue him again, appearing on the monster’s back and distracting it while he regained his equilibrium and lost altitude.  His armor was taking a beating, and he couldn’t cast Mage Shield all day; it took Mind, Soul, and Spirit mana to craft, and he was starting to run low on all three. 

 

I’ve got one more Mage Shield before I start to have to cannibalize my regular mana, and that’s it.






As frustration and a hint of desperation crept into his mind, he forced himself to relax his thoughts and let them drift, focusing only on defense and avoiding the creature’s attacks.  Obviously, the oroloke had some sort of enhanced metal scales that reflected all magic. 

 

No, they’re not reflecting,


 
he corrected. 

 

They’re redirecting the energy, channeling it and keeping it away from the flesh beneath. 


 
He needed a counter for that, but there wasn’t really a counter for Metal mana.  It was a combination of earth and life, and the polar opposite would be Vacuum, which was Air and Void but couldn’t easily be used for attacks…



His eyes narrowed; while there wasn’t a direct opposite of Metal mana, there was a counter for Earth, and it was one that he’d honestly never used before in combat.  He swooped around the beast’s lashing tail, dove under it, and raised his left hand, channeling twin strands of entwined Earth and Void mana, using a burst of Soul mana to channel them directly into the creature’s stomach.  

A torrent of fine grit shot from his hand and bathed the monster’s underside as he channeled Dust mana for the first time in battle.  The tiny particles ripped into the metallic scales, and instantly they lost their glossy luster.  Several cracked, and three simply fell free under his makeshift sandblaster.  Dust was the antithesis of Earth, the bane of solidity; it would unmake stone, wear down mountains – and apparently, eat through metal.



He arced back into the air as the creature’s head dipped down and unleashed a sonic blast in the space beneath it.  He reached out and wrapped one wing in a layer of energy-sapping Void mana.  Instantly, that wing froze, standing straight up in the air.  The oroloke flapped wildly with its remaining wing as it spun in the air, spiraling down faster and faster until it slammed into the mountainside with a resounding crash, the impact shooting its LP state from Slightly Wounded down to Wounded, meaning it had just dropped below 75% of its health.its LP state from Slightly Wounded down to Wounded, meaning it had just dropped below 75% of its health. Aranos hadn’t originally wanted to put the oroloke on the ground, but now that the armor on its underside was weakened and damaged, that was the best place for it to be.

 

Silma


 

,


 
he sent to the waiting fenrin,

 

its stomach is unarmored now!




The wolf didn’t hesitate; her form blurred and suddenly appeared beside the oroloke, ripping at the pitted, cracked scales of its underbelly. The creature screeched and whipped its head around to unleash a blast of sonic energy at the smaller fenrin, but Silma vanished and appeared on its opposite side, her fangs continuing their savage work. Streams of silver fluid poured from the ghastly wounds she was opening, and the monster screamed in pain and whirled to face her. She dodged back as its teeth snapped at her, slipped around a huge, swiping talon, and ripped a new wound in the oroloke’s tender underside. It opened its jaws wide, and Silma vanished as it unleashed a blast of sonic mana at her once again

Aranos waited for his moment; as the oroloke’s head was turned away, he took advantage of the creature’s distraction.  He swooped down to the ground on the same side as the creature’s trapped wing and leveled his hands, unleashing twin barrages of fire and ice.  He carefully targeted the Spells, aiming them to burst beneath the creature rather than against its still-armored side.  Gouts of fire and shards of ice tore into its belly, ripping open jagged wounds, and the oroloke whipped about to face its attacker.  Aranos darted into the air and swerved sideways as the monster unleashed its roar, wheeling too quickly for it to track, and continued his twin barrages for a few more seconds before arcing up into the air to avoid the creature’s tail.

Silma reappeared beside the creature, ripping into its underbelly, and Aranos spared a moment to Inspect it once more.  It was Badly Wounded; that meant its health was between 50% and 25%.  As its tail whipped toward Silma, she vanished and reappeared several feet away, and Aranos used the moment to hurl a Ravaging Burst of Air mana that exploded beneath the creature, lifting it off the ground temporarily and shattering the last of the armor beneath its stomach. 

At the same moment, the grayish haze holding the oroloke’s wing in place vanished, and the wing swept downward just as Silma appeared beneath it, battering the fenrin and knocking her sprawling.  The creature lashed out with a claw, tearing through the wolf’s armor and opening up four long, deep gashes along her side, but rather than follow up the attack, it bounded downhill and launched itself into the air – right over Aranos’ head.

The Sorcerer whipped his hand up, activating his Precise Aim Ability and channeling a Kinetic Bullet.  His eyes and hand tracked for several seconds as it flew past, and at last he unleashed the Bullet, using his Multishot Ability to clone it from one into five.  All five of the missiles struck in a two-inch radius, plunging through the oroloke’s shattered armor and sinking deep into its body before erupting.  The creature shrieked, a single long, piteous wail, as a gout of silver blood fountained from the gaping wound.  Its wings faltered, and its soaring ascent turned into a lifeless plummet as it slammed into the mountainside, crushing a stand of small trees before sliding to a halt, limp and lifeless.

Aranos raced over to Silma and pulled some of his bandages from his pack; he didn’t have much in the way of healing magic, but his Master ranked Herbalism Skill was almost as good as magic.  He carefully dabbed healing ointment onto the wounds, ignoring the fenrin’s winces of pain as the blood flowing from the wounds immediately slowed to a trickle and stopped entirely. He covered the wounds with his bandages, watching in his Party Leader screen as her LP bar stabilized and began to slowly rise. 




My thanks, pack leader,


 
she sighed gratefully. 

 

The creature’s claws were sharper than a blade.







I have a feeling they’re the same metal as its scales,


 
he nodded. 

 

And I’m pretty sure those scales will makesome great armor, assuming I can cut them loose.  I’m going to go Harvest the thing while you heal, then we can head back to the city so I can complete this Quest.




He turned and walked toward the huge body, summoning metal mana and fashioning into a long, thin deepsteel blade.  He had a feeling he would need the extra-hard material to get through the oroloke’s hide, much less to cut off its head to return to the Guildmaster.  He knelt before the creature’s stomach and slipped the knife into its skin; here, at least, there was very little resistance, and he proceeded to slowly and carefully make the incisions that would hopefully allow him to take as much of the monster’s hide as possible.

He labored for about fifteen minutes when his Tracking Skill started screaming at him; something was approaching, and it was something he’d Tracked before but hadn’t bothered to follow.  He rose to stand as Silma loped over to stand beside him, her ears back and her head low as she stared into the treeline below them.




Something’s hiding there, pack leader,


 
she growled in his mind. 

 

I can smell it.




Aranos could, too; he caught the scent of stone, sulfur, and oiled metal.  “You might as well come out,” he called, raising a hand and readying an ice barrage; fire might spread uncontrolled on this rather arid mountainside, and he didn’t want to burn half the mountain down.  “We know you’re there.  Who are you and what do you want?”

“We should ask you the same thing, human,” a guttural, harshly accented voice growled.  “Who are you, and why did you steal our smarsolm?”




Chapter 8


Mathias the Lancer crouched in a pile of rubble and watched the party of uruks drawing closer, concealed in Stealth as best as he could.  He fingered the haft of his spear as the half-dozen gray-skinned, orc-like creatures advanced down the High Road, not even bothering to conceal themselves as they moved. 

Although, Mathias supposed, they had a good reason for that.  Aranos had told Mathias that the High Road near Eredain was patrolled by the urukkai, as the general race seemed to be known by the elves, but the Sorcerer hadn’t hinted that it would be quite this heavily traveled.  Mathias and his party had only been on the High Road for a couple miles, and this was the fourth uruk patrol they’d spotted.  The creatures all moved without care or concern, as if they owned the Road and weren’t worried about who might be sharing it with them, which slightly worried Mathias, to be honest.  Uruks weren’t that powerful, and he and his party could handle a group like this with ease.  Surely, there were a ton of other creatures on the High Road that could do the same.  That they seemed so confident – well, that suggested that there was more happening than Mathias could see.

He glanced across the road, where he knew Rhiannon was hidden.  The Assassin’s Stealth Skill was too high for Mathias to penetrate, of course, but while the woman had a mercurial nature most of the time, she was steady and reliable in battle.  She’d long ago upgraded her twin daggers with a pair of kukris, and she could do horrific damage with them, especially when attacking by surprise.  She’d wait for Mathias to attack first, though, since he was the tank of their group, despite his preferring using a small, round buckler shield rather than the larger, heavier round or kite shields most sword-and-board fighters used.  Those shields were better against arrows, for sure, but his buckler was actually more useful in combat, and he could fight with his spear two-handed while keeping the buckler strapped to his forearm.

He waited until the creatures were nearly upon them before activating his favorite Ability.  His battle roar struck the uruks like a visible blow as he leaped forward, slamming into the ranks of the uruks knocking the entire group back several steps.  Furious Charge was a signature Ability of his Dragoon Advanced Class and required the use of a heavy spear like his, or some polearm of similar length that could be held across the chest and used to smash an entire rank of enemies at once.  He followed his Charge with Leaping Withdrawal, jumping back several feet to allow him to bring his spear into play.

As he withdrew, a marble-sized ball of fire arced over his head and plunged into the disorganized ranks of the urukkai.  Mathias turned his head as Yevgeny’s Fireball Spell erupted in their midst, splashing brilliant, orange flames in a ten-foot radius.  His spear darted out, the jagged blade at the tip plunging into creatures and opening horrific wounds that bled furiously when he tore the weapon free.

Two of the uruks recovered faster than their brethren and charged Mathias, but his spear wove a wall of steel in front of him that held them at bay.  Unlike most tank Classes, Dragoon focused less on Endurance and more on Strength and Agility, giving him better damage and mobility even in the heavy, black-enameled armor he wore.  He had big bonuses to Stamina, which let him use his special Abilities more often than a normal tank, and while his LP were low compared to other frontline fighter types, his armor and mobility kept him from taking very much damage.

Even so, his job wasn’t to kill the uruks, it was to hold their attention and keep them busy so his party could kill them.  He lunged with the spear, forcing the two uruks facing him to jump back, but rather than follow through with the thrust, he slid back and slammed the hammerlike butt of his staff on the ground with a shout.  His Enraging Taunt rolled across the creatures, and they howled in fury as they scrambled to reach him, shoving one another and even striking their comrades to clear a path to him.  His spear darted out once more, the wicked point holding the creatures at bay. 

A wooden shaft suddenly erupted from a uruk’s throat as the newest member of their party began firing his recurved bow into the fray.  Lannair was technically a Keeper, sort of like an elven Ranger, and he’d specialized with his powerful hunting bow instead of taking the normal Archer Class.  This gave him some advantages, specifically damage bonuses against the Shadowborn and boosts to his Stealth and Tracking Skills, but it also meant he wasn’t quite as good with a bow as a regular Archer might be.  His rate of fire was slower, for one thing, and he had to train his Archery Skill to get lesser forms of the Abilities all Archers got normally.  Still, the extra damage was useful, and the man was as good a scout as Rhiannon was – better in the wilds, really, although Mathias would never tell Rhiannon that.

As if his thoughts had summoned her, the black-clad assassin appeared behind the charging uruks, her wicked kukri knives flashing as she carved into their rear.  Two fell instantly to her attack, and a third dropped as an arc of lightning took it directly in its eye, scorching its flesh and cooking its brain. 

Mathias kept the remaining uruks occupied as the three DPS quickly whittled them down.  The creatures were probably only level four or five, so they didn’t really stand much of a chance against the party, all of whom were level two in their Advanced Classes.  It only took the group a minute to slaughter the creatures, and they each got an almost pathetic amount of XP for the effort.  That was something Aranos had explained long ago: XP was based on risk and effort, not just the power of the creatures slain, and the party hadn’t really faced any risk or had to work particularly hard to kill the uruks, so they didn’t get much of a reward. 

That was fine, though; the party wasn’t out here grinding XP by killing uruks.  They were working on a Quest from the House of Blades, one that Lady Wynathra herself had given House Evenshade.  Apparently, some scouts coming out this way on the High Road hadn’t returned, and Lady Wynathra was concerned enough to give the Quest to Mathias’ House rather than send a troop of her own soldiers to investigate.  Mathias had been happy to accept, and since he and his party were the first among the group to get their Advanced Classes, they were the ones to brave the High Roads. 

The party members emerged from where they’d taken shelter and joined Mathias and Rhiannon near the corpses.  “This is all getting too easy,” the tall, wiry Yevgeny complained, plucking absently at his elaborate, red and gold robe.  “I thought the High Roads were supposed to be a challenge!”

“Be careful what you wish for, Yevgeny,” Gwinivere shook her head, making her long, black curls sway against the back of her elaborate, white robe.  “Aranos told us that the High Roads got more dangerous the farther we went on them, and way worse at night.”  She glanced at Lannair.  “Did you see that waystation we’re supposed to be looking for?”

“No, which means it’s miles ahead,” the Keeper shook his head.  Lannair had chosen to be an elf hybrid rather than a pure-blood; his specific race was called danath and was half-elf, half-dryad.  It gave him rough, dark brown skin and mottled green hair, but otherwise his features were elven.  “We might have to start letting these patrols pass if we want to make it before sundown, Mathias.”

“Don’t you mean, Elder Mathias?” Rhiannon grinned, slipping her cleaned kukris back into their sheaths.  “Maybe if you kiss up to Aranos enough, he’ll give you a better position, like Grand High Poobah or something.”

“Jealousy does not become you, Nightknife,” Mathias grinned, calling the woman by her Advanced Class in elven fashion.  He loved role-playing his characters in-game, and he’d decided that Mathias the Lancer was a stickler for formality and a lover of drama.  It had taken Mathias a while to pick up the subtleties of elven speech – they never used contractions, for example, and never called anyone by name – but now that he’d been practicing it, it just felt right for his character.  “Surely if you cease your impish ways, Lord Evenshade would find some higher calling for you in our House, as well.”

Rhiannon rolled her eyes.  “Maybe, but how would that be any fun?” she scoffed.  “I’d rather party in Hell than be a princess in Heaven, if you know what I mean.”

“I’d come to that party,” Yevgeny laughed, his Russian accent faint but noticeable.  “Seriously, though, do you think the elf lady’s scouts just kept running into these patrols until they died?”

“Probably not,” Gwinivere shook her head.  “I mean, Lady Wynathra said that they scout the High Roads regularly; I’m sure anyone she sent here would have been able to avoid or deal with a few uruks.”

“The Hierophant is probably correct,” Mathias agreed.  “Plus, the Lady would not have given this Quest to House Evenshade unless there was more danger involved than we imagine.”

“I’m not sure I follow that,” Lannair admitted.  “I mean, don’t the elves just kind of toss us their unimportant Quests?”

“That’s how it was at first,” Gwinivere corrected.  “Not anymore, though.  Lorsan – and Mathias, to be honest – have been working pretty hard to remind the elves that we’re a bunch of Travelers who come back from death.  Now, if something’s serious enough that they’re worried about their people dying, they send it our way.”

“The upshot is that we’re probably going to be facing something a lot more dangerous than these little bands of uruks at some point,” Rhiannon summed up.  “Might as well enjoy the easy life while we’ve got it.”

The Assassin’s words were almost prophetic, Mathias soon realized.  The simple uruks started appearing in more organized units, with tanks and archers working together.  After that, they began to encounter groups mixed with the tougher and better armored dabruks, making Mathias work a bit to hold the front line.  Right after the first spellcasting kerruks appeared, Lannair reported that he’d spotted the waystation that would be their resting place for the night.  Taking the tower was almost more than the party could handle, and both Yevgeny and Gwinivere had come very close to running out of SP by the time they finally cleared the top floor.  It came as a huge relief to everyone when they saw the notification that the tower was now a safe zone and that they could make it their new respawn point.

“Well, that was a pain in the ass,” Lannair sighed, slumping down against one wall.  The Keeper had been forced into melee combat by the end of the battle, since Mathias’ focus was on controlling the two towering ogrins that could have turned the party’s unarmored casters into so much paste, and Rhiannon had been busy dealing with the enemy archers.  The man wasn’t as good with his shield and scimitar as he was with his bow, but apparently Keepers got bonuses to learning certain Weapon Masteries, and Lannair was at least competent.

“The battle was difficult,” Mathias admitted, examining the myriad dents and scratches in his heavy armor.  The ogrins hit hard, and their arms were long enough that his spear hadn’t given him much of a reach advantage with them.  “And yet, now that we have claimed this tower, at least we will have a place to sleep the night away.  Lord Evenshade said that the night here is far more dangerous than that day.”

“If that’s true – and I’m guessing it is, since everything else he told us about the High Roads has been true so far – then we need to sleep with a watch,” Gwinivere pointed out.  “I know that the notification said that random monsters will avoid the tower, but we’ve killed a lot of urukkai today.  Those bodies might draw attention to us, and I don’t think we’re safe from someone actively hunting us.”

“I’ll take first watch,” Rhiannon volunteered, moving to one of the doors leading out of the main, central area.  The smaller rooms all had large windows overlooking the road, while the common area in the middle was totally enclosed.  “I’ve got the best Perception of us all, and if anything’s going to try and kill us, it’ll probably do it early on, while our trail’s still fresh.”

“A wise thought, Nightknife,” Mathias agreed.  “The rest of us should probably begin setting up our camp here, where we will be able to hear if our sentry calls out an alarm.”

Yevgeny sighed as Rhiannon vanished.  “And that’s the real reason why she offered to take first watch,” the man grumbled.  “The woman’s incurably lazy, and it got her out of setting up her tent.”

“You’re just pissed that you didn’t think of it first,” Lannair laughed, rising to his feet.

“Well, yeah, of course I am,” Yevgeny snorted.  “I’m just as lazy as she is.”

“Lazy or not, she’s right,” Gwinivere smiled.  “She does have the highest Perception in the party.  It’s better to have her watching the road – especially because whatever took out those scouts might be hunting us right now.  She’ll have the best chance to see it coming.”

Mathias was about to respond when the Assassin’s voice rang out from the next room.  “Matty?  Gwin?  You two should probably get in here.”  The Dragoon glanced at Gwinivere, who shrugged and walked toward the open door.  Mathias followed, ignoring Yevgeny’s complaints that now he and Lannair would have to do all the work themselves.  The Elementalist liked to complain; Mathias had long ago learned to just tune it out.

He walked into the room and saw Rhiannon standing in front of a large window, staring out into the darkening sky.  He picked his way around the rubble covering the floor and stepped to the window, peering outside with a frown.  The room Rhiannon had chosen didn’t overlook the tower’s entrance, as he would have preferred; instead, it looked out in the direction they’d been traveling all day.  The Road wound into the distance, becoming a tiny ribbon of lighter stone against the gray and black backdrop of the Blightlands, faintly reflecting the glow of the sun, which had dropped below the horizon. 

“Why did you choose this room?” he asked curiously.  “I would have picked the one overlooking the door.”

“It was an accident,” Rhiannon sighed.  “I got a little turned around by the winding staircase, I guess.  It doesn’t matter, though, because I’m glad I chose this one.”  She gestured out the window.

Mathias peered into the gathering darkness and shook his head.  “What am I looking at?” he asked, slipping out of character in his curiosity.  “I don’t see anything out there.”

“That,” Rhiannon pointed at the horizon.  “You don’t see that light?”

“You mean the sun?” Mathias snorted.  “Yes, I see the sun…”

“Matty, that’s east,” Gwinivere interrupted him quietly.  “You know, where the sun rises?”

The Dragoon stopped, frowning at the distant glow.  “Damn it, you’re right.  Sorry, Rhee – I guess we both got turned around.”

“No problem,” the leather-clad woman shrugged.  “Now do you see the problem?”

“We can see the glow, but I don’t know what it is,” Gwinivere shook her head.  “I doubt Matty can make it out, either.  What are we looking at?”

“Fires,” Rhiannon said shortly.  “Hundreds of campfires, Gwin.  They’re scattered on both sides of the road and far enough away that I can barely make them out, but that’s what they are.”

“Are you sure?” Mathias asked as a stab of panic and excitement both raced through him.  That many fires could really only mean one thing. 

“I’m sure,” she nodded.  “I mean, I can’t see anyone moving around them or anything, but the fires are too small and too still to be anything else.  Plus, they’re really close together.”

“Well, I think we know what happened to the scouts,” Gwinivere murmured. 

“Yeah,” Mathias sighed.  “We’re going to need to check to be sure, but this probably also explains why the uruks weren’t bothering to hide or take precautions.”  He grimaced.  “Unless I’m mistaken, there are several thousand urukkai out there – and they’re only a couple days away from Eredain.”
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Aranos tensed and didn’t lower his hand as a single figure stepped from the forest, bearing an unmistakable aura of threat.  The figure appeared to be male, with a coarse face and chiseled features.  He was short, a couple inches less than 5 feet, but nearly as broad in the shoulders as he was tall.  His eyes were large and deep-set, with extremely bushy, black eyebrows that matched his long, plaited hair.  He was wearing what looked like solid plate armor but had a strange, swirling pattern of grays, browns, and greens that blended well into the forest and stone around them, and he was gripping a large poleaxe with a blade that Aranos recognized as deepsteel.

Aranos activated his Inspection Skill and was rewarded with a quick flash of text that hung over the man’s head:




Bruvrak Heill






Dwarf






Unwounded




“What are you staring at, human?” the dwarf growled, hafting his long axe.  “You’ve not answered my question.  What are you doing with our smarsolm?”

Aranos shook himself out of his startlement.  Part of his amazement was that he’d honestly been expecting the dwarf to have a Scottish accent, like dwarves did in so many games, but Bruvrak’s speech didn’t have what Aranos would call a human accent at all.  His words were guttural and heavy, as if he were used to speaking in a deeper, more rumbling tone.  If Aranos had to equate it to an Earth tongue, he’d say it sounded sort of Russian, in all honesty.  The other reason for his shock was that the man was clean-shaven; stereotypically, dwarves were heavily bearded and took great pride in their facial hair.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.  You mean this oroloke?  How is it yours – was it a pet or something?”

The dwarf snorted derisively.  “Smarsolms are pets to none, human, although I can understand why you’d think that if you’re using its Elven name.  The tree-lovers may say otherwise, but in truth they’re a scourge, and we were hunting this one.  You’ve taken our kill from us!”  The dwarf seemed upset but not angry, not if Aranos was reading his body language and Scent correctly, as if Aranos had done something wrong but not offensive.

“Well, I had a Quest to find and kill this thing,” he replied, readying his mana but not casting a Spell, yet.  While Bruvrak was visible, Aranos’ Tracking Skill highlighted the shadowy figures of four more dwarves hiding in the trees, plus one that was standing back a bit farther than the others.  “It destroyed three villages, and I was asked to make sure it didn’t do it again and bring its head back as proof.  It looks like we were both after the same prey, is all.”

The dwarf scoffed.  “You expect me to believe that a human – and a Wizard, at that – Tracked this smarsolm from the human city, forty miles from here, into Skollheld Heill and killed it…all without a single dwarf spotting you and stopping you?  Don’t lie to me, Wizard, or I’ll…”

“You’ll what?” Aranos interrupted, his voice flat as his anger rose.  He understood that the dwarf wasn’t happy to see him, but he’d never responded well to threats.  “You’ll try to take it from me?  You and those other five dwarves that are hiding in the trees will attack me for completing my Quest – just because I happened to kill this thing faster than you?”  He drew himself up and lifted his other hand, turning both hands palm up and channeling more mana into it, letting fire smolder in one palm and a ball of ice rotate slowly in the other.  He hated being threatened and never reacted well to it. 

“Just so you know, I’m pretty sure between my fenrin and me, we can kill all of you; after all, you were sent to hunt this thing, and we killed it by ourselves.  Even if we don’t, though, I’ll take some of you with me, and I’m a Traveler, so I’ll come back, follow your trail back to wherever you’re from, and try again.  And again.  Eventually, I’ll kill all of you, because I’ll always come back.  Will you?”

Aranos took a step forward, his anger slowly rising.  “So, do you want to finish that sentence, Bruvrak Heill, or do you want to start over and try a little bit of courtesy, instead?”

“A Traveler?” a voice spoke from the trees, and suddenly a second dwarf appeared.  This one was a bit taller and larger than Bruvrak, with red hair that closely matched Aranos’ but also lacking the beard the arcane kept expecting.  His armor was nearly identical to the first dwarf’s, but he had a wide, heavy-looking broadsword instead of a poleaxe.  “I’d ask you to prove it, human, but no fool would go about bragging that he’s a Traveler.”  He eyed Aranos carefully.  “How did you know that we were hiding in the trees?  You shouldn’t have been able to see through our armor’s Camouflage Ability.”

“Same way I followed this oroloke from Stoneleague to here,” the Sorcerer shrugged.  “Tracking Skill.  I spotted your trail up in the mountains a few peaks back, and once I had your Scent, I could tell where you were.”

“That’s quite the Tracking Skill,” the dwarf laughed.  “Describe the place where you saw our trail, and maybe I’ll believe you.”

“I don’t care if you believe me,” Aranos replied flatly, annoyed that the dwarf thought Aranos had to prove something to him.  “I came here to complete a Quest, and that’s what I’m doing.  If you want to fight, let’s get it over with so I can take this thing’s head and get back to Stoneleague.  If you don’t, leave me alone to do what I came here for.”

The dwarf glanced down at the partially Harvested corpse.  “You’re not doing it very well,” the man said a bit scornfully.  “You claim to be some Master Tracker, but you can’t Harvest worth a damn.”  The dwarf’s eyes suddenly gleamed.  “We could do the Harvesting for you, in exchange for, say, our pick of what we get off the beast.  It’ll be cleaner, and we can get more than you…”

“No,” Aranos replied shortly, interrupting the man as his irritation rose.  “I’d rather do it myself, thanks.”

“Why?” Bruvrak scoffed.  “You’d rather butcher this smarsolm’s carcass than share with dwarves, is that it?”

“No, it’s because you’re rude, you’ve threatened me, and quite frankly I don’t trust you,” Aranos replied flatly.  “Now, if you’re going to start something, get it over with.  If you’re not, go away; either way, I’m leaving with my bounty.”  At his words, Silma stepped forward, her teeth bared as a low, rumbling growl rose from her throat.  In return, the red-headed dwarf gripped his sword’s hilt, while the black-haired one set his feet and hefted his axe.  With a silent snarl of frustration, Aranos summoned more of his mana; a quick Ravaging Burst into the trees, multicast with a pair of Void Paralyses on the two in front of him should end this quickly enough…

“Lorag, Bruvrak, stand down and take two steps back,” a third voice rang out, this one from the figure hanging back behind the others.  “Don’t do anything stupid, here.  The rest of you, step out into the light; we’re making the Wizard nervous, and I don’t think that’s healthy for anyone.”  Aranos heard some grumbling, but the other two nearby dwarves stepped into view.  One had dark brown hair and a short, well-groomed beard with no mustache, while the other had black hair similar to Bruvrak’s but a rounder face.  The first was armed with a wide-bladed spear, while the other carried a bardiche, a polearm that looked like a cleaver-shaped axe on a long pole. 

The last dwarf who emerged from the trees had long, white-blond hair pulled into three plaits and was obviously a woman from the shape of her armor.  She had a heavy, hook-backed warhammer in one hand and a small, round shield strapped to the other arm.  “Greetings, Wizard,” the woman inclined her head, speaking nearly flawless Human with only a tiny accent.  “My name’s Rardrobena Heill, Priestess of the Hearthstone.  Might I have your name?”

“Oran, Master of Elements,” he inclined his head, but the woman replied with a chuckle.

“Wizard, you’ve not lied to us this entire time, in all you’ve said, and much of it is frankly hard to believe,” she replied archly.  “Why start now?”

Aranos narrowed his eyes and reached out with his Sense Mana Skill.  Too late, he felt the waves of Mind mana rolling off the woman and belatedly cast his Shield Mind Spell; while she likely wouldn’t have been able to read his thoughts thanks to his Fortitude Skill, apparently, she could tell if he was lying or not.  “Because my real name is somewhat well known, and I’m not sure it would only draw friendly attention,” he said evenly.  “I’m ready to defend myself, but I’d rather we end this peacefully, if possible, so I’m being a bit cautious.  Does it matter what my real name is?”

Rardrobena shrugged.  “You said it yourself, Wizard.  You killed a smarsolm, just you and that giant wolf.  If you can do that, we might not be much of a threat to you, but you could be a serious threat to us.  You’re asking for us to trust your words; I’m asking you to earn that trust through honesty, and trust that we won’t use the information against you.”

Aranos stared at the woman, feeling the waves of Mind mana pouring off her, battering against the fortress of his mind.  “Turn off whatever Spell you’re trying to use to convince me, then,” he said flatly.  “It won’t work on me, and it’s not the kind of thing that breeds trust, is it?”

The woman frowned, but Aranos saw the aura of magic die down at once.  “That was a Spell of the Stone,” she explained.  “It’s designed to make people feel calm; I was trying to control tempers, not minds.  Still, I’m surprised you could sense it; most Wizards have difficulty feeling the powers of the Stone unless they’re tied to them.  Are you a Mindbender?”

“No, and I don’t know what you mean about the powers of the Stone.  I can use the Mind aspect, if that’s what you’re asking, but it’s not my main focus.”

“Aspects, yes.  That’s what humans call them.  The Stone grants its priestesses more powerful aspects, such as those that can calm the mind, but it forbids us to use them to command or control others.  You’ve nothing to fear from me.”

“I know I don’t.  I’m pretty much immune to mental influences, so don’t bother trying to calm my mind, as you said,” he prevaricated slightly.  His Fortitude Skill made him highly resistant to mental attacks but not truly immune.  As he looked at the discomfited woman and her retinue, he took a deep breath; he was handling this all wrong. He was letting his anger control him, and that rarely gave him a good outcome.  He was the intruder in their Realm, and they had the right to protect it and seek out his identity.  The first two dwarves had seemed overly aggressive, but for all Aranos knew, that was just how dwarves behaved.  As the stranger in the strange land, it was his responsibility to adapt to them, not theirs to behave a certain way for him.

“Look, you’re right about trust, but I’m not willing to share my actual identity, I’m sorry,” he told her as his irritation melted away.  “As I said, my name’s somewhat well known, and while it’s also mostly well-liked, some of the things I’ve done to earn that reputation may have made me enemies – and I don’t know you.

“At the same time, this is your land, and I understand that you’re protective of it.  I promise you that I mean no harm to you or any other dwarves in Skollheld Heill; I just came here for this bounty, and when I’m done, I’ll leave.  Okay?”

The woman sighed.  “While I hate an unsatisfied curiosity, that seems fair,” she nodded.  “Fine, I won’t press.  I got enough truth to know that this is your kill, fairly made, and we have no claim to it.  So long as you take what you’ve earned and nothing more, we’ll not stand in your way.  It’s a bit disheartening for us, is all.”

“Why?” he asked curiously.  She glanced at him, her eyes suspicious, and he continued.  “I’m not really trying to pry, but it sounds like you’re on a Quest, as well, and maybe one with a big failure penalty.  As I said, this is your land, not mine, and as a guest, if I can help, I’d like to.”

She looked at him cautiously.  “I wouldn’t say a big penalty.  It’s significant, but only to those of the Stone.”  She eyed him up and down, then shrugged.  “Can’t see the harm in telling you.  This smarsolm was a female and going through heat.  Happens to them about once every decade, and when it does, they go crazy.  Fly around and kill anything that moves, then use the corpses to build a mating nest to attract a male.”

“That explains why it attacked the villages,” Aranos nodded.  “And why there were only body parts left behind.  I thought it ate the rest.”

“Swallows them and regurgitates them later,” the woman shook her head.  “Well, she hit our lands, too.  Raided some of our mountain steadings and took our people, same as yours.  A hunt was called, and this lot was chosen to join me on it.  We found its breeding nest a couple miles north of here and backtracked it here, although it took us a bit longer than it seems to have you, and we lost young Radmec to the Shadowborn two days ago.”

She grimaced and glanced at the others.  “For most of these boys, it’s a big deal.  Killing this thing would have proven their worth to the Stone Priestesses, and they would have been able to join a household.  That’s a moot point now, though, since they didn’t kill it, or even help to kill it.  That’s why Bruvrak’s so upset.”  The black-haired dwarf grunted but didn’t look in Aranos’ direction.

Rardrobena ignored the dwarf and continued.  “That’s not the only reason we’re out here, though – or even the most important.  The smarsolm’s attacks stopped once it found a mate, and that’s when we started hunting it.  We knew that it would have returned to its den to wait until it was ready to deposit its eggs.”  Seeing Aranos’ confused look, she explained.  “Smarsolms are a small, weak breed of dragon, Wizard, and like all dragons, they keep their eggs in their bodies until they’re almost ready to hatch.  We’re here for two purposes: to Harvest as much of the creature’s hide, teeth, and claws as we can, and to take those eggs.”

“Why?” Aranos asked curiously.  “He said that smarsolms aren’t pets…”

“They aren’t.  They can’t be tamed using Animal Handling like most beasts can; it’s against their nature.  They can, however, be magically Bonded, the way you and your wolf seem to be, and when Bonded, they can be ridden and are fierce protectors of their Clan.  Solmriddars are the elite of dwarven forces and the only dwarven males who can co-claim a household.  Skollheld Heill has never had many of them, and that’s our primary task: to bring back the eggs so we can Bond the creatures within before they hatch and turn nasty.  Lorag, here, is hoping to make that Bond, and killing the mother seems to make it much more likely.”  She shrugged.  “If we return empty-handed, we’ll all lose some reputation, is all.”

Aranos frowned, considering her words.  “I’ll tell you what,” he said slowly.  “I’ll let you Harvest the creature and keep half the teeth, half the claws, and all the eggs – except one.”  She looked at him suspiciously, and he shrugged.  “A gift for a friend.  And I want the hide – and the head, for my Quest.”

She looked at him curiously.  “Before, you didn’t want to let us Harvest the smarsolm.  Now you do?”

“You explained what you wanted and why, and I don’t see any reason not to help you with that,” he shrugged.  “I don’t have any need for all of the eggs, teeth, and claws, just some of them.  I’ll take what I need, and you can have the rest, since it sounds like you need it more than I do.  Do we have a deal?”

Rardrobena examined him for a few moments more.  “No,” she finally shook her head.  “I appreciate the generosity, Wizard, but it would leave me beholden to a strange human whose motivations I don’t know.  Maybe if I knew more about you, we could deal, but for the moment, I’d rather take the reputation loss than possibly endanger the Skollheld.”

“That’s understandable,” Aranos said slowly.  “I might be willing to share my identity with you – and only you – but you’d have to swear not to tell anyone else.”

“I’m honor-bound to report this incident to the Priestesses of the Deepstone,” she told him.  “Whatever you tell me, they’ll know.  They’ll tell the Mistress of the Heartstone, as well, who rules over the Skollheld.  So, no secret you tell me is safe.”

“That’s very honest of you,” he admitted, his mind racing.  “How grateful would the Skollheld be if I shared this bounty with you?”

“Somewhat.  You’d gain reputation and could probably negotiate the right to purchase our goods, if you wanted, albeit at a stiff price.”

Aranos frowned.  He knew that at some point, he was going to have to deal with the dwarves to complete Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest.  The dwarves had actually constructed the Arcane Doors, after all, and he’d probably need their knowledge to repair them.  Any reputation he could get with them would be useful – but letting the Priestess know his actual identity could be painting a target on his back. 

It came down to trust, he supposed.  It seemed that Rardrobena had a strong sense of honor and duty, and she wouldn’t accept a gift from him without feeling like she owed him.  That meant she had to trust him, which he understood; he wouldn’t want to be indebted to a stranger, either.  If he wanted her to trust him, he supposed he had to extend a tiny bit of trust to her.

“I’m going to cast a Spell so that no one can hear us,” he told her.  “I’m not attacking any of you.”

“If you say so,” the woman shrugged.  “Wizard, most of my Spells are granted by the Stone, and it seems that you’re highly resistant to them, if not immune.  If you wanted to kill me, you could have done so repeatedly.  I appreciate the warning, but I understand that there’s little I can do to stop you from whatever you’re going to do right now.”

He nodded and wove his shield of air around the pair, and instantly the sounds of the mountains died away.  The woman looked around curiously and stared back at Aranos.  “That was quickly cast, Wizard.  I didn’t even realize you were doing anything.  Do you cast all your Spells like that?”

“Mostly,” he nodded.  “I’m not really a Wizard, though.  My name’s Aranos, Lord Evenshade, the Grand Liberator and First Sorcerer.”  He quickly shifted his Titles so that she could read them when she Inspected him.

“Human nobility, then?  Don’t know why you’re worried about that; we of the Stone don’t care a whit for human Titles,” she grinned, then suddenly frowned.  “Wait, Lord Evenshade?  I saw that notification; Lord Evenshade is the one that Liberated Antas.  I thought you were an elf!”

“I was an aleen,” he hedged.  “I’m disguised as a human right now.  But I’m a Sorcerer, not a Wizard.”

“Makes no difference to me,” she shrugged.  “Those are surfacer Classes.  In the Skollhelds, only the Priestesses can use magic, and it’s granted to us by the Stone.  All surfacer Wizards look the same to me.”

“Well, it’s a different Class,” he grinned at the woman.  “I suppose that doesn’t matter.  What does matter is that now you know who I am, so you understand why I’m a bit more careful with my identity.  If people knew who I was and that I was the Heart-bound of Antas, they’d either be trying to kill me or be constantly trying to convince me to let them into the Library.”

“So, the Library still exists?” she mused, rubbing her smooth chin.  “What of the clanholds?”

“The what?”

“The clanholds,” she repeated.  “Where the dwarves once lived below the city.  Are they still there?”

“I honestly don’t know,” he confessed.  “I haven’t spent much time in the tunnels below the city.  They used to be filled with undead, so I’m sure whatever’s down there has been damaged, but it could probably be repaired.”

“That, Wizard – or whatever you are – is probably worth more to the Skollheld than a dozen smarsolm eggs,” the woman grinned.  “I can’t tell you too much – clan business, you’ll understand – but I can assure you that the Mistress of the Heartstone would be eager to discuss allowing us to repair and occupy some of those clanholds.”

“Any idea how I could meet with them to discuss it?” he grinned. 

The woman reached into a pouch at her side and withdrew a small, octagonal stone about two inches across.  The stone was mottled with various shades of lavender and purple and had small veins of what he recognized as truesilver gleaming in an oddly runic pattern.  “This is a glyphstone,” she told him.  “If your Tracking Skill is truly what you say it is, you should be able to locate the entrance to our Skollheld.  This stone will grant you an audience with a Priestess of the Deepstone.  It’s all I can offer you, and there’s no guarantee that she’d be willing to speak with you…”  The woman snorted.  “Except that I can almost guarantee she will, after the report I’m bringing back.” 

Aranos took the stone.  “Thanks,” he smiled, placing it in his pack.  He returned his Title to “Master of Elements” and lowered his air barrier.  “So, do we have a deal with the oroloke?”

“We do, Wizard,” she spoke, holding up a clenched fist, and Aranos hesitantly did the same.  The woman pressed her knuckles into his.  “We have a bargain, sworn on the Stone.  We will Harvest the smarsolm in exchange for half of the salvaged items and al the eggs but one.  The entirety of the hide and its head are yours.”  She smiled at him.  “And my thanks for your generosity.”

The woman turned and growled at the other dwarves in a throaty, rumbling language that reminded Aranos of grinding stone.  The men seemed a bit perturbed by her words, but she said something that sounded like stone breaking, and they all jumped before moving over to the oroloke’s carcass and falling on it with a vengeance.

“Men,” she growled, shaking her head.  “They always need to be told what to do.  Almost like children, really.”

Aranos wisely held his tongue at that comment.  After all, there he was in the middle of the world’s most elaborate game, pretending to be a Sorcerer.  He couldn’t really argue with her point.

The trip back was faster and simpler, since Aranos no longer had to Track any quarry.  They followed almost the same trail on the way to Stoneleague, and Silma was much surer along it the second time.  It had taken them nearly three hours to reach the oroloke’s lair; it only took two for them to finally exit the Blightlands and step foot back in the lands claimed by Stoneleague. 



As they crossed out of the Blightlands, Silma glanced at Aranos. 

 

I’m hungry, pack leader.  I’m going to find one of those cows we saw earlier. 






Aranos grinned at her. 

 

Sounds good, but just FYI, humans get really upset when people take their cows.  You might want to be careful and not take too many from any one farmer.







As if I’m afraid of them,


 
she scoffed. 

 

They ran just from the sight of me earlier.  They’ll do the same again.





They will, but they’ll also send word to the city and ask for help.  I know you can handle a few guards and Rangers, but it’ll be a bother.  If you spread out which herds you’re hunting each day, it’ll take longer for any of them to get upset enough to complain.



Fine.  I only need one of the animals, anyway.  I’ll be cautious.  I’ll either return before dawn or, if I can’t get back in the city, I’ll find somewhere safe to rest out here.


Aranos passed through the Lower Gate with much less difficulty than the party had coming in the Upper Gate.  The guards at the southern gate didn’t even bother to search his pack; he guessed that the vast majority of Quests took Adventurers to the north, and it probably wasn’t worth hassling farmers and peddlers for a copper or two in bribes.  One guard did take notice of him, however, for a different reason.

“Didn’t you leave here with a horse?” the woman asked shrewdly.  “What happened to it?”

“Nothing,” Aranos shrugged.  “I took her out for some exercise.  She’ll play outside for a while and come back later, when she’s ready.”  Seeing their incredulous looks, he laughed.  “She’s a Bonded Companion, so I’m not worried about her running off or anything.  Worst case scenario, she’ll find some farmer who’ll feed her, and I’ll go get her in the morning.”

“A horse?” another guard scoffed.  “Who Bonds a horse?  Seriously?”

“Someone who fights on horseback and wants to be perfectly linked to their mount,” an older guard answered quietly.  “It’s a wise choice for someone like that, isn’t it?”

The woman cleared her throat.  “Well, we’ll pass word to let it through if it comes back,” she assured him.  “Thank you for explaining.”

The sun was lowering in the sky as Aranos walked into the Black Blade to find the others waiting for him.  “Welcome back,” Geltheriel told him as he stepped inside the tavern, blinking to let his eyes adjust to the darker room.  “You were longer than I’d anticipated.”

“Yeah, I got a Quest at the Adventurers’ Guild, and Silma and I were out handling it.”

“And how did that go?” the woman asked.

“Well.  In fact, I’ve got to go turn it in.”  He turned to Malcolm.  “Where’s Retta?  I was hoping she’d take me back to the Adventurers’ Guild.”

“I’ve got her cleaning up in back,” Malcolm replied.  The man looked uncomfortable.  “Oran, I don’t know if it’s a good idea for her to guide you, at least not to places where she’ll be left alone.  The Scroungers will still be on the lookout for her.”

“He’s right,” McBane agreed.  “This is the safest place she could be right now, really.”

Aranos sighed.  “Yeah, I can see that.  She’s just really good at finding the quickest ways around the city.”

“That’s what Filchers do,” McBane laughed.  “It’s how they avoid being caught.  They know every back door, side alley, and tiny crawlspace in the city.  The guards don’t even bother chasing them if they run off, because they know there’s zero chance of catching them.”  He shrugged.  “I’ll take you, though.  I don’t know the city as well as Retta does, but I know a few shortcuts.  What’s the hurry?”

“Timed Quest.  I have to turn it in by sundown.”

“We should get going, then.”

“We’ll join you in a bit,” Phil told him.  “Malcolm will like having his common room back for a night, if nothing else.”




Would it be possible for me to join you?


 
Geltheriel asked Aranos silently through their ring. 

 

It has been – odd adventuring without you, Oathbinder.  The humans can be difficult to fathom.  Cheerful, but difficult. 




“Theria, would you join us?” he asked her aloud.  “An extra blade can’t hurt, after all.”

“Of course,” she smiled, and an expression of gratitude flashed across her face.  “We’ll see the rest of you soon enough.”

Marie wasn’t there to greet him when he entered, but he didn’t really need her since he knew where he was going.  The tavern was more crowded, likely filled with Adventurers who’d completed their daily Quests and now had some extra gold to spend.  That was a big part of the draw of playing these games, after all.  Gold was pretty and all, but spending it on stuff was just, plain fun.  He worked his way through the crowd, avoiding the rowdier tables, and headed into the back, bypassing the lines of Adventurers waiting to turn in their Quests and get their rewards. 

“Where are you going?” McBane asked him curiously. 

“To see Ryder.  He’s the one that gave me the Quest.”

The Rogue sighed.  “Of course, he did.  He never gives out Quests, hardly sees anyone, so of course you got one from him.”

“Welcome to my life, McBane,” Geltheriel grinned.  Her eyes sparkled as she glanced at Aranos.  “In fact, you can buy me a drink and I can tell you more about it.  It’ll be fun to talk about Oran when he’s not here, right?”

McBane laughed.  “Wait, a drink?  I’ve only seen you drink water.  I figured you don’t drink alcohol.  I assumed it was – something about where you come from.”

“Of course I drink,” she snorted.  “I just don’t drink the swill Malcolm was offering.  You probably shouldn’t either, if you don’t like the Hung Over debuff.  The lower quality of alcohol you drink, the worse the debuff the next day.”

Aranos left the two of them discussing the quality of Malcolm’s ale and walked toward the simple, wooden door to Ryder’s office.  He got a few funny looks, but no one made a move to stop him – at least, not until he was very nearly at the door.

“Hey, where do you think you’re going?”  Aranos turned and saw a brawny man walking toward him, an angry scowl on his face.  The man stood several inches taller than Aranos and was dressed in a leather halter that crossed his otherwise bare chest and, thankfully, a pair of soft leather trousers rather than the fur loincloth Aranos had been half-expecting.  He had a huge warhammer strapped to his back in a manner that looked seriously uncomfortable, which might explain the sour expression on his face.  “You can’t go back there!”

“Guildmaster Ryder is expecting me,” Aranos smiled.  “I’ve got a Quest to turn in to him.”

The big man scoffed.  “Right, sure you do.”  He flexed his large muscles and took a menacing step forward.  “Look, my job’s to make sure people like you don’t bother the Guildmaster.  Make it easy on both of us and go stand in line like everyone else.”

Aranos sighed and pulled up a strand of void mana, wrapping it around the hulking brute, whose startled face was suddenly frozen in place.  “Sorry about that, but I’m on a time constraint with this Quest.  I’ll buy you a beer or something later to apologize.”  The man’s face was outraged, but Aranos left him standing there, helpless in the grip of his Void Paralysis, then went up to Ryder’s door and knocked firmly.

“Come on in,” he heard the old man’s voice say tiredly.  Aranos opened the door and walked inside, enjoying the startled look on the man’s face.  After a moment, though, the old man’s eyes narrowed.  “So, you’re back, eh?  Couldn’t do it in a day, so you’re giving up?  Or are you asking me to extend the timeline now that you know how hard it is to travel in the mountains?”

“Neither,” Aranos replied, unslinging his pack and walking over to the desk.  “I’m turning my Quest in.”  He glanced down at the scattered papers covering the wooden surface.  “You might want to pick those up.”

Ryder scoffed.  “What, did you kill some wolves and think I’ll believe they destroyed three villages?”  The old man leaned back in his chair with a sigh.  “Look, Oran, there’s no shame in admitting you need a few days to get this done.  After the King lost an entire company, we knew this would take some time.  It’s one reason why no one in the Guild wanted it.  Go have a drink, start fresh in the morning, and I’ll see you in a few days.”

Aranos shrugged.  “I warned you; don’t blame me for this.”  He reached into his pack and summoned the oroloke’s severed head.  Fortunately, things didn’t have to fit through the pack’s opening to go inside it or come back out.  The massive skull appeared the moment his hand left the pack, materializing on the Guildmaster’s desk in a spray of silver blood and gore. 

The dwarves had done a good job Harvesting the corpse; far better than Aranos would have, in any case.  They’d pulled every last tooth and talon, and they’d stripped the hide completely off the beast, including removing it from the monster’s head.  They’d cut out its vocal cords, which could apparently make excellent bowstrings, and taken a large chunk of the whiplike tail.  The hide, half the teeth and fangs, and one of the vocal cords was sitting in Aranos’ pack along with a single, leathery egg about the size of an orange.  He’d let the dwarves have the rest; apparently, the creature’s meat was somewhat toxic, so that had been left behind to rot.

That excellent efficiency, though, left the skull a skinless, gory, dripping mess.  The creature’s silver-gray blood oozed from it and coated it in a thick, slimy film as it began to coagulate on contact with the air.  Its gums were torn and shredded, and the inside of its mouth was a mass of dried blood from where the cords had been removed.  The head was huge and covered the entirety of the desk, which creaked and groaned alarmingly under the weight of the massive skull, which had been much harder to remove than Aranos had expected it to be.

Rardrobena had explained a bit more about the oroloke while the dwarves worked.  Apparently, the creatures were distant relatives of dragons but were unintelligent – and much less dangerous.  They spent much of their lives hibernating in their shallow dens, coming out every few months to eat.  Their teeth and claws grew at a prodigious rate, though, so whenever the oroloke woke, it would first find nearby ore outcroppings and claw and chew at these, wearing down their teeth and claws so that they were useful again.  The oroloke then ate the chunks of ore it tore free, and that ore was deposited on its scales, talons, and teeth. 

Those heavy metals made the creature’s flesh toxic, but more importantly, it also gave it metal-plated claws and hide.  That was why the oroloke had torn through Silma’s truesilver armor so easily; it had plenty of truesilver in its teeth and claws, along with other metals that seemed even harder.  That was also why he, Silma, and the human company had all been unable to effectively penetrate its hide, at least not until his Dust mana had eroded the metal coating the scales.  Even its bones had a thin coating of metal that Aranos had to cut through to take its head, although there wasn’t enough to make them worth Harvesting.  If the monster’s bones had been solid metal, it probably wouldn’t have been able to fly, after all.

The Guildmaster’s response to the skull’s sudden appearance wasn’t quite what Aranos had been expecting.  He’d meant to startle the old man in repayment for the patronizing way he’d spoken to Aranos, but he hadn’t taken into account the man’s apparent training and reflexes.  Ryder leaped nimbly backward as the huge head appeared before him, doing a flip in midair and landing lightly on his feet.  At the same time, Aranos felt a series of heavy thumps against his Arcane Armor and watched as it lost 50% of its defensive strength in a single instant as six black-bladed throwing knives slammed into it and clattered to the floor.

Aranos stayed carefully still, as the Guildmaster crouched menacingly across the room with another brace of knives fanned out in his hand, ready to throw.  As the old man realized that the Sorcerer wasn’t attacking, though, he slowly lowered the blades and straightened.  “Don’t do that,” the man muttered, wiggling his hand and making the blades vanish.  “I could have killed you – in fact, that probably should have.  Nice armor, Oran.” 

“I thought it was,” Aranos muttered.  “You did a number on it, though.”

“Well, that’s what you get for startling me,” the Guildmaster chuckled.  He stepped forward and peered at the severed head.  “Holy shit,” he muttered.  “Is that – a dragonelle?  Did you go out, find a dragonelle, kill it, and bring its head back to me…in one day?”

“That’s what you asked for,” Aranos agreed.  “Sorry for startling you.  I did try to warn you, though.”

“That you did,” Ryder nodded, running a hand through his hair.  “I should have listened; that was two hours’ worth of paperwork, ruined.  Although I guess I could send the King his tax forms covered with dragon blood.  It might get me out of paperwork for a while.”  The man chuckled and examined the bloody skull.  “You Harvested its hide and teeth?” he asked.  “You did a good job.”

“Yep, along with the claws, vocal cords, tail, and some eggs.”

“Damn.  Pretty thorough.  Okay, you completed the Quest, and this thing will make a good trophy once we get it touched up with fake hide and teeth.”  The Guildmaster touched the skull and grinned as it disappeared.  “And you did it in one day.  Hell, now I have to offer you real Quests, don’t I?  How did you know you could do it so fast?”

“High Tracking Skill and a great Flight Spell,” Aranos smiled.  “Oh, and I found the remains of the soldiers who’d gone after it.  I buried them and collected anything recognizable or valuable; I thought the King might want to give the stuff back to their families.  You want it?”

“Yeah,” the old man nodded.  “You’re right; better to give their families closure than to always leave them wondering.”  He glared suspiciously at the arcane.  “Wait – no severed heads or anything, right?  You’ve stained my desk enough as it is.”

“No, nothing like that,” Aranos laughed as he pulled out the jewelry, pieces of armor, and personal items, all save the journal.  That was interesting, and he wanted to read it; he could always turn it in later.

“Well, that merits an extra reward,” Ryder sighed.  “Here you go.”  Aranos silently exulted as a notification appeared in his vision:
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Quest Completed:


 
The Hunt is Called!




You found the oroloke and gave its head to Guildmaster Ryder.






Objective:


 
Find the creature, kill it, and return with its head.






Difficulty:


 
B






Reward:


 
3,000 XP, 15 gold links, +500 reputation with Stoneleague, +500 reputation with the Adventurers’ Guild, +250 reputation with King Hugin.






Secondary Objective Completed:


 
Complete the Quest before sundown.






Reward:


 
Additional Quests become available, +1,000 reputation with the Adventurers’ Guild. 






Hidden Objective Completed:


 
Find and honor the remains of the lost soldiers.






Reward:


 
3,000 XP, +500 reputation with Stoneleague, +500 reputation with Adventurers’ Guild, +1,000 reputation with King Hugin.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Ascendant Level:


 
10





Current XP:


 
177,524/190,000




Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points




I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Congratulations!






For reaching level 10 in your Advanced Class, you can choose a Class Perk!




Select from the following:




Arcane Aura:


 
You radiate an aura out to 10’ that resists hostile magic.  All hostile Spells take a penalty equal to [(Charisma-10) / 4] % to damage and duration to you and any allies within your aura.






Great Channeler:


 
You can channel Spells with heightened efficiency.  Your Mana Mastery Skill level is doubled for the purposes of determining SP cost and Spell damage when channeling a Spell






Improved Multicasting:


 
The maximum number of Spells you can cast at once is increased by 50% (rounded down, minimum of +1)






Piercing Magic:


 
Magical resistance of any sort is 50% less effective versus your Spells.  This applies only to Spells that directly target a creature, not those that affect an area or multiple creatures at once.






True Elementalist:


 
You gain a percentage bonus equal to double your Class level to Spell power, casting speed, and opposed checks to all Elemental-based Spells and take a penalty equal to half your Class level to all other Spells.
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He filed away the last two notifications to deal with later, when he was meditating for the evening.  The level was awesome, and so was the Class Perk, but neither of them were immediately demanding his attention.

“So, this has to be a story, Oran,” the Guildmaster shook his head.  “How about I buy you a drink out in the bar and you tell it to me?”

“I’d love it, but I’m meeting the rest of my party here.  They had their own Quests today, and we’ve all got stories to swap.”

“I’ll take the stories, but I’m only buying you the drink,” the Guildmaster chuckled.  “Go on, I’ll meet you in a bit, after I get this cleaned up.”  He grinned evilly.  “Or maybe I can ask Brutus to do it.  The lout’s appointed himself my keeper for some reason.  Might as well make good use of it.”

“Big guy, lots of muscles, barely any clothes?” Aranos asked.  “Yeah, he’s outside – probably still trapped in my paralysis Spell.  He wouldn’t let me come back here, and I didn’t have time to argue.  Sorry about that.”

The old man rolled his eyes.  “Idiot,” he muttered.  “Him, not you.  Anyone he can keep out isn’t a danger to me, and anyone who’s dangerous to me, he can’t do shit about.”  He shook his head.  “Do me a favor and release him when you leave, then tell him I need him to fetch another barrel of the special ale.”  Aranos’ eyebrow rose curiously, and the old man snorted.  “It’s not special, it’s just in a brewery on the other side of the city, and it gets him out of my hair for a bit.  The brewer’s a friend and keeps Brutus cooling his heels for a while each time.  Brutus gets some minor XP for the fetch Quest, and I get some peace and quiet.”

“Sounds like a win-win,” Aranos agreed as he stepped to the door.  “See you in a bit.”




Chapter 9


Brutus wasn’t very happy when Aranos released him, but giving the big man the fetch Quest seemed to somewhat mollify him, as did the fact that Aranos had entered the office and left without injury.  The Sorcerer had a feeling that the man might try to cause trouble later on, but he was hoping not to be in the city long enough for that to be an issue.

He walked back into the tavern and found that the rest of the party had joined McBane and Geltheriel.  The Shadedancer pulled out an empty chair next to her, and Aranos sat down with a sigh.

“Is everything okay?” she asked quietly.

“Mostly.  Today was a bit frustrating, but I’ll tell you about that later.” He looked at the woman.  “How did your day go?”

“It was uneventful,” she shrugged, looking across the table at Martina, who was chatting with Meridian but turned when she heard her name.  “Martina was able to get us a Bounty Quest to hunt the kondinyas that come down from the mountains.  We had to kill twenty of them, which wasn’t much of a challenge, really.  I only got a couple hundred XP and a silver out of it, but it was better than spending the day in the city.”

“She also spent the day running Martina ragged practicing her Stealth and Archery Skills,” Hector laughed.  “She’s quite the taskmaster, Theria is.”

“True, but I got some decent Skill ranks from it,” Martina pointed out.  “I’m not complaining about that.”

“It’s what your Class trainer should have done,” the elf explained sourly.  “Instead, it seems that you got just enough training to not die and then were cast off on your own.  If I knew who taught you that way, I’d have a few things to say to them.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter anymore, because she’s got a much better trainer,” Phil spoke up from farther down the table.  “Right, Theria?”

The elf sighed.  “Yes, it seems I don’t have much choice but to finish your training correctly, Martina,” she shook her head.  “We’ll repeat the Bounty Quest tomorrow and work more on your Stealth.  I know you think that it’s good, but…well, I’ll show you tomorrow.”

“How did turning your Quest in go?” Aranos asked Phil, speaking loudly to be heard over the background buzz. 

“Patriarch Apollon was very happy,” Phil laughed, standing and touching the golden hilt of a new broadsword that hung at his side.  “I got this in addition to the Quest reward.  It’s specifically meant for – my Class.  I’d still like you to look and see if you can upgrade it any, though.”

“Sure,” Aranos nodded, glancing at the other members of Phil’s original party.  “What about the rest of you?  Get anything good?”

“A shiny, new crossbow,” Longfellow grinned.  “Scaling item, too; it does damage based on my Bow Mastery Skill.”

“Some sweet armor,” McBane spoke up, showing off the mottled gray and black leather cuirass he was now wearing.  “Big upgrade.”

“I didn’t get anything sparkly,” Meridian pouted.  “I got some new Spells to go with my Advanced Class, though.  My first area heal; I’m excited to use it!”

“We were planning to come back here tomorrow and pick up a Quest or two,” Phil told Aranos.  “You want to come with?”

“It’ll depend on what Ryder offers me,” the Sorcerer hedged, quickly explaining his Quest and the unique reward he’d finagled from the Guildmaster.  “So, it’ll depend on if he’s actually got a Quest for me; maybe you’d rather join me if it’s a good one.”

“You met Eagle-Eye Ryder?” Longfellow asked a bit reverently.  “Mate, he’s a bloody legend!  He started as an Archer and has an Evolved Class, the step above Advanced ones.  He once killed an actual dragon by shooting it in its bleeding eye!”

“Well, he’s supposed to be coming out to buy me a drink once he’s done cleaning up, so you’ll get to meet him.”  Aranos grinned.  “I messed up his desk a bit by dumping a giant skull on it…”

“And he didn’t even have the courtesy to apologize, at least not for the mess,” Ryder’s voice groused as silence suddenly settled over the room.  The Guildmaster glanced around.  “Aren’t you people busy drinking or something?  The Guild has to make the coin we give you back somehow!”  The conversations slowly returned, but they were much quieter than before, and Aranos noticed a lot of glances being sent toward their group.

The Guildmaster grabbed a chair from a nearby table and sat down, ignoring Longfellow’s look of obvious hero-worship.  “What are you drinking, Oran?”

The Sorcerer grinned.  “What’s the most expensive thing you serve?”

“Dwarven Firewhisky, you bastard,” the old man grumped, beckoning to the young man hustling between tables and ordering two of the drinks.  “Three gold per glass because it’s so expensive to get.  We have to wait for the dwarves to send a party down from the mountains, since no one knows where they live.”  He looked at Aranos.  “You owe me a story in return for that drink, though.  How the hell did you Track that thing in a day – and how did you kill it?  Dragonelles are nearly immune to magic!”

“Well, I started by going to the first village on my map,” he began, spilling out his story, only leaving out the parts about Silma but mentioning the dwarves.  No one would believe that his horse Companion – as Silma was supposed to be – would have teleported onto a flying oroloke and tried to bite it, and he didn’t want to reveal Silma’s true nature.  The dwarves, however, made his story more believable, since he’d already told Portia in the Guild Square that he didn’t have a high Harvesting Skill.  He had to assume anything he said aloud would be known in the city, and any discrepancies in his story would be a starting place for someone to figure out who he really was.

When his drink came, he paused to take a sip.  The liquor was very smooth, had a smoky flavor to it, and true to its name burned his throat all the way down.  He coughed a bit after the first sip, noticing Ryder’s sly grin, and took a moment to glance around the tavern.  To his surprise, many of the nearby conversations had died down, and multiple eyes were fastened attentively on him. 

He felt a moment of hesitation – he’d never really been comfortable speaking in front of people, but he almost laughingly brushed it aside.  That was foolish; he’d spent a fair chunk of his time in game giving speeches so far, and if he could convince a group of angry elves not to kill him or persuade his party to follow a plan without knowing what it was, he could certainly talk to a bunch of fellow adventurers.  Besides, they weren’t staring at Jeff, or even at Aranos – they were watching Oran, and it looked like Oran had a bit of a tendency to show off.  Aranos grinned; playing Oran could be fun.  He rose to his feet to continue his story, lifting his voice to carry over the crowd, and punctuating it with small flashes of fire, ice, and lightning.  More of the room fell silent and turned to face him, and by the end, half the tavern was staring at him – and he was having a heck of a lot of fun.

“The dwarven Priestess was devastated at the loss of the dragonelle, but she knew that anyone who could kill that thing on their own was just too much for her small group of hunters to face,” he proclaimed grandly with a grin and getting a low wave of laughter in response.  “Seriously, though, her Spells weren’t getting through my shields, and she didn’t want to lose any more of her people.  I felt sorry for her, though, and I realized I had a chance to gain reputation with her Clan, so I offered to split the Harvest with her…but only if her people did all the messy work.”  He got another low round of laughter at that. 

“So, I kept the hide, half the claws and teeth…and one of the thing’s eggs, as a present for a friend.”  He reached into his pouch and pulled the still-warm egg out, handing it to Rhys.  “It’s for you, Reece.  I know you got that new Ability to Bond a Companion, and I thought a dragonelle might be just the thing.”

The Druid reached out cautiously and touched the egg with trembling hands.  “Truly?” he asked in an awed voice.  “A – a dragonelle…I never could have dreamed.”  He closed his eyes and cupped his hands around the softball-sized, leathery orb.  “I can feel it.  It’s so young, but…it’s willing to Bond.”  He placed the egg very carefully inside his pouch.  “This is a priceless gift, Oran,” he said gravely.  “I’ll never be able to repay it.”



“You’ll repay me by letting me ride on it once it’s big enough,” Aranos laughed.  “After that, the dwarves and I parted ways, I followed the same path back to Stoneleague – and here I am.  I finished the Quest, made friends with the dwarves, and got the Guildmaster himself to buy me a drink.  All in all, a successful day.”  He bowed theatrically as the room erupted in applause, and sat back down, his face glowing and his heart racing.

 

Okay, that was pretty cool.  I’ve never gotten an ovation before.




“That is a hell of a story, Oran,” the Guildmaster sighed, leaning back in his chair.  “It’s worth another drink, just for the telling.”  He signaled the server again, then turned back to face the party.  “I miss that, you know.  Going out, having adventures, then coming back and regaling everyone with the tale of it.  Really, that’s the best part, getting to share it with everyone.”  He shook his head.  “That’s a younger man’s game, though, and I’ll leave it to you young ones quite happily.”

“I heard that you killed a full dragon by yourself, Guildmaster,” Longfellow gushed, leaning forward.  “I’ll buy you a drink in exchange for that story.”

“Two drinks,” Ryder countered.  Longfellow flagged down another server, and the Guildmaster chuckled.  “All right, everyone settle,” he called out, and the entire tavern fell silent.  “Here’s a story I haven’t told in years – the true tale of how I killed Gargarinth of the Dark Flame, last of the Shadow Dragons.  It all began about forty years ago…”



Aranos leaned back with a smile, watching the rapt faces of his companions.  Even Geltheriel was listening attentively, her eyes gleaming as the old man spoke. 

 

This is what it’s really about,


 
he thought with satisfaction. 

 

Not just the levels and the Stats but sharing the excitement and adventure with friends.  It’s about having a good time together.


 
  He sighed.  It was easy to forget that, especially in this world where the Kingdoms of Light were constantly under siege and the natives rarely had any time or interest in simple pleasures, but it was just as much a part of the game as Questing.



The stories continued into the night, and at one point Marie appeared and bought him the drink she’d promised him.  He repeated the story for the older woman, and she laughed merrily at his tale.  “So, did you end up getting reputation with the dwarves?”

Aranos frowned and pulled up his reputation screen.  “Huh,” he said dully.

“You didn’t?  After all that?”

“No, I did.  My current reputation with them is Friendly, though.  I must have gotten five thousand points just from that!”

“They must have needed those eggs a lot more desperately than they let on,” the woman guessed.  “So, you got reputation with the dwarves, the Guild, and the city, from that one Quest?”  She shook her head.  “If I’d known that, I would have taken the damn thing myself.”

He chuckled.  “And the King personally.  Bringing back the stuff from the fallen soldiers gave me a thousand rep with him, in fact.”

“That’s because he’s lost several companies lately, and finding out what happened to one will help with the grumbling among the rest of the guards.” She noted.  “I’ll bet if you could find out about the others, you’d get even more reputation.” 

The woman leaned back and stretched languorously, pulling her soft leather shirt tight across her body.  Aranos swallowed and felt heat rising in his stomach; he hadn’t realized it, before, but the woman’s body was lushly curved, with wide hips and heavy breasts.  “Did the Guildmaster give you any more Quests for the night, Oran?” she asked in a sultry voice.

“N – no,” he stammered, swallowing hard.  He wasn’t exactly a novice when it came to women, but he also wasn’t used to one being so aggressively attentive to him.

“Then maybe you can tell me more of your stories – somewhere more private,” she suggested, leaning forward and putting her hand on his thigh.  “I have a room, here at the Guildhouse…”

“Oran,” Geltheriel’s voice broke in as the woman walked over and sat beside him, leaning against his shoulder affectionately.  “Are you ready to head back to our room?  It’s been a long day, and I don’t want you to be too tired.”

Marie blinked and leaned back, straightening.  “Ah, I see,” she nodded.  “Sorry, Oran.  I didn’t realize.  Thanks for the talk, though.”  The woman got up and walked stiffly away, and Geltheriel sighed and shook her head.

“We should leave, Oathbinder,” she muttered, softly enough that only Aranos could hear her.  “With your burgeoning reputation in this place, you will likely attract more trouble the longer you remain.”

“Okay,” he agreed, part of him grateful for the woman’s rescue and part of him wishing she’d left well enough alone.  “I’m not ready to head back to the tavern yet, though.  Maybe we can just walk around the city?”

“So long as we both remain alert and aware, that should present no difficulty,” she smiled.  “I am given to understand, though, that all human cities are more dangerous once the sun has fallen.”

Aranos waved to Phil as they left and got a nod in return.  They stepped out into the cool, night air, and Aranos took a deep breath.  “Thanks for the save,” he said after a moment.  “Marie was a bit – intense.”




You have none to blame but yourself, Oathbinder,


 
he heard the woman’s voice in his mind. 

 

Forgive me, but I find it much easier to converse this way.  Speaking as a human is not easy and makes me feel rude and uncouth.







No problem,


 
he sent back with a silent smile. 

 

It’s actually nicer for me to hear you talking this way.  It’s probably almost as weird to hear you speak like a human as it is for you to talk like one.







While that is unlikely, I appreciate that you prefer my true self to the human disguise I am wearing,


 
the woman laughed silently. 

 

Especially as, like your Bonded, I will ask to shed this façade at the first opportunity.  Human women are somewhat – curvier than I am comfortable with, and human males are far too free with their hands, despite their protests that it was merely an accident.  Do human women appreciate being fondled without permission?





No, they really don’t, but a lot of human men don’t seem to care about that.  Did you hurt any of them?





No more than necessary to convince them to keep their appendages to themselves,


 
the woman shrugged.




Next time feel free to do more.  Guys like that kind of deserve what they get.




They walked across the square, which was nearly empty of vendors this time of night, and headed southeast, past a pair of tall, stone towers Aranos didn’t recognize.  As they strolled silently, Aranos frowned. 

 

Wait, how was that my fault?  I didn’t do anything to encourage her!






Geltheriel sighed. 

 

You did, Oathbinder, although it was likely all unwitting.  You still underestimate the power of your Charisma.





My Charisma?  What’s that got to do with it?  I didn’t think Charisma was a measure of how attractive you are.





It is not,


 
she agreed. 

 

Charisma is a measure of how easily you can affect those around you, and you are doing so.







I’m not trying to,


 
he protested.






But you are, or it would not be occurring, Oathbinder. 


 
The woman sighed aloud. 

 

Oathbinder, you have suffered a significant loss.  We both have, but the Avenger’s passing has affected us in different ways.





What do you mean?




Geltheriel stopped and looked directly at him. 

 

Do you miss her, Oathbinder?  Does the thought of her make you ache inside?




Aranos froze, startled by the directness of her speech.  He thought about Saphielle, her blunt manner, her quiet dependability, her hidden passions and sorrows, and a wave of sorrow flowed over him.  He did miss her.  He missed her voice, her intelligence, the secret warmth she shared with him – and, of course, the closeness of her body.



Geltheriel shuddered and stepped back from him, wrapping her arms around her body as if warding off a sudden chill. 

 

There, Oathbinder.  That is what you are doing.  You yearn for the Avenger’s presence and her touch, and your desire spills out into the world around you.  Your Charisma gives it power, and what might simply be longing in another becomes an aura of desire, one that any woman you find attractive is affected by.






Aranos stared at her, stunned. 

 

I – I didn’t know,


 
he stammered mentally. 

 

How…I wasn’t trying to do that!


 
  His eyes narrowed at her. 

 

Besides, I’m not attracted to you in that way, Geltheriel.  I don’t think of you like that.







Your heart does not, just as mine does not consider you in that manner, Oathbinder.  Your body, though, acknowledges that it finds mine desirable. 


 
Sensing his discomfort, she laughed. 

 

Do not be concerned, Oathbinder.  My body tells me quite frequently that you are an attractive elf – arcane now, forgive me – and there is little I can do about it.  Despite our protests to the contrary, we are a part of nature, and nature demands that her children create more of themselves.  You do not act upon your body’s desires, nor do you treat me differently because of them, and that is all one can ask of a friend.







However,


 
she continued, resuming her walk, with Aranos in tow,

 

neither elves nor humans were meant to be solitary, and it is that primal urge that you are projecting.  You are seeking companionship, but it is inspiring lust in those around you.  That is why the serving girl at Malcolm’s and the Warrior tonight found themselves drawn to you; you pulled them to you all unwittingly.






Aranos was aghast; what she was talking about sounded uncomfortably like something nonconsensual. 

 

I don’t want that,


 
he thought desperately. 

 

Forcing women to be interested in me, against their will…





You misunderstand, Oathbinder.  You recall that I said my body finds yours appealing, yes?  Well, without that, I would feel nothing for you, despite your Charisma, except perhaps sadness at your obvious loneliness.  Your Charisma is merely encouraging those who are attracted to you to perhaps act more aggressively upon it than they normally would.





And you will notice that I have yet to throw myself at you, demanding to join you in bed, despite all our time together alone at night,


 
she grinned at him. 

 

It is an urging that can be resisted, without great difficulty should one choose to do so.  Even before, when you felt your desire most fully and directed it almost completely toward me, it was but an effort of will to ignore it.  Those who offered you their charms did so because they wished to and hoped for a return of their attentions.






He felt a surge of relief flow through him, although it was mixed with irritation. 

 

So, how do I stop it?  I don’t really want women offering that sort of thing all over the place.







Many men would disagree with you,


 
she chuckled,

 

just as many women would.  However, there is little you can do; so long as your longing remains, your Charisma will act to satisfy it.  In time, it will pass.  Before that time comes, though, you must be aware of the effect you are creating.


 
  Her face twisted in a grimace. 

 

Of course, it is possible that surrendering to desire might ease that longing temporarily, and that is a possible solution.






Aranos snorted. 

 

So, why do you keep making sure it doesn’t happen?  I mean, if I’m doing this to you, too, wouldn’t be easier for you if I wasn’t so – passionate?






She nodded and looked at him seriously. 

 

It would, Oathbinder, in all truth, and a part of me wishes to allow you to satiate yourself in that way to simplify things.  However, I know your heart, and I know that while you might indulge in such a thing, you would feel deep shame and regret for doing so.  I would spare you that pain, especially when the price of doing so is but minor discomfort.






She was right; he would be ashamed if he did something like that.  He’d never been into one-night stands, and he’d avoided the sort of casual dating that he’d seen other people do so easily.  It wasn’t easy for him to connect to most people, and without that connection, things felt…shallow.  He shook his head. 

 

Thanks, then.  I’ll see if there’s anything I can do about it, though.  Maybe at least I can figure out how to exclude you from the effect.







That would be most appreciated,


 
she thought back gratefully.



They’d wandered into an area that was more rundown and ramshackle than any part of the city they’d yet seen.  The buildings here looked like they’d been thrown together out of whatever the occupants could find and were a mishmash of wood, stone, and brick.  All looked rickety and unstable, as if a stiff breeze would send them tumbling to the ground.  The few people they saw moved quickly, their eyes constantly moving as if scanning for danger, and the scent of ash, rotting meat, and worse filled Aranos’ nostrils.  The lamps here were few and far between, and the alleyways were bathed in darkness. 

Aranos stopped and grabbed Geltheriel’s arm an instant before the woman stiffened, as well, her eyes picking up the same thing his did: the set of tracks leading into the next alley but not heading back out.  “Well, well, what have we here?” a sly voice echoed from the alley.  “A lovely couple, out for a stroll?  Slumming it here in the Low Quarter?  Didn’t you know that this place isn’t safe for a pair of gulls like you?”

Aranos called up his mana as Geltheriel loosened her sword and stared contemptuously at the shadows.  “Find another victim, thief,” she said in a hard voice.  “These two will cost your lives.”

“Our lives, she says,” another voice hissed.  A breeze drifted past the alley, and instantly Aranos’ Scent Ability activated.  He could pick out the smell of unwashed bodies and even the odors of individual humans.




Seven of them,


 
he sent silently to Geltheriel, who nodded minutely. 



“Well, we don’t want to give up our lives, and we don’t want to take yours,” the voice continued.  “How about you lot drop your packs and coin purses, then turn and walk away.  Surely your lives aren’t worth a few coins.”

“I’ve got a better offer,” Geltheriel replied evenly.  “How about the seven of you drop your weapons, walk out into the light, then run away as fast as you can, and I won’t slit your throats and leave you bleeding in the gutter.”

A series of guffaws echoed from the alley.  “We ain’t afraid of some noble gull with a fancy sticker,” a deep voice rumbled.  “In fact, the deal’s changed.  You drop your packs and purses, he walks away, and you come over here and have some fun with us.  When we’re through, if you gave us a good time, you’ll live.  If not…”



The man’s words cut off as Geltheriel vanished, leaping out of the light and into the shadows.  Aranos heard shouts and screams of pain, and he sighed. 

 

Please don’t kill all of them,


 
he sent to the woman silently.  He glanced around, but the locals had vanished; apparently, people in this area had learned not to interfere when trouble reared its head.   






They dared to suggest…


 
her voice snarled in his head.




And they deserve to die for it, but if you let them go, they’ll run back to their hideout or whatever, and we can Track them there.  Then, we’ll know where they’re staying, in case we run into more of them or need to trade the info to the guards or something.


Aranos blinked as the woman growled back a string of Elvish profanity that didn’t translate well but seemed to involve his mother doing extremely improbable things with an ogrin, along with that same ogrin attempting those things with him.  Despite her retort, however, a sharp cry sounded as a black-clad figure flew from the alley and crashed into the cobblestone streets.  The figure rose unsteadily to its feet and looked at Aranos, who held one hand in front of him, palm up, and drew forth a strand of Radiant mana.  A ball of brilliant, white flames appeared over his hand, tumbling lazily and slowly growing larger as he fed it.

“I really suggest you run,” he told the figure flatly.  “Or burn, either’s fine with me.”  The thief took a single glance at the blazing orb of fire, turned, and sprinted off into the dark.   A moment later, a second thief staggered from the alley, clutching the bloody stump of his right hand, and followed his companion.  After that, silence reigned over the street.  Everyone nearby had disappeared, and the streets were empty.

Aranos dismissed the ball of flame and summoned a stream of light mana.  A cloud of hazy light rose around him, bathing both the street and the darkened alley in a wan glow that dimly illuminated Geltheriel standing amidst five corpses, her arms and face splashed with blood and her eyes blazing dangerously.

“How DARE they?” she growled in Elvish, forgetting to speak Human in her rage.  “I will NOT be treated like that again!”



“I know,” he agreed, also in Elvish.

 

 


 
“They deserved to die, Geltheriel.  And now we can Track the survivors, so we know where they are if we need to punish them further.”



The woman slowly calmed down, and Aranos stood silently and let her rage cool.  When he’d met Geltheriel, she was a prisoner in the ruined city of Haerobel, and her captor had done things to her without her consent.  He’d then offered to let her go if she’d do even more things willingly.  She’d refused, preferring to die of Thirst and Hunger debuffs than to submit, as painful as those were.  While she’d survived the ordeal, it had left scars, and the ruffians’ suggestions had apparently reopened some of those wounds.  Aranos wasn’t quite arrogant enough to think that there was anything he could do or say that would help, so he stayed quiet and gave her the space to regain control of herself.



At last, she wiped her blade down on one of the fallen assailants. 

 

Do you have their trail, Oathbinder?


 
she asked him silently as she sheathed her sword.






I do,


 
he assured her. 

 

And once I do, I can’t lose it, no matter what they do and where they go.






The woman grunted and walked out of the alley, looking down at her blood-splattered body. 

 

I am something of a mess.  I do not believe it would be wise to continue our stroll looking as I do.







We can head back to the Blade,


 
he agreed. 

 

If nothing else, Malcolm can direct us to a place you can get cleaned up. 







That would be welcome. 


 
She looked around at the fallen bodies. 

 

Do you think this will cause us problems?  Will the guards be searching for us after this?







Probably not,


 
he shrugged. 

 

These are obviously thieves, so I doubt they’ll care much that they were killed.  Besides, considering that the noise didn’t bring them running, I doubt the guards are much concerned about what happens down here – at least, not as long as it doesn’t spill into nicer parts of the city.






Geltheriel sighed. 

 

I would like to say that those of the House of Blades would not behave so, but...I cannot, in truth.  They are concerned with maintaining order rather than dispensing justice, just as the House of Twilight cares more deeply for securing the forest from the Darkness than from minor banditry.







Banditry?


 
Aranos repeated. 

 

Is that an issue in the Elven Realms?  I would have thought that was more of a human problem.






Geltheriel snorted. 

 

You were instrumental in the fall of House Exxidor, Oathbinder.  What do you think became of the scattered members of that House?





I assumed they were given places in new Houses, probably by former allies.




The woman shook her head. 

 

Some few might, especially those that had been enslaved by the insidious collars.  None could accuse those of being part of Keryth’s conspiracy.  For the rest, though, a House that accepted them might be seen as complicit in Exxidor’s treachery – or at least sympathetic.  None would risk such a thing.





So, they became…bandits?



Perhaps.  They are certainly living in exile in the elven forests, likely scattered into small groups to avoid detection.  It is probable that if a merchant caravan passed their way, they would strike at it for food, weapons, and goods if they felt they could do so safely. 





And the Keepers just let it happen?


 
Aranos asked in amazement.






So long as their depredations are small and controlled, yes,


 
Geltheriel said simply. 

 

Consider, Oathbinder: which enemy should the Keepers focus on?  A small group of bandits that infrequently prey on wealthy merchant Houses, or a pack of amaroks that will slay every farmer and hunter they find, not ceasing until they are dead?  The Keepers are not as numerous as they should be and thus must choose which missions to pursue. 






The woman chuckled. 

 

Although, it would surprise me if finding and dispatching those bandits were not a Quest offered to our House occasionally, especially by the Houses that have suffered losses from them.  It would be cheaper to pay Travelers to root out the bandits than to constantly hire guards to ward them off. 




Aranos frowned; he hadn’t checked on his House in days, and he really needed to be better about that.  He’d take a couple hours to actually sleep tonight and speak to Lorsan, his majordomo.  If nothing else, he needed to make sure that Golloron wasn’t openly striking at Aranos’ House; despite the elf’s assurances that House Evenshade’s presence was a benefit to the Stronghold, Aranos was certain that just meant the elder would find other ways to attack him.

They easily retraced their steps through the High Ward, south to the Guild Square, and back to the Black Blade.  The common room was crowded and a bit raucous that time of night, but as of yet, no fights seemed to be breaking out, for which Aranos was grateful.  He’d promised Malcolm that he could keep fighting to a minimum in the bar, and while he could, he was hoping not to have to bother.  The pair of them made their way over to the side of the bar, opposite where the mediocre bard was wailing an off-color song about a sailor and the captain’s wife. 



“He knotted the sheets to her ankles and feet




“Made certain the bindings were fast.




“While the good captain snored,




“She said, ‘Climb aboard,




“And mount my main deck with your mast!’”



“That’s truly awful,” Geltheriel muttered, shaking her head.  “Do humans really enjoy such songs?”

“Some obviously do,” Aranos chuckled, gesturing at the stamping and whistling patrons.

“The concept is utterly absurd,” she grimaced.  “One should never use ropes for such a purpose, as they can leave marks and even scar.  A silk scarf would serve far more effectively and avoid her husband asking awkward questions the next morning.”  Aranos stared at her for several moments before catching the gleam in her eye.

“Seriously, one day I’m going to learn to stop taking you so seriously,” he groaned.

“May the gods grant that day be long in coming, Oran,” she grinned at him.  “When it does, my main source of entertainment will vanish.”

Malcolm spotted them and hustled over, saving Aranos from further embarrassment.  “Welcome back, Oran!” he said loudly over the noise.  His eyes traveled the length of the pair and narrowed.  “Looks like you had a bit of trouble tonight.”

Aranos glanced at Geltheriel and saw the blood still staining her hands and spattering her clothing.  “Some muggers who wanted a bit more from Theria than her money.  They didn’t live to regret it, for the most part.”

The man grunted.  “Good.  Any fool Basher who thinks the two of you look like marks doesn’t need to be on the streets as it is.”  He frowned.  “Where did this happen?  Bashers don’t usually work the Guild Square, it’s too open.  Were you walking the Low Ward?”

Aranos nodded.  “Not on purpose, though.  We weren’t paying attention to where we were going, and we don’t know the city all that well, yet.”

“Even so, I’m surprised a group of Bashers would target two so obviously capable people,” he shook his head.  “That’s the kind of thing that gets a thief put in a box.”  He shrugged. “Did you kill them all?”

“Two got away,” Aranos shook his head.  “Why?  Is there a problem?”

“Probably not, but I think I’ll ask your friend McBane to look into it while he’s here,” the innkeeper said thoughtfully.  “There’s been a lot of that sort of thing lately; thieves have been targeting people they’ve got no business even looking twice at or doing things that are going to bring the guards down on them.”  He shrugged.  “It’s probably nothing, but having the guard cracking down too hard will be bad for everyone’s business.  Besides,” he grinned, “things like this are exactly what Travelers are good for, since it doesn’t matter if I’m sending the man to his death.”

“It does make things easier on the conscience,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “Do you by any chance have a place I could clean up?”

“Of course.  I’ll have Jenna show you where the bath is.”  He gestured to the young woman, who nodded her head and began to make her way to the bar.

“My thanks, Malcolm.”  She looked at herself with mild distaste.  “Oran, I’ll go get cleaned up and meet you in our room.”  She grinned at him, her eyes twinkling.  “I hope the battle didn’t sap your Stamina too much.  I think it’s going to be a long night, and I don’t want you falling short again.”




You know, you don’t have to be enjoying this so much,


 
he thought at her accusingly as Malcolm snorted, then turned to Jenna and began speaking quietly. 






Oh, but I do, Oathbinder,


 
she laughed silently. 

 

As I said, it is my main entertainment.  I’ll see you in the room soon.




As the two women walked away, Malcolm sighed heavily.  “Ah, to be young enough for a woman like that to look twice at me,” he said wistfully.  “Oran, you’re a lucky man, but I think you’ve got your hands full with that one.”

Aranos grunted.  “Trust me, Malcolm,” he replied sourly.  “You have no idea.”
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Lily watched impassively as the hundred or so soldiers marched along the road, their armor shining in the sunlight and their weapons gleaming wickedly.  Once, she would have avoided a patrol like this – after all, missing patrols tended to draw attention and even larger patrols – but not anymore.  In fact, she welcomed these assholes; they were just the sort of shiny, new minions she needed.

She liked that word, minions.  It made her feel like a badass supervillain, which was exactly what she was, of course.  She was also cool with ‘ravening horde’, which was what some dumbass peasant had called her creatures a couple days ago, and as her way of saying ‘Thanks’, she’d had her minions kill him and his family before they ate them.  Normally, her creatures didn’t wait until shit was dead before eating it.  She didn’t really care about that; if they were too weak to defend themselves, then the assholes deserved whatever they got, and their screams were kind of relaxing.

The patrol marched along, all shiny and fancy looking as they walked in perfect step, their armor making all sorts of noise that basically alerted any bandit or creature for a mile that they were coming.  Lily thought that was probably on purpose; in her experience, cops never really wanted to get involved in shit and preferred to scare people into hiding what they were doing rather than actually investigating it.  Hell, she’d buried a dozen bodies before they even started looking for her, and then they’d done a pretty half-ass job of it until she’d put down a dozen more.  That’s when they’d started taking her seriously, and that’s when everything had gone to shit.

Lily paused; this was another moment like that.  If she took down this patrol, it would be an escalation, and shit would come her way.  She knew that instinctively, just as she’d known that killing that last asshole would bring the heat down on her.  Everyone had thought the man was some sort of pillar of the community, a politician with morals and all that shit, but he’d been a sleazy pervert just like the rest of them.  The moment he thought he could get into Lily’s pants, he’d followed her willingly, not giving a shit about the wife and kids he professed to love so much.  Lily had been doing their asses a favor; this way, the family hadn’t had to go through the inevitable fucking divorce once the wife found out the man was banging underage hookers regularly on the side. 

But just like that politician, this patrol would bring down heat.  It was the largest one the Queen of Northmoor had sent so far, which meant someone in the city was getting suspicious.  If this patrol passed safely, they’d probably figure some animal or beast had decided to hunt on the road, and they’d likely send out a bunch of fucking Travelers with Quests to find the animal and kill it.  This was a point of no return; if Lily did this, she’d have to keep going or risk losing everything.  This would probably set most of the players in the human lands against her, and it would absolutely grab that fucker Aranos’ attention. 

That was the only part that really concerned her.  It hurt to admit that, but Lily had always tried to be honest with herself, even when that shit was painful.  She was a little bit afraid of the Sorcerer – and of his pet elf girlfriend, Geltheriel.  That name gave Lily a shiver; there was an elf that hated Lily’s guts and was strong enough – and pissed enough – to do something about it.  Lily had died a bunch in the game, of course, but the deaths Geltheriel gave her were some of the worst.  That fucker Aranos wanted to punish her, but despite the shit he’d said about burying her alive, she knew he had boundaries.  There was stuff he wouldn’t do.  Geltheriel just had rage, and most of that was directed at Lily.  The woman wanted to make Lily suffer, and her ass had probably been thinking of ways to do it.

And that was the way shit was supposed to be, wasn’t it?  If you were strong, you used that to make weaker people do what you wanted.  You made them fear you.  The leader of that last patrol had begged Lily not to do what she’d done, not to enslave the woman and her troops.  She’d pleaded, and sobbed, and offered Lily all kinds of shit that she probably couldn’t make good on in exchange for just letting their asses go, including some kinky stuff that Lily hadn’t been expecting.  That was because the bitch had been weak and afraid, just like she should be.  It hadn’t mattered, of course; she was one of Lily’s minions, now, and that was the end of it.  She was a tool to be used, which was really all that weak people were good for.

Lily wasn’t one of the weak.  She was a badass supervillain, and even if she was a bit afraid of that Geltheriel bitch, it didn’t matter.  Weak people gave into fear.  Strong people overcame it and killed whatever it was that scared them. 

Dark mana gathered at her hands as Lily cast her Cloud of Pestilence Spell, enveloping the startled patrol in sickly, gray vapors that sapped their Strength and Endurance.  The Spell also hid the rain of arrows that arched down into the stumbling, swearing soldiers and the charge of mixed humans and urukkai that descended upon the patrol from both sides. 

The patrol’s leader was sharp, though.  He barked out orders, and a shield wall formed to each side, with crossbowmen lining up behind them.  It was a pretty formation, and it might have been effective if half a hundred of Lily’s summoned creatures hadn’t suddenly appeared in the middle of the assholes, ripping and tearing at the archers and disrupting the line.  Lily could see the look of despair in the leader’s face as he knew that his patrol was doomed, and she grinned.

Let the asshole players bring it.  Let Aranos and his elf bitch come.  Lily would be ready.  From here on out, her path was clear. 

Northmoor was doomed, and Lily would get her army.




Chapter 10


“You got attacked by Bashers?” McBane asked disbelievingly, running one hand through his hair and shaking his head.  “Seriously?  Who in the hell would have attacked Geltheriel, looking as scary as she does?”

“My thanks, Giantbane,” the woman murmured, combing her wet, honey-blonde hair, her skin and clothing now free of all traces of blood and gore.  “That is the effect for which I am aiming.”

They were in the room Aranos and Geltheriel were sharing, with a dome of silenced air woven around them.  Geltheriel stood near the door, her face creased with a gentle smile, and Aranos was sitting on his bed watching McBane pace across the floor.  “Well, it works,” the Rogue laughed.  “So, Malcolm wants me to look into this?”

“That’s what he said,” Aranos nodded.  “I’m not sure what the big deal is, though.”

“Thieves are opportunists,” McBane shrugged.  “If they wanted to work hard for their money, they’d become honest laborers or merchants.  The whole point to being a thief is to get as much as possible with as little work as possible, really.  That means rolling drunks on their way home at night, mugging commoners on payday, or extorting small merchants who don’t have the connections to complain. 

“Well-armed people are usually off-limits, because even if they don’t know how to use their weapons, there’s always the chance someone could get killed.  Trying to mug well-armed people wearing nice clothing and obviously well-used armor is just asking to die, and thieves would much rather run than die.  Those Bashers should have ignored you completely and hid from you, or at least taken you up on your offer to allow them to run.”

“That is why I made the offer,” Geltheriel agreed.  “Were they bandits in the forests of Eredain, they would have fled when given the chance.  I was not expecting them to respond as they did.”

“Yeah, it’s not normal behavior, and that means it’s worth looking into,” McBane’s face twisted sourly.  “I hate working for Malcolm – the pay is crap, and he’s always trying to get me to do things in typical sneaky fashion – but the XP will be better than anything I’ll get at the Adventurer’s Guild.”  He shrugged.  “I’d better go talk to him.  You said you Tracked those thieves, right?  Where did you leave their trail?”

“I didn’t,” Aranos grinned.  “I’m still Tracking them, right now.  Part of having a Master-ranked Skill.”

“Of course you are,” McBane sighed, shaking his head.  “Have they gone to ground yet?”

“They’ve been the same place for the last twenty minutes.  I can tell more or less where, but I’d need to get closer to narrow it down to a specific building.”  He quickly sent McBane the location information he had on the thieves, and the man’s eyes unfocused as he examined his updated map.

“This is just outside the Steel Ward,” he observed.  “That’s where most of the crafters live and work, in the eastern part of the city.”  His eyes widened.  “I’ll bet they went to the Steel Rose; it’s a brothel that caters to craftsmen.  I know the madame of that place…”

“Do you, now?” Geltheriel asked archly.

McBane rolled his eyes.  “The women there aren’t exactly my type,” he snorted.  “The ones I prefer are down by the Docks Ward.  The men there are some fun eye candy.”  He shook his head.  “That’s beside the point.  She’s part of the Guild, and she knows me.  She might be willing to chat.”  He sighed.  “I’ll go chat with Malcolm; it’s probably best to get this started sooner rather than later.” 

After the Rogue left, Aranos placed Crystal Walls on the door and window; those wouldn’t stop someone from getting in, but the noise of their being shattered would certainly wake up Geltheriel, who could then wake Aranos.  He was planning to Dreamstride that night, and he wasn’t sure how hard it would be to wake him from that, but it would probably be easier than rousing him from his Deeper Meditation.

Before Aranos fell off to sleep, he spent an hour meditating, using his new technique to train his Mana Control and Mastery.  He also spent some time working on his Spells, getting Ball Lightning and Energy Wall up to the next rank, then spent another hour training his Skills, especially his Stealth.  At the end, he pulled up his notifications and read them happily:
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Spell Boost!





The following Spells have gained a level:






Energy Wall






New Rank:


 
Student 2




Create a barrier of energy that repels and damages those who attempt to cross it.






Effect:


 
Choose a mana aspect.  You create a 20’ x 20’ x 9” wall forged of that mana type.  The wall has the consistency of the chosen mana type.  Any creature touching it or passing through it suffers 5 – 12 LP damage /s of that type (71 – 107 LP) while in contact.  If the wall is solid, it collapses if anything breaks through it.  Damage and size increased by 5% per Spell Level





Duration:


 
2 min + 15 s per Spell Level





Cost:


 
120 SP




Just a fiery brick in my wall…





Ball Lightning






New Rank:


 
Student 1




Rain lightning strikes on enemies






Effect:


 
Choose a point within sight range.  A ball of lightning mana appears at that point and remains still for the duration of the Spell.  Once every 4 s, you can send a stroke of lightning from that ball into any target within 40’.  The strike has a chance equal to [50% - 2% per Mana Manipulation Skill level] to miss the intended target and strike another creature or object within 5’.  Each strike does 20 – 45 LP damage if it hits (220 – 605).  Any creature that takes 10% or more of their max LP in damage from a single strike is paralyzed for 3 s, +1 s for every additional 10% of their max LP damage they took.  You can call 1 strike per 10 Spell levels, plus additional strikes equal to [(Int-10)/20]. 





Duration:


 
8 min or until exhausted





Cost:


 
575 SP




My lightning always strikes twice…
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Skill Boosts!





The following Skills have gained a level:






Stealth(T)






New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Adept Ability:


 
You gain a damage boost of +2% per Skill level when attacking from Stealth.




Skill: Stealth is now considered Trained!





Lifesense(T)






New Rank:


 
Student 1






Student Ability:


 
You can detect the difference between Lightborn, Beasts, and Shadowborn creatures.
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After training, he laid down and slowly fell asleep.  It felt strange to actually sleep, since for the most part he could get by with just his Meditation Skill, but he drifted off quickly enough.  Once in the chaotic madness of the dreamscape, he fashioned a zone of stability by mirroring parts of nearby dreams, quieting the cacophony of dreams and nightmares that threatened to unhinge his mind if he listened to it long enough.  He channeled a tiny bit of dream energy into the barrier holding the madness out, and it seemed to solidify in his vision.  Hopefully, now, to anyone watching from afar, he would simply look like another bit of insanity in the miasma of dreams, his presence in this world masked to those who might mean him harm. He shifted his form to look like he had before his Evolution – Lorsan hadn’t seen his lord’s new appearance, yet, and Aranos didn’t want to frighten the man.

It took him a bit less than ten minutes to locate Lorsan, the majordomo of House Evenshade, by bending his will to the mental image of the elf and silently demanding the man appear before him.  The dreamscape blurred past him as he raced through it, covering the days of travel from Stoneleague to Eredain in minutes, until eventually the headlong rush stilled and the lanky, bronze-haired figure of his assistant appeared before him.

“My Lord,” Lorsan bowed to Aranos.  “It is good to see you.”

“You, too, Lorsan,” Aranos replied with a genuine smile.  The elf’s obsequiousness and insistence on formality had grated on Aranos at first, but the Sorcerer couldn’t deny the man’s effectiveness.  A simple glance at his House’s status was enough to confirm that:
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House Evenshade






Rank:


 
Fledgling House






Members:


 
83/50





Food Production:


 
149 (112 Farms, 37 Hunting)






Unique Holdings:


 
4





Common Structures:


 
12/8





Uncommon Structures:


 
6/4





Rare Structures:


 
1/0






Founder Personality:


 
Benevolent Leader





House Path:


 
None*





Morale:


 
+75%





Crafting:


 
-25%






Elders:


 
Aranos, Geltheriel, Mathias





Achievements:


 
Heart-bonded





Great Works:


 
None





Base Reputation:


 
Disliked (Apathetic)






House Credit:


 
165 PL





Current Resources:






Timber:


 ​
 
3098

 ​
 ​
 

Ore:


 
2571

 ​
 ​
 

Stone:


 
3400





Glass:


 
2143

 ​
 ​
 

Crystal:


 ​
 
1040





Construction Points:


 
1459 (9/week generated, 6/week maintenance)






*Congratulations!





Your House has a new Path Perk available!






Perk:


 
Adventuring Dynasty (Path)






Benefits:


 
Members of your House gain a 15% bonus to all Quest rewards but suffer 15% greater reputation losses for failed or incomplete Quests.  10% of all reputation bonuses and penalties given to House members for completing or failing Quests is applied to the House’s reputation, as well. 






Heart-bonded:


 
Because the founder of your House is a Heart-bonded individual, your members receive double this bonus and receive half the penalty increase for all Quests related to the city of Antas.




Do you wish to apply this Perk to your House?
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“It looks like we’ve gotten quite a few new members,” Aranos observed; the last time he’d checked, they’d had only 28.  “What happened there?”

“Your liberation of Antas, my Lord.  We have had merchants, craftsmen, farmers, and soldiers clamoring to join us, hoping to journey to the newly freed city and take up residence there.  I have accepted those that seemed most worthy, with the permission of Elder Mathias.”

Offering Mathias the Lancer the chance to become House Evenshade’s Elder for the city of Eredain had been a good idea, in Aranos’ opinion.  The man had no interest in running the city’s holdings, so he simply signed off on whatever Lorsan suggested.  So far, that had worked out excellently, although Aranos had asked Geltheriel’s uncle Durlan to keep an eye on things and let his niece know if anything suspicious was going on.  That freed Aranos from the day-to-day minutiae of the House and allowed him to work on building its resources and reputation, instead.

“I’ll take a look at them and let you know if I have any questions.  We also finally got offered our Path Perk.  ‘Adventuring Dynasty’ gives us bonuses to Quest rewards done for the House and lets us share in the reputation bonuses or penalties our members get.”  He quickly read off the text of the offered Perk.  “Any thoughts?”

Lorsan simply stared at the Sorcerer in silence for a minute, which Aranos had learned was the elf’s way of displaying astonishment.  Lorsan’s face was almost always an impassive mask, but he showed things like surprise, anger, or frustration through silence. 

“That – is most surprising, my Lord,” the man admitted after a moment.  “Although it seems you expected such, I would not have looked for such a Perk to be offered by the gods for many weeks or even months.  Receiving one so quickly is unheard-of.”

“It’s probably because I’m a Traveler,” Aranos pointed out.  “Everything seems to happen faster for us, anyway.”

“This is true, my Lord.  The Travelers on your estate have risen far faster in both Skills and levels than any could have imagined.  In any case, I assume you will choose this Path?”

“I don’t want to be greedy,” Aranos hedged, “but this was the first thing offered.  I’m assuming if we have more Achievements or Great Works, we might get a better Perk offered, right?”

Once again, Lorsan simply stared at Aranos, saying nothing.  “Yes, my Lord,” the man finally spoke.  “Waiting for an even more perfect Path when the gods have offered you the precise one you wished for might strike another as greedy.”

Aranos grimaced; he’d realized the moment the words had left his mouth that they sounded kind of…spoiled.  “You’re right, Lorsan.  We’ve been lucky enough to get the Perk we wanted; I should be grateful for that.”  He called up the Perk notification again and chose ‘Yes’.

“Wise of you, my Lord,” the man replied without a hint of sarcasm.  “Now, you have but to appoint two more Elders and our House will be able to grow in rank – some years before I imagined it would.” 

“Do you have any suggestions for who I could appoint?” Aranos asked.  “I could see if some of my party members wanted to join the House…”

“Unfortunately, they would not qualify, my Lord.  As you may recall, Elders must be among those who have been with your House the longest, which is what makes them ‘elder’.  And yes, I have two suggestions. 

“The first is that you offer it to the Traveler named Gwinivere, the companion of Elder Mathias.  She has proven to offer him wise council and acts as a restraint to his occasional…impulsiveness.  I am certain she would accept, as Elder Mathias has been somewhat cavalier in reminding his companions of his new rank.”

Aranos chuckled.  “Yeah, I can see that.  Okay, I remember Gwinivere; she was cautious and serious, which would definitely help in dealing with Mathias.”

“Just so, my Lord.  My other suggestion is an individual you have not met, so I recommend your waiting to speak to them before deciding.  His name is Rhandyr Evenshade, and he has been managing the estates in the capital city of Ulethelas for some time.  He is adept in the political maneuverings that a position in the capital requires, and under his direction, our holdings there have flourished.”

Aranos frowned.  “You’re right; I’d like to meet him, first.  If you describe him to me, I’ll do that as soon as we’re done here.  I can offer the Elder position to Gwinivere tonight, as well; might as well get things over with.”

“Of course, my Lord.  Is there anything else?”

“Yes, actually.  I found a number of blueprints in the Library of Antas that we can use to construct new buildings, and some of them are upgrades of our existing buildings.  Some of them I’ve built in Antas, but I wanted to see if you thought any of them could be useful for us in our existing buildings.”

“Certainly, my Lord.  Which buildings are you considering?”

Aranos pulled up his Structures tab and looked at the list of available upgrades.  “Okay, for upgrades, we’ve got the blueprints for an Advanced Farm, Shipping House, Armory, Mage’s Library, and Servant Apartments.”

Lorsan nodded.  “All useful upgrades, my Lord.  The Advanced Farm is likely the single most valuable of those, as it will increase our Farm output by 50%, and at the rate the House is growing, we will need a third Farm soon, anyway.  The Shipping House is less valuable, as we do not trade in much.  The Armory will increase the number of Warriors we can place under arms and grant bonuses to the defense of our territories, and the Servant Apartments will ease a potential housing issue that the influx of members has created.”

“What about the Mage’s Library?”

“It will add an additional section to your existing Library that can be used to store Spell scrolls safely, without the risk of damaging them that a normal Library entails.”

Aranos waved his hand dismissively.  “Not that, then.  I’ve got some buildings here in Antas I can repair that’ll give me the same thing.”  He looked at the list.  “The Advanced Farm requires 10 Glass, 60 Stone, and 150 Construction Points, so we could upgrade both of those.”

“I believe that is to build the farm from scratch, my Lord.  Check again for the upgrade.”

Aranos looked more closely.  “Yep, you’re right.  Twenty stone and fifty Construction Points for the upgrade.  Did you say we needed a third farm?”

“Not immediately, my Lord.  Even with our crafting penalty, each Advanced Farm will produce over 80 food.  I would recommend waiting to build the third farm in Antas once you have relocated those who wish to travel to it, my Lord.  It will save on the necessity of moving food along the High Road.”

“Good point,” Aranos grunted.  “Okay, so two Advanced Farms.  As far as the Servant Apartments – I also have a blueprint for Improved Housing.  Which is better?”

“Improved Housing, my Lord.  Servant Quarters are designed primarily to provide servants a place to sleep and little more, as the assumption is that they will eat, bathe, and work in another location through the day.  Improved Housing will upgrade our Family Houses into multistory homes, each of which will hold three times as many people: thirty-six rather than twelve.” 

“Wait, we only have housing for thirty-six people total right now?” Aranos asked in disbelief.  “Where are people sleeping?”

“No, my Lord, the Grand Hall provides space for fifty, the Servant Quarters each hold thirty, the Barracks can house thirty, and the Guest House holds ten.  That is comfortable housing, however; if needed, we can fit up to double that capacity at the expense of morale.”

“And what’s the capacity of the Servant Apartments?”

“Sixty, my Lord, although again, placing non-servants in servant housing will impact morale.”

He nodded.  The Improved Housing upgrade was expensive – even as an upgrade, one would take 60 Timber, 40 Stone, 20 Glass, and 75 Construction Points.  The Servant Apartments required only 40 Timber, 25 Stone, 10 Glass, and 55 Construction Points and did provide more Housing – but the morale hit could be a problem.  If he could open a portal to Eredain with any sort of precision, he’d be able to move people and goods around quickly between his territories, and since housing was currently relatively abundant in Antas, he needed people more than he needed places for them to stay.  Higher morale meant more people, and more people meant more production, more safety – really, more of everything.

“Okay, is there anything else you think we could use?  Any blueprints I should be on the lookout for?”

“I can think of several that would be useful, my Lord.  A Hunter’s Cabin or Hunting Lodge to aid our foragers in their daily efforts, a Stable for the horses we will eventually need, a Forge for repairing metal items…”

“I can do that myself,” Aranos pointed out.

“Indeed, my Lord, but would you travel to Elren Aethel in the far northwest to forge and repair horseshoes?  We will need more than one of most of the buildings we possess and laborers to work them.”

Aranos sighed.  That was true; there was simply no way he could do every task that needed doing in his House.  “Okay, anything else?”

“Any other specialized crafting buildings will help, my Lord, as they will offset the penalty we take to such things.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open.  Is there anything else I should know?”

“Elder Faraine of House Gilris asked if you knew when you would be able to provide the faymetal items you discussed.  Matriarch Ghilanna of House Luzeiros sent her regards and wished to discuss providing additional training for our members – for a price, of course.”

Aranos nodded.  “Please tell Faraine that I’m trying to establish a way to move goods from Eredain to Antas swiftly, but that if I can’t make it work in a week, I’ll fly out there with some items for her.  And let Ghilanna know that I’ll talk to her the next time that I Dreamwalk.”

“Very good, my Lord.”

Rhandyr was a short man with long, orange hair and a perpetual scowl on his face, but he’d quickly impressed Aranos with his knowledge of their holdings and how to manage them.  “We have been primarily relying upon hired labor to work what holdings we have, my Lord,” the elf said in a slightly gruff voice.  “I have, however, been working with House Luzeiros to train some of our members in the longsword, their specialty weapon, and the Houses of Blades and Twilight to provide instruction in Archery or other weapons.  As we have excellent reputation with both, negotiating such has cost very little and allowed us to follow our House’s mission of completing Quests for others.

“There are some few I would send to the Houses of the Sickle or the Stars, as well, but I wished to seek permission from you or an Elder, first, as that will be committing our members to the service of those Houses for some time.”

They spoke for about ten minutes, and in the end, Aranos offered the Elder position to the man, who gratefully accepted.  Rhandyr struck Aranos as a man with a passion for organization and getting things done, two qualities that would serve the House well.

His visit with Gwinivere turned out to be a bit less pleasant, though.  It didn’t take him long to find the woman, and when she appeared, she was dressed in a much shorter, thinner white robe than the last time he’d seen her.  Her black hair fell to the back of her legs instead of her back, and her clothing kept fading into translucence in a way that was very, very distracting to the Sorcerer.

“Oh, hello, Aranos,” the woman said almost dreamily when she saw Aranos, absently brushing a strand of her hair out of her face.  She looked around.  “Am I still asleep?  This doesn’t feel like my normal dreams.”

“It’s not,” Aranos assured her.  “We’re in the Realm of Dreams.  I just wanted to chat with you a bit.”

“Chat?  That’s all?” she said, affecting a pout.  “That’s a shame.  Fine, we can talk.  What should we talk about?”




Seriously? My Charisma is working here, too?


 
he thought incredulously.



“It’s actually more potent, here,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his mind.  “You’re more closely connected to everything here than you are in the real world, so your Charisma has more effect.”


Great.  I seriously need to learn how to turn this off.


“Well, you know that I’ve named Mathias an Elder of the House,” he explained.

“Oh, yes, we all know.  He’s stopped insisting on being called Elder Mathias – mostly because I told him someone was going to stab him in the back if he didn’t – but he still likes to lord it over everyone.  Why did you do that, anyway?”

“Because I can trust him not to deliberately sabotage the House or try to usurp it,” he shrugged.  “Plus, he just lets Lorsan make the decisions and signs off on them.”

“That’s true.  He wouldn’t do either of those.  He’s very into honor.”  She rolled her eyes.

“But he’s also a bit dramatic, which is why I need a second Elder to kind of rein him in, just in case,” Aranos continued.  “I’m hoping that you’ll accept the position.”

“You want me to be an Elder?” she asked, her face outraged.  “What, are you saying that I’m old?”

“What?” he stammered.  “No, nothing like that!  I’m just saying – it’s just a name, it doesn’t mean anything…”

He broke off as she erupted in laughter.  “Oh, you’re easy to play, aren’t you?” she grinned at him.  Seeing his shocked expression, she shook her head.  “Come on, Aranos, haven’t you figured out why the four of us enjoy partying together?  We’re all big into the role-playing part of the game.  I’m playing Gwinivere, a very wise, calm, and restrained Priestess and healer.  It’s fun, because it’s nothing like me IRL.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed,” Aranos admitted.  “So, all of you are role-playing?”

“Yep.  Yevgeny isn’t even into women IRL; he’s playing a d-bag because he thinks it’s funny.  Rhiannon is a rule-follower, so she plays a prankster.  Me, I’m really nothing at all like Gwinivere.”  She stepped closer to him, and her robe faded into translucence once more.  “Would you like me to show you?  This is just a dream, so it’s not like it would matter, right?”

Aranos swallowed hard.  “I – I kind of thought you and Mathias were an item,” he said delicately.

“Oh, no, nothing like that.  We’ve never even met IRL.  The four of us are a pretty well-known gaming team, and Neo-dyne asked us to join the Beta test.”  She grimaced.  “Singularity’s nothing at all like most other games, though.  You have to work really hard just to find Quests, and when you get them, you have to pay close attention, or you’ll miss the best ways to complete them.  It’s hard, but it’s fun once you figure it out.”

“I agree,” he nodded.  “So, the Elder thing?”

“Fine, no fun stuff,” she sighed.  “It’s a shame; you’re a pretty hot elf, and there’s something about you that just makes me…”  She shuddered, and her robe faded almost to transparency.  “Not sure what it is, but I like it.”

“It’s my Charisma,” he coughed, his throat suddenly dry.  “It’s apparently – encouraging you.”

“Really?  I should work on my Charisma, then.”  She sighed.  “Of course, Gwinivere would never use her Charisma that way, so there’s probably not much point.”

She shook her head and looked at him slyly.  “So, you want me to be an Elder, too?”  She laughed again.  “That would show Matty.  And you’re right, his character does tend to do impulsive things.  That’s why we’re spending the night in a High Road waystation.”  She frowned, and suddenly her robe fully solidified and lengthened to her ankles, much to Aranos’ relief. 



“Actually, you should probably know this,” she spoke, and all trace of the sultry temptress vanished from her words. 

 

So, is that character just someone she’s role-playing, too?


 
he wondered, but she was continuing.



“We took a Quest from Wynathra in the House of Blades – I think you know her?” Aranos nodded, and she continued.  “She’d been losing scouts on the High Road and wanted us to check it out, which I assumed meant it was serious.”

He frowned but nodded as he followed her logic.  “Because if it hadn’t, she wouldn’t have sent Travelers who could die and still make it back to tell what happened,” he agreed.

“Exactly.  You’re pretty good at this; we should bring you into our team.  You could make decent money streaming, and you’re easy enough on the eyes that some of our female fans would be super excited.”

“We can talk about it another time,” he hedged.  “So, you went to the High Roads?”

“Yeah, and you were right about how hard they get.  We managed to take that first waystation, though, and from there, Rhee spotted a bunch of campfires off to the east.  Like a few hundred of them.  We think it’s an urukkai army.”

Aranos swore as he heard her words.  “You’re probably right that they’re urukkai,” he agreed.  “The Citadel of Cendarta’s that direction, and it’s packed with them.  I doubt it’s an army, though, if you’re only seeing a few hundred fires.”

“A few hundred fires could mean a couple thousand of those things,” she pointed out.

“Yeah, but urukkai are like rabbits.  They breed so fast that their masters have to send them out to be slaughtered as a form of population control.  I’ve probably killed close to a thousand of them myself, all told so far.  I’ll bet an army would be at least ten thousand or more.”

“So, what do you think they’re doing?”

“Occupying the Blightlands,” he grimaced.  “They’re probably moving to take the waystations in force.  The High Road splits at Cendarta and goes north toward Haerobel and east toward Antas.  I’ll bet the urukkai are moving to hold the road in all three directions, so they can invade Eredain and Haerobel as a way to punish Golloron for sending me to Antas.”

“Punish Golloron?” Gwinivere asked.  “Why wouldn’t he send you to Antas?”

“Because Golloron and the other rulers have been cooperating with the Darkness all this time,” Aranos sighed.  “It’s how they keep the peace, and he sent me to Antas hoping that I’d fail.  I succeeded, though, and now I’m guessing the Darkness blames him and is hitting back.”

“Well, we’re going to check it out tomorrow morning and then hightail it back to the city, so we’ll be able to send warning,” she assured him.  “They’ll be able to bring in the army and defend the place.”

“Yeah, they will,” he agreed half-heartedly, although his mind was racing.  “I think there’s a way we can use this to our advantage,” he added slowly.  She gazed at him curiously, but he shook his head.  “I have to check a few things,” he said.  “In the meantime, I think you guys have the right idea.  Check it out, report back – but for the time being, don’t take any Quests for defending the Stronghold or attacking the army unless they’re one-off Bounty Quests.  I might need everyone to be ready to move quickly.”

“What’s up?” she asked.  “You look like you’ve got some devious plan.”

“Like I said, I have to check some things,” he grinned.  “I’m hoping that once those armies start moving, though, we’re all going on a raid.”

When he awoke, his mind was awhirl, but he forced himself to calm down.  There wasn’t anything he could do yet, and thinking about it would just drive him crazy.  Instead, he pulled up his new House notification with a grin:
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Quest Completed:


 
A House United 1




Grow your noble House to the next Rank






Objective:


 
Improve your House Rank to Young.






Difficulty:


 
B






Reward:


 
2,500 XP, Base House Reputation Favored
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Quest Offered:


 
A House United 2




Grow your noble House to the next Rank






Objective:


 
Improve your House Rank to Low.






Difficulty:


 
B






Reward:


 
5,000 XP, Improved Reputation for your House






Failure Condition:


 
Lose your Noble Title before increasing your Rank






Failure Penalty:


 
Decreased reputation in elven lands



This is a mandatory Quest and must be accepted
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Not too shabby,


 
he thought with a grin as he read through the notifications.  Normally, a Young House would have a base reputation of Suspicious, but his own exceptional renown in the Elven Realms pushed that up to Favored.  That meant that other Houses would generally treat his members well, and it also meant that his effective reputation with every other House in Eredain went up by a level.  Getting the next rank wouldn’t be easy; he needed 340 members, 11 elders, and an assortment of Common, Uncommon, and Rare buildings, but doing so would be worth the effort.



He closed out the screen and pulled up his last level notification, glancing over his new Class Perk choices.  Class Perks, he’d come to learn, were generally the weakest ones, and since they weren’t earned through gameplay, they weren’t always as tailored as regular Perks were.  However, he did see two that immediately caught his eye: Piercing Magic and Improved Multicasting.  Piercing Magic would help him overcome magic resistance, one of the best counters against any spellcaster, and something he’d be facing more of as he leveled up, he was sure.  Multicast would let him cast four Spells at once instead of three, and that number would rise as his levels did. 

They were both great Perks, but he decided to go with Piercing Magic.  He rarely cast three Spells at once as it was; since he wasn’t really hitting against the Multicast limit now, there probably wasn’t much of a need to increase it.  He had encountered several creature types that were either resistant or immune to magic so far, though, and being able to get through that resistance – even just half the time – was a powerful bonus. 

He spent the rest of the night writing up the document he’d forgotten all about for Portia; training his Sense Intent, Leatherworking, Animal Handling, and Battlesense Skills; and adding more area to the controlled zone around Antas.  That last part was harder, now, because without the party patrolling the woods, hostile creatures had moved into many areas.  The easiest place to work from was around the Watchtower they’d first Redeemed, thanks to the oilarie tree he’d planted there.  The glowing, golden tree produced a type of pollen that was highly toxic to the Shadowborn, and the winds in the area tended to carry that pollen for some distance.  It wasn’t likely concentrated enough to kill at the kind of distances he’d pushed the boundaries out to, but judging from how it affected Martina, it would duplicate the effects of a nasty allergic reaction, meaning creatures of the Shadow were giving that tower a wide berth.

McBane hadn’t returned the next morning when Aranos and Geltheriel awoke, but a glance at his party screen told Aranos that the Rogue was unharmed and had no debuffs, which meant he was probably still working on his new Quest.  The pair grabbed breakfast and Aranos headed out to the Mages’ College once the others had come down, promising to meet them at the Adventurers’ Guild in two hours to see if there were any Quests available.

While the College was essentially unchanged from the previous day, the staff at the front counter were different, and he recognized one of them.  “Good morning Avalyn,” he smiled at the still-disgruntled looking young woman.  “How’s it going?”

The girl’s head snapped toward him, and her expression widened before taking on a sullen air.  “Oh, it’s you,” she half-pouted.  “Come to get me in trouble again?”

“In trouble?” he repeated quizzically.  “How did I get you in trouble?”

The girl’s scowl deepened.  “By doing whatever it was you did yesterday.  Apparently, I’m supposed to be able to get through the barrier myself, and they said what you did was cheating.  They had to have a full Master undo your Spell, and they blamed me for it.”

“Well, I’m sorry if you got in trouble,” he said sincerely. “I was just trying to help.  However…”  He paused; he didn’t want to make things worse for her, but he had a feeling that the Wizards weren’t going to be able to help her no matter what.

“However, what?” she snapped.

“Well, I think I know how to teach you to get through that barrier yourself,” he told her, his gaze flattening.  “In fact, I’m pretty sure I can.  I’m deciding if it’s a good idea or not.”

“You can help me?” she scoffed.  “No one can help me.  I’m hopeless.”

“No, you’re different,” he corrected.  “And I think I can teach you how to get started.”

“Really?” she asked, her face still dubious.  “I mean – I saw you undo the ward yesterday.  That means you have to be a full Wizard.  Can you really teach me?”

“Probably – but it’s not if I can, Avalyn.  The question is if I will.”

“What do you mean?” she demanded, half-rising from her seat.  “What, am I not good enough…?”

“This,” he said firmly, gesturing to her.  “This behavior.  I don’t want to teach someone who’s going to yell at me.  If you want to learn, fine, but in return, I need you to at least show some courtesy and appreciation.”

Her mouth opened as if to retort, but she took a deep breath and calmed herself.  “I’m – I’m sorry,” she said shortly.  “I’d appreciate it if you could help me.”

It wasn’t much of an apology, but he had a feeling it was the best he was going to get from the surly teen.  “I can try,” he said.  “It’ll probably take a bit.  Can you take a break?”

“If he can help you, Avalyn, I’ll cover for you,” the woman next to her said, glancing at Aranos.  “I’ll want you to stay where I can see you, though.  No offense.”

“None taken,” he smiled.  “I’m glad she has people looking out for her.”

“Thanks Silvia,” the girl sighed.  “Let’s go – you know, you never even told me your name.”

“Oran,” he supplied.  “Where should we go?  We don’t need much space, and I can create a wind barrier so no one can hear us.”

“You can sit back there on the floor,” Silvia gestured to the area hidden behind the counter.  “Like I said, where I can see you.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” he chuckled.  “While we’re doing this, can you let Student Neela know that I’m here?  She’s expecting me.”

“I’ll pass it on.”

The two of them sat down on the floor, out of sight of anyone passing casually through the antechamber, and Aranos wove a barrier of Air around them, adding just enough Fire and Void mana to give it a hint of ash that would make them visible but not clearly so.  “There, that should do it.”

“Are you sure you can help me?” the girl asked, looking at the swirling, translucent barrier suspiciously.  “You’re not just trying to get me alone, are you?”

“No,” he assured her.  “I don’t even have to get near you, if it makes you more comfortable.  I just figured you’d feel less self-conscious if people couldn’t see who it was behind the barrier.”

“Okay,” she hedged.  “I guess that makes sense.  So, what should I do?”

“Answer me a question, first,” he said gently.  “You’re not really a Wizard, are you?”

The girl’s eyes flashed, and she started to rise to her feet.  “If you’re just going to insult me…”

“Not what I mean, and I think you know that,” he cut her off.  “Your Base Class – it isn’t Wizard, is it?”

“It’s a Wizard specialty,” she hedged cautiously.  “It’s just a really obscure one.”

“No, it’s not.  It’s something totally different.”  He gazed at her calmly.  “I know, because I’m pretty sure I’ve got the same Base Class.  There’s a simple way to find out, though.

“All I need you to do is close your eyes, Avalyn.”  The girl’s eyes narrowed again, and he sighed.  “I’m not going to hurt you, but you’ll need to concentrate.  I’m going to teach you your first Spell, and you’ll need to close your eyes to learn it.”

“I can’t learn Spells,” she said stubbornly, crossing her arms.  “I’ve tried; they don’t make any sense to me.  There’s no point…”

Irritation flashed through Aranos, but he tamped it down.  Getting angry wouldn’t help either of them.  However, he needed her to listen, not interrupt him and fight with him, and being nice wasn’t getting him anywhere. 

“Okay, here’s the deal,” forcing his voice to sound hard and cold.  “I’m going to teach.  You’re going to listen and do what I tell you.  No more complaining, no more telling me what can’t be done.  If you whine one more time, this lesson is over, and you can go back to struggling on your own.  Do you understand me?”

The girl stared at him silently, biting her lip, then nodded.

“Good.  Now close your eyes.”  Avalyn swallowed hard but silently complied.  “Do you know how to Meditate, yet?”

She shook her head, and he sighed.  “Fine.  Here’s what we’re going to do…”

It took him ten minutes to guide the girl into her mindscape, using his Mind mana to follow her down and appear beside her the way Golloron had once done with him.  It took another ten minutes for her to forge the grayish clouds of mana around them into something recognizable, and suddenly Aranos found himself standing in what looked like a child’s bedroom, complete with toys and colorful window hangings. 

“Interesting choice,” he observed.

“This is what my room at home looked like,” she said quietly.  “Before I came – came to the College.”  She blinked rapidly.  “I was so excited to be allowed to come – the testing Wizard said my talent was remarkable – but ever since I got here, I’ve been miserable.  Nothing works for me the way it’s supposed to, and my instructors have given up trying to help me.  I’m just an inconvenience to them…”

“Not anymore,” he cut her off, pointing to the ball of prismatic light swirling over their heads.  “See that?  That’s your mana.  Later, we’ll teach you how to aspect it, but for right now, you just need to learn how to touch it and use it to form a Spell.  Go ahead and get comfortable.”

The girl sat down on her bed, still looking disconsolate, but he ignored her sullenness.  “Close your eyes and imagine reaching out to that ball of energy with your mind,” he instructed.  “Keep trying until you can feel the energy tingling inside you.”

“I – I can feel it,” she said in an odd voice a minute or so later.  “I can feel my mana…I’ve never been able to do that before!”

“Don’t get too excited,” he warned her.  “That’s good, but it’s just a start.  Now, imagine a bit of that mana flowing from the center of your body, down your right arm, and into a ball over your hand.  Don’t just see it happening.  Feel the energy tingling through your arm.  Smell the ozone and hear it crackling over your hand.  Then, picture that ball of energy flying out and hitting an enemy.”

“What kind of enemy?”

“Doesn’t matter.  A Shadowborn.  A kid who’s mean to you.  An instructor you don’t like.  All that matters is that you can see it happening.  It should look like this.”

He did something he hadn’t done since his very first days in Ka and gathered unaspected mana into a rotating ball of cloudy, white power, lit by prismatic flickers of light.  “This is called a Mana Bolt.  It’s the first Spell most Sorcerers learn – and that’s what you are, Avalyn.”  He held out his hand and cast the Bolt against a nearby wall; it exploded in a blast of power, leaving the wall unharmed in its wake.

“Sorcerers don’t learn Spells; we craft them.  Imagination is our greatest weapon; if you can imagine a Spell, eventually you can create it, and the more clearly you can see it in your mind, the more powerful the result will be.”

She stared at him in shock.  “I never told anyone that I was a Sorcerer,” she whispered. 

“I told you; I’m one, too.”  He shook his head.  “You aren’t a bad Wizard, Avalyn.  You’re not a Wizard at all.  You can’t do things the way they’re telling you for the same reason a turtle can’t fly; it’s simply not in your nature.  Now, envision the Spell, just like I told you.”

“Okay, I can see it,” she said slowly.  “Now what?”

“Now, channel some of that SP you’ve got into the image while you replay it, over and over again.  When you run low on SP, stop and let it refill, then do it again.  It’ll probably take you several tries.”

He sat and watched as the girl sat silently; while he couldn’t see he Spell she was envisioning, he knew that she was doing something right.  The glow of her unaspected mana was slowly dimming as she channeled it into her Spell image, and as it faded almost to nothing, she stopped and opened her eyes.

“I – I could feel my mana moving,” she said breathlessly.  “I could feel it filling the Spell!  I – I’ve never felt that before!”

He nodded.  “You’ll need to keep at it,” he advised her.  “It’ll probably take several rounds of draining your SP to get the Spell to work, but once it happens, you’ll be able to cast it as much as you’d like.  Even better, unlike a Wizard’s Spell, you’ll be able to improve it as you grow more powerful instead of having to keep learning new and more powerful Spells.”

He rose to his feet.  “That should be enough to get you started.  You can feel your mana, now, so to get through the barrier, all you have to do is touch it and imagine your SP flowing down your arm and into it.  It’s that simple.  Just remember that the better you can picture it, the faster it’ll happen and the easier it’ll be.

“Now, I’m going to go see Neela; you stay here and keep practicing as long as they’ll let you.  If you can get that Spell done, try imagining creating armor next.”

“Wait,” she protested, her voice tinged with panic.  “What if I can’t do it?  Who’s going to teach me?”

“I’ll be in the city for a few days,” he assured her.  “I’ll come back and give you some more instruction, don’t worry.  We’ll have to set up a training regimen for your Mana Control – it’s way more important than Manipulation for you, trust me, and you’ll need it at the Adept level at least if you want to aspect your mana and cast Spells with fire, air, or ice.  Don’t worry, I won’t just abandon you.”

“Th-thank you,” she stammered.  “I’m sorry I was such a brat before.  I just – I thought I was worthless.”

“Well, you’re not,” he smiled at her.  “Now keep practicing.  I want to see that Mana Bolt Spell in action tomorrow.”

He willed himself from her mindscape and opened his eyes, dismissing his barrier as he rose stiffly to his feet.  Silvia was staring at him suspiciously, looking back and forth between him and the girl still sitting cross-legged on the floor, her eyes closed. 

“Well?” the woman demanded.  “Could you actually help her?”

“She should be able to get through the barrier herself now,” he shrugged, stretching out his sore muscles.  “When she comes out of her meditation, she’ll probably have her first Spell, too.”

Silvia’s eyes widened.  “Are you sure?” she asked in a whisper.  “The instructors – they said her mana channels were broken and she’d never be able to cast a Spell!”

Aranos shook his head.  “There’s nothing wrong with her or her channels,” he said firmly.  “She’s just a special kind of Wizard and needs some – unique instruction.  I happen to know how to do that, is all.”

“Well – thank you,” the woman smiled.  “She’s a good girl, really.  When she came here, she was so hopeful and excited – and now, she’s sullen and angry all the time.  I’d love to see her happy again.”

“Here’s hoping,” he smiled.  “So, did you get word to Neela for me?”

“Oh, yes,” the woman frowned.  “I’m sorry.  She’s busy this morning in some kind of meeting with her instructor and can’t meet with you.”

“Really?” he asked dubiously.  “She was expecting me; I would have thought she’d have passed me a message if something came up.”

The woman shrugged.  “I’m sorry, I don’t know what to say.  She is a student; her instructor may have summoned her for a spontaneous training session without her prior knowledge.  Perhaps you could return later in the day?”

Aranos frowned but didn’t argue; he doubted Silvia had any more information to give, to be honest, and it certainly wasn’t her fault if Neela’s instructor had her working extra that morning.  Still, he wondered if teaching the woman his training technique had gotten her into trouble.  He hoped not; she’d tried to be helpful, and he didn’t want to repay her kindness by causing problems for her.

“Sure, I’ll stop by later.  Just let her know I dropped in, okay?  And keep an eye on Avalyn for me.”

“I’m happy to,” Silvia smiled.  “Have a good day…and thank you, again.”




Chapter 11


He was a bit disgruntled as he left the Guild.  He’d been there twice, and both times he’d helped others and gotten nowhere for himself.  He was starting to think it would be easier just to sneak into the Spatial College and find someone to talk to without getting permission, but he wasn’t quite that desperate, yet.  Still, it wouldn’t be long, with the urukkai gathering so near to Eredain.  He had an idea of how to take advantage of it – assuming that an army was in fact heading their way – but he needed to nail down his portal magic, first.

He shook off his bad mood; there really wasn’t anything to be done about it.  He still had some time before the others were expecting him, so he located Portia at her stall in the Guild Square.  “Oran,” she greeted him as he walked up.  “Nice to see you.  I was wondering if I’d get that document you promised or not.  Thought you might have changed your mind.”

“Sorry about that,” he shrugged.  “Quest took me out of the city all day.  I wrote it up overnight, though.  Take a look at it and let me know if you have any questions.”  The document he handed over was simple enough; it set up a long-term trade agreement between Portia and House Evenshade, wherein the House would provide her any of the hides they recovered in and around Stoneleague without recompense, whereas Portia would fashion those hides into the highest quality armor she could and provide them for sale, splitting the profits 50/50. 

“Wait, what’s this about at-cost purchasing and territorial expansion rights?” the woman growled, her face confused.

“Well, I’m going to need armor for my people, as well,” he shrugged.  “So, the House can purchase up to 25% of your available stock at cost, excepting the top 10% most valuable items.  That way, I can’t buy your best stuff at cost and make us both lose out.”

“Okay, that’s fine,” she nodded.  “What’s the expansion thing?”

“Well, if you do well enough to train apprentices, you might want to use them to expand your business into other cities.  If the House has a presence there, then the same agreement carries on into that city.  If we don’t, then you can do whatever you want unless and until the House arrives there.”  He pointed to the final clause.  “You’ll also notice there’s an out for both of us.  If the partnership isn’t profitable after three months, either of us can disband it; after that point, to end the partnership, either of us tells the other we want out, the House stops providing you hides, and once you sell out the last of what you made with what we provided, we part ways.  Sound fair?”

“Fair enough,” she nodded, taking out a quill and scratching her name at the bottom.  Aranos did the same and handed her a second sheet of paper and 5 square, gold coins.  “That’s your copy of the agreement and your advance,” he told her.  “Oh, and here’s the first hide you don’t have to pay for!” 

He reached into his pack and laboriously pulled out the heavy oroloke hide.  The woman’s eyes widened as he laid it out, and she ran her fingers almost reverently along it.  “It this – dragonelle?” she asked excitedly.  “Do you have any idea how valuable this is?  I could sell a hauberk made of this for almost as much as you just gave me!”  She examined the hide critically.  “You didn’t Harvest this,” she stated.  “It’s too well done.  This was done by a near-Expert.”

“You’re right, I didn’t.”

She grunted.  “Good thing, too.  I can make at least two full sets of scale armor from this.  It’ll be stronger than high steel and resist magic.  I’ll probably have enough for an extra cuirass on top of that, and maybe a set of vambraces, as well.”  She shook her head.  “Amazing.  This what took you out of the city yesterday?”

“It was, yeah.  I thought you’d like it.”

“Like it?  I’m about to kiss you over this, Oran.  Maybe more, who knows?”  She grinned at him with a wink.  “Too bad I’m gonna be busy all day moving into my new shop, huh?”

“Too bad,” he agreed, suppressing a sigh at his stupid Charisma.  “I’ll let you get started with that.  If you need anything, you can send a message to the Black Blade.”

“I know the place,” she nodded.  “It’s a good choice; Malcolm’s a decent sort, for an old Rogue.  I can get word there if I need to.  Can’t think of any reason I would, though.”  She shrugged.

“Well, better to know how to reach me and not need to, right?” he laughed.  “Good luck getting the building, and I’ll check back with you in a few days.”

The Adventurers’ Guild was quiet but slowly starting to fill when Aranos walked in.  He glanced around and saw his party gathered around a table and started walking toward them.  Before he took more than a few steps, though, he felt a tap on his shoulder, light and almost hesitant.  He turned quickly and saw Marie standing in front of him, biting her lip, looking embarrassed.

“Um, good morning, Oran,” she said hesitantly. 



“Good morning, Marie,” he said pleasantly, keeping a smile plastered to his face while silently suppressing an awkward groan. 

 

I have got to figure out this Charisma thing!




“I – I just wanted to apologize,” the woman’s words practically tumbled from her lips.  “I didn’t realize that you were with someone, and I’d been drinking a bit, and…”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said as reassuringly as possible.  “I wasn’t bothered at all, and neither was Theria.  There’s nothing at all to apologize for.”

She let out a deep sigh of relief.  “I’m glad you feel that way.  I didn’t want things to be awkward.”  She grimaced.  “Well, more awkward, anyway.”  She shook her head.  “So, are you here to pick up a new Quest?”

“I am, in fact,” he grinned.  “Is the Guildmaster still in back?”

“He’s sleeping in this morning.  Apparently, old Eagle-eye’s tolerance isn’t what it used to be.”  She rolled her eyes.  “He rose from his coma long enough to tell me what Quests I could offer you, though.  I guess you made a deal that he’d offer Guild Quests if you completed yesterday’s on time?”

“That he did.  What have you got for me?”

Her face took on a more professional cast as she spoke.  “Currently, there are four Quests available at your level.  The first is the fetch Quest you passed on yesterday.  Nonvaluable item, heavily guarded and within a day’s travel. 

“The second is another Bounty Quest, but this one’s repeatable.  Some tigroons have come out of the Darkwood Forest to the south and have been killing merchant caravans that take the Trade Road – which is all of them, since the High Road is basically a death sentence.”

“Tigroons?  I’m not familiar with them.”

“I’m not surprised.  They’ve got a rarity of Exotic, so you wouldn’t likely recognize them unless you’ve got an Expert-ranked Lore Skill.  They’re giant hunting cats, about the size of a horse, with huge teeth and bony scales protecting their heads, necks, and backs.  Nasty things, and one of them is a match for a normal sized patrol.”

Aranos nodded.  “That’s straightforward enough.  What about the other Quests?”

“The other two are – a bit more complicated and involve disappearances.”

“Disappearances?” he repeated, thinking back to when Golloron had killed a group of elven elders to steal their knowledge and had then framed Keryth of Exxidor for it.  “What kind of disappearances?”

“The kind where people just vanish without a trace,” she sighed.  “The first is probably the simpler of the two.  Over the past several days, multiple patrols have gone missing on the road between Stoneleague and Northmoor, to the east along the Eastrun River.”

“Boat patrols?” he asked curiously.

“Road patrols,” she corrected.  “There’s a trade road that runs across the Blightlands between the two Kingdoms.  Needless to say, it’s heavily patrolled to allow caravans to cross the Blightlands in at least relative safety, but those patrols have simply been vanishing.  There’s usually a sign of a battle, but there are no bodies, and the Rangers who’ve examined it say that the patrols walked away under their own power but vanished soon after.  Quite a mystery.”



Aranos frowned.  He’d seen something like that along the High Road, with the urukkai; they’d been ambushed by monsters but hadn’t been killed and had just walked away. 

 

If there’s some new type of monster out there that is somehow mind-controlling creatures, it would be worth looking into.


 
  “What about the other disappearances?”



“That’s trickier,” she admitted.  “The Mages’ College reached out to us for this one, which they almost never do.  Apparently, some of their members have simply vanished without a trace.”

“Vanished as in, left the College unexpectedly?” Aranos asked.  “Or did they actually vanish from the College?”

“Neither.  They went into the city for various reasons – no, not all on the same tasks – and just…disappeared.  Rangers can’t Track them, and Wizards can’t locate them magically.  Poof, they’re gone.”

Okay, that was interesting and presented some unique opportunities.  For one thing, it might give him reputation with the College, which would certainly help him get into the College of Spatial Magic – or whatever it was called.  If he could rescue a bunch of Wizards, or at least find out what was happening to them and stop it, the College would have to offer him a reward, and he could probably ask for it to be entrance into that private group.  At the same time, this sounded like a deep, complicated Quest, one that could run for days, and Aranos didn’t want to be away from Antas for that long.  Plus, he didn’t know if he’d need the boost; it was possible that Neela’s dean could get him into the College without help. 

He sighed.  Both of those Quests looked tempting, and both were bad ideas for him.  They probably led to larger storylines that would culminate in some great battle to save the city, but he didn’t have time for either of them.  It didn’t make sense for him to take a Quest that would probably leave him out of the city for days when his main focus was here.  It also didn’t make sense for him to throw himself into a Quest that would probably give him rep with the Wizards if it turned out he didn’t need it.  After all, Neela might still be able to get him into the College, possibly as early as today – although he was sure it wouldn’t be that simple.  However, there might be a way to get some use from those other Quests…

“The Bounty Quest,” he finally replied.  “I honestly don’t want to get bogged down in something bigger right now.  However, I’ve got too big of a party for a Bounty Quest.  Any way they could take one of the disappearance Quests?”

Marie frowned.  “That depends.  Are they Guild members?  What levels are they?”

“They’re Guild members – at least I’m pretty sure they are, but I can check – and they’ve all got Advanced Classes at either level 2 or 3.”

“That’s a bit low for this Quest,” she hedged, then sighed.  “But no one else is taking it, and the King’s climbing up our butts about it.  I guess Queen Ysabelle of Northmoor lost a sizable patrol yesterday, and the trade road’s been closed to merchant traffic.  With the tigroons to the south, Stoneleague’s now isolated, and while we can feed ourselves, we import a lot.  This Quest just became a priority, so if they’ll take it, fine.  Just let them know that it’ll still be available for others to take, so they might run into more people going after the same Quest.”

“I’m sure they won’t mind,” he laughed.  “We had someone else competing with us for our last big Quest.  Half of that party ended up joining us.”

“And the other half?” she asked, her eyebrows raised curiously.

“Turned on their party members.  We handled that – appropriately.”

“Good,” she said, her eyes blazing.  “Nothing worse than turncoats in a party.”  She sighed.  “Well, go let them know that if they want it, it’s theirs, providing they’re members of the Guild.”  She gave him a wan smile.  “I’ll talk to you later.”

He walked over and sat down next to Geltheriel, noting the sly grins around the table as he did.  “Go ahead,” he sighed.  “Get it out of your systems.”

“Get what out?” Longfellow scoffed dramatically.  “We’re all simply excited to see our fearless leader making new friends – and such well-endowed ones, at that!”

“Don’t be rude, Shortfellow,” Meridian smacked the Archer lightly with the back of her hand.  “Personally, I’m just proud of him for going with experience.  That woman could probably rock the hell out of your world, Oran.” 

“Take it easy, people,” Hector chuckled.  “It’s not his fault that every lady in a four-block radius wants to climb all over his bones.  Can’t you see how much he’s suffering?”

“Not every lady,” Geltheriel corrected.  “Some of us have self-control, after all.”

“And good on you for that, honey,” Meridian laughed.  “Me, I’ll take bone-climbing every day.”  She gave Aranos a smoldering gaze that quickly devolved into a chuckle.

“I don’t see it, sorry,” Martina shrugged with a grin.  “I mean, you’re not bad or anything, Oran.  I just prefer my men to have trouble walking straight, if you get my drift.  Maybe if you get that option in a race change, we can talk.”

The whole table laughed at that, and Aranos couldn’t help but join in.  “That’s right, have your fun,” he told them, shaking his head.  “I’ll have you know that your leader got not one but two high-level Quests today, and one of them promises to be a long-term questline that’ll probably take you to Northmoor and get you favor with the King here and the Queen there.  However, if you guys just want to make fun of me…”

“Okay, okay, we’re done,” Phil laughed. “Come on, give.”

“Well, the first is a Bounty Quest, because I don’t really want to get tangled up in a deeper questline, myself.  I figured Theria, Reece, and I could join my Companion to handle that one.”  As he spoke, he pulled up the offered Quest and read it through:
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Quest Offered:


 
To Skin a Cat




A pack of tigroons has been attacking caravans along the Trade Road to Avendale.  You’ve been asked to thin their numbers.






Objective:


 
Bring back two tigroon heads.






Difficulty:


 
B






Reward:


 
3,000 XP, 2 gold, increased reputation with the following: Stoneleague, the Adventurers’ Guild, the Merchants’ Guild, Avendale.






Bounty Quest:


 
This Quest can be repeated to receive the reward multiple times.



Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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He described the Quest to the others, and Phil frowned.  “That’s a decent reward.  Not much gold, but a lot of XP.  These tigroons must be pretty tough.”

“I think it’s more that the city’s desperate,” Aranos shook his head.  “I’ll share the other Quest with you, and you’ll get why they are.”  He called up the second Quest’s notification and willed it to be shared with the rest of the party:
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Quest Offered:


 
On the Road to Northmoor




Something or someone has been causing patrols on the eastern Trade Road to vanish.  The King is demanding that someone locate those responsible and stop their depredations.






Objective:


 
Clear the Trade Road to Northmoor.






Difficulty:


 
A






Reward:


 
7,500 XP, 1 platinum, increased reputation with the following: Stoneleague, Northmoor, the Adventurers’ Guild, King Hugin, Queen Ysabelle






Failure Condition:


 
Fail to drive off or slay whatever is attacking the patrols.






Failure Penalty:


 
Decreased reputation with all of the above.






Secondary Objective:


 
Discover the fate of the missing patrols and bring back survivors.






Reward:


 
100 XP per survivor, increased reputation with the Stoneleague Guards, increased reputation with the Northmoor Guards.






Shareable Quest:


 
This Quest may be shared with others and attempted by multiple parties at the same time.



Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Phil grinned as he read the notification.  “Now that’s a serious Quest,” he said excitedly.  A moment later, he frowned.  “But if we take this, we’ll have to split the party.  It’ll probably take us all the way to Northmoor, and going to a new region will break the party anyway.”

“We can restore it once you come back,” Aranos promised him.  “It’ll only be for a couple days.”

“Longer than that, mate,” Longfellow shook his head.  “A, Northmoor’s a five-day trip under normal circumstances, probably a lot longer with whatever’s going on.  B, tomorrow’s logout.  Or did you forget that again?”

Aranos grimaced; he had in fact forgotten that they were on day six of the seven-day login cycle.  “Yeah, it slipped my mind,” he admitted.  “That puts a bit of a kink in everyone’s plans, doesn’t it?”

“Not really,” Martina shook her head.  “We can take the Quest, head out this morning, and get as far as possible toward Northmoor in a day.  We’ll camp, log out in the morning, and pick right back up where we left off on Sunday.  No big deal.”

“What about McBane?” Meridian asked.  “Should we wait for him?”

Phil shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  I messaged him this morning to see if he wanted to join us, and he said he’s in the middle of a Class Quest right now.”

“Yeah, something to do with his other Guild,” Aranos nodded.  “I guess his Class Trainer set it up for him.”

“That leaves us low on DPS,” Meridian pointed out.

“Hector and I will join you,” Martina volunteered.  “I’m anxious to get out of the city – and out from under this disguise, in all honesty.”  She glanced at the broad warrior.  “That okay, Hector?”

“Sounds good to me,” the Warrior laughed.  “I’ve been itching to start a new Quest, anyway.”  He looked back at Aranos.  “Will the three of you be okay in the city, though?  You don’t really know the place.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Aranos assured him.  “Between McBane, Malcolm, and Neela, we should be okay.”  He frowned.  “Speaking of Neela, she missed our appointment this morning.  Did you hear anything from her?”

“Not a peep,” the man shrugged. 

“Phil can forward your info to her and hers to you,” Martina pointed out.  “If we’re going to be gone, it’d be better if the two of you could chat.”  She shrugged.  “I’d do it, but you and I aren’t connected.”

“Which is an oversight on my part,” Aranos grimaced.  “I’m only connected to Phil, which is dumb.  Hold on…”  He quickly sent out friend invites to everyone else in the party and received confirmations immediately.  “There.  Now we can stay in touch as long as you’re near Stoneleague, if nothing else.”  A moment later, a message from Martina popped up with Neela’s handle and contact info, and he sent her back a quick thank you.

“Well, we should get going,” Phil said, rising to his feet.  “Might as well make it official, Oran, and boot us from the party.”

Aranos pulled up his party screen and removed all the humans except for McBane.  “There you go.  You’re free to create a party of your own, now.”

“You mean Martina is,” Phil corrected, glancing at the woman.  “She’s a better Party Leader than I am.  At least, I think she will be now.”

“Thanks,” the woman muttered, and Aranos saw her concentrating on something.  “I can add all of you, but that’s my limit with my Charisma.”  She shrugged.  “I’m not like Oran over here, gathering all the sexy people, sorry.”

“That’s all we need, though, isn’t it?” Longfellow laughed.  “This is one of those cases where good enough is good enough, and apparently, you’re just sexy enough for this party.”

“I’m too sexy for any party that would let you in the door,” Martina countered archly.  “I’ll slum it with you people for a while, though.  It promises to be fun.”

Aranos watched a bit sadly as the party said their goodbyes and walked out of the Guild.  It was necessary, but while he liked the elves’ company, there was something freeing about being around a bunch of players.  For the most part, they didn’t take things seriously, which let Aranos relax and enjoy himself more.  For the elves, nothing in Singularity was a game; this was their reality, danger was real to them, and death was permanent.  That made every Quest a bit more dangerous, darker, and more desperate.

Still, it was the best decision; asking them to put off an awesome Quest just to sit around while he pursued one they couldn’t was foolish – and sort of selfish.  Going with them would mean stepping back from Geltheriel’s Quest, though, and he couldn’t do that.  He, Rhys, Geltheriel, and Silma would be fine – although they still needed another tank.  He could have asked Hector to stay, but that would have sucked for the Warrior, and Phil’s class was just too unique to waste sitting around in the city.  

It was odd, really.  He’d never exactly been a social butterfly.  He spent most of his nights IRL alone, either gaming, coding, or watching the holo-TV.  The only exceptions were the nights that Phil dragged him out to see a movie or grab something to eat, insisting that Aranos spent too much time alone.  In Singularity, though, he loved having people around him and had grown comfortable with the noise, the laughter, and the casual teasing that drove him crazy IRL.

He sighed and shook his head; there would be time for that later.  He gestured to Geltheriel and Rhys, and they rose from their seats.  Before he left, he flagged down Marie one last time. 

“Quick question; do you know where the most recent tigroon attack was?” 

“I have no idea,” the woman shrugged.  “I guess you can check over at the Merchant’s’ Guild and see if they’ll tell you.  I don’t know why they wouldn’t, but you never know with merchants.”

“Is that off the Guild Square?”

“Yeah, on the southern side.  Smallest all-stone building on that side, oddly enough; as much money as the merchants make, you’d think they could afford something bigger.”

“Maybe that’s how they keep all their money?” he laughed.  “They only pay for what they need instead of spending it on what they want.”

“May the gods spare us if adventurers ever start thinking that way,” Marie breathed.  “This place would go broke in a day!  Now get out of here and go make us some more money!”




Chapter 12


Golloron, Elder of the Stronghold of Eredain, defender of the Elven Realms, Grandmaster of the House of Stars, and master of magical abilities that most mortals could barely comprehend, much less match, watched with incredible frustration as the illusion guarding his sanctum wavered and vanished once more.  The room suddenly appeared larger than it would from the outside, opulently furnished with furs and silk hangings, with trophies of various powerful creatures he’d defeated hanging on the wall.  The glowing gem that linked the room to the prison he’d buried deep beneath the earth below the city – where monsters he either couldn’t or hadn’t wanted to kill were kept until he found need of them, the way he had with the apanog those foolish Travelers had slain – pulsed a gentle, blue glow that lit the room. 

If practically any elf in the Realms had walked in at that moment, they’d have been astounded and, in all likelihood, highly suspicious of the Elder.  Unlike most elven Elders, who surrounded themselves with the trappings of wealth and power that came with their positions, Golloron always made a point of living sparsely, even meanly.  He ate what barracks soldiers in the House of Blades ate; he slept on a bed of woven grass mats and furs; he spent his days in meditation with the Tree-heart and laboring for the benefit of Eredain.

At least, that’s what any elf in Eredain would say if they were questioned about their Elder, mostly because anyone who saw through the cloak with which he shrouded his true self had their memories of those things erased and new memories of Golloron’s kindness and humility implanted instead.  It was a laborious effort, even for a Mindbender as powerful and talented as Golloron, but it was utterly worth the exertion, patience, and time it took to maintain that fiction.  The power it brought Golloron in return was enormous.

Like all elven Elders, Golloron was Bonded to his city’s Tree-Heart and drew power from that bonding.  The amount of power he could draw was linked not only to the number of citizens he had in the city but also their state of mind and general well-being.  Eredain was the smallest of the elven cities, though, and as such it provided Golloron with much less power than a larger city like Cyva Alari or Elren Aethel.  That was deliberate, of course – Golloron was inherently so powerful that allowing him to bond with the Heart of a city as large and populous as Cyva Alari would have made him a legitimate threat to the royal family – but it had left Golloron in a position where he needed to eke every ounce of energy he could from his city’s inhabitants.

It was well established that content, happy citizens provided more energy to the Tree-heart than discontent ones, which made sense.  Elves that were unhappy with their lives in the city wouldn’t feel as connected to it, and the amount of power an individual gave to the Tree-heart was subtly linked to how much they wanted to give.  What the other Elders didn’t realize was that citizens who were happy with their lives but constantly afraid those lives would be taken from them gave even more power to the Heart, especially if they saw their Elder as their champion against the Darkness.  They were almost eager to donate their personal energy to the city, even though they weren’t aware they were doing so.

Golloron had subtly and consistently fostered that belief in his people for the past century or two.  He’d allowed the Blight to constantly encroach on the forests, but when it grew too strong, he somehow miraculously Reclaimed those lands and drove out the Blight – something he could frankly do at any time, albeit at a significant energy cost.  He allowed the city’s defenses to weaken gradually until the Shadowborn penetrated the walls, then he obliterated them in a storm of fury and fire and saved his people – before allowing the cycle to start all over again.  It was a constant challenge to maintain the perfect balance that would keep his followers dependent on him without falling to despair and robbing him of precious energy, but he’d never faltered in his efforts…at least, not until that Traveler had appeared and began ruining everything.

Aranos upset the balance.  By Reclaiming Haerobel, he’d inspired hope in the elves and encouraged them to start questioning why King Andrathath and Queen Sillavana hadn’t done the same long ago.  By Redeeming the Tree-Heart of Eredain, he’d removed Golloron’s ability to weaken the city’s defenses or allow the Blight to encroach.  By Redeeming Antas, he’d driven the powers of Darkness to step up their assaults on the Lightborn once more, and now much of Golloron’s power was focused on holding out the more powerful creatures that might otherwise pierce the city’s wards and rampage in their forests.  The people were happier, unafraid – and they had a new champion of the Light, one who was certainly not Golloron. 

And, of course, Aranos was to blame for the predicament in which Golloron currently found himself.  When the Elder had faced the Sorcerer in the Dreamscape, Aranos had proven far more powerful than Golloron would have expected.  He’d obviously undergone a racial evolution just as Golloron had, and it looked as if he’d mastered multiple Enhanced aspects – something that Sorcerers found much simpler than Wizards, according to Golloron’s readings.  He’d been strong enough, in fact, that Golloron had made a desperate and admittedly foolish decision to assure himself the Traveler was defeated; he’d unlocked his Destruction Domain once more.

Destruction was a powerful force, but it was the most difficult Primal Domain to control.  Golloron had mastered his Domain long ago and held it tightly in check, which was more necessary than normal when dealing with Destruction.  Like the other Primal aspects, once unlocked, Destruction radiated from Golloron constantly, forming a Domain filled with his power.  That was useful, since within that Domain, Golloron could create destructive magic with nothing more than a thought; Spells were no longer necessary or even possible when dealing with Primal energy.  However, that meant that everything around Golloron would be constantly decaying, eroding, or – as in the case of his carefully crafted illusion – unraveling, even without his conscious effort.  It happened relatively slowly, a testament to his will and Mana Control, but it happened nonetheless.

By using his Domain to defeat the Traveler, even though it was in the Realm of Dreams, Golloron had unchained it and allowed that energy free rein once more.  He’d spent the last week or so in constant meditation, trying to regain control of his unleashed power, and he’d only been partially successful so far.  Until he did, he had to keep himself cut off from the rest of the city – if he visited a noble House and it began to fall apart around him, there would be talk, and Golloron wasn’t sure he could quell rumors like that right now, thanks to the other unintended side effect of unleashing his Domain.

Destruction was the bane of existence, the antithesis of creation.  It unmade matter, unraveled spellforms, and broke all bindings.  That included the Bond that tied Golloron to the Tree-heart, which was growing gradually weaker as his Destruction Domain worked to sever it.  Left unchecked, he would eventually find himself torn asunder from the Heart, and he wasn’t totally sure if it would welcome his Bonding with it again.  The Hearts weren’t aware, per se, but they weren’t simple objects, either.  His had a vague and tenuous consciousness, and that consciousness might very well know that he’d spent centuries abusing it.  The Heart couldn’t sever the Bond on its own, but it could reject the formation of a new one. 

That meant that, so far, Golloron hadn’t been able to strike at the upstart House Evenshade, not even through the Heart’s agency or something as simple as a messaging Spell.  Every time he touched the Heart, he subjected his Bond to the power of his Domain.  Even something as mundane as a basic Spell would be touched by his power right now, meaning it could unravel randomly, and he wouldn’t be able to accurately predict its effects.

Part of him wanted to embrace the Domain, as he’d done briefly over a century ago.  Destruction was powerful, and if he delved fully into the aspect, he could probably gain as much power as the Tree-heart gave him.  He could unmake the entire city, obliterate anyone who stood against him, even challenge the King and Queen for rulership of the Elven Realms.  With the power of Destruction, he could unmake the Dark Gods themselves – or perhaps bring a final death to that bothersome fly of a Traveler…

Golloron reined in his thoughts with an effort of will.  That was the danger of Destruction, or of any Domain, truly.  The more it was used, the more it came to dominate the caster’s thinking and mold their personality until they were nothing but a tool of the Domain, an agent of its power.  It would be simple to give into Destruction, but doing so would turn him into an enemy of the Light as great as any the Elven Realms had faced since the Feast of Virnal.  Golloron wasn’t a paragon of virtue, but while he had been forced to make deals with the Shadow, he’d never embraced it.  He wasn’t about to start now.

He carefully rebuilt his illusion, linking it to his specific mental patterns and tying it off so it would remain while he meditated.  He still had work to do, damage to repair, and control to regain.  Once he was again master of his powers…

Then, the Traveler Aranos would learn what being Golloron’s enemy truly meant.
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The Merchants’ Guild, as Marie had warned, wasn’t a particularly large or imposing building.  It was simply but sturdily built of gray stone, with large, barred windows and a single, steel door.  When Aranos walked inside with Geltheriel and Rhys in tow, he found himself in a simple antechamber that looked much like a basic store, including the long, low counter running the length of the room and separating it in half.  His side of the room was bustling with finely dressed men and women, all of whom seemed to be wearing unhappy or even angry expressions.  A single, older man in a pea-green doublet and black hose stood on the other side of the counter, flanked by two hard-eyed Warriors in heavy armor and looking harried and somewhat annoyed as he made notations on a stack of papers in front of him.

“Are you here to complain that your deliveries are late, as well?” the man spoke loudly over the low but persistent grumbling that seemed to fill the room, not even glancing up at Aranos.  “I’ll tell you the same thing I’ve told everyone; the Trade Roads are blocked, and we have no idea when they’ll reopen.  You have the Guild’s sincerest apologies.  Feel free to wait with these others to lodge a complaint – not that it’ll help matters in the slightest.”

Aranos walked around the disgruntled merchants and approached the counter, ignoring the unfriendly looks being shot his direction and the way the two guards’ hands tightened on their weapons.  “I’m not here about a delivery, no.  I’m actually looking to help with that very problem.”

“You want a Quest?” the man grunted, his expression annoyed, still not bothering to favor Aranos with a single glance.  “Go see the Adventurers’ Guild.  We don’t do Quests, here.  Come back when you need a trade license, want to open a shop for yourself, or have money to invest in a caravan – once we’re able to send them out, that is.”

“Don’t bother with the insurance,” a voice muttered behind Aranos.  “They don’t pay out even when the caravan is indefinitely delayed and you’re losing coins by the day.  Waste of damn money, and maybe a bit of a scam, if you ask me.”

“I’ve told you, Darius, insurance pays out if your caravan is lost or destroyed,” the man behind the counter snapped.  “Not when it’s stuck in Avendale because anything that moves along the southern Trade Road gets eaten by tigroons.  Now, if your caravan had been one of the ones destroyed, you’d be entitled to compensation.”

“Which is why they’re not letting any caravans move,” another voice sighed tiredly.  “Every one that’s destroyed costs the Guild money.  Letting them sit in Northmoor and Avendale only costs us.”

“Those are also coins out of the Guild’s pockets, as you know, Eleanor,” the Guild member said coldly.  “A loss of profits for you is a loss of income for us.  If we let the caravan make the attempt, you’d lose your cargoes, the Guild would be out that money, and no investor would back another caravan through us until this was fully resolved.  You’d have gold, but nothing to buy with it and no way to make more.  When it runs out, then what?”

“Master Merchant Warren is right,” a third voice spoke, this one deeper and more powerful than the others.  “He’s an ass, but he’s right.  If those caravans move, they’ll be destroyed.  We’ll get our insurance payouts, but the Guild’s backers will pull out of future caravans and we’ll have to fund the next one ourselves, without insurance.  None of us want that.”

“I don’t need a Quest,” Aranos spoke up loudly, breaking into the conversation.  “I’ve already got it; at least, I’ve got one Quest, and my friends are working on the other.  I’m hunting tigroons for you to try and clear the south road.”

The merchant’s eyes widened as a series of mutters spread across the room, some hopeful, others disbelieving.  “Guildmaster Ryder found someone to take our Quests?”  The man straightened, smoothed out his already impeccable doublet, and replaced his scowl with an obviously false smile as he raised his voice to the room.  “Everyone, quiet down!  This party has taken the Quest to clear the south road!  Shut up so they can speak!”  As the muttering subsided, the man turned back to Aranos and inclined his head politely.  “Forgive me, sir.  What can I do to assist you?”

“I just need to know where the caravans are being attacked,” the Sorcerer replied, refraining from rolling his eyes at the man’s suddenly obsequious nature.

“Along the south road, of course,” a voice called sarcastically.  “If you can’t even figure that out…”

“That doesn’t help much, does it?” Aranos asked mildly.  “I mean, I suppose I could just wander the Trade Road and hope to get attacked, but the creatures might not be interested in a small, well-armed party.  I could travel slowly and figure out where the ambushes happened, but that’ll take time.  If I know exactly where to start looking, I can Track the tigroons back from there and maybe get all of them at once.”

“He’s got the right of it, and he put you in your place, Bertram,” the deep-voiced man laughed.  “It sounds like he knows what he’s doing.  Everyone just shut up and let him do his job, okay?”

“My thanks, Merchant Porter,” the old man who was apparently Master Merchant Warren sighed, reaching under the table and pulling out a long, rolled tube of parchment.  He spread it out on the counter before him, covering his stacks of papers and revealing a detailed map of Stoneleague and the nearest cities, including the High Road heading south and Trade Roads leading both south and east.  Aranos examined it and pulled up his world map, watching as it updated with this new information.

“All of the attacks have occurred within a half-day of each other, about a day’s travel south of the city by caravan,” Warren explained, taking out a string and measuring distances on the map.  “That’s inside the Blightlands, well past the area the King regularly patrols.  Because of that, we assumed that a pair of tigroons had established a new range in the area and sent out a company of mercenaries to either deal with them or at least drive them deeper into the Darkwood.” 

“You should have sent better mercenaries, then,” a voice shouted.  “Or did the Guild skimp and send out a novice adventuring party, hoping for the best?”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Warren snapped back, shaking his head grimly.  “We sent the best we could find and paid out the nose to do it.  Out of thirty well-armed and trained mercenaries, many with their Advanced Classes, only four returned.  The rest were slaughtered when instead of two of the beasts, as we’d normally expect, they were attacked by a full half-dozen.  That’s when we closed the roads and sent messages for all caravans to be halted until King Hugin could send a full battalion of soldiers to deal with the creatures.”  He looked up at Aranos with a grimace.  “To be honest, we sent the Quest to the Adventurers’ Guild as a formality.  We didn’t expect anyone to take it, and Guildmaster Ryder advised us not to hold our breath.  Do you – do you think you can actually deal with six tigroons?”

“I don’t know, but I’m going to try,” Aranos shrugged as he took a snapshot of the map and checked to see that his world map had been updated with the new information.  “Yesterday, we killed the dragonelle that destroyed those villages a couple weeks back.  Even if we can’t kill all six of the tigroons at once, I’ll bet we can take out a couple of them before we have to retreat.  If we can do that three times…”

“Well, I wish you nothing but luck,” Warren sighed.  “Now, if there’s nothing else, I really do need to get back to taking all of these people’s complaints and insurance claims so the Guild can officially reject them.”

As they walked toward the Lower Gate, Rhys let out a low laugh, shaking his head.  “That’s actually somewhat comforting,” the Druid observed wryly.

“What?” Aranos asked curiously.

“That no matter where you go, merchants are always the same.  Even those in – our home city are so focused on gold that they cast aside reason and common sense.  I believe some of those we just listened to were advocating that the Guild allow the caravans to travel so they could be destroyed, and their loss payments could be collected, despite the fact that without their goods, they aren’t technically merchants any longer.  A short-sighted lust for wealth seems to be a defining characteristic of merchants everywhere.”

Geltheriel shook her head in disagreement.  “Those we were seeing were the foolish and desperate, Reece,” she countered.  “The most successful merchants are also the ones who plan for the long term and have multiple ventures active at once.  They are the ones currently planning how to turn this setback to their advantage, not complaining about their misfortunes.  They’re likely analyzing what will become dear quickly and buying as much of it as they can, knowing that prices will rise soon, and they’ll reap the benefits of others’ misfortune.”

Rhys looked at the woman curiously.  “You sound to have had far more dealings with merchants than your Base Class would merit.”

“You forget, I was being raised to replace my mother as Matriarch,” Geltheriel smiled.  “That included many lessons on economics and successfully running a merchant enterprise, for obvious reasons.  I hated those lessons, but I did absorb them.”

“That’s a good point,” Aranos nodded.  “So, if we wanted to bring more trade to our new city, what do you suggest?”

“Going back to that Guild when we complete this Quest and speaking to them about it,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “What you are seeking is the merchant equivalent of a younger noble House; you want one that is established enough to be able to bring most of what they need with them, but not so established that they have no good reason to relocate.  Offer them land, warehouses, and a shop near the central square in return for their paying their taxes and making the city their new headquarters.  You’ll get far more trade from someone like that than from multiple smaller merchants, and in truth they’ll be able to make arrangements using their existing contacts that you might never consider.”

Aranos blinked; that made perfect sense and honestly seemed a bit obvious, although he could see a glaring concern.  “That’s putting a lot of trust in the Guild, isn’t it?  I mean, these are people who make their living by outbargaining others, after all.”

“Which is why you should complete the Quest, first, to gain reputation with them.  If you solve this problem for them, they will be far more disposed to treat with you in good faith.  As well, if you’ve just saved dozens of merchants from ruin, those might not take it well if the Guild tries to cheat you.  Then, the next time there’s a problem, you might not step in to help.”

Aranos pondered her words as they passed through the gate.  She was right; it would be a lot simpler to approach the Guild than to try and build his own trading concern from scratch, which was what he had been thinking of doing.  He’d need decent reputation with them, though, or they’d simply try to take advantage of him, either finding a way to bilk him of whatever profit he might have made or charging him a finder’s fee and giving him a worthless merchant in return.  That meant completing this Quest, and that meant they’d better get moving.

Thanks to his Zone of Speed Spell and Leadership bonuses, the party reached the closest ambush site in just a few hours rather than taking most of a day.  Aranos could see why this was called the Darkwoods; the forest south of Stoneleague was filled with towering evergreens whose branches interwove to form a thick green barrier overhead.  In the Blightlands, those trees still towered above, but their needles were flatter and a green so dark it was almost black.  While the Claimed woodlands were well shaded, the road beneath the Darkwoods lay in such heavy shadow that Aranos’ Night Vision kept trying to kick in. 

Silma ranged out in front of them, scouting out potential dangers and giving them warning of ambushes.  The fenrin had spent the night in the forest but hadn’t really found anything entertaining to hunt; the humans kept this part of their territory relatively free of large, dangerous predators.  Silma was thus more than happy to join the elves on a real hunt for dangerous prey, and she hadn’t even minded being woken from a nap and racing to join them.

This trip, Aranos wasn’t worried about stealing XP from the party, so the four of them dealt with the occasional packs of wolf-like amaroks, reptilian kondinyas, and spidery anisi as quickly and effectively as possible.  Aranos flushed the creatures out with a Ravaging Burst or Energy Barrage, depending on how many creatures there were and how spread out they were.  Either of these attacks generally wiped out the majority of any amarok packs they encountered, leaving only badly wounded remnants for Geltheriel and Silma to deal with, but the kondinyas and anisi were hardy enough to survive his initial assault and usually charged forward at that point.  Geltheriel and Silma met their rush with steel and fang.  Aranos provided ranged support and kept the attackers from flanking the Warriors using his crowd control Spells, while Rhys healed the two frontline fighters and added occasional elemental damage.  It was a simple but effective formation, and against such low-level creatures, it was devastatingly effective.

As they neared the closest attack site, Aranos’ nose picked up the scent of old, dried blood strongly.  The smell grew stronger, leading the party off the Trade Road and into a large clearing that someone had created long ago with axes and fire.  The clearing was ringed with a high wall of stone that was far enough inside the trees to make it difficult for an arboreal attacker to leap down inside it and was sealed with a pair of iron-banded, wooden gates that hung open silently.  Someone had gone to a fair amount of trouble to build a fortification here, which meant this area was obviously designed for caravans to camp and defend themselves from the denizens of the Blightlands.

At first, Aranos was confused why anyone would spend the night in the Blightlands.  After all, natives of Ka gained Corruption Points simply for spending time in this region – in this case, a point of Corruption every day, which was much less than they would have gotten on the High Road.  Geltheriel and Rhys were mostly immune thanks to the auras that Aranos and Silma gave off, but any other native would be weakened just by spending time in this place.  That would make the fact that night in the Blightlands was far deadlier than the daylight hours were even more dangerous.



After a moment of consideration, though, he thought he understood.  The Blightlands certainly were deadlier after dark, but they would be far more dangerous to a caravan on the move than to one fortified and manning those defenses.  Gaining Corruption Points would suck, but that could be offset by whoever sponsored the caravan making it a Quest, since completing Quests reduced Corruption.  It was probably the only way the humans could move their goods along these roads at all, but Aranos wondered how many caravans were lost when something truly unexpected hit them at night. 

 

Enough that they all have to have insurance, at least,


 
he realized.



The inside of the fortified clearing was a charnel house, at least to his heightened senses.  No bodies remained – those had doubtless been dragged off and devoured by the creatures of the Blightlands – but the shredded remains of the camp were obvious.  Three battered, ruined, covered wagons lay broken, surrounding the center of the enclosure, with the cold ashes of a burned-out firepit in the very middle.  The wagons were torn open, their contents scattered everywhere and ruined.  Broken weapons, bits of torn armor, and splatters of dried blood littered the ground.

Aranos shook his head in disgust; his Tracking Skill showed him clearly that the caravan attack had been a slaughter.  Six large creatures had leaped the outer wall, almost in unison, and landed in the midst of the encampment.  A pitched battle raged throughout the camp, but in the end, every human and animal within was slain – without one of the attackers falling to the humans.  The creatures had even chased down any who fled and torn them apart, as if they didn’t want any witnesses to the savage act.

More humans had come to the site afterward, probably a day or so later from how the tracks had weathered, moving among the bodies and through the wreckage.  They’d been cautious and moved stealthily, but he could tell that there had been four of them and that they’d left the camp more heavily laden than they’d entered; they’d probably collected anything that was salvageable.  When they left, they’d headed back toward the city to the north, meaning they were likely a scouting party searching for the missing caravan. 




Although if that were the case, why would people be complaining about their lost cargo,


 
he realized. 

 

Maybe someone else came here and looted this place – but how would they have known to come for it the next day?


 
  That seemed like something he might mention to the Merchants’ Guild when he went back to the city. 

 

Maybe the tigroons weren’t here by accident after all.




His attention turned to the prints of the caravan’s attackers.  The paws of the beasts were decidedly feline in shape, although larger by far than a tiger’s or lion’s.  Each creature seemed to be about 18 to 20 feet long and exceptionally heavy, judging by how deeply their paws sank into the earth.  Unlike the dragonelle, though, these creatures’ armor obviously wasn’t impregnable; Aranos saw and smelled the rich, dark blood of the tigroons where it had seeped into the ground in places. 




What do you make of this, Oathbinder?


 
Geltheriel’s voice spoke silently in his head. 

 

I can see that the rawondos sprang into the camp and slaughtered the humans, but from where they came or how they left, I can find no trace.







The plants here are hostile and unhelpful,


 
Rhys commented just as silently; Aranos had decided to give the Furor a communication ring now that the rest of the party wasn’t present.  Even if Golloron could somehow reestablish contact with Rhys at this distance, Geltheriel and Silma were both immune to mental influence and Aranos was extremely well protected thanks to his Fortification Skill – and to the Shield Mind Spell he was keeping active on himself, just in case. 

 

I could perhaps compel them to tell me where the creatures passed, but their information would be somewhat suspect.







It’s fine; I’ve got their Scent,


 
Aranos replied. 

 

There were six of them, and they attacked in unison.  It looks like the caravan didn’t stand much of a chance; the things even hunted down any of them who tried to escape. 


 
He shook his head before pausing as her words really sank in. 

 

Wait, what did you call them, Geltheriel?







Rawondos,


 
she repeated. 

 

As you have undoubtedly guessed – or should have, had you not already – these creatures are known to the People.  They are truly formidable opponents, Oathbinder.  Much of their hide is covered with bony armor that blends in with their surroundings, and they heal rapidly from even serious wounds.  They are exceptionally quick and agile, and they radiate an aura of bloodlust that drives their prey to attack heedlessly rather than flee as they might otherwise.






Aranos frowned. 

 

Are they usually pack hunters?  If they’re that powerful, and as large as they are, they’d need to hunt some seriously huge prey to sustain a group of them.







One observes they could hunt constantly for smaller prey,


 
Rhys pointed out. 

 

Should they not be selective in what they consume, they could doubtless feed well on the various lesser predators that emerge come nightfall.







A pack of this size would likely strip the area of most predators in short order, Furor,


 
Geltheriel corrected. 

 

It is as my Oathbinder suggested; rawondos are not pack hunters.  They come together in pairs only for their mating season, and during this time they will claim an area and drive out all else – this is what the merchant in Stoneleague was attempting to say they believed had happened – but this lasts only until the cubs are born, and then the male leaves the female to raise them alone.  For six to gather in one place is – rather unusual, to the point where I have never heard of such a thing.






Aranos sighed. 

 

Then we have to assume that something or someone is forcing them to work together, like that apanog was in Eredain.  Could it be one of those?







It is possible, Oathbinder,


 
Geltheriel said a bit helplessly. 

 

I have no knowledge of those creatures, I am afraid, save vague legends of their existence.  That in and of itself, however, suggests that it is very unlikely.




Aranos nodded; Geltheriel’s Beast Lore was much higher than his, so if she didn’t know about a creature, it was probably at least Exceptionally rare.  Granted, the apanog in Eredain had been released by Golloron to harass and slay the Travelers there, but even so, the odds of encountering a second one were incredibly small.  It was more likely that some other, unknown creature was controlling the monsters – but then, why would a creature be attacking the caravans?  His first inclination would be to assume the attacker wanted the goods from the caravans, but that didn’t make sense; from what he could tell, nothing had been looted or dragged off by the tigroons – or rawondos, he guessed – and everything had been gathered by the human party that came later.  As far as he could tell, the creatures had attacked just to kill.

The tigroons had moved swiftly when they left the site of their slaughter, traveling with great, leaping bounds that often covered thirty feet or more through the forest.  Even worse, their paths wove fairly randomly, sometimes diverging, other times crossing and recrossing, occasionally even doubling back and returning the way they’d come for a time, making it a challenge for even him to Track them.  He understood why no one from the city had even bothered to follow this trail; Geltheriel and Rhys had both lost it almost immediately and had to keep picking it up again.  Only he and Silma managed to stay on their path; the fenrin’s keen nose wasn’t so easily fooled, nor was Aranos’ Skill.




This doesn’t make sense to me, Geltheriel,


 
he observed quietly as the trail suddenly branched to the left and right in an almost perfect ‘T’ shape. 

 

From what you’ve said and judging from the size of these things, a rawondo is an apex predator, right?





Indeed, Oathbinder.  Even something like an ursusz would give the cat a wide berth. 



Then why are they trying so hard to cover their tracks?  Is anything really likely to try and hunt them? 





One observes that there are surely greater beasts roaming the Blightlands, Liberator,


 
Rhys sent wryly through the link. 

 

Perhaps these return to their den and do not wish to draw such a predator upon them.







While the Furor is correct, I also admit to being puzzled by this behavior, Oathbinder,


 
Geltheriel admitted. 

 

Predators generally do not go to such lengths to conceal their dens; that is typically the action of a prey animal.  Predators usually clearly mark their trails and territories with their scent, knowing that other predators – even greater ones than they – would usually rather avoid a fight with something dangerous that is not a good source of food.  These are acting almost – nervously, should such a thing be possible for a large predator. 






They followed the erratic trail deeper into the Darkwoods until Silma’s voice spoke in Aranos’ head. 

 

Proceed with caution, pack leader.  Our prey waits for us just ahead.  It seems they’ve anticipated our coming. 




The Sorcerer closed his eyes and concentrated on perceiving what his Companion was.  At once, his senses seemed to expand tremendously, to a point that he almost recoiled and dropped the connection.  It was his first time truly tapping Silma’s senses through their deepened Bond, and he was a bit awed by how the fenrin perceived the world.  It felt like he was crouched deep in a shadowed thicket, but the shadows didn’t hamper his vision in the slightest.  The leaves around him glowed with strange patterns, emitting colors he couldn’t even put a name to, much less describe, and the very air seemed alight with an eldritch glow that bathed everything in a shadowless radiance.  He could hear every tiny movement around him, including the scratching of some subterranean creature digging beneath him and the scraping of an insect’s claws along a nearby branch, but his ears were tuned to the sound of two low, rhythmic pulses that dragged his focus in their direction: a pair of heartbeats, he realized a moment later.  Only his olfactory sense wasn’t utterly overwhelmed; he’d had more practice using that, and while his nose was inundated by the scents of the blighted forest, he had no trouble teasing out a heavier, muskier smell that overlaid all others.



He simply took in the information for several, long moments, allowing his mind to adapt to the extreme stimulus. 

 

So, this is how Silma sees the world,


 
he marveled silently. 

 

It’s – it’s pretty amazing, really. 


 
He finally turned his gaze outward, peering effortlessly through the thick leaves as if they were a gossamer curtain and laying eyes on their quarry. 



The two tigroons were huge, as long and tall as Silma but broader in the chest and more heavily muscled along their shoulders.  Their fur was striped like a tiger’s but was charcoal grey with rust-red bands that blended almost perfectly into the Corrupted landscape around them, and they had what looked like dark grey, matte scales layered across the top of their heads, down their neck, and along their back.  Their heads were large and feline, with two long sabre-like tusks jutting down from the top. 

What interested Aranos more, though, was that the creatures had set themselves up for a nearly perfect ambush of anyone following their trail.  They lay crouched, motionless in the underbrush twenty feet to each side of where the trail passed between two large, dark boles that would pin the party in place and make maneuvering difficult.  Of course, pursuers could simply go around the trees, but that would take them into a thorn-filled thicket on one side or a copse of closely packed saplings on the other.  Doing either would allow the tigroons to leap past the party and pin them up against the stand of vegetation, cutting off any possibility of escape.




Geltheriel…are these things intelligent?


 
he asked his Follower silently. 




They are great cats, Oathbinder, and like all cats they possess considerable cunning, yes.





I’m talking about actual intelligence,


 
Aranos clarified. 

 

Two of them set an ambush for us up ahead, and it’s very specifically designed to trap a party that might be following them.


 
  He quickly outlined how the cats had set themselves up, and he felt Geltheriel’s concern radiating through the mental link.






No, Oathbinder, a rawondo is not normally capable of this sort of planning,


 
she said in a troubled voice. 

 

They will lie in wait for prey, it is true, but they would not typically choose such an appropriate place to do so; neither would they anticipate their quarry passing through such a location without first sighting and stalking them.  Something is amiss, here.






Aranos sighed.  As far as he could see, they had two choices; they could try to make a wide circle around the tigroons and come at them from the rear, which would probably take an hour and might alert the creatures to their presence, or they could press forward and hope to deal with the ambush when the beasts inevitably struck.  Neither of those options was great, but he didn’t really see a choice.  Losing time was certainly better than risking losing a companion, after all. 

 

It’s a shame I can’t cast a Spell that far using Silma’s vision, like I did when we rescued Phil and his party,


 
he sighed internally. 

 

A couple of Gravity Webs to intercept their initial rush would turn those trees from a liability to an advantage for us…






His eyes narrowed.  Technically, he didn’t know if he could cast a Spell that way or not.  Many of his Spells, including his Energy Web, allowed him to cast them out to sight range.  He didn’t know if that applied to remotely viewing a spot or not, and honestly, if he didn’t try, he’d never know. 

 

I’m going to try something,


 
he told Silma cautiously. 

 

Let me know if this is bothering you, and I’ll stop.







What are you considering, pack leader?


 
she replied a bit suspiciously.




I’m going to try and cast a Spell using your senses instead of mine.  I don’t even know if it’ll work, but if it does, it’ll be a game-changer.


He called up the strands of mana he needed to weave his net and envisioned it forming in the air just beyond the two trees the tigroons had chosen for their ambush site.  He reached out, trying to push the mana into that spot, but it refused to budge; it was as if the energy had nowhere to go.  He tried again, but once more, the Spell simply hung uncast in his mana channels, unable to leave his body. 



He grumbled silently, but he wasn’t really surprised – and he wasn’t ready to give up.  Of course, it wasn’t going to be easy to do something like this, and he’d have honestly been shocked if it had worked on the first try.  He settled down on the ground, ignoring the curious glances from his companions, and focused his mind fully on the problem. 

 

The first thing to do is to identify the issue,


 
he mused silently. 

 

I can obviously cast the Spell for quite a distance – I’ve hit balayangs a hundred feet or more overhead with it, and technically sight range could extend for miles someplace like the ocean or a mountaintop – so it can’t just be that the spot’s too far away. 




Curious, he cast an Air Web directly overhead, aiming it as high as he could see, and immediately the Spell raced out of his channels and formed into a swirling mass of invisible strands that whipped and tore at the tops of the dark pines looming above.  He canceled the Spell and repeated the casting, this time trying to cast it just beyond the treetops, into the unseen sky overhead.  Once more, the mana swirled into his channels and simply sat there, unable to be released.  He shifted his aim to the far-off treetops again, and immediately the Spell raced from his veins and coalesced at that distant point.




It’s like seeing the spot creates some kind of pathway the Spell can follow,


 
he reasoned. 

 

When I can’t see the target, it’s got nowhere to go, and it just kind of sits there. 


 
He frowned as he considered that thought. 

 

That can’t be right, though.  I cast that Ravaging Burst using Silma’s sight before, and that worked fine.  What’s the difference?  Why did that Spell have no trouble hitting an unseen location, while this one won’t do it?






As his frustration rose, Aranos forced his mind to calmness.  He relaxed his thoughts, allowing them to drift aimlessly, considering the problem without focusing on any one part of it. 

 

Let’s look at it from a wider angle,


 
he told himself. 

 

What am I doing when I’m casting a Spell?  I’m envisioning the effect I want to happen, weaving strands of mana into a spellform that will replicate that effect, and sending it out of me to activate.  Although, I guess it’s a lot more complicated than that; I mean, I’ve got to totally envision the Spell from start to finish, to see it happening clearly in my mind.  When I’m casting an Air Web, I’m picturing the energy forming in me, the strands of mana leaping out to the target, how they intertwine…




His thoughts paused as he considered that more carefully.  When he was casting a Spell, he really was picturing every step of it, from gathering the energy to the finished effect it would have.  When he cast that Ravaging Burst, he’d known exactly how far away the target was, and he’d been able to picture very clearly his Spell arcing over the trees blocking his view and raining down on the attacking undead.  His imagination had provided that path for the Spell to follow, so the construct had taken effect.

When he was trying to cast his Web beyond the barrier of the trees overhead, though, he couldn’t see exactly what the target looked like, so he couldn’t imagine the effect occurring – and the Spell wouldn’t work.  When trying to cast the Spell through Silma’s eyes, he couldn’t imagine the path it would take to get there, couldn’t see it clearly in his mind, so it refused to coalesce. 




Although really, that shouldn’t be necessary,


 
he realized. 

 

This entire world is just one, giant simulation, if you get right down to it.  There’s a connection and a path between any two spots in the world, and there have to be algorithms in place to find the shortest path to help NPCs navigate.  That’s really all I need; I need to find the shortest path between these two points and let the Spell travel along that.  I don’t have to see the route it takes; I should just have to know that it can get there.




He sunk deeper into his thoughts, allowing his mind to drift, picturing himself kneeling on the dark, dead-feeling ground and at the same time holding the image of the exact spot he wanted to cast the Spell.  He felt as if he were floating above those two points, staring down at them as they lay on an unfathomably large and complex grid.  He could see the two points, and he knew there was a path connecting them, just as there was a path connecting any two locations in this world.  He didn’t try to see the route the Spell would take clearly; he simply imagined it traveling through that hazy landscape in between the two points, then coalescing at the new location. 



He pushed on the Spell, but nothing happened; something was blocking the Spell’s path. 

 

That just means I have to try harder,


 
he thought grimly, pouring more energy into the Spell.  He dumped SP into the construct and pressed with his will.  He could almost see it happening; the Spell would suddenly leap out of his body, drawn to the spot he’d chosen to target it, connecting those points like an arc of electricity.  He could feel the connection between those points, and more power rushed into the Spell as he demanded that it follow that connection…



The Spell discharged with a rush of power, sucking far more energy than Aranos had intended.  Through Silma’s eyes, he could see the sudden swirls of air fluttering the needles above the ground; the Air Web had taken effect, but it had drained a significant amount of SP – and left him with a bunch of blinking notifications, including some dire red ones:
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Warning!





You are attempting to cast a Spell with an invalid or missing target.  Miscasting a Spell can result in Spell failure, Spell backlash, or Mana Burn.
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Warning!





You are targeting an unseen location with a Spell that has a range of Sight.  Spell failure chance: 100%.
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Warning!





You have cast a Spell with target of

 

[Error:#TargetInvalid#]






[Error:#PathInvalid#].  FindPath method executed.






[Error:#SpellIndexNotFound#] New entry created.
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Congratulations!





Through a special action, you have gained a new Ability.






Ability:


 
Remote Casting




You can target a Sight-ranged Spell to any spot you can see, even if it is only seen through magical or remote vision.






Benefits:


 
You can cast a Spell with a range of Sight to any location you can perceive, even if you are observing the spot remotely through magical or other means.  Casting a Spell remotely costs 10x the normal SP cost if the target is in the same region as the caster, 50x the cost if the target is in a different region with the same Light/Dark alignment as the caster’s location, 100x the cost if the target is in a different region with a differing Light/Dark alignment as the caster’s, and 500x if the target is on another world or plane entirely. 






Way to use our own methods against us, Jeff!  Keep up the good work!






Veronica
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Aranos took a deep breath and studied his new Ability.  It was amazing, but Veronica and the AIs had done a decent job of balancing it.  If Aranos ever discovered a way to magically observe distant locations, this Ability would let him safely kill potential dangers without ever getting near them, but it would also cost a ridiculous amount of SP.  That simple Air Web had cost him over a thousand SP to hit a location a mile or so away.  If he wanted to cast a Ravaging Burst at, say, Cendarta from Stoneleague, he’d have to spend about half his max SP for a single Spell.  It seemed like it was an Ability that would be useful when he and Silma were fairly close but out of direct sight or one that might allow him to slowly cast a very powerful Spell at a remote location over days, weeks, or even longer. 

Aranos absently canceled the distant Spell and rose to his feet; they were still too far away to make use of it, since it would expire at just about the time they would reach the ambush spot moving in Stealth.  He still kept his focus half-trained on his Spell’s target as he led them closer, though; while he didn’t know if his new Gravity Web Spell was powerful enough to hold something as large as a tigroon, it would slow their initial rush, which was really all he needed.  However, that wouldn’t work if the cats moved or unleashed their attack too early, so he needed to keep his eyes on the beasts.

The tigroons sprang their trap just as the party entered the space between the two trees.  The two creatures leapt through the air in almost perfect unison, roaring loudly, their massive bodies fully outstretched, jaws gaping wide and razorlike claws extended to kill.  Their speed astonished Aranos; had the party not been prepared, there was no way he would have been able to get an Energy Web or Wall up in time to intercept them.  Their roars stirred the fires of anger and a desire for battle deep within him, demanding that he charge forward and slay the beasts immediately.  While Aranos was able to easily set that desire aside, he knew that Geltheriel and Silma would both be practically helpless to resist the urge to charge heedlessly into combat, while Rhys’ high Wisdom would only give him a chance to ignore the call.

Thanks to the mental shields he’d cast upon the trio, though, they were unaffected by the tigroons’ aura of bloodlust and fell into formation easily.  The massive creatures seemed to almost halt in midair, slowing to a crawl as they became tangled in Aranos’ invisible Gravity Web.  They might have been strong enough to push through on the ground, but in the air they simply didn’t have the leverage to do more than thrash around as they drifted incredibly slowly toward the ground, pulled inexorably down by their sheer mass.

Neither Aranos for Geltheriel wasted that time; the elf unleashed a steady stream of arrows from her longbow, while the arcane fired Composite Bullets at the pair.  While the tops of their heads and backs were protected by hard scales, their exposed undersides weren’t, and the pair’s barrage tore into the creatures, opening significant wounds that streamed their dark, red blood.  Aranos exulted until he saw that the crimson flow stopped almost immediately as the monsters’ exceptional LP regen kicked in.

The pair finally drifted free of the Web and landed heavily on the ground.  The moment their paws touched the soil, they charged forward, obviously enraged by the barrage they’d suffered.  Their trap, though, had been turned against them; instead of pinning the party between the two massive trees, they found themselves barred by Geltheriel and Silma, standing just behind the narrow space between the huge trunks, which were now boxing in the would-be ambushers.  The huge monsters pushed forward anyway, lashing out with their claws and snapping with their fangs, but thanks to the Empowered Strength and Agility Aranos had given the defenders, they were able to easily fend off the attacks.  The tigroons were trapped between the huge trees, much of their speed advantage negated, and unable to push past the fenrin and the Shadedancer.

Geltheriel and Silma dodged or blocked the heavy claws and whiplike tails of the tigroons and responded with lightning-fast attacks that sometimes drew blood but often slid harmlessly off the bone plates protecting the creatures or missed as the swift cats dodged the blows.  Aranos targeted one of the felines, the one engaged with Geltheriel, and fired a Kinetic Bullet at it, aiming for its bone-plated skull.  The armor-piercing bullet punched through the creature’s protection and exploded with a spurt of blood and shattered bone, and the monster recoiled from the wound, allowing Geltheriel to slash deeply into its unarmored chest.

The wounded tigroon growled low in its chest and lashed out once more with a paw, and Geltheriel blocked with her shield.  The claw struck with a flash of light, though, and the elf was flung backward several feet, crashing heavily to the ground and rolling to her feet.  The tigroon darted forward, but before it could take more than a couple steps, Aranos wrapped it in a Void Paralysis.  The creature growled once more, this time a deep, rumbling bass, and the prison shattered, but in those few instants Geltheriel had scrambled to her feet and stood before the creature once again, her shield warped from the blow but still intact.

The second tigroon made a high-pitched whine, and suddenly its speed redoubled as it clawed and bit at Silma.  The fenrin dodged as best she could, but the creature’s speed now outclassed hers; her truesilver armor shed most of its blows, but several of the strikes landed, leaving long lines of crimson blood welling along her sides.  The fenrin wasn’t helpless, though; as the creature attacked her, she struck back with her glowing fangs, tearing open jagged wounds of her own on the tigroon’s foreleg and neck.  Rhys stepped forward a moment later, chanting a healing Spell, and Silma’s wounds crusted over immediately.

Aranos felt a chill pass through him as he realized that, somehow, the tigroons were activating Abilities with their growls – and that the creatures seemed to have a lot more Abilities than Geltheriel had known.  He quickly double-cast Debilitation, targeting Agility on the hasted tigroon and Strength on the overpowered one.  The Spells sank in, reducing their targets’ Stats by over 50% and allowing Geltheriel and Silma to fight them effectively once more.  He targeted Geltheriel’s opponent with another Kinetic Bullet, this time aiming for the monster’s rear flank.  He quickly cloned the Bullet into three and released them; the trio of projectiles buried themselves in the unarmored rear leg and exploded, tearing open a ragged wound and exposing raw muscle and bone.  The tigroon immediately stumbled backward, disengaging from Geltheriel and letting out an odd, mewling sound as it turned and licked the wound.  The bleeding stopped immediately, and as Aranos watched, the wound began to close slowly but steadily.

Silma’s opponent let out a long, low-volume roar, and suddenly its claws burst into flame.  The fenrin dodged the flaming attacks from the tigroon, and Aranos caught it briefly in another Void Paralysis.  The beast shattered the Spell just as quickly as the other had, but before it did, Silma lunged forward and ripped into its throat, opening a deep wound that pumped thick blood.  As the Spell faded around the tigroon, it leapt backward and made the same high-pitched whine the other creature had.  The wound at its neck immediately stopped dumping blood on the ground, although it seemed to be healing more slowly than the other’s had. 



Aranos paused as a strange idea came to him; what if the tigroons weren’t using Abilities?  What if they were casting Spells somehow?  It was an absurd thought, but then, so was the idea that a single creature had this many Abilities – and that each tigroon had slightly different Abilities for some reason.  

 

They were smart enough to plan that ambush,


 
Aranos reasoned. 

 

Maybe they’re smart enough to cast Spells, too?




He quickly cast his Ball Lightning and called down an arc of electricity, slamming it into the tigroon battling Silma.  The lightning mana coursed through the creature’s body, causing its muscles to briefly seize up and inflicting the Paralyzed debuff on it for a short, few seconds.  In that time, though, Aranos reached out and attached a mana tendril to the creature, blinking in surprise as he did.  Not only did the tigroon have an SP pool, it had a pretty significant one.

Aranos began to hastily drain that SP with his Mana Vampire Perk, channeling the stolen energy into a Lightning Blast at the second tigroon that smashed into its side, Paralyzing it as well.  Silma and Geltheriel both took advantage of their foes’ helplessness to inflict serious wounds on them, forcing the tigroons to retreat to heal their wounds.  Aranos wasn’t giving them that chance, though; as they moved back, he channeled a Fire Barrage and swept it back and forth between the pair, fueling the Spell with the tigroon’s stolen mana.  Marble-sized spheres of flame rained down on the creatures and burst into 10-foot-wide fireballs, scorching their hides and undoing whatever healing they were managing.

The tigroons seemed to realize that holding back and healing wasn’t going to work and charged back in.  The one battling Geltheriel let out its low, rumbling growl once more, and the bone scales covering its back suddenly crept down to cover its sides and upper legs.  The extra armor and weight slowed it somewhat, but Geltheriel was suddenly struggling to land a blow that didn’t merely ring off its armor.  Her Shadow Blade was still effective and slipped through the creature’s scaly protection, but each use sapped the Shadedancer’s Stamina.

The second tigroon let out a sound that was more like a scream, and Silma braced herself for whatever was about to happen – but whatever the tigroon was intending never manifested.  The creature looked almost puzzled for a moment before it staggered and fell as Aranos sucked the last dregs of mana from it.  The feline shook its head in confusion as the Mana Deprivation debuff set in, making it hard for it to focus on anything.  Aranos instructed Silma to step back and help Geltheriel deal with the other creature as he wrapped the fallen one in a Void Paralysis.  The fenrin’s form blurred, vanished, and appeared behind the armored tigroon as she lunged forward, tearing at its unarmored rear legs. 

The upright tigroon seemed to gain in ferocity as it saw its companion collapse, but when it felt Silma’s fangs tearing into its legs, Aranos could practically see the uncertainty in its face. He guessed that its instincts were telling it to turn and face that attacker at its rear, but it knew that doing so would just expose its rear to the Shadedancer’s blade.  In that moment of hesitation, Aranos called down another arc of lightning, freezing its muscles for just a moment, then stepped closer and unleashed a Dust Blast on the beast that left its armor cracked and brittle. 

He stepped back just as the monster’s Paralysis wore off, but it lunged at him nonetheless, its jaws scraping against his Arcane Armor and its bulk knocking him back onto his butt.  He scrambled to his feet, ready to cast his Flight Spell, but before he could, Geltheriel’s blade punched through the weakened armor around its neck and slid out the other side, followed by her Shadow Blade.  She jerked her blade downward, and while her regular sword simply slid an inch or so before halting, the inky black blade of darkness swept free of the tigroon’s throat, leaving a horrific wound.  The beast scrambled back in panic, trying to heal itself, but Silma tore at its legs and rear, finally ripping open a tendon in one leg and crippling the beast.  The tigroon fell to the earth, and Aranos finished it with a Kinetic Bullet that plunged into its eye, dug into its brain, and burst in a shower of gore and bloody flesh.



Geltheriel and Silma began moving toward the helpless creature just as Aranos swung his hand to point at it, summoning another Kinetic bullet.  Before he could fire it, though, Rhys’ voice rang out in their minds. 

 

Wait, please do not kill it yet!  Something has Awakened this creature!







Chapter 13




Geltheriel froze. 

 

Are you certain, Furor?


 
she asked dubiously. 

 

Is it not more likely that something is controlling it?





I can feel the changes in it, Shadedancer.  It has been Awakened, as had its companion.  You know that I must investigate this!





I want to know what you’re talking about,


 
Aranos grimaced,

 

but I can’t hold this thing forever, Rhys.  It’ll shake off its Mana Deprivation at some point, and even if it doesn’t, it’s strong enough to break the Paralysis through brute force.  I can maybe hold it for a minute longer; will that be enough?







Is there not some other way?


 
Rhys protested, his mental voice anguished. 

 

Please, Liberator, this is a duty of my House that I cannot forsake!




Aranos looked down at the beast, which was even now starting to struggle against his bindings as its confusion wore off.  There was a possible way, but it wasn’t something he’d done before except for training purposes.  He was hesitant to use the Spell; it was powerful, but it could easily be misused or turned to selfish purposes.  However, it was probably the only way he could help Rhys without the tigroon getting free, and despite everything, he still considered the Druid a friend.

Sighing, Aranos reached deep within himself and pulled up twin strands of Mind and Vital mana, weaving them together in a complex pattern that looked almost like a long tendril.  He lashed out with that whip of magical energy and connected it to the tigroon; the creature fought briefly against the invasion of foreign mana, but in its weakened state, it was all but helpless before his attack.  A web of Mind energy wove around its thoughts, sinking deeply into them, while tendrils of Vital mana plunged into the pools of energy powering its body, flooding them with his influence.  The Great Enthrallment Spell took firm hold over the tigroon, and Aranos released his Paralysis. 




Lie down and don’t try to hurt any of us,


 
he ordered the creature silently, and the tigroon obediently rolled onto its stomach, its huge head resting on its paws. 

 

Okay, Rhys, it’s safe now,


 
he sent to the Druid. 

 

You should have at least thirty minutes, but I can give you longer if you need it.


 
 






My thanks, Liberator,


 
the Druid sighed in mental relief before scrambling over to kneel before the creature, looking deeply into its eyes.  Aranos felt the Druid make a connection with the tigroon, one that was deeper and more primitive than his mental control of the beast.  Aranos commanded its conscious mind, but it seemed that Rhys was touching its subconscious soul.






I wonder if I could add Soul mana to the Enthrallment to do the same thing,


 
Aranos mused before shaking his head and looking over at Geltheriel. 

 

So, what’s going on here?







The Furor believes that these tigroons are Awakened, Oathbinder,


 
she replied grimly. 

 

That would explain their strange behavior and the difficulty we faced in combating them.







Yeah, I know you think that explained things, but it really didn’t,


 
he observed dryly. 

 

That’s like explaining what a circle is by saying, ‘Something circular’.  Can you maybe explain what Awakened means and why it’s such a big deal?






Geltheriel’s sigh echoed in his mind. 

 

Forgive me, Oathbinder.  I will explain.  An Awakened animal is one that has gone through an Awakening.  Rhys believes that to be the case, here. 






Aranos stared at her evenly, refusing to let his irritation show in his expression. 

 

Gee, that explains everything.  You know that if I have to ask Rhys, he’s going to turn it into a long, sarcastic lecture, and then we’ll both be annoyed.  Do you really want that?  Because I’ll do it.







No, Oathbinder, do not disturb the Furor,


 
she laughed silently, grinning at him. 

 

He has found what he would consider a greater discovery than any we have made so far.  It would be cruel to tear him away from it.







Once, before the Feast,


 
the woman explained,

 

those of the House of Sickle could not only form Bonds with the creatures of nature, they could grant them Intelligence and Wisdom equal to that of an elf.  This was called the Awakening, and the Awakened Companions of the Druids constituted a large part of their power, for the Awakened creatures had not only intelligence but gained spellcasting prowess, as well.  They fought beside their Druid companions against the Darkness as allies and equals, not merely servants.





However, like so much else that was good in this world, the knowledge of how to Awaken a beast was lost in the Feast.  A Druid’s Companion still gains power, to be sure, and cannot be slain so long as the Druid lives, but the time when the Druids and their Companions fought side-by-side as equals is no more.





Wait, what about Silma?


 
Aranos protested. 

 

She’s as smart as any elf, and she’s got some Abilities that are close to Spells.





While none would argue that Silma is an amazing creature, Oathbinder, she is one of a race of similarly amazing creatures.  All celestial wolves were intelligent, powerful, and magical in their own right, without needing mortal assistance. And consider that while Silma has powerful Abilities, she cannot cast Spells as a Wizard; Awakened Companions could do this, although their selection of Spells was limited.





Well, these things were casting Spells,


 
Aranos acknowledged. 

 

And they did seem pretty smart, so I guess it fits. 


 
He frowned thoughtfully. 

 

If the Ability to Awaken animals was lost in the Feast, though, how can it have happened to these tigroons?  Is there a chance that it just happened spontaneously?







None can say, for those secrets are lost.  Perhaps it can happen through random chance – but to six of the creatures at once?  Or even two of those six, when the House of the Sickle has been laboring to accomplish this for centuries without success? 


 
She shook her head. 

 

It is far more likely that something or someone Awakened them, and if that is so, then perhaps it can be learned, Oathbinder.  If the Furor can bring this secret back to the elves, he will be lauded as a hero for generations.






Aranos shook his head. 

 

Well, I hope he succeeds, then. 


 
He looked around at the clearing. 

 

Why don’t you and I start Harvesting this tigroon while he’s busy, and Silma can scout around and see where the rest of the creatures are?






Geltheriel shook her head. 

 

You are the best Tracker in our group, Oathbinder.  I can Harvest this rawondo – which is their proper name, meaning tiger of the stone, rather than the uncouth ‘tigroon’ – without assistance.  Would it not be wiser for you to assist Silma in locating the remaining creatures?  If they continue to be as difficult to Track, even she will be hard pressed to follow their trail.




Aranos was forced to admit that Geltheriel’s idea made more sense; the rawondos had been very difficult to Track earlier, and he doubted they would make it any easier, especially if they heard the others roaring in combat and suspected there might be danger.  He sent the subjugated rawondo a simple command to lie still and remain so until he returned, then dropped into Stealth so that he and Silma could follow the remaining creatures.



The trail, though, was clear and straightforward beyond the ambush site, as if the creatures assumed that nothing could survive the attack and that there would be no need for them to disguise their tracks further. 

 

I don’t like this, Silma,


 
he sent silently to the fenrin skulking beside him.






Neither do I, pack leader,


 
she agreed. 

 

Our prey seems to be foolishly leading us toward their den when they’ve done everything possible to disguise their path to this point.  It’s as if they want us to follow them.







Which means we won’t,


 
he decided, stopping and examining the tracks more closely.  He breathed deeply, taking in the scent of the four remaining creatures, examining their trail for the tiny differences that would identify them to his Skill.  One was a bit smaller than the rest; its bounds weren’t quite as long, and its paws didn’t sink as deep.  Another had hindquarters that were shifted slightly out of alignment with its forequarters, while the third had a rear left paw that was slightly larger than its others. 



As his Skill sifted out the four, unique trails, he suddenly had a sense of where the rawondos were hiding – and it wasn’t all together.  Two of them were in one location not far from where they were, while the other pair was more distant.  He led Silma off the trail to the left, in the direction of the nearer pair but at an angle to the path they’d taken, veering wide around them.  He still had a sense of the two rawondos, but so long as he wasn’t tracking them, theoretically his Trackless Ability should prevent them from being able to sense or Scent him until he started hunting them again. 

He sent a quick message to Geltheriel telling him what they’d found, made sure the captured rawondo was still docile and under control – his Spell could last for up to an hour with his casting bonuses so long as the Druid didn’t try to make the creature do anything it wouldn’t normally do – then he led Silma deeper into the forest.  The pair of them slipped through the Blighted woodland while he felt the presence of the rawondos slowly shift to his right.  He led the fenrin back to the right, heading toward the original trail, eventually cutting back to the left.  He arced around the creatures, gradually drawing closer but never heading directly toward them, until thirty minutes or so later, Silma told him to halt.




We’re very near the creatures, pack leader,


 
she told him. 

 

There’s a large fallen tree ahead that overlooks the place where we would’ve passed had we been following the trail.  I believe they’re buried in the crown of that tree, waiting for us to pass below – as if we’d fall for such an obvious ambush.






Aranos grinned silently; Silma was rightfully proud of her hunting skills, and she didn’t think much of any creature that treated her like a less than stellar hunter. 

 

I’d ask if you could slip ahead until you can see them without being spotted, but I know the answer.  Do you mind doing that?







Of course,


 
she replied, and Aranos could almost feel the pleasure rolling off her.  Just as she didn’t like anyone disparaging her hunting skills, she loved someone appreciating them.  He grinned to himself as she slid ahead into the underbrush while he crouched down in Stealth and reached out to Geltheriel. 






We’ve found the tigroons – sorry, the rawondos,


 
he quickly corrected. 

 

There’s a pair of them waiting to ambush us, and Silma’s getting them in sight.  How’s Rhys doing?





He is still in deep contemplation, Oathbinder, but I will rouse him for this.  If you summon the captured rawondo to your location, we will follow it. 



Good.  He’ll be upset, but tell him that I’m planning on getting him another of the things to commune with, as well.  That should cheer him up.


He gave the Shadedancer a few minutes to rouse Rhys before sending a silent message to his captured rawondo to come find him as quietly as possible.  He settled into the brush and closed his eyes, sending his thoughts out to Silma and taking in the world through her senses, instead.  His vision expanded, and he could see individual veins on far distant leaves, the tiny marks in the soil far below from the passage of small rodents, and the dull, matte scales on the backs of the pair of rawondos lurking high in the canopy.  They were buried in the dead and dying leaves of the fallen tree, their stripes blending in almost perfectly against the ash-colored trunk and crimson streaks of fungus coating it, but Silma’s keen eyesight picked them out easily, even through the shroud of leaves in which she was hiding.

What he was about to do would take a considerable amount of Domination mana, more than he could safely use under normal circumstances without damaging himself.  Fortunately, his Malleable Mana racial Ability let him change regular mana into an Enhanced aspect, albeit at a hefty price of 15 SP of Primary mana to 1 SP of Enhanced.  Aranos slowly began to shift his SP into Domination mana, weaving almost fifteen thousand SP into the whiplike form he needed before lashing out and connecting it to the closer of the two rawondos. 

The creature tensed almost imperceptibly as his Spell struck.  It tried vainly to resist, but his will clamped ruthlessly down on it, binding its mind and body into his service.  He silently ordered it to remain still, and the creature settled at once.  He sent it a series of brief instructions, none of which went against its nature, not that this truly mattered.  Normally, Domination Spells could only force a creature to perform a reasonable action, something they might be convinced to do by someone with an exceptional Charisma.  It was much harder to force a creature to act against its nature, and it was impossible to command the victim to do something truly dangerous or suicidal. 

However, Aranos’ Spells used a more potent form of the Domination aspect that didn’t give the targets of his Spells those same choices.  He could command the fierce predator to roll over on its belly and play with a ball of yarn or to stand on its hind legs and dance around if he wanted, and it would do so without hesitation.  He could even command it to hurl itself off a cliff, and while it would gain a chance to resist that sort of order and even got a bonus to the Opposed Check, unless its Wisdom was a lot higher than Aranos thought it was based on the size of the previous creature’s SP pool, it wouldn’t really have much chance to succeed.

That was what made Domination mana so insidious.  He could use it to control almost any creature that didn’t have a very high Wisdom or some sort of Mental Resistance, and he could basically force them to do anything he wanted.  There might be a price to pay for that – he’d gain Corruption Points for any actions he forced another to do just as if he’d done them himself – but it was still a significant temptation.  That, he supposed, was the point: the AIs were trying to see how humans thought, and presenting them with temptations was a good way to understand the darker side of human emotion.

When Geltheriel and Rhys drew near, he moved to join them and led them up the path toward the ambush, with the Enthralled rawondo trailing behind in Stealth.  He watched through Silma’s eyes as the creature he hadn’t captured tensed itself to pounce – and tumbled to the ground in shock as its partner suddenly slammed into its side, knocking it from its perch and bearing it to the earth below.  As the two cats tore into each other – the free rawondo’s feline instincts to protect itself overcoming any hesitation it might have to attack its companion – Silma leaped down from the tree and the party rushed forward to join the Enthralled tigroon in combat. 

With the embattled creature caught by surprise and facing not only the party but two of its own kind, the battle was short and brutal.  When the rawondo fell, Aranos called the two Enthralled ones back and let Rhys return to his communion with them while Geltheriel fell to Harvesting the slain creature.  He and Silma resumed Tracking the final pair of the beasts, and Aranos felt a significant sense of relief that the trail was once more convoluted and twisted, backtracking often and crossing itself frequently. 

The ground around them began to gradually rise as a series of low hills swelled from the dank earth.  The trail circled around the hills erratically, but eventually it crested the top of the tallest hill, and Aranos realized at once why the trail had twisted and turned in such a convoluted fashion.  The hill was denuded of trees and was covered with low scrub brush and tangles of thorny briars, but it was dominated by the shattered ruin of what looked like it might once have been a defensive keep.  The tumbled remains of a stone wall lay scattered across the hilltop, and the crumbled main building yawned silently before the hunters, its empty, black doorway seeming to beckon them.




This is our prey’s den, pack leader,


 
Silma told him silently. 

 

It doesn’t seem like a particularly suitable one.






Aranos frowned, his gaze scanning the ruins of the keep. 

 

Really?  It has four walls, and the first story roof is still intact.  It seems okay to me.







It’s built to be a den for humans, not predators,


 
she replied dismissively. 

 

The humans designed it to be defended from within, not to allow a predator to get out quickly to protect its home.  The exits are too small, it’s got holes in the walls so the humans could look outside without going outside – which seems foolish, really – and the roof is probably barely tall enough for them to fit below it.  If they’re trapped in there, it’ll be hard to fight their way out.  A natural cave would have been a much better choice.





I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I can see that.


As it turned out, Silma’s observations were spot on.  Aranos waited for the elves to join Silma and him before rousing the final pair of tigroons with a brief Kinetic Barrage.  The blasts of force exploded like thunderclaps against the crumbling walls of the building, partially collapsing one wall and causing the roof on that side to sag alarmingly.  The early afternoon sky rang with the roars of the creatures, but their hasty exit was blocked as the two Enthralled rawondos stood just outside the exit, tearing and biting as the first occupant tried to rush free.  Silma and Geltheriel joined the melee, with Aranos firing Kinetic Bullets and sending arcs of electricity from his Ball Lightning into the hapless creature. 

The second tigroon roared and raged within the shattered keep, and Aranos felt bursts of mana roll out from it as it tried to use its Spells to escape and join the combat.  Its efforts were in vain; the heavy stone walls and partially collapsed ceiling trapped it within until the first creature was slain.  When silence descended, the second tigroon remained inside, realizing the trap the party had set for it, but Aranos had his Enthralled minions bellow their enraging roars, and the final, doomed beast rushed out to meet its challengers – and its ruin. 

When the final rawondo fell at last, Aranos looked grimly at the two Enthralled ones remaining.  “Rhys,” he asked aloud, no longer worried about more of the creatures hearing him and laying an ambush, “have you gotten what you can from these two?”

The Druid sighed.  “I have learned what I could, Liberator.  It is not much, but – it may be enough.  I will have to study and consider it.  And yet…is there not a way you could spare their lives?  You hold them in thrall, and one observes that they present no danger to you in such a state.”

Aranos shook his head.  “I can’t keep them that way forever.  It drains SP from me to keep the Spells channeled, and I’m using up most of my SP regen right now creating Domination mana just to keep the Spells active without hurting my Stats.”

“Could they not be Redeemed, as Silma was?” Geltheriel asked curiously.

“The Spell won’t Redeem intelligent creatures,” he explained.  “The rawondos would have to want to be Redeemed.”  The Sorcerer looked at Rhys.  “Do you think they’d want that?”

The Druid grimaced almost painfully.  “No, they would not, Liberator.  I have spent much time in communion with them, and every moment they raged and fought, craving my blood and flesh.  They are intelligent, but they have no desire to turn to the Light.”

“Then there’s nothing to be done.  We have to put them down,” Aranos said heavily.  “Do you want to walk away?  I wouldn’t blame you.”

“No, Liberator.  Though this task is distasteful, I will face it without flinching.”

Aranos ordered the two creatures to stand still while he gathered his mana.  He could feel them fighting against his control, but he clamped viciously down on their wills and held them, immobile, as Geltheriel slashed their throats with her blade.  He followed with his Deadly Vapors Spell, wrapping them in a cloud of Death mana that ate steadily away at their LP.  Their struggles to escape his control grew more frantic as their blood spilled on the ground, and they felt the clouds of gray mana stealing their life energies, but he held them in the iron grip of his will until eventually they collapsed, lifeless on the ground.

Rhys sighed.  “That was an awful thing to witness, but I understand its necessity.”  He walked away from the others, staring off the hilltop into the dark forest lying below.  After a moment, he shook his head and turned back to face them.

“I was able to glean from the creatures the details of how this came about,” he said quietly.  “The rawondos were not always as we saw them, joined in a pack and truly aware.  They roamed as individuals in the Darkwood, hunting across a wide range and avoiding one another and the other great predators in the forest, as was their nature. 

“And then, a creature came to them and Tamed each,” he continued.  “The beasts did not know who or what their new master was, so they could not give me details, but it was humanoid and neither human nor elf.  Nor did they know how they were tamed, for at that time, they were still simple beasts, but to hold such powerful creatures for so long, I am certain that magic was involved.  It gathered them into a pack and had them hunt the area near Avendale, for what purpose they did not know and were not able to ask…nor cared to wonder, one imagines, as they were receiving blood and death in great quantities.

“However, their natural prowess was not sufficient when the armies of Avendale tired of their predations and drove them from the city’s borders.  That was when their master made a grave mistake: it Awakened the creatures, hoping to Bond with them and make them a much more potent force.”

Rhys’ mouth twisted grimly.  “One notices that there is some irony to be found, here.  Their master held the deep secret of Awakening a beast but did not understand that a person can hold but one Soul Bond, no more.   It Bound one of the rawondos, but the Awakening freed the others from its control, and they immediately turned on their former master.  While the Bound rawondo fought to defend its Bondmate, once the master fell, the Bond was broken, and the pack was fully freed.”

He stared out into the forest.  “The master’s remains lie somewhere out in those woodlands,” he shook his head.  “Where, the creatures would not say.  They remained in this place, turning the master’s ruined fortress into their den and continuing their predations along the Trade Road.”

“That explains a lot,” Aranos mused.  “Is that why they were so worried about being followed?  They didn’t want someone else to come and Bond with them again?”

Rhys shrugged.  “They did not say, and I did not ask, Liberator.  One observes that it is as reasonable a guess as any.”  He sighed.  “If you will excuse me, while I understand that we must Harvest the creatures, I would prefer not to witness it.  I will examine the interior of the keep and see if, perhaps, their former master left anything behind of use.”

Aranos watched the saddened Druid walk slowly into the darkness of the keep, his own heart heavy in his chest.  He was sure that Rhys had been hoping to somehow save the Awakened creatures and perhaps bring them back to Eredain to be studied, their secrets unlocked.  Realizing that it wasn’t possible would be heartbreaking, considering what Geltheriel had said this discovery meant to the elf.

Aranos sighed and settled in to begin Harvesting his rawondo.  There wasn’t much he could do to help the Druid, and they still had a Quest to complete, after all.  Before Aranos could get far with his work, though, Rhys’ voice cried out from the interior.

“Liberator!  Come quickly!” the Druid shouted, his voice strangely frantic.  Aranos dismissed the deepsteel knife he’d conjured and rushed into the darkened building, his Night Vision lighting the dim room in shades of silver and gray.  He glanced around hurriedly as he summoned his mana, ready to defend against an attacker; the interior walls of the keep had mostly fallen or been smashed by its former inhabitants, but the creatures had pushed most of the rubble off to the sides in small piles, keeping the central space fairly clear.  The interior was remarkably clean, and the musky odors that Aranos associated with animal dens were far less cloying than he’d expected, probably because of the empty, glassless windows that allowed a breeze to blow through and clear out any strong smells. 

Rhys was standing on the opposite side of the room, staring down at one of the heaps of masonry, and Aranos felt a sinking feeling as he approached the pile of rubble the Druid peered down into.  A new scent filled Aranos’ nose, this one somehow fresher than the already dissipating stench of the slain creatures.  As he stood over the pile, his heart lurched in his chest.  The rubble had been hollowed out and filled with dried grass, leaves, and dirt to make a softer bed than the stony floor provided, and nestled in that bed was a single, tiny, kitten-like tigroon no bigger than his forearm.

The creature had backed up to the edge of its nest and stood stiffly, its teeth bared as it hissed at the intruders.  Its fur was totally black, without the bands of rust the adults’ coats had, and the bony plates protecting it only covered the top of its head.  Its claws were small but sharp, and it already had slightly elongated front fangs protruding from its upper muzzle.  It was adorable, in a vicious sort of way – and Aranos dreaded the answer to the question he had to ask.

“Is – is it Awakened, Rhys?” he spoke softly. 

“No, Liberator,” the Druid shook his head.  “My guess is that this one was born after the creatures’ master was killed, and it seems that the Awakening does not pass from parent to offspring – at least, it did not in this case.”

Aranos nodded; if the cub had been Awakened, they’d have had no choice but to kill it.  The elves had made numerous attempts over the centuries to capture and tame the young of the Shadowborn, and every time, it ended in disaster.  The Corruption filling the creatures wasn’t something that could be overcome with kindness or care; the Darkness gripped their hearts and drove them to bloodlust and violence eventually, no matter what affection was given them.

Once, it had simply been assumed that Shadowborn creatures were unredeemable and could only be freed from the Darkness by death, but Aranos had changed that, and that meant this cub didn’t have to die.  He reached down into himself, gathering the river of power that flowed through him and drawing it forth.  He wouldn’t let the Darkness have this creature; he wouldn’t let it grow into a thing of death, rage, and eternal pain.  He could free it from its bondage to the Shadow; he needed it to be so, demanded it to happen.

Power erupted from him in a golden flood as his Needed Reclamation activated.  The cub mewled piteously and backed away as tendrils of aureate fire latched onto it, sinking into the small creature and burning out the Corruption within.  Once more, he heard a distant roar of rage and terror as he snatched another soul from the Darkness, but he ignored that far-off being’s promises of dire punishment.  He didn’t fear the Darkness. 

The Darkness, he knew, feared him, instead.

He kept the power carefully controlled, allowing it to flow out his channels instead of roaring through him in a flood.  Power licked at the walls, filling in gaps in the stone and lifting rubble back into position.  Fire raced across every surface, scouring clean the remains of death, Corruption, and Blight and leaving the stones glossy and smooth.  The structure rumbled as stones shifted back into position overhead while new stone swirled into being and left the building hale and whole. 

As the power raging through Aranos faded and receded back into the fathomless well deep within him, the Sorcerer shuddered and sat down heavily on the ground.  Weariness rolled through his body as the Fatigued debuff set in, but before he could call up the blinking notifications demanding his attention, he felt a rough, sandpapery tongue slide against the back of his hand.

The small, golden-furred tiger cub that stared back at him mewed once and returned to trying to lick the armor off his wrist and arm.




Chapter 14


McBane hung from the roughly hewn rafters of the ceiling as the four guards plodded below him, never once glancing up at the stealthy Rogue thanks to the water that dripped steadily from the ceiling, drenching McBane’s clothing.  Strength wasn’t McBane’s best Stat, but at 43, it was high enough that he felt almost no strain as he gripped one rafter with his hands and pressed his soft-soled boots against the opposite one.  It was the kind of pose that would have been impossible IRL, but here in the game, to McBane it seemed that not a lot of things were truly impossible.  They just had various levels of difficulty, and anything could be done with enough effort, training, and skill. 

That suited the Giantbane right down to the ground.  He didn’t mind hard work or adversity.  In fact, he was of the opinion that nothing gained without effort was worthwhile.  He’d been a bit frustrated when he’d gotten this Quest basically thanks to Aranos, but he was mollified by how hard he’d had to work so far to keep it moving along.  He had a feeling this was going to be an important Class Quest, and if he’d felt like it had just been given to him, he knew he’d resent it – and probably Aranos, as well.

That wasn’t really fair, of course.  At first, McBane had thought the young man was just incredibly lucky or had somehow managed to hack the system or something.  That was supposed to be impossible, but while McBane wasn’t an IT guy, he did know that every time someone said a system was impossible to hack, it got hacked almost immediately.  However, he’d quickly realized that Aranos wasn’t just lucky; he was good at the game.  He paid attention to details that McBane missed, saw connections that McBane overlooked, and tried things that McBane would have considered fruitless, and all that had paid off not just for the Sorcerer but for the entire party. 

That really just made it worse, because McBane couldn’t even dislike the guy.  He was friendly, easy to get along with, hard to offend, and quick to admit his mistakes.  He also had that ridiculous Charisma that had women eating out of his hand, including both Meridian and Martina.  Martina would never admit it, but McBane had seen it; the Ranger had a bit of a crush on the guy, and while Meridian liked to pretend she was just joking when she flirted with Aranos, McBane had noticed that she didn’t flirt with Phil or Longfellow the same way. 

Hell, the man’s Charisma had even affected McBane a bit.  He was pretty easy on the eyes, and IRL, he’d totally have been McBane’s type.  He was slim, tall, with long hair, and he was a redhead.  McBane had a thing for redheads.  He also seemed a bit inexperienced, so he’d need someone to teach him everything and show him the ropes…



The Rogue shook his head, dismissing his wandering thoughts. 

 

I don’t know how much of that is the guy’s Charisma and how much is me just wanting to get laid,


 
he thought ruefully.  Fortunately, tomorrow was logout, and hopefully McBane could get that second part taken care of.  If not, well, he hadn’t been joking about that whorehouse to Geltheriel, and he certainly had the money for it, now.  That would have to wait, though. 

 

Kind of in the middle of a Quest, here,


 
he reminded himself.



He dropped to the floor soundlessly once the Bashers were past.  The madame at the brothel Aranos Tracked those thieves to had been a dead end; all McBane had found there were the two thieves and the remains of the group’s hideout.  The thieves had paid the madame for the use of her basement as a hiding place, which was a fairly standard arrangement.  The madame took their money and made sure they didn’t ply their trade on her customers, and in return they got a reasonably secure place to stay.

The hideout itself hadn’t really been all that unusual, except that McBane found a few bits of overly nice clothing and some decent weapons and jewelry the gang had stashed, probably to fence later.  That was odd, and it made McBane think that the gang had successfully hit more than one wealthy merchant or noble.  Both of those were usually out of bounds for simple gangs, since they had the money and connections to bring the retribution of the guards or even the king down on the Guild, and usually, the Guild punished a group who broke those rules pretty harshly.

The gang’s Shiner or leader had left behind a handful of possessions, including some notes written in Thieves Script that would look like idle scratching to someone else.  That note had led McBane to a second hideout, and he’d spent the night and most of the morning infiltrating that group – and he’d come to realize that there was something very wrong about this gang.  They were a group of Bashers and Tossers – muggers and burglars – but they seemed to work the Merchant Ward exclusively.  That was odd enough, but the target McBane had gone with the gang to hit was a prosperous armor merchant, meaning he had a royal license and thus had enough connections with the crown to be dangerous.

The Guild wasn’t a tightly run organization.  It was, as one of the best fictional thieves McBane had ever read about called it, “a collection of like-minded individuals”.  The Guild existed for one purpose: to make sure that every thief made as much money as possible as safely as possible, and to make sure that the Guild made even more.  Because of that, it only set down a few absolute rules for its members, and most of those were common sense.  No jobs could be done against the crown or nobles without Guild permission.  No one targeted the guard or military.  No one worked with the Shadowborn.  No one worked the High Ward unless they were a Filcher – the nobles had a soft spot for kids – or a Tosser working directly for one of the Thief Lords.

Other rules were less strict but were still considered important, such as being cautious around Travelers.  Players who got robbed of gold were usually just grouchy; players who had their gear stolen got pissed, and the Guild had already lost a high-ranking member to a group of players who hadn’t been content to get their stuff back and wanted vengeance, no matter how many times the thieves killed them.  Eventually, they got their target, and the Guild couldn’t just replace a loss like that easily.  Conventional wisdom now was to only target Travelers’ gold and leave their stuff alone. 

Not targeting wealthy merchants was a similar guideline.  It wasn’t a real rule, and the Guild wouldn’t have this group killed for what they were doing, but their Shiner would be getting a visit from a high-ranking member, an upright man soon enough to make sure they understood why this was a bad idea.  The gang had to know that, and they had to know that the visit would be accompanied by some beatings and maybe a death to drive the point home, but they didn’t seem to care.  The only thing that McBane could think of was that the gang had a powerful patron backing them, one that was protecting them from retribution, and he was determined to find out who that was.

His current mission for the gang was to sneak into the merchant’s warehouse, find the hidden passage that the Shiner’s intel told him led to the merchant’s hidden treasure vault.  Once he’d found it and secured it, a pair of Tossers who were currently standing guard in the warehouse would come down and rob the place.  One of them had a precious Storage Bag, which was uncommon in the Guild, as the items were expensive, and the people who had them were usually too protective of them for them to be easily stolen, and the hope was that they’d clean the place out and the gang would be able to live the high life for a few weeks off the proceeds.



It had taken McBane a lot longer than he’d liked to find the hidden door and unlock the secret mechanism, and Malcolm would have given him a major tongue-lashing over his shoddy Skills.  The thing was, McBane just wasn’t that kind of Rogue, and he never would be.  He wasn’t into picking locks or setting traps; he was a Duelist.  He eschewed armor for high Agility and Dodge and focused most of his training on fighting with a short sword in each hand. 

 

And Malcolm would say that’s all good and well, but you can spend some time training those other Skills, too,


 
he thought ruefully. 

 

And he’d be right.




The problem was, that was everyone’s expectation of a Rogue, and McBane – or Blaine, as he was known IRL – wasn’t big on living up to others’ expectations.  He certainly hadn’t lived up to his parents.  They were prominent members of Fine Gael, the conservative Irish political party, and they worked tirelessly to hold back the gradual liberal shift the party had been undergoing for decades.  They’d been extremely unhappy when he’d come out but told him so long as he wasn’t extravagantly gay, they would deal with it.



So, of course, he’d been as extravagantly gay as he could manage for a year or so, and they’d cut ties with him.  Work had taken him across the Atlantic to America, and now, a decade and a half later, he almost never spoke to his parents and had only casual ties with his younger sister.  She’d been fine with his admission, but she was her father’s daughter and couldn’t bring herself to publicly support his sexuality.  It hurt, but then, lots of things hurt.  He’d moved past it and built a life for himself.  Without the need to irritate his parents, he’d toned back his extravagant lifestyle significantly.  In truth, public displays of emotion or really any sort of public displays at all made him extremely uncomfortable.  He kept a fairly low profile, worked, dated occasionally, and avoided the clubs and nightlife that some of his friends were really into. 

 

I guess I’m my mother’s son, too.




That was probably why he pushed back against the typical Rogue/Assassin build.  Normally, an Agility-based fighter fought the way Geltheriel tended to.  They struck hard, usually against an unarmored or unaware opponent, then retreated from combat to strike again.  McBane loved combat, though, and he’d pumped his Dodge Skill much higher than the average Rogue would have.  That let him make that initial strike, then remain in melee for longer than normal, avoiding attacks rather than blocking them as a Warrior might. 

Technically, he could have done the same thing as a Warrior and focused on Agility rather than Strength, and there were advantages to that.  Warriors got bonuses to LP and to Weapons Mastery Skills, so he’d be able to survive longer in a fight as a Warrior and fight more effectively, plus they generally had more Stamina.  He, on the other hand, got bonuses to critical hits and critical damage, especially on his first strike, and his Agility rose faster than it would have as a Warrior.  He could have picked an Assassin Class, which would have given him even more bonuses to critical hits, but that would have reduced his overall survivability.  Rogue was a nice middle ground, and he was glad he took it.

Especially now, as he slipped through the passage that seemed to lead into the earth and under the river.  The tunnel was narrow, fairly high-ceilinged, and extremely damp.  The floor was a clay and sand mixture that absorbed the water without becoming slippery like stone or a sodden mess like earth, and it lent itself to silent movement.  He moved like a shadow along the walls, leaping up to the rafters using his Acrobatics Skill whenever his acute Perception picked up the graceless trudging of a guard patrol.  He didn’t know what was down here, but judging from how frequent patrols were, it was something pretty important.



The tunnel ended at what looked like a blank, stone wall, and it took McBane precious minutes to find the secret latch that unlocked the door hidden in the wall. 

 

Okay, fine, I should be practicing my thief Skills more. 


 
It opened silently on well-greased hinges and led into a circular room with doors leading out on the left and right and what looked like a door-sized portcullis straight ahead made of some sort of silver-white metal that McBane was sure he’d seen before.



None of that really mattered, though, considering the four well-armed, heavily armored guards that had spotted the errant Rogue and were even now charging toward him.

McBane’s heart raced, and his adrenaline spiked as he whipped out his twin short swords and moved forward quickly to meet his foes.  His blades were long for a short sword, nearly 30 inches, and were narrower, with razorlike edges and a wicked point.  They were fast, lethal, and thanks to the heavy bell they had to cover his hands, he could thrust, slash – albeit not very effectively – and even punch with them.  He moved forward, his weight centered as he dropped into a guard position, then slipped under the heavy, awkward slash of the first attacker.  He thrust upward, burying six inches of metal into the man’s solar plexus and up into his lungs, then jerked the blade free and rolled under a second attack.

His fighting style was a mixture of swift thrusts, acrobatics, and occasional low kicks or punches.  His blades’ short length and relative frailty meant he had to slide blades rather than parrying or blocking directly, and he had to be able to dart in and out of striking distance quickly before an enemy could recover.  He relied on speed, deadly attacks to critical areas, and his Bleeding Strike Ability that sapped an opponent’s Stamina with every hit. 

This was his element.  He’d struggled against the undead creatures in Antas because so many of his Abilities relied on critical hits, and undead were generally immune to those.  Now, fighting heavily armored but lumbering human Warriors, he was a deadly viper striking amongst a pack of elephants.  If they caught him, it would be dangerous or even fatal, but he moved like the wind, and their weapons touched only air.

He had a bit of struggle with the spear wielder.  The man’s weapon could hold McBane at bay pretty effectively and moved swiftly to track him as he dodged about, trying to clear the spear’s reach.  Finally, he’d had to sacrifice some LP, letting the spear slice along his side but giving him the opening to move past the spearhead and open several, bleeding holes in the hapless Warrior’s body.  When the man collapsed at last, McBane searched their bodies and found a set of keys.



The doors to the right and left led into what looked like a barracks and sleeping chambers.  He rifled through the small chests and cabinets, finding only a paltry sum of coins and nothing else worth keeping. 

 

Not unless I wanted some guy’s unwashed underwear,


 
he laughed silently. 

 

Nope, not for me, thanks.




The keys opened the barred portcullis, and he pulled it open, again thinking that the silver-white metal looked familiar somehow.  It was probably something he’d seen Aranos using; the Sorcerer had quite a knack for item creation, and he seemed to be able to replicate all sorts of exotic materials without much effort.  The metal was the color of platinum but as hard as steel, and it felt cold to the touch, as if it were sucking the heat from his body.

Beyond that gate was a second, similar one that also opened to one of his absconded keys, which led him into a large, dark room.  He pulled out a Lightstone, a small gem that shed a gentle light about as bright as a lit lantern; unlike Aranos and the elves, he didn’t have Night Vision and couldn’t see in the darkness.  As the glow from the marble-sized crystal illuminated the room dimly, several realizations crystallized in the Rogue’s mind all at once.

First, this merchant hadn’t gotten rich off his armor sales – or at least, not just off those.  He was a smuggler, and judging from the dozen or so black, lupine amaroks that the crystal lit up, all staring at him menacingly, the man was a beast smuggler.  That wasn’t uncommon; McBane had heard of secret fighting arenas where gladiators fought for the amusement of the rich, as well as nobles who imported beasts so they could battle them to hone their Skills and grind XP.  Smuggling Shadowborn was a different story, though, and if the merchant were caught with these, he’d be lucky to just be executed for it. 

Second, having a treasure vault connected to a warehouse would have been a dumb idea.  Why would a merchant put the door in a place where some errant but perceptive dockworker might have stumbled on it, or where someone might see the guards entering and leaving and investigate?  McBane would have placed the entrance to the vault in his own home, and he’d have made sure that no one, not even his own guards knew where it was, relying on traps and secret doors to keep it safe instead.  Every person who knew how to access the vault would be one more person who could be bribed, tortured, or bespelled to share the secret. 

Third, the gang had known both of these things.  McBane didn’t look back as he heard the portcullis he’d just opened slam back shut, keeping his eyes on the wolves, who were rising to their feet, growls bubbling in their throats.  “Well, well, Traveler, what a little bite you stepped into,” a rough voice cackled from the tunnel, one that McBane recognized as belonging to one of the Tossers who had apparently followed him down the tunnel.  “Shame you couldn’t see the dark of it.  I hear that you all come back from the straight path; wonder how many times these beasties’ll eat you before you give up?”

“The Guild will put you in a stone box for this,” the Rogue said, his thoughts racing.  He wasn’t worried about dying; he was bound to the Black Blade, and even if he weren’t, the game wouldn’t spawn him into a dangerous situation.  He was surprised by the gang’s behavior, though.  “Biting a Traveler’s too boring for them; they know I won’t let this rest.”

“We ain’t worried about the Guild,” the voice laughed derisively.  “And we ain’t worried about you.  Enjoy being something’s meal!”

As he heard the second portcullis slam shut as well, McBane whipped out his swords, his anger rising as he stared at the approaching amaroks.  “Oh, you should be,” he growled as he moved toward the beasts.  “I will be coming for you assholes!”
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Aranos’ Overchanneled Zone of Speed hummed in the air, boosting the party’s movement as they raced north along the Trade Road.  Silma ranged ahead once more, while Rhys and Geltheriel jogged along below Aranos, who sped through the air above them with his Massless Flight Spell.  His Fatigued debuff gave him a minor movement penalty, but that didn’t apply to purely magical transport like his Spell.  The Flight Spell didn’t receive the movement boost from his Spell, of course, but he was fast enough in the air that it didn’t really matter, and speed was of the essence.  The sun was starting to descend toward the horizon, and Aranos was fairly certain that come sundown, the city’s gates would close. That, however, was only part of the reason he was airborne.

The other reason was currently squirming in his arms, mewling and purring as the wind rushing past stirred its glossy, golden fur.  The Redeemed cat in his arms was about a foot-and-a-half long, with fur that shone like molten metal, brilliant blue eyes, and a bushy tail that ended in a series of nubs Rhys assured Aranos would one day grow into spikes.  The cat had seemed perfectly content in Aranos’ arms when he picked it up and carried it out of the now-restored keep, and it enjoyed the attention Geltheriel and Rhys lavished upon it.

“Do you know what you have done, Liberator?” the Druid had whispered in an almost reverent tone as his fingers stroked the small cat’s thick fur.  “You have once more restored a lost race to this world!”

“This young one is a leonal, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel had informed him, her hand sliding along the cat’s glossy coat.  “His kind are to great cats what Silma’s race is to canines.  Leonals were lost in the Feast, just as the fenrins were, hunted to extinction by the Shadowborn.”



“He?” Aranos had repeated, belatedly lifting the cat up and glancing underneath it. 

 

Yep, he.  You have to learn to check these things. 


 
“Okay, he.  So, are these leonals Celestial, the way Silma is?”



“They are not, Liberator,” Rhys had shaken his head.  “And yet, they were implacable foes of the Darkness and hunted the Shadowborn at every opportunity.”  The Druid then sighed.  “And once again, I am present for something miraculous.  My thanks for this gift.”

Before leaving the keep, Aranos had stopped to cut a small disc of oilarie wood from the branch he carried in his pack.  Rhys then planted that disc in the newly Redeemed soil near the gleaming keep and cast a Spell over it.  Moments later, a small sapling burst from the soil, reaching and stretching toward the sun.  Branches erupted from the copper-brown bark, covered with the same oddly runic patterns that were etched into the widening trunk.  Moments later, shining, golden needles sprouted from shimmering buds along those branches, each shining with an internal radiance that brightened the keep even in the sunlight.  Several minutes passed before the Druid’s Spell ended, leaving an eight-foot-tall, aureate pine tree standing guard over the abandoned keep.



Just like the one Aranos had planted outside Antas, this oilarie would be dangerous or deadly to creatures of shadow.  Aranos was hoping that placing it on a hilltop would maximize not only the area its radiance illuminated but also the spread of its pollen, creating a zone that was reasonably safe from Shadowborn attacks. 

 

This is exactly the kind of thing that would make a good bargaining chip in dealing with the Merchants’ Guild; they’d probably kill to have a safe waystation just a day’s travel south of the city.




While Rhys had cast his Spell, Aranos had taken a moment to look at his waiting notifications:
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Quest Updated:


 
To Redeem the Fallen




The Elder of the House of the Sickle has asked you to find and Redeem fallen lands or races.






Objective:


 
Redeem a location or a race of plant, animal, or beast lost to the Feast of Virnal.






Difficulty:


 
A






Objectives Completed:


 
You have Redeemed a lost race (leonal)






Reward:


 
5000 XP, increased influence in elven lands, global reputation
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Spell Boost!





Spell: Energy Barrage has gained a level






Energy Barrage*






New Rank:


 
Expert 1



Unleash a series of powerful energy bursts at one or more targets.




Effect:


 
Fire a globe of mana at any target in sight range.  When the globe impacts, it bursts and inflicts 8 – 14 LP damage to all targets in a 12’ blast radius.  (152 – 268 LP).  You can fire 5 globes per second and shift targets freely.  Damage and firing speed +1% per Spell level.





Cost:


 
275 SP per second






Evolved:


 
You can switch aspect types freely.  Doing so reduces the firing rate to one per second for a full second, after which it returns to the normal rate.  Using destructive mana types will cause you LP damage as normal.






Expert Ranked:


 
This Spell reduces any sort of Resistance to its effects by 25%.  This reduction stacks with other penalties to a target’s resistance. 




Say “Hello” to all my little friends…
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Ascendant Level:


 
11





Current XP:


 
191,176/210,000




Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points




I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Your Companion has gained a level!






Current Level:


 
18




Per +3, Agil +3, Other Stats +2, +5 Stat points to assign






Your Companion’s Wis Stat has exceeded 50!






Wis:


 
51






Benefit:


 
All Wisdom-based Abilities are now 25% more effective.
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New Outpost Available!





Darkwatch Keep, South Stoneleague Trade Road






Condition:


 
Redeemed





Area:


 
6,814 square feet





Points Required:


 
187 (10% reduction due to Redeemed Condition, 3x cost for being in a separate region)






Outpost:


 
This territory is in a separate region from your main city.  As such, all bonuses and defensive benefits your territory receives are reduced by 50% for this outpost, and adding effects to it requires 50% more Energy Points.




Do you wish to add this outpost (Yes/No)?
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As always, Aranos dumped his Stat points into his Charisma.  It made the most sense for him, now that he could funnel Charisma points into his other Stats, and he was curious to see what the bonus for getting his Charisma to 200 would be. 

He hadn’t realized that he could claim territory that wasn’t adjacent to his city’s zone of control, but he’d gladly added the Keep to his growing realm.  When he’d pulled up his list of territories, he’d found that the Keep, as an outpost, could be given separate effects from his main territory for an additional cost, but for the moment, the triple point cost made all of those far too energy intensive.  He’d settled for the standard if weakened defenses inherent in all his lands and closed out the screen.



Part of Aranos had been a little disappointed that the leonal cub hadn’t bonded with him the way Silma had – at least, until he’d seen the fenrin’s reaction to the small feline. 

 

This thing will be a hindrance to us, pack leader,


 
she’d observed sourly, staring disapprovingly at the cub leaping around the clearing and chasing leaves being carried by the breeze. 

 

It is weak, helpless, and too slow to keep up with us.  It will leave the path to chase every small object, and we will spend far too much time recovering it.







You’re right, we can’t trust him to follow us the way we could with you when you were smaller,


 
Aranos had nodded to the fenrin.  Despite her seeming maturity, Silma was in many ways still very young, and Aranos could almost feel the jealousy rolling out from her at the attention the cub was receiving from the elves.  He figured it couldn’t hurt to remind the wolf why she was special, too. 

 

He’s not my Companion, and I can’t depend on him the way I can you.  That’s why I’ll be carrying him as we travel; it’s probably the only way we’ll get back to Stoneleague today.






The fenrin had grunted silently, but Aranos had felt her pleasure at his praise of her. 

 

I leveled up,


 
she’d changed the subject. 

 

Did you assign my Stat points yet?





I was waiting for your input.  What do you think?



Well, I could push my Dexterity over 50, but the only thing that’ll do is improve my critical hit chances.  Honestly, I’d rather keep boosting my Agility and Perception.  I’d like to get them both over a hundred.





Sounds good to me,


 
he’d agreed, adding two points to her Agility and three to her Perception.  He was curious what her senses would be like when she finally hit 100 in Perception; these were naturally much better than a human’s or elf’s, and he was sure passing that milestone would have a far more significant impact for her than it did for him.





They’d left the hilltop after that; by Aranos’ reckoning, they would get back to the city less than an hour before sunset. They raced north, avoiding combat in the Blightlands, stopping only to let Aranos renew their Cloaks of Illusion before leaving the tree line.  Silma had wanted to stay out of the city – she hated her horse disguise – but Aranos convinced her to join them. 

 

I’ll take the disguise off as soon as it’s dark,


 
he promised. 

 

Then you can roam the city or even slip outside if you can do it safely. 






The guards barely noticed them as they re-entered the city and made their way back to the Adventurers’ Guild, leaving Silma outside and promising to be quick.  Rhys and Geltheriel found a table in the tavern area and sat down, Geltheriel holding the leonal –

 

I’m gonna have to name him at some point


 
– while Aranos went back to Guildmaster Ryder’s office.  The hulking Brutus was absent this evening, and while Aranos got some strange looks as he bypassed the Quest lines, no one tried to stop him.



“Come in,” Ryder’s voice commanded when Aranos knocked, and the Sorcerer opened the door and stepped inside.  The old Archer’s face split with a grin and he rose to his feet as he saw Aranos.  “Oran, welcome back!” he said happily.  “I saw you took that Bounty Quest; you managed to kill two tigroons already?”

“We did,” he nodded, grinning.  “And then, because we were bored, we went ahead and killed the other four, too.  Where do you want the heads?”

“You killed all six?” Ryder repeated, blinking owlishly before shaking his head.  “That’s – surprising.  However, just in case, I was ready this time.”  He held out a large satchel.  “Just transfer them into here.  Less mess, and I’ll see them in my inventory.”

“Absolutely.  How do I do that?”

Ryder sighed.  “Travelers.  The man kills six tigroons but can’t transfer inventory.”  He barked a short laugh.  “Just touch the satchel and pull up your inventory.  You’ll see the option to transfer items.”

Aranos obediently followed the man’s instructions and noticed a new double-ended arrow on each of the graphical icons representing his inventory.  He focused on the rawondo heads and mentally clicked the icon; immediately, all six heads vanished from his inventory.  He frowned briefly; what if he’d only wanted to transfer some of the heads?  Would he have had to split them up first?  That would have been obnoxious.

“You didn’t want to do that, though, did you?” Veronica’s voice asked archly in his mind.


No, but I might have.


“And if you’d only wanted to transfer three, then only three would have transferred.  You keep forgetting that we’re reading your thoughts and intentions.  We know what you want to do in a situation like this, so we do it for you.”




Yeah, I didn’t think about that,


 
he agreed. 

 

Is that ever an issue when you don’t have the neural connectivity that I have with the pod, though?




“No, because it’s a surface thought.  The initial scan you did before entering the game was enough for us to pick those up.  It’s the deeper, subconscious stuff that we have trouble with – which is why we’re here, isn’t it?”

“Six heads,” Ryder shook his head as he interrupted Aranos’ silent conversation.  “Well done, Oran.  Here’s the money you’ve earned – it’s not much, but honestly, the reputation you built with the Merchants’ Guild more than makes up for it.  Everything in the city will probably be cheaper for you, now.”  As the man spoke, notifications popped up that Aranos quickly read over:
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Level:


 
16





Current XP:


 
122,588/136,000




Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points




You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Your Companion has gained a level!






Current Level:


 
19




Per +3, Agil +3, Other Stats +2, +5 Stat points to assign
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“Here’s hoping,” Aranos laughed, taking the offered coin pouch and adding it to the purse at his belt as he mentally allocated his Stat points into Charisma and divided Silma’s by putting 3 points into Agility and 2 into Perception.  “Anything else you need from me?”

“Not tonight,” the man shook his head.  “Come back tomorrow, though, and I’ll have more for sure.”

Aranos walked back out to the elves, who were sitting quietly and observing the tavern patrons.  Now that the gates were closed for the night, the place was quickly growing more crowded with Travelers who were talking animatedly about logout tomorrow morning.  Most seemed to be discussing what they’d be doing during their day IRL, while some were making plans for their next dive into the game.  Aranos sat down at the table with the elves, silently shaking his head; it really was hard to remember that Singularity was just a game and not his actual life sometimes, but obviously many of the other players weren’t having those issues.

“These Travelers are very strange,” Rhys observed quietly as Aranos sat down.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d say they considered our entire world nothing but entertainment, Liberator.”

Aranos shrugged.  “In a way, most of them do, to be honest.  Our own lives tend to be very unexciting and mundane, and your world is filled with danger, magic, and monsters.  Since we can’t die permanently here, facing those dangers is a form of entertainment for us.”

Geltheriel shook her head.  “I don’t understand that,” she admitted.  “You can leave this world whenever you’d like, and you can’t be permanently killed.  Where’s the excitement without consequences?”

“Well, there are consequences, both in this world and in ours,” he countered.  “There are people who do nothing but dive into other worlds for a living.  They craft valuable objects or find rare resources, then sell them to other Travelers for money in our world, or they become powerful here and hire themselves out as mercenaries or trainers for other Travelers.  Plus, we have a way of recording the things we do here, and we can sell those recordings to people who want to watch our adventures.”

“Recording?” Geltheriel asked, puzzled.  “What do you mean?”

“It’s like how you can use a memory stone to store a memory and then play it back for someone else.  In some worlds, we can do the same thing.  If we’re going into what we know is a big battle or a place that no one’s been before, we can record it, and people pay us money to be able to watch those memories, either to learn how we defeated our opponent or to see what the inside of that location is like.”

The elf woman looked sharply around, her face slightly outraged.  “What?  Others could be storing the image of me right now, and selling it back later?  Oathbin—Oran…”  She lowered her voice.  “I have bathed in front of the other female Travelers in our party!  If they can store those images…”

Aranos shook his head.  “No, we can’t do that here, at least, not yet,” he assured her.  “We haven’t been given the technology for that in Ka.”  He glanced at her curiously.  “Can’t someone do that to you now, though, if they wanted?  I mean, the baths in Eredain are communal, and anyone can buy a memory stone.”

Geltheriel sat speechless for a moment, her face growing beet red.  “They – why – how – they would not!” she hissed quietly in Elven, forgetting to speak in Human in her distress.  “Why would any elf ever store such a memory, and why would they sell it to another…?”  As she spoke, her face grew pale, and she put her hand over her mouth as realization struck her.

Rhys chuckled wryly, shaking his head.  “One observes that you may have just convinced Theria to never bathe again, Oran.  As both you and your Companion will be the ones most greatly affected by that thanks to your enhanced Perception, I find it quite amusing.  However, it is perhaps better that we let this line of thought lapse, before she makes destroying all memory stones her life’s new mission.”

“I have never even considered such a thing,” the woman said quietly in Human once more, her face pale.  “Do you think…surely, none of our people would do such a thing!”

“I haven’t heard of it happening,” Rhys admitted.  “However, I could see it existing.  It’s a disturbing thought but not an impossible one.”  He shook his head.  “One might suppose, though, that if there were those who made a living in such a way, they would have no reason to target you or I with their schemes, Theria, as neither of us are particularly remarkable for our beauty.”

“Speak for yourself,” the woman replied, seeming to slowly recover.  “I’ll bet there are thousands who’d pay – and pay well – for such memories of me, Reece.  Indeed, there’s probably someone who’d drop coin for such images of you, if for no other reason than to practice their Taunt Skill finding ways to belittle the memories.”

“I’m deeply wounded,” the Druid laughed.  “Or I would be if I ever sought that sort of attention.”  He shook his head.  “You’ve taken us deep into the cenzik’s warren, Oran.  Kindly lead us back out.”

“Well, we should probably get going,” the Sorcerer smiled.  “Silma’s waiting outside for us, and the longer she has to stand there, the grouchier she’ll be.  Plus, I wanted to stop back by the Mages’ College and see if Neela’s got an update for me.”

“There’s little need for all of us to go to the College,” Geltheriel pointed out.  “Reece and I will take Silma back to the Black Blade and await you there.  Will the charm you gave her allow her to remove the Spell upon her?”

Aranos frowned; he’d almost forgotten that Silma had a talisman that let her disjoin any Spell on her.  “I’m not sure,” he said slowly.  “I mean, it might, but it might not.  That Spell uses an Enhanced aspect, and the charm might not be powerful enough to undo it.”

“I’m sure she won’t mind attempting it,” Rhys chuckled.  “Multiple times, just to be certain.  She truly dislikes that Spell.”

“I’ll meet you back at Malcolm’s, then,” Aranos nodded, rising from the table with the others.  “Maybe McBane will be back there by now, if nothing else.”

Silvia and Avalyn weren’t at the main counter in the College when Aranos arrived, but the young man who addressed him as he entered was as polite and helpful as every other person he’d encountered in the antechamber.  “I’ll be happy to see if Student Neeva is available,” the black-haired man smiled at Oran.  “If you don’t mind waiting?”

“Not at all,” Aranos shook his head, stepping away from the counter and leaning against the wall.  He quickly pulled up his status as he did, examining it critically:
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Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Master of Elements






Age:


 
26





Race:


 
High Arcane




Adv. Class:

 
Sorcerer Ascendant

   

XP:


 
200,176/210,000





Level:


 
11





Class:


 
Sorcerer

 ​
 ​
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122,588/136,000





Level:


 
16





Profession:


 
Hunter

 ​
 

XP:


 
875/1000





Level:


 
2





Abilities:







Str:


 
56 (96)    

 ​
  

Dex:


 
58 (98)    

 ​





Agil:


 
59 (99)  

 ​
 

End:


 
55 (95)





Int:


 
159 (204)  

 ​
 

Wis:


 
168 (213)

 ​





Per:  


 
60 (105)    

  

Cha:


 
178 (223)






LP:


 
3,080 /3,080

       

Regen:


 
222.2/s





SP:


 
38,452 /38,452

  

Regen:


 
222.2/s, 315.3/s meditating





Stamina:


 
N/A






Soul Points:


 
154
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His Charisma was getting close to 200; he needed three more levels of Sorcerer Ascendant or two levels of Sorcerer Ascendant and one of Sorcerer to get it above that, assuming he didn’t figure out another way to increase his Stats now that training wouldn’t help him anymore.  He frowned as he read over his status more carefully; at some point, he’d leveled up in his Hunter Profession, and he hadn’t even gotten a notification.  He pulled up his old notifications and ran a search query on them.  Sure enough, he’d gotten a notification, but he’d zipped right past it because all it did was increase his bonuses to Harvesting.  Apparently, Tracking the oroloke and tigroons had given him decent XP for the Profession, probably because they were an actual challenge for him. 

He dismissed his status and pulled up his friends list.  He rarely checked it, mostly because until that morning, Phil was the only person on his list, and for the first week and more in the game, he hadn’t been able to use the messaging system to contact the Paladin anyway.  The AIs limited private messages so that you could only contact someone in the same region as you.  Aranos wasn’t sure why they’d done that, but he thought it was because the different realms were supposed to be isolated from one another in Ka.  Easy contact between players in disparate kingdoms would take away from that and make each city seem less like an island in a sea of Darkness.

Neela had accepted his friend request but hadn’t contacted him about their missed appointment that morning, so he shot her a brief message telling her he was there and asking if she was available.  He probably should have done that earlier, but he’d been distracted – and, honestly, he just didn’t pay much attention to his messages or friends list.  In fact, he’d gotten a few messages from Phil that day, mostly just updates and screenshots of their adventures. 

He was chuckling at an image of Longfellow lying on his back in the dirt with a somewhat large kondinya standing on his chest, his crossbow jammed in its mouth – apparently, the creature had leapt completely over the tanks’ shield wall, going for Meridian, and Longfellow had jumped in the way only to find that the saurian was a lot stronger than it looked – when a shadow fell on him and caused him to open his eyes.  A black-robed figure was standing before the Sorcerer, staring severely at him with an expression that radiated irritation. 

“You are the Traveler Oran?” the Wizard asked a bit peremptorily.  The man was shorter than Aranos, with long, wavy black hair that was streaked with gray strands.  His face was dominated by a huge beard that fell down to his chest and had the same gray striations as his hair.  He was slightly heavy-set, a rarity in Ka from what Aranos had seen, and his fine, black robe had three red-orange bands wrapped about each sleeve just above the cuff.

“That’s me,” Aranos nodded carefully.  “I’m here to see Neela.”

“Student Neela is otherwise occupied.  You will come with me.”  The man turned and started walking away but stopped when he realized Aranos wasn’t following.

“Why?” the Sorcerer asked calmly, not moving from his spot and activating his Inspection Skill. 




Godfrey Steelhelm






Human






Unwounded




“Because I have ordered you to,” Godfrey replied in a frosty tone.  “You are in the Mages’ College, and you have agreed to obey the instructions of any full Wizard.”

“Only when I was with Neela,” Aranos corrected, his irritation rising at the man’s peremptory attitude.  “I’m not a member of your College, I don’t know that I have any interest in joining your College, and you don’t have any authority over me.  So, why should I go with you?”

Godfrey straightened, his face angry, and Aranos noticed the white-robed students drawing back, staring fearfully at the Wizard.  “I can think of three reasons,” the man said coldly.  “First, because failure to do so will result in punishment for Student Neela, as she vouched for you.  Second, because as I understand it, you made a rather extreme request of the College, and I can guarantee that it will never happen if you remain intransigent.”  The man leaned forward, his eyes flashing dangerously.  “And third, because if you don’t come willingly, I’ll drag you.”

Aranos felt a sudden heat rise in the room, but he reached out with his High Mastery Ability and quelled it, spending a few dozen SP as the Wizard’s Spell tried to resist his control.  Godfrey’s eyes suddenly widened, and Aranos shook his head.  “I’ll come with you,” he said with a grimace.  “I’m only coming because I don’t want Neela to get in trouble, though.  If you don’t help me, I’ll find another way to get what I need, and as you’ve just seen, it’ll be a lot harder for you to make me do anything than you probably think – and there’ll be consequences, since I’ve got solid reputation with the Adventurers’ Guild, Merchants’ Guild, Guards, and the King himself. 

“However, just so we’re clear: I’m coming in as a guest and expect to be treated as one.  If you offer me any sort of aggression or hostility, I’ll respond in kind, and that’s the sort of thing that will get an awful lot of people killed.  Neither one of us wants that, do we?”  His first trip to the House of Blades flashed through his mind; they’d thought he was the one killing elders in the city and had treated him like a criminal.  It hadn’t gone well – at least, it wouldn’t have, had Saphielle not stepped in and defused the situation.

The man’s eyes blazed, but he reluctantly nodded.  “No, we don’t,” he admitted.  “If it makes you feel better, I can tell you that you’re being summoned to meet the Headmaster.  He wishes to speak to you about your request, certain abilities you’ve demonstrated, your manipulation of our warding, and the fact that you introduced one of our students to advanced training methods without our consent.  As far as I know, he only wants to advise you of our rules and verify your skills, nothing more.”

“In that case, I’m happy to meet with him,” Aranos smiled, stepping forward.  “And if you’d led with that instead of issuing demands or threatening me, this all would have gone more smoothly.  Just something to consider for the future.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Godfrey grunted.  “Follow me.”

The Wizard led Aranos through one of the hidden doors and into the Hall of the Unformed.  The man stopped before the guardian barrier and glanced at Aranos.  “I was told that you altered this Spell to allow an individual to pass through it freely,” he said shortly.  “I’ve been instructed to have you show me how.”  Aranos simply stared at him, one eyebrow raised, and the man sighed in obvious frustration.  “Please.”

“Of course,” Aranos nodded, extending his mana probe to the hanging Spell.  He frowned briefly; it had been altered since his last visit.  The attunement portion of the Spell was masked, now, hidden behind what looked like an attack Spell of some sort.  He studied it carefully and realized that it wasn’t particularly dangerous; it was a lash of Mind magic that would temporarily incapacitate anyone who tried to alter the attunement portion of the barrier in any way. 

Fortunately, he was fairly resistant to Mind magic, so it probably just would have given him a minor headache, but there was no need to find out.  He shifted the hanging attack, sliding it out of his way with an effort of will and a not inconsiderable amount of SP – whoever’d cast that had been skilled at Mind magic, and he kind of wanted to meet them and ask them about it – then more cautiously examined the exposed attunement spellform. 

As he’d suspected, a second Spell was hiding below the first, lurking in wait for someone who was incautious enough to believe the first trap had been the main one.  Aranos had a feeling something like that would be there; the first Spell was obvious, and the College had to realize that he had access to Mind magic and would be able to sense it.  He slid the second Spell aside as well, examined the remaining construct more closely, then slipped a connection into the attunement Spell that locked it open for him, dumping significant SP into the tether.  He guessed it would last for about a week, and it would take a considerable amount of effort for someone to sever it, now.

“All done,” he turned back to Godfrey with a smile.

“Prove it,” the man grunted.  Aranos remained still, and Godfrey shook his head.  “Please.”

“No problem.”  Aranos walked forward and stepped through the barrier, back over it, and through it again, repeating this several times.  “Is that proof enough?”

“Technically, it only shows me that you can channel SP very quickly, nothing more.  Allow me entry instead, if you would.”

“Sure,” Aranos replied, reaching back out to the Spell and snapping a tether from the Wizard to the barrier, one that would last for no longer than a few minutes.  As he did, his mental probe touched on the man’s surface thoughts, and Aranos gained a sense of Godfrey’s emotions.  The Wizard was frustrated, angry – and a little bit afraid.  Aranos understood the first two, but the reason for the last escaped him…unless Godfrey wasn’t afraid of Aranos but of something or someone else.

He resisted the urge to probe deeper; the Wizard might sense that, and if he did, he’d probably assume Aranos was attacking him.  That would cause a struggle, and while Aranos thought he could win – after all, it seemed that Godfrey was a Pyromancer or Fire specialist and Aranos could use both the Ash and Arctic aspects, Fire’s hard counters – it would also probably permanently slam the gates to the Mages’ College in his face.  Getting their help would be the easiest way for him to proceed in his Quest, and he didn’t want to burn that bridge if he didn’t have to.

“All right, you’re all set for about five minutes,” he finally told the waiting Wizard.  “You can just walk through the barrier, no SP needed.”  Godfrey looked suspiciously at him.  Rather than stepping forward, he reached out his hand cautiously, and his eyes widened as his hand passed smoothly through the wall without resistance.  He stepped forward, passing through the Spell, then stepped back and repeated the process. 

“How did you do that?” he asked quietly, staring at the wall.  “The Spell is designed so that any full Wizard can grant another passage through it, but that’s an integral part of the spellform.  You obviously changed it somehow.”

Aranos shook his head.  “I didn’t change anything,” he corrected.  “I just bypassed the Spell’s trigger.”  Godfrey looked unconvinced, and Aranos smiled.  “Do you know how the barrier works?”

“Yes.  It creates a wall of unaspected mana that resists passage.  However, applying SP to the Spell links you to it and makes you part of the Spell for a few seconds, so you can ignore it.”

“Well, not exactly, but close enough.  Technically, the more SP you add, the longer that attunement will last; you could stay attuned for an hour or so with almost four-thousand points of mana if you wanted.  All I did was create that same link externally.  It takes less SP, because so much mana is lost to the Spell as waste, and it lasts longer.  I didn’t alter anything, though…unlike whoever set the traps for me this time around.”

“Traps?” the man asked, puzzled.  “What are you talking about?”

Aranos glanced at him; he seemed genuinely confused.  “Nothing important.  Should we go see your Headmaster, now?”

“Yes.  Yes, He’s waiting for us.”  Godfrey glanced back at the barrier.  “Follow me, please.”



Godfrey led Aranos past the Hall, which was much less crowded at this time of day, and through the double doors at the end of it.  They entered a long hallway with multiple doors on each side, all firmly shut.  Aranos was tempted to ask the Wizard what was inside, but he had a feeling the man wouldn’t be the best tour guide for him.  He followed Godfrey through the halls, down several corridors and up a few staircases.  They passed curious-looking students and impassive Wizards, but Godfrey didn’t even make eye contact with these, much less speak to them. 

 

Maybe it’s not me,


 
the Sorcerer thought silently. 

 

Maybe he’s just a natural douche, and I was lucky enough to be the recipient of it today.  Yay, me.




They stopped before an ornate door that Aranos identified as truesilver inlaid with runes of auril.  He could feel the Enchantments radiating from it and cast his mental probe out to test the door.  It was warded, of that there could be no doubt, and that warding was one of the most elaborate and tightly woven ones Aranos had ever seen.  He thought he could probably pick it apart, given several days’ time, but he certainly wasn’t about to penetrate it anytime soon.  Even so, he could see that it was designed to be attuned to specific individuals, allowing them to pass freely – or to certain objects, from the look of it.



As if to validate the Sorcerer’s appraisal, Godfrey reached into his robe and pulled out what looked like a dully glowing crystal.  He touched it to the door, and Aranos felt the wards withdraw for a moment, allowing the man to pull the door open. 

 

That’s a pretty serious security flaw,


 
Aranos frowned silently as he followed the Wizard into a small, circular room whose walls were etched with glowing runes. 

 

Anyone who steals one of those crystals can get through this door with ease.  It’d be smarter to temporarily add someone to the attuned list than to give out a key like that.




Aranos realized at the last instant what was about to happen as he felt Dimensional magic spill out of the walls and fill the room.  He quickly locked his eyes on a point on the wall as he felt a surge of energy wash through him, and suddenly he was standing in a large, plain room that looked like a typical waiting room.  The walls were unadorned and lined with padded, wooden benches.  A single, stone door etched with more runes was set into one wall, with a desk placed beside it and a dark-haired woman in a black robe seated behind the desk.

Aranos barely noticed these things, as he was too busy trying to keep the contents of his stomach in place.  Portal magic didn’t bother him, but for whatever reason, direct teleportation Spells just didn’t seem to agree with him.  He closed his eyes, taking shallow breaths and trying not to expel the fluids churning in his stomach for several long moments.  At last, he mastered himself and felt the wave of sickness pass.

He opened his eyes as his stomach settled and found Godfrey staring impatiently at him.  “Are you recovered?” the man snapped.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Aranos swallowed once more.  “I don’t teleport well.”

“Not a common complaint, but not unheard-of,” the woman sitting behind the desk spoke, beckoning the two to come closer.  Aranos walked forward and saw that the woman’s pale blonde hair was long, sleek, and pulled back tightly into a tail behind her head.  Her face was narrow and pretty, with wide, dark eyes and overly full lips.  “You are the Traveler Oran?” she asked, a hint of a smile playing around her mouth.

“That’s me,” he smiled back at her easily, recovering his composure.  “I understand I’m in a bit of trouble.”

“Perhaps,” she said evenly, still wearing that half-smile.  “I suppose it depends on your behavior.  Are you planning on behaving yourself?”  She glanced up at Godfrey, who was looking at the woman with a confused expression.  “You may go, Wizard Steelhelm,” she said dismissively.  “You’ve performed this extremely simple duty admirably.”

“My report…,” the man stammered, but she cut him off with a wave.

“You and your charge were observed closely.  We have the information we needed, thank you.”

“Yes, Director Tiernan,” Godfrey bowed his head slightly. “Good day.”  The Wizard stalked off toward a rune set into the floor where he and Aranos had appeared and stood on it.  A moment later, the man vanished in a flash of light.

“So, you are the infamous Oran,” the woman smiled at Aranos, placing her elbows on her desk and resting her chin on her folded hands.  Her black robe, he noticed, had four bands on the sleeve, two of gleaming copper and two that looked like burnished steel.  “You’ve caused quite the commotion, you know.”

“I certainly wasn’t trying to,” he shrugged.  “I was just trying to help out.  I didn’t mean to get anyone in trouble.”

The woman laughed, a clear and rich sound.  “Sadly, you did anyway.  That seems to be a common theme with you Travelers; you often cause more trouble on accident than we natives can create deliberately.”  She shook her head and gave him a direct look.  “Too bad you never cause trouble of the right kind.” 



Aranos almost flinched as he realized that his Charisma was probably affecting the woman – unless, of course, she was always this direct with people, which he doubted based on the odd look Godfrey had given her.  He felt a flash of annoyance, but he set it aside as a thought occurred to him. 

 

She probably knows what’s going on,


 
he reasoned silently. 

 

I wonder if my Charisma can weasel the information out of her.  Worth a shot.




“You know, Director Tiernan, you never told me if I’m really in trouble or not,” he smiled, leaning over her desk.  He quickly Inspected the woman.  “Or should I call you Savannah?”

“You Inspected me, naughty boy,” the woman breathed, leaning farther forward.  “Savannah is fine.  And as for trouble…would you like to be?”



“That depends on who’s punishing me,” he said easily, deliberately looking into her eyes.  At the same time, he thought about Saphielle, about the feel of her skin and the smell of her hair.  Longing raged through him, and he held onto that feeling as he gazed into the Wizard’s eyes, feeling a surge of shame that he forced down. 

 

My Charisma is a weapon,


 
he told himself firmly. 

 

Saphielle would want me to use all of my weapons, even the ones that make me uncomfortable.




Savannah seemed to shiver and closed her eyes as a flush rose in her cheeks.  She drew a deep, shuddering breath and opened her eyes, gazing at Aranos with a look that promised any number of things.  “You want me to punish you?” she breathed, leaning farther forward and sliding one hand out to touch his.  “I might – but only if you punish me in return…”

“I believe that’s sufficient,” a thin, wavering voice spoke as the sealed door suddenly swung open.  “Traveler, please stop attempting to seduce my assistant and step into my office.  Director Tiernan, please take some time to compose yourself, then join us.”



Aranos grinned at the woman and shrugged, but she held his gaze and bit her lip.  “Later…” she breathed, stroking his hand gently.  A thrill of sensation fluttered through Aranos, but he tamped it down.  He wasn’t actually interested in the woman – well, not really, despite her beauty – and he wouldn’t pursue it any farther.  He’d just wanted to see if he could use his Charisma to get more information. 

 

Maybe if you’d actually asked her some questions instead of making stupid innuendos, you’d have found out,


 
he chided himself.  Oh well.  He’d try that next time.



He stepped away from her desk and walked cautiously into a large, spacious office.  The ceiling was open to the sky, allowing the last, few rays of the day’s sunlight to seep into the space.  The walls were covered with bookshelves and hung with smaller versions of the tapestries in the main hall, and the stone floor was concealed beneath a thick rug.  A large desk was the main piece of furniture in the room, inscribed with runes that Aranos recognized – one for each Primary aspect – plus some that he didn’t and assumed were the Enhanced aspect runes. 

A bench was placed against one wall, with two figures seated on it.  Neela and Avalyn looked utterly downcast; both sat with their heads bowed, and Neela’s face was tearstained while Avalyn’s was creased with a scowl.  Figures stood to each side of the desk; Aranos recognized Dean Rocherres from the Air College glaring at him, but he didn’t know the man with iron-gray hair and six gold stripes on his sleeve or the emaciated-looking, bald one with an identical number of metallic silver ones on his robe. 

Most of that, though, he noticed merely in passing; his attention was focused on the person sitting behind the desk.  The man was positively ancient-looking, with deep, brown skin heavily lined with wrinkles, a snow-white beard, and matching hair, both trimmed neatly.  His robe was immaculately neat and spotless, with seven prismatic, multihued bands that sparkled and glimmered in the light.  Power radiated out from his gray eyes, not the energies of Primary or even Enhanced mana but a deeper, more potent power that reminded Aranos of the hidden oceans of mana deep within him that he was yet unable to touch.  In the face of that presence, Aranos felt a bit cowed for one of the few times in the game.

Bands of air suddenly whipped out from Rocherres’ upraised hand, snapping and binding around Aranos, pinning him in place and gagging his mouth.  He stared at the gathered Wizards with a rising mixture of anger and despair; they’d set a trap for him, and he’d walked right into it.  There was no way he could defeat all of them.

But he could certainly take some of them with him as he went.




Chapter 15


Aranos’ eyes blazed as fury rose in him, and he began summoning a vacuum blade to sever the bindings when the elderly man raised a hand.

“Now, now, Lucie,” the old man said a in thin voice.  “That’s hardly necessary, and certainly no way to treat a guest in our school.”

“Headmaster Mandla, this man has access to the Mind aspect,” she protested in her crisp voice.  “He’s known to be friendly with the elves, and we don’t know his purpose in our city!  He could easily control any of us…”

“Not any of us,” the bald man contradicted in a wispy sort of voice.  “I’ll know if he tries anything like that, Dean Rocherres, and I’ll stop him.”

“And while I appreciate your presence, Dean Greghoff, I will feel more secure if this man can’t cast a single Spell,” Rocherres snapped back.

The Headmaster laughed, a reedy sort of sound.  “That’s the issue, though, Lucie.  The bindings you’ve created won’t do anything to stop a Sorcerer from using his magic.”  He looked at Aranos calmly.  “That’s what you are, isn’t it?  A Sorcerer?”  Aranos nodded his head, and the Headmaster chuckled.

“There.  His powers are driven by his will, Lucie, not by incantations and wiggling his fingers.  I’m betting he could escape your bindings right now.  Couldn’t you?”  Aranos nodded again.  The Headmaster looked at Dean Rocherres, but the older woman’s jaw was clamped tightly.  The man sighed.  “Very well.  Please demonstrate, Sorcerer – but nothing beyond freeing yourself, you understand?”

Aranos quickly used his Forge Mana Spell to craft a blade of Vacuum mana and slashed his bindings, severing them instantly.  He shifted his shoulders and shook his arms as they came free, loosening them up, but otherwise stood calmly and silently.  Dean Rocherres’ face was outraged, but her gaze was speculative as she stared at him.

“There, you see?  Sorcerers!” the Headmaster laughed.  “You’ll have to forgive my colleagues, Traveler.  Your kind hasn’t been seen in this city in centuries, and the College has mostly forgotten about them.”

“Not all of us,” the gray-haired man murmured in a deep voice.

“True, Radomil, true,” the Headmaster acknowledged.  “You were the one who recognized young Avalyn’s Class, after all, and helped us make the connection.”  He looked up at Aranos calmly.  “Please, have a seat.”  He gestured, and a soft chair suddenly swirled into existence in front of the desk.  Aranos hesitantly sat down, keeping half an eye on the standing Wizards towering around him. 



As he did, the door behind him opened, and Savannah slipped into the room, taking a seat behind the Headmaster and to his left.  The woman took out a jewel that Aranos recognized as a memory stone and held it in her hand, flashing Aranos another smoldering glance before closing her eyes and seeming to slip into some sort of trance.  “I’m ready, Headmaster,” her voice spoke in a whisper that seemed to come from everywhere in the room at once.  Aranos quickly reached out to her with a tendril of mana and found a weave of Soul and Spirit magic emanating from her and filling the room. 

 

Astral mana,


 
he thought curiously. 

 

Wonder what she’s doing with it?




The Headmaster cleared his throat, and Aranos refocused on the old man.  “I understand that I’m not as pleasing to look at as Director Tiernan,” the old man chuckled softly.  “And my magic probably isn’t as fascinating for you to examine, but if you’ll retract that extremely subtle probe you’re using, we really should begin.”  Aranos did as the man asked, trying to conceal his surprise.  The Headmaster was the first person who’d ever detected his mana probe; the Sorcerer had honestly thought it was undetectable. 

“Thank you.  First, let me commend you on the skill of the illusion you’ve wrapped around yourself.  While I can see the reality beneath it – it’s impossible to conceal much from me within my own Domain, including slender threads of magic – I wouldn’t have realized it was a false identity from outside that boundary.  Is that something you were taught, or did you work it out yourself?”

Aranos hesitated, but he honestly couldn’t see anything to be gained by lying at this point.  The Headmaster obviously knew who he was – thus Rocherres’ comment about elves earlier – and he had a feeling either the Headmaster or the bald-headed dean would sense any lies, anyway.  “I created it,” he finally answered.  “That’s how it works for Sorcerers.  We can’t teach one another anything but the most basic Spells; everything after that, you have to work out on your own.”

“That agrees with what I’ve read,” Radomil spoke up.  “Sorcerers craft Spells, they don’t learn them.”

“Well, it was most excellently done,” the Headmaster nodded, then sighed.  “Now that the obligatory praise is out of the way, we must discuss some rather less pleasant business.  I must ask: did you teach Student Neela the method of training her Stats using a mana crystal?” 

“Yes,” Aranos nodded.

“Did you know that we prohibit students from learning that technique?” the Headmaster asked, his voice gaining a slight edge.

“I didn’t know.  I suspected that you withheld that training from them, but I didn’t know that it was forbidden.  The elves teach it to beginning students, and I didn’t see the harm.”

“You are honest, at least,” the Headmaster sighed.  “Before I explain, you may be wondering how we knew your identity, yes?”

“I assume Neela told you,” he shrugged.  “Probably because you threatened to expel her if she didn’t.”

“That particular threat didn’t work, I’m afraid.  Student Neela wasn’t willing to share your secret and would have accepted expulsion rather than betray you, so further steps were needed.  As you surely understand, no secret is truly safe from the Followers of the Unseen like Dean Greghoff, here.” 

Aranos turned his eyes to glance over at the disconsolate Neela and understood; a Wizard had read her thoughts – probably this very Wizard – and she was doubtlessly a little overwhelmed at realizing how much access the AIs had to her mind.  It had taken his party a bit of time to get used to the idea, too, once they’d learned that Lily could enter their dreams almost at will.

“In any case, Traveler, thanks to the information she provided, I am certainly aware of who taught you that technique.  While I understand that the elves begin its usage early in a student’s life, we do not, and for good reason.  Young Wizards are often impatient and have difficulty controlling their mana.  I am certain you are aware of the possible consequences if someone uses that technique and is too close to a crystal or attempts too much, too quickly?” 

“Mana Burn, or even permanent damage to your channels,” Aranos nodded. 

“Then you will understand why we hold off on that training until our students are Adepts at Mana Manipulation to avoid that very issue.”

Aranos frowned.  “Why Manipulation rather than Control?” he asked quietly.

“Ah, yes, the elves rank their members by their Mana Control Skill.  I’d almost forgotten that.  Well, we favor Manipulation over Control for an excellent reason, and it is likely not what your instructors told you it is.

“Mana Manipulation is not merely about casting the largest, most powerful Spell you can.  It is about making every Spell as effective and efficient as possible, allowing you to use less SP to achieve a similar result.  The gods’ words tell us that increasing Mana Manipulation increases Spell Power, but what they do not say is that increased Spell Power means you can create an effect using less SP than normal.  If my Spells are 50% more effective, for example, then I can create an effect with standard power for only two-thirds of the normal SP cost.

“At the same time, having increased Mana Manipulation reduces the chance of a Spell destabilizing or backfiring on you or affecting a target you didn’t intend,” he added.  “Do you understand all of this?”

“Yes,” Aranos nodded.  He actually did see the man’s point.  He hadn’t thought about it that way and had just assumed that the College wanted its practitioners to make the biggest, most powerful Spells instead of taking the time to master and control the mana inside them, first.  However, the Headmaster’s perspective made sense; Wizards with better Mana Manipulation could cast Spells that wasted less SP and could create normal-powered effects using less mana, with a lower likelihood of something going wrong.  It was an interesting take on spellcasting, and his estimation of the College went up a few notches.

“Good.  Then you shouldn’t protest when I forbid you from instructing any other student at this College in that technique or face expulsion and banishment from the College.  There will be no further warnings.  Am I clear?”  Aranos nodded.

“That’s settled, then.  Now, my next question.  Did you show Student Avalyn how to touch her mana and teach her a Spell?” 

“I did,” he replied, his chin raised a bit defiantly.  “She’s not a Wizard, and none of your classes were going to work for her.  I showed her how to touch her mana so she could get through the barrier in the main hall – since when I tried to help her another way, I found that she’d been punished for allowing me to do that – and taught her the most basic Spell of Sorcery.  If that’s a problem…”

The Headmaster stopped his rising tirade with an upraised hand. “You misunderstand me, Traveler.  For what you’ve done, you have my thanks.” 

Aranos’ surprise must have shown on his face, since the Headmaster’s expression twisted into one of sorrow.  “Did you believe we weren’t trying to instruct her, Traveler?” he asked simply.  “That we would keep her here for these weeks and not make every effort to help her?  What could have given you such a low opinion of our school?”

“I…,” Aranos stopped.  He had thought that.  He’d assumed that the girl hadn’t immediately taken to the schooling and the teachers had abandoned her at once – and that wasn’t fair.  He hadn’t had a single reason to think badly of the College.  “I’m sorry,” he said at last.  “You’re right; I jumped to a conclusion, and it wasn’t a fair one.  I shouldn’t have assumed.”

“Apology accepted,” the Headmaster nodded.  “I will ask, though, that you give us the benefit of the doubt.  I understand that we do things differently than where you trained, and for most people, anything different is worse or wholly wrong.  However, I assure you that we of the College wish Avalyn to succeed as much as you seem to, if not more so.  In fact, I will ask you to tell me what you taught her, so we can continue that instruction.  Is that acceptable?”

“I – I wish I could, but…”

“You would rather keep your methods a secret than help the girl?  That surprises me…”  The Headmaster’s voice gained a definite cold edge.

“No, it’s not that,” Aranos assured the man hurriedly.  “It’s just that – well, I don’t think you can teach her, no matter what.”

“Child, we have been using magic since before you were born,” Dean Rocherres snapped.




Technically not true, since you’re only a few months old. 


 
“I appreciate that,” he replied, his own voice going a bit cool.  “Tell her how to create her fractals, then.”  The Wizard looked confused, and Aranos pressed further.  “Teach her the correct spin rates to aspect her mana.  How to configure her spirals to accommodate energy mana.  Can you do any of that?”



The Headmaster sighed.  “You have made your point, Sorcerer,” he nodded.  “I know more about magic than anyone else in this school, and I have never heard of what you’re talking about.  It seems our skills are far less closely related than I believed.”  He frowned.  “Could we speak of this more later?  I don’t want her progress to stagnate, or for her to become frustrated again.”

“If you’d like,” Aranos nodded. 

“Good.  That brings us to the final matter.  The barrier, and your…adjustments to it.”  He leaned forward.  “Tell me about that, please.”

“Well, Avalyn couldn’t get through, and Neela was going to find a teacher.  That seemed like a waste of time to me when I could adjust it to allow her entry…”

“No, Traveler.  Not your reasons.  Those I understand.  I’m curious as to your methods.  How did you do that?”

“I’d ask if you know how it works, but that seems like…well, a dumb question to ask you.”

“Assume nothing, Traveler.  Treat me as you would Avalyn.”

“Umm, okay.”  Aranos shifted uncomfortably, suddenly aware that every eye was on him.  “The barrier below is a construct of unaspected mana designed to prevent entry.  It’s not the best way to do it – unaspected mana is extremely brittle, and the barrier could probably be broken by someone with a Strength over 50 – but it works, more or less. 

“The barrier’s linked to a weave of Mind mana,” he continued, ignoring the startled looks on two of the three deans’ faces and the angry expression on the third.  “There’s an activation site in the spellform that acts like a receiver; it accepts outside mana and uses that to create a mental link between the donor of that mana and the Spell.  So long as that link is active, the unaspected mana won’t solidify in front of you.”  He shrugged.  “It’s not the way I would have done it, but it’s functional.”

“Why wouldn’t you have done it that way?” the Headmaster asked mildly.

“Well, for one thing, the Spell is pretty wasteful.  If you add a single SP to it, you’re attuned for a few seconds.  If you add a hundred SP, though, you aren’t attuned for a minute.  A significant amount of that mana is being lost somewhere in the Spell.  The more you add, the more you lose.  Even so, with enough SP, you could link yourself to it for a week if you wanted, and what’s the point of that?

“For another, the mental link isn’t necessary.  If you required the caster to touch the barrier when they added mana, the Spell could simply read that person’s mental patterns and attune them to the Spell for a specified time, say five seconds, and get the same result without the tether.  If it were me, though, I’d simply make it permanent; once someone attuned themselves to the barrier, they stayed attuned until I removed them.  After all, the Spell’s obviously meant to be a test more than an actual ward, since any decently leveled melee Class could just smash through it.  Why force them to retake the same test over and over again?”

“Interesting,” The Headmaster nodded, glancing at the bald Wizard.  “Dominik?”

“He’s mistaken,” the man said flatly, his voice no longer airy or light. “The Spell doesn’t use Mind mana of any sort.  Perhaps because I cast it, it seems that way, as my mana is heavily infused with the Mind aspect, but no actual Mind mana was used in the making of it.”

“Indeed?”  the Headmaster turned to Aranos.  “Could that be the case, Traveler?  Could you be so mistaken?”



As Aranos opened his mouth to speak, he felt a sudden pressure around his mind, as if someone were squeezing the defensive barrier of his Fortitude Skill.  He winced at the power of it and instinctively cast his Shield Mind Spell; as the construct of mental energy swirled into place, the force on his thoughts eased.  He frowned but didn’t look at the bald-headed dean; the man had just tried to cast a Mind-based Spell of some kind on Aranos, and he’d apparently done it without needing to use gestures or utter a sound. 

 

So, it is possible for Wizards to cast like that.  That’s good to know; I can’t assume that Paralyzing a Wizard incapacitates them anymore.


 
 



“No, Headmaster, that’s not possible,” he said firmly, still refusing to look at the dean.  Most people weren’t aware when a Spell of the Mind aspect was directed at them, and he didn’t want to give away to the dean that he could sense the man’s attempt.  To be safe, though, he reached out to the dean with a silent probe, feeling for any other use of Mind energies.  The Headmaster’s eyes narrowed, then darted over to look at Dean Greghoff, and an expression of understanding seemed to cross his face.

“Are you certain?” the old man pressed, his voice now holding an edge of anger.

“I am,” Aranos said confidently.  “If you want proof, I can give you some.  First, I used a tether of Mind mana to breach the Spell.  That wouldn’t have worked if the entire Spell were unaspected, because Mind mana doesn’t interact with most other forms of mana.  That’s why it ignores magical shielding and physical armor. 

“Second, I’ve got that same tether linked to the Spell right now.  If you have a way to detect Mind mana, you can see it for yourself.”

“Impossible,” the bald man sneered.  “To hold a tether over this distance, you’d have had to use thousands of Mind SP…”  The man trailed off and blanched as he realized what he’d said.

“I believe you should stop speaking for the moment, Dominik,” the Headmaster said firmly. “As it turns out, I do have a device for sensing Mind mana.  Would you like me to use it to prove this Traveler’s claim?  I could also simply examine the barrier with it – which I should have done long ago, I suppose.”  His mouth twisted sourly.  “More the fool me for being trusting.  Well, Dominik?  What will it be?”

The bald man went pale and stared at the Headmaster, glancing furtively at the enraged faces of the other two deans.  His mouth opened and closed for a moment before snapping shut.  He drew himself up to his full height, and his eyes flashed with defiance as he spoke.  “Very well.  Yes, I employed Mind mana in the creation of the barrier.”

“Despite the prohibition on using Mind Spells on any member of this school except for instructional purposes?” the Headmaster asked calmly, although Aranos could feel the anger radiating out from him.  “Despite your frequent assurances that the barrier does not, in fact, contain Mind mana?”

“Yes,” Greghoff said, his chin still raised defiantly.  “I spent most of a year researching that Spell, Headmaster, as you know.  I made every attempt to weave it without Mind magic, but there simply wasn’t a way to cast it otherwise.”

“Then why didn’t you just come to me and tell me that?” the old man asked patiently.  “Why lie?”

“Because this College is unfairly prejudiced against the School of the Unseen,” Greghoff snapped.  “We’re treated as pariahs, despite being an Upper School, and our magic is feared and shunned.  If I’d told everyone that Mind magic was necessary for the Spell, people would have avoided the barrier for fear of it taking over their minds or controlling their thoughts.”

The Headmaster sighed and shook his head.  “Those fears aren’t unwarranted, as you know, Dominik.  Still, if you had come to me, I would have been happy to help you find a Spell that didn’t need Mind mana.”  He took a deep breath.  “Return to your office, Dominik.  I’ll have to think about this.”

The bald man opened his mouth as if to speak, but the Headmaster held up a warning hand.  “Before you say anything to make things worse, Dominik, consider this.  As you said, there’s a lot of fear and paranoia about your school, and this won’t help that situation.  When everyone finds out that they’ve been subjected to Mind magic without their knowledge, how will they react?  Despite the fact that there was obviously no influence or attempt to influence, there will be demands for explanations – and likely for punishment.  You’ve just reinforced the very stereotype you’re telling me is unfairly applied to your school, Dominik: that all Followers of the Unseen are manipulative and secretive, not to be trusted.” 

The bald man paled at those words but bit his lip and hung his head.  “I – I hadn’t considered that people might see it that way,” he admitted.  “I thought that once they saw how harmless it was…”

“And my belief in that is the only reason you’re not currently packing to leave,” the Headmaster agreed.  “However, you understand that I will have to take some action.”

“Yes, Headmaster,” the man said weakly, his face still pale.



“Good.  Return to your school, Dominik.  We’ll speak more of this later.”  Aranos sat silently as the bald man filed out of the room, but he didn’t miss the flash of hatred the dean shot his way before exiting. 

 

Well, I visit another Mage Guild and I make another enemy.  Hopefully, this one won’t turn out to be as insane as Keryth was.




“Thank you for your assistance, Traveler,” the Headmaster said quietly.  “In return for the aid you’ve given us, let me introduce Dean Radomil Janeczek, head of the School of the Fathomless, the College of Spatial magic.  I believe you wished to speak to him?”  The Headmaster held a hand out toward the man with iron-gray hair, who inclined his head politely toward Aranos.

“Yes, sir,” Aranos replied leaning forward with excitement.  “Dean Janeczek, I wanted to ask you about…”

The gray-haired man held up a hand with a smile.  “Hold, Traveler,” he chuckled.  “I’m sure you have questions for me, but I’ve got many of my own for you, and this is hardly the place for that sort of discussion.”  He turned back to the Headmaster.  “Do you still require the Traveler, Headmaster?”

“Yes,” the old man said a bit deprecatingly.  “I know you’re anxious to ply him for the secrets of Sorcery, but he and I must speak in private.  I will send him to you once we are finished.”

“Of course, Headmaster.  I’ll be in my office.”  The man held up a hand, and his form wavered and vanished. 

The Headmaster turned to look at Neela and Avalyn.  “I trust you’ve both learned a lesson about keeping secrets from the College?”  Both women nodded silently.  “Very well, then I consider this matter to be concluded.  You may both return to your quarters to continue your studies.  Student Neela, you have my permission to use the channeling technique the Traveler taught you, but only with your own mana, not with the air crystal until you’ve reached Adept ranks.  Is that clear?”

“Yes, Headmaster,” the woman said meekly.

“Excellent.  Student Avalyn, please wait in my antechamber, as I’ll need to speak to you about your training when we’re all done here.” 

“Yes, Headmaster,” the teen muttered sullenly. 

When the teen shut the door behind her, the old Wizard looked up at the air overhead.  “Return, please, Savannah.”

“Of course, Headmaster,” the woman’s ethereal voice filled the room.  A moment later, her body took a deep breath, and her eyes flashed open.

“Did Dean Greghoff employ Mind magic toward the Traveler?” the Headmaster asked the woman sharply.

“Yes, Headmaster,” she nodded.  “The Traveler resisted it, however.  His presence in Arethain is – potent.”  The woman shivered.

“Arethain?” Aranos asked curiously.

“The realm of Astral mana,” Savannah replied throatily.  “Do you have use of Astral mana?”

“Actually, yes,” he said a bit hesitantly.

“Then perhaps, sometime, I could teach you,” she told him with a smile.  “This world is very – mundane compared to Arethain.”

“I’d like that,” Aranos smiled back.

“And I would like to speak to the Traveler alone, if I might,” the Headmaster snorted.  “Savannah, please keep an eye on Dominik for me.  While I’m certain that he means no harm to anyone in this school…”  He glanced at Aranos, and the woman nodded.

“I’ll take care of it, Headmaster,” she assured him.  She turned and looked directly at Aranos.  “Oran.”  Her hand trailed across his shoulder as she walked out of the room, and the Headmaster chuckled, probably sensing Aranos’ discomfort.

“You’ve no one but yourself to blame for that, Traveler,” the ancient Wizard pointed out as the door to the room closed.  “Charisma is a powerful tool, but it’s a blade that can cut both ways.  You chose to wield it as a weapon, and now you’d best beware of its other edge.  Like most Astral mages, Savannah is extremely sensual and curious about new experiences, and I’m sure your true form was visible to her while she was projected into the room.”

“So, she was watching us all astrally?  Why?”

“Well, many things are clearer in Arethain than they are here,” the old man shrugged.  “I’ve never visited, but I’m told that the world is both easier and harder to understand from there, and everything perceived there is far more intense and stimulating.  In addition, magic in all its forms can be plainly seen without needing the appropriate Mastery Skills.”  He sighed.  “It’s a shame that so few choose that school.  Traveling in Arethain requires a certain surrender of the will, and few Wizards are capable of that.”

Aranos nodded.  “So, what did you want to speak to me about?”

“No more questions, Traveler?” the old man chuckled.  “My instructors tell me that your kind are full of questions.  Come now, there’s nothing in all of what happened that troubles or confuses you?”

“Well, some of it I understand, but some of it I don’t.  I suppose I understand why Mind magic is prohibited – it’s hard to defend against – but I don’t get why you couldn’t sense Greghoff using it against me, or in the barrier, with that Domain of yours. And what is a Domain…?”

The old man waved Aranos to silence, laughing.  “And there is the start of the infamous interrogation I’ve heard so much about!  Questions after questions, without giving someone a chance to answer before the next comes.  Well, let’s see what we can do.

“Your first question is simple enough to answer.  I don’t know how it is with Sorcerers, but Wizards can only sense Enhanced mana if they have the appropriate Spell Mastery Skill.  Indeed, sensing the associated aspect is generally the Student rank Ability gained with any Spell Mastery, but for Primary mana, lacking the needed Mastery Skill simply limits the range at which you can sense that aspect.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” Aranos admitted.  “I’ve never been offered a Spell Mastery Skill before.”

“I’ve been speaking to Radomil about your Class – he’s made something of a study of lost magic, and before you came to our world, Sorcery was one such.  He did tell me that Sorcerers don’t gain Mastery Skills but have some other method of altering their mana.  For Wizards, Spell Mastery allows us to replace some of our unaspected mana with the associated type and cast more powerful Spells of that aspect.  Lacking the Skill, we have to rely on our spellforms to separate out the unwanted aspects – which is both wasteful and makes casting the more powerful Spells of any given aspect impossible.

“If a Wizard wishes to cast a spell of Primary mana, they can do it without the needed Spell Mastery – it simply takes more SP and isn’t as powerful.  That isn’t possible with Enhanced mana; as you have likely discovered, Enhanced mana comes from a place within each Wizard, and without the associated Mastery, we can’t distinguish those aspects from the natural magic of the world.”

Aranos frowned.  “I wouldn’t think that unlocking the Mind aspect would be that hard for Wizards, though,” he pointed out.  “You just need an Intelligence of 50 and an Adept level in one of the appropriate Lore skills, right?  That should be simple.”

“Is that all it takes for Sorcerers?” the man asked in surprise.  “Sadly, it’s much more difficult for us.  To unlock Mind Mastery, a Wizard must have an Intelligence above 60, at least one Charisma-based Skill and a Lore Skill related to a sapient race both at the Expert level, and Air and Light Masteries, one at Adept, the other at Expert. 

“Even if a Wizard gains all of these, though, this simply gives them the ability to attempt to learn and cast a Spell of the Mind aspect.  It can take years of study to understand the Spell, and months to cast it correctly.  Only casting the Spell will finally unlock the Spell Mastery Skill and allow the Wizard to begin their journey on the path of that aspect.

“And that is the Mind aspect, which is one of the easier ones for Wizards to master,” the old man added.  “Imagine how difficult the Nature aspect is, requiring a Strength or Endurance of over 60, when both of those are a Wizard’s Weak Stats.”  The old man shook his head.  “The School of Nature’s Path is a sparsely populated one, indeed.”

Aranos blew out a breath.  “Sounds like it’s much harder for Wizards,” he admitted.  “No wonder you guys tend to only master one or two Enhanced aspects.”

“Indeed.  I’m certain I will regret asking this, but how many Enhanced aspects have you unlocked?”

“Umm…all of them?” Aranos said tentatively.  “Well, almost all the Enhanced ones, at least; I’m fairly sure that combining Nature and Spirit mana will summon something, and I’m a little nervous about what I might call on accident.”

“A wise thing to be, as those two aspects do combine to form Evocation mana, and as you said, evoking a being without knowing what you summon can be dangerous.  Doing so without a shell of Warding mana to contain it can be lethal.”

“I figured out Warding mana, but I’m still working on some of the Evolved aspects; a lot of them, most likely.  I have to figure out which Primary aspects will even mesh with the various Enhanced ones.”

“Oh?” the old man’s eyes looked surprised.  “Well, then, there is a place where we have an advantage, Sorcerer.  Once I have unlocked an Enhanced aspect, I can cast any of its associated Evolved ones freely.  For example, my first Enhanced aspect was Spirit, and Spirit Mastery opened up Evocation, Conjuration, Animation, and Warding mana, as well.  You say you have to unlock each of these individually?”

“Yes,” Aranos sighed.  “Well, I guess that keeps everything a bit balanced.  I can theoretically unlock every aspect, but it’ll take a long time, and while I’m doing that a Wizard of my level will be leaping ahead in the power of the Spells of their specific aspect.”

“That seems a fair assessment,” the old man agreed.  “Now, what was the second question?  Ah, yes, what is a Domain?  Well, that’s a more difficult one to answer, but I’ll try.  Have you heard of the Primal aspects?”

Aranos frowned.  “No,” he admitted.  “I haven’t heard of those.”

“I’m not surprised.  Very few Wizards ever unlock a Primal Domain, and those that do are often consumed by it.”  He shook his head.  “Primary mana, as you know, comes from the world.  We draw it into ourselves, fashion it into Spells or Abilities, and project it back out into the world.  Enhanced mana comes from within us and is part of our essential nature.  Beyond even that, though, is Primal mana.”

He leaned back in his chair.  “Primal mana isn’t even mana, not in the way you might think. It represents a fundamental force of reality, something deeper and more potent than regular magic.  To unlock a Primal aspect, a Wizard must be wholly dedicated to it, a living banner of that part of reality.  When this happens, the Wizard gains a Domain, an area about them where they can use Primal mana with nothing more than a thought.   No Spells are needed; within your Domain, you can create effects by transforming SP directly into magic.”

He held up a hand, and four swirling balls of energy – fire, ice, earth, and water – suddenly appeared, rotating around one another.  “My Primal aspect is Creation,” he smiled.  “Within my Domain, I can create myriad effects, such as the chair in which you’re sitting.  I can make just about anything I can imagine…”  The four balls slammed into one another and elongated into a floating, glowing sword that radiated all four elements. 

“However, I can’t destroy anything.  I can only create.  My creations can cause destruction, but I can’t do it, myself.”  The man shrugged, and the sword disappeared.  “I consider it to be a fair trade-off.”




Primal mana,


 
Aranos mused. 

 

I’ll bet that’s the energy that’s below my mana rivers.  I should see if I can do anything with that sometime.


 
  “So what’s the downside?” he asked curiously.



“Downside?” the headmaster repeated.

“There has to be a downside.  There was for unlocking aspected mana – I have to tend my mana a lot more closely now than I did before, and it takes a lot more concentration to use it than it used to.  Enhanced mana is powerful, but you can only use so much before it damages your Stats.  So, what’s the downside to Primal mana?”

Headmaster Mandla nodded.  “Very good,” he smiled.  “You’re right: there is no power without a price, and the price of Primal mana can be your very essence.”  The old man leaned forward, his face thoughtful as he spoke. 

“You see, Sorcerer, a Domain is formed of the energy from a fundamental part of reality, and everything within that Domain is gradually but implacably altered to resemble that reality.  Here, in my Domain, objects and creatures are more vital, stronger, and harder to destroy.  Those within are driven to create – or procreate, for some – and their more destructive tendencies are gradually driven from them.”

“Every creature?” Aranos asked, his eyes narrowing.  “Even you?”

“Yes, Traveler, even I am affected – in fact, I’m affected the most of all.  The more I use my Domain, the more it comes to occupy my thoughts and to alter my nature.”  The old Wizard shook his head.  “You recall how I said I can’t destroy anything?  Well, that’s very close to true.  Over the decades, I’ve come to find the thought of destruction utterly repugnant, and I doubt that I could bring myself to destroy an enemy now even if I wished.

“That is the downside, Sorcerer.  Over time, your Domain comes to control you, and the more you use it, the faster that happens.  Eventually, the most powerful among us become little more than tools for our Domain, vassals to it in every sense of the word.  It’s even said that some Wizards have given themselves utterly to their Domain, joining with it and becoming one with it.  Those, it’s supposed, have lost whatever sense of self and identity they possessed, empowering their Domain at the cost of their essence.”

Aranos sat back, considering the man’s words.  “Can you tell me what the Domains are?”

The Headmaster shook his head.  “No one knows them all, I’m afraid.  I know of Creation and its linked Domain Destruction, Order and its linked Domain Entropy, and the Domain of Time, whose complement I simply don’t know.  I’m certain there are others, though.”

“Linked Domains?  Those sound like opposites.”

“Only to someone who doesn’t understand their natures,” Mandla smiled.  “Destruction and Creation aren’t opposed concepts, for example, but are deeply tied to one another.  Without Creation, there would be nothing to destroy; without Destruction, eventually, there would be nothing left to create.  They are complements to the other.  Without Entropy, what would there be to Order?  Without Order, what would Entropy disarray?”

Aranos nodded in understanding.  It was kind of like the cycle of Light and Darkness he’d imagined in his readings.  Light Redeemed, and Darkness Corrupted.  Without Light, the Darkness would have nothing to Corrupt and would eventually consume itself.  Without Darkness, the Light would eventually Redeem everything and turn on its own.  Each side needed the other to exist.

“Thanks for explaining,” Aranos nodded.

“In return for the information I provided you – which no doubt gave you a boost to your Arcane Lore Skill,” the Headmaster smiled, “I have a favor to ask, Traveler.”

Aranos glanced quickly at his Skill sheet and blinked; his Arcane Lore had gone up a rank, oddly enough, and was sitting at Adept 4 now.  “What’s that?” he asked cautiously.

“Young Avalyn,” the man sighed.  “Traveler, I admit that I had no idea what you were talking about earlier.  Fractals?  Spin rates?  It sounded like nonsense to me.  And yet, if that’s what she must learn – then only you can teach her.”

Aranos looked at the man cautiously.  “I can’t stay here and train her, Headmaster,” he said slowly.  “I’ve got too many responsibilities…”

“No, no, that wouldn’t be wise, in any case,’ the old man waved a hand dismissively.  “Dean Greghoff – assuming he’s still in the College after our chat later – has taken quite the dislike to you.  While I’m not really worried for your safety, as you seem capable of defending yourself, it seems pointless to cause antagonism for no gain.”  He sighed.  “No, Traveler – Aranos – I’m asking you to take her with you.”

Aranos stared at the man silently for several moments.  “Take her with me?” he asked curiously.  “You mean, out of the College?”

“I mean, take her, train her, and return her to us as an expert in her art,” the Headmaster explained.  “From what Radomil said, while Wizards are scholars, Sorcerers’ powers are driven by their will and imagination.  We work to actively discourage experimentation, in truth, because designing a new spellform is nearly impossible and almost always dangerous or lethal to the Wizard.”

Aranos frowned.  “Wait, if that’s true, how did Greghoff create the barrier?  It sounds like he created a Spell, but if you say it’s impossible to do that…”



“I said

 

almost


 
impossible.  Very, very rarely a Wizard actually creates something new, and when that happens, they gain the Spellcrafting Ability.  This grants them significantly greater chances to successfully develop new Spells – but even then, Dominik spent many years researching the barrier and failed dozens of times before creating that one.”  The old man shook his head sadly.  “One of his assistants didn’t live through the process, I’m afraid, and in fact, most such experiments end very badly – even for a Spellcrafter.”



The man grimaced.  “Unless I’m very mistaken, though, a Sorcerer has to try new things to grow.  We teach our students to choose a single path and follow it, but it seems that you follow many paths.”  He shook his head.  “Not only can we not teach her, our ways are probably harming her growth.  She needs a mentor and guide, Aranos.  She needs an expert Sorcerer.  Will you be that for her?”

Aranos stared at the man, his mind racing.  He’d planned to help Avalyn, but she couldn’t realistically go adventuring with him.  She was simply too low-level; anything that he faced would be too much for her.  She’d have to grind XP, fighting animals and maybe bogez.  She’d need a group to go with, one low enough in level to allow her to participate in combat without too much danger…

At the same time, he bet that teaching some of what he knew would probably boost his Skills as fast if not faster than using them at this point.  He would train her in Mana Control, of course, but he could also teach her his more advanced Skills, like Deeper Meditation and Mana Mastery, ones that he didn’t even know if Wizards could use.  With those Skills, she’d become powerful more quickly than most Wizards, and if he taught her High Enchantment, she could boost her abilities with Enchanted items. 

He sighed.  He didn’t really have much of a choice, in all honestly.  His trainer, Lythienne the Last Sorcerer, had sacrificed her very existence to help him; what kind of repayment would it be if he didn’t pass those teachings on to another when he had a chance?  If he was going to teach the girl, would he want to keep coming back here, or would he rather take her to Antas with him?

“Okay,” he nodded.  “I’ll take her with me, but on one condition.  Well, two, I guess.”

“What conditions?” the Headmaster asked warily.

“Nothing significant.  One, if I want to, I can ask for training here without having to join the College.  I can’t learn your Spells, but if there’s information you guys teach that I don’t know, you’ll teach me if I ask.”

“Within reason,” the Headmaster nodded.  “You can speak to Savannah, and she can make arrangements, but so long as it’s not taking away from our legitimate students, that seems fair.  What of the second?”

“That I train her my way,” Aranos said firmly.  “She’ll focus on the Skills and Stats I want her to, not the ones you might usually teach, and no one will interfere if they don’t like exactly how I’m doing things.”

The Headmaster smiled gently.  “That’s even more reasonable,” he agreed.  “If I admit that we don’t know how to train her, then I have to admit that we can’t tell you how to do so.”  He leaned forward, folding his hands in front of him.  “However, let me add a condition of my own, Traveler.  I am placing a grave responsibility in your hands.  If you shirk it, abuse my trust, or mistreat your ward – I’ll be beyond unhappy.”

Aranos’ eyes narrowed.  “I can’t shelter her,” he said bluntly.  “Sorcerers aren’t scholars; we’re battle casters.  We were designed to fight the Darkness, and that means we put ourselves at risk.  I can’t promise that she won’t be hurt.  I can’t even promise that she won’t die.  All I can promise is that if that happens, it’ll be despite everything I can do to prevent it.”

“That’s all I can ask,” the old man agreed.  “Then we’re agreed?”

“We’re agreed,” Aranos nodded.

“Good.”  The old man looked at the door.  “Student Avalyn, please return to my office.”  Although the man’s words were spoken at a normal tone, Aranos could hear his voice echoing outside the closed door. 

A few moments later, Avalyn entered, still looking sulky and sullen.  Her hands were curled into fists at her sides, and he could tell that her jaw was clenched.  “Yes, Headmaster?” she asked, not looking at either of the men.

“I would like to introduce you to your new instructor,” the old man smiled gently, holding a hand out to Aranos. 

“I know, Headmaster, he already taught me…”

“No, child.  From here on out, he’s your only instructor.  You’ll be leaving the College, traveling with Aranos, and receiving all of your instruction directly from him.”

The girl’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “I’m being kicked out?” she said in a flat voice.  “Why?”

“You’re not being kicked out, Avalyn,” Aranos sighed, rising to his feet and walking over to stand beside the girl.  “Do you remember how easy it was for me to teach you to touch your mana?  To learn that Spell?”  The girl bit her lip but nodded, still not looking at him. 

“Well, that’s the kind of instruction you need, and you can’t get it here,” Aranos told her.  “You can only get it from me; I’m the First Sorcerer.  As far as I know, you’re the second.  If you want to learn, only I can teach you.”

“So, why don’t you stay here and teach me?” she demanded, her eyes flashing.  “Why do I have to leave?”

“Because you’re not my only responsibility,” he replied evenly.  “I have others, and I can’t shirk them.  So, if you want to learn, you’ll have to come with me.  There’s no other way.”

“This isn’t a request, child,” the Headmaster said gently.  “You will be going with Aranos and learning from him, and you will treat him with the respect and courtesy due any instructor at this College – of which you are still a part.  It’s my hope that you’ll come to master your Abilities and return to us to instruct others, just as Aranos will train you.  You haven’t been abandoned or cast aside.

“Now, return to your chambers, gather your belongings, and – wait, where are you staying, Aranos?”

“The Black Blade.”

“Really?  A somewhat disreputable place, but to each their own.”  He looked back at the girl.  “I will arrange for an escort to the Black Blade, where you can await your teacher while he finishes his business here.”

“Yes, Headmaster,” the girl pouted before turning and storming out the door.

The old man chuckled.  “I tried, Traveler, but I fear you’ll have your hands full with that one.  Now, you have an appointment with Dean Janeczek, do you not?”

“I’d almost forgotten, with everything that’s happened,” Aranos admitted, sitting back down. 

“Understandable, but I’m sure that Radomil hasn’t forgotten; he’s very excited to speak with you.”  The man raised a hand.  “Enjoy your visit and know that so long as you follow the rules I’ve set, you’re welcome in this College.”

Aranos opened his mouth to speak, but before he could utter a sound, the world blurred around him.  He blinked as his stomach lurched, and suddenly he found himself sitting in a totally different office, one much smaller and darker – and one without a chair under him supporting his weight.  He yelped involuntarily as he crashed to the floor, his armor taking the impact but still jarring him slightly.

He glanced up to see Dean Janeczek rising from behind a desk, his face alarmed.  “Are you hurt?” the dean asked, poorly concealing a smile.

“Only my pride,” Aranos muttered, sitting up unsteadily as the room swayed around him.  “I’ll bet he did that on purpose, didn’t he?”

“Probably,” Radomil laughed.  “He’s always telling us we need to lighten up.  Maybe that’s his way of telling you the same thing?”

Aranos wanted to reply, but he was too busy keeping his stomach under control as it tried to empty itself all over the thick, dark brown carpeting covering the floor.  The room was semi-circular, with mahogany shelves lining the walls and only a single, small window set high in one wall.  A desk made of the same wood as the shelves occupied the center of the room, and two chairs sat before it.  Aranos idly noted that everything in this room was solidly built, heavy-looking – and firmly fastened to the walls or floor. 

He rose shakily to his feet as his stomach settled, and he swallowed hard, still breathing shallowly.  “Sorry,” he finally said.  “I don’t teleport very well, I’m afraid.”

“So I see,” the dean chuckled, sitting behind his desk.  “Come, sit down and let your equilibrium restore itself, Traveler.”  He gestured to one of the chairs, and Aranos sat down slowly and hesitantly.

“Welcome to the School of the Fathomless,” the man said grandly.  “Here we teach the myriad aspects of Spatial magic, as well as the linked magic of the Dimensional aspect.”  He smiled.  “Tell me, Sorcerer, other than Dimensional, what other Spatial-linked aspects can you use?  I understand they don’t come naturally to your Class.”

“Umm,” Aranos replied, still trying to settle his thoughts.  “Quite a few.  Kinetic, Gravitational, and Telekinetic were the first ones.  I worked out Thermal, Arctic, Radioactive, and Damping later.”

“That’s quite the list,” the man nodded, his face impressed.  “You’ve discovered Spatial magic combined with the elements, as well as the powers of life or the void.  Most of those are fairly common in our school, but few Wizards master Void magic to the necessary degree to learn Gravitational, considering how dangerous it is to use.  Telekinetic magic, while touching on our school’s province, is taught primarily in the School of the Unseen, whose dean you just met – and humiliated, I might add.”

“I would say that he humiliated himself,” Aranos disagreed.  “I didn’t make him use Mind mana in the Spell, I just happened to be the one who exposed it.” 

The man leaned back.  “While that’s true, I’m certain Dean Greghoff doesn’t see it that way.  He’s violated one of our more important rules, albeit it in a fairly harmless way.  Still, most of the Masters won’t see it that way.”

“Does that mean Dean Greghoff is going to be expelled from the College?”

“Perhaps,” Radomil admitted.  “Many will demand that, once word gets out – which it will, no matter what.  The barrier will have to be replaced, of course, with something that doesn’t use Mind magic and that is probably less effective, but…”  The man shrugged.  “Old fears die hard, Traveler.”

He shook his head.  “In any case, you’re here with questions.  I have some of my own, but as you’re my guest, it’s only right that you go first.  What can I do for you?”

“I’m – having trouble targeting my Dimensional magic,” Aranos admitted.  “I can open a portal, but it rarely goes where I want it to unless it’s in sight range or somewhere I know really well in the close vicinity.  I want to create long-lasting, stable portals, but to do that, I have to be able to target them.”

The man leaned back in his chair.  “That’s quite the question,” the man admitted.  “In fact, you’re asking for one of the more important secrets of our school, here: how to create perfectly targeted portals to anywhere, no matter how far.”

“So, you know how to do it?” Aranos asked excitedly.  “The books back in Antas suggested that human Wizards might…”

Radomil held up a restraining hand.  “I do know how to help you,” he admitted.  “However, it’s a very complicated answer that’s usually reserved for Master Wizards of our school.  What are you willing to offer in trade?”

Aranos shook his head.  “I just made a deal with the Headmaster that I can get whatever training I ask for, in return for taking Avalyn on as my pupil,” he pointed out.

“And have you officially started her instruction since then?” Radomil grinned.  “If not, then I don’t think that arrangement applies, just yet.  So, what shall we trade?”

Aranos sighed inwardly but kept his face friendly.  Really, it was only fair for the Dean to ask for something in return for his knowledge.  The issue was that Aranos wasn’t sure what he might want.  “Well, that depends,” he hedged.  “What might you be interested in?”

“As I said, old fears die hard, and we live in a world filled with fear,” the man said slowly, his eyes growing distant as he gestured at the heavy shelves surrounding him.  “I’ve always found that the best way to combat fear is with knowledge.  That’s why, while most deans’ offices are filled with books about their particular brand of magic, my shelves hold nothing but books of lore.  I’ve studied the time before the Feast as much as any man can and learned what I could of the Wizards of those days.”

He shook his head.  “So much was lost, Traveler, but it could be regained.  You’re asking for knowledge; I think it’s only fair that you offer knowledge in return.”

Aranos gazed at Janeczek silently for several long moments.  “So, you’re asking for access to the Library of Antas,” he said quietly.

“I think it’s a fair trade.  I give you the knowledge you need, you give me access to knowledge I don’t have.”

Aranos snorted and shook his head.  “That’s not remotely fair,” he disagreed evenly.  “You’re offering to give me one bit of very specific information, and in return you’re asking for an open-ended pass to research at the greatest library in the world?  No, not fair at all.”

Radomil’s face twisted wryly.  “Well, what are you offering, then?  Despite what you might think, granting you my private instruction is very valuable.  While you don’t have a Spell Mastery Skill to improve, learning from a Grandmaster in Spatial Mastery will certainly give you large benefits.  I’ll need something in return.”

Aranos leaned back in his chair.  “One day,” he offered slowly.  “One day of research in the library.”

“That’s not much of an offer,” the man smirked.  “I’d spend the entire day just trying to figure out how to find anything.”

Aranos shook his head.  “The librarians are still there.  All you have to do is ask them for a work – or for works on a subject – and they’ll bring it to you.  You’ll spend maybe ten minutes waiting, and you’ll have the rest of the day to do research.”

The man gave him an appraising look.  “Five days,” he countered. 

“One,” Aranos replied, drawing an annoyed look from the man.  “However, Antas is, right now, a deserted city.  I’m trying to repopulate it.  If you can get a branch of the Mages’ College to open there, I’ll grant research privileges to any full Wizard of the College in residence in the city – and to the person who made that happen, of course.”

Radomil leaned forward, gazing at him with narrowed eyes.  “So, if I can convince the Headmasters Council to open a branch of the College in Antas, you’d grant me unlimited research privileges in the library?”

“Not unlimited,” Aranos corrected.  “For one, you wouldn’t have access to the Vault, sorry.  For another, it would have to be a decent-sized enclave; say, at least fifty full Wizards representing at the very least the four elemental schools and one of the Enhanced schools.  Finally, access is only granted for as long as that enclave remains in the city.”

“And in return, you’d allow those Wizards to freely study at the library?”

“Yep.  I’ll even throw in a building for you.  There are a couple of Wizards Towers still standing.  They’ll need some repair, and some of the Enchantments will have to be reworked, but you can have one of them at no cost, besides the usual taxes.”

Radomil leaned back, tenting his fingers below his chin, his gaze thoughtful.  “Traveler, you have a deal,” he finally said with a grin.  “It’ll probably take me several days to get the Council to convene, but once they do, they’ll leap at this opportunity.  Getting to study in the greatest center of learning ever known in the Lands of Light is simply too good an offer to refuse.”

“Good,” Aranos grinned back.  “So, how do I target portals to places I don’t know well – or to people?”

“The secret, Traveler, is that there is no secret.  It can’t be done.”  Aranos felt a sudden rush of anger that must have showed in his face, because the dean held up a restraining hand.  “However, just because it can’t be done directly, that doesn’t mean there aren’t ways to do it.  There are two, and I can teach you both of them – assuming that you have Light mana.  Do you?”  Aranos nodded. 

“Good.  So, we’re faced with two distinct problems: targeting an area you don’t know that well and targeting a person rather than an area.  Each has its own solution…”

[image: A close up of a logo Description automatically generated]


Neela zipped through the College of Air’s central shaft, her face carefully composed as she passed other students and Wizards at top speed.  The students offered pleasantries that she barely acknowledged; the Wizards simply gave her disapproving looks as she sped past them.  She was going faster than decorum and custom suggested she should, but in her current state of mind, she couldn’t bring herself to slow down.  Her thoughts were racing, and she needed to get to her room, to have some time to think.  The day had not gone the way she’d hoped it would, all because of that stupid girl and the stupid barrier…

She swooped up to her room and let herself in, sealing the door shut behind her.  The doors weren’t really locked.  Anyone could open it with an application of air mana, which meant that pretty much anyone in the College of Air could open any student’s door.  That hadn’t bothered her before, any more than the transparent floors – and the fact that anyone below her could see right up her robe – had ever bothered her.  It upset her now, though; the thought that anyone could waltz into her room at any time made her feel very uncomfortable all of a sudden.

She flung herself onto her bed, falling back onto the thin mattress and burying her face in her hands.  Emotions roiled within her; she wasn’t sure if she wanted to scream, cry, or break something.  All three seemed appropriate, and while she’d probably end up doing each at some point, right now, she had to pick one.  She decided on screaming.



“That – that asshole!” she shouted, only half-articulate as a wave of outrage and fury washed through her.  “That – he – AARRRGH!” she shrieked incoherently, her thoughts running too quickly for her words to keep up. 

 

Who the fuck do they think they are?  Just because I’m a student here, they think they can – they can…




She pushed herself up into a sitting position and leaned forward as her rage shifted into a feeling of shame.  She’d been summoned early that morning to Dean Rocherres’ office, and she’d gone with a sinking feeling.  She was sure that she knew what it was about; someone had probably seen Aranos teaching her to use the crystal, and she was about to get chewed out royally for breaking the rules.  She’d been so sure of that fact that she’d been stunned almost into insensibility when she’d found Headmaster Mandla waiting for her along with the dean. 

Aranos’ tampering with the barrier had drawn attention, and not the good kind.  Apparently, a Wizard from the School of the Unseen had to be called to undo whatever the man had done, and that had stirred up a huge hornet’s nest.  Mind magic was very close to taboo in the College; its usage was highly regulated and controlled, and Aranos had apparently used it to breach the barrier.  They hadn’t believed her when she’d told them that he was just a powerful Traveler Wizard from another city.  None of the other Colleges had heard of Oran the Master of Elements, and they surely would have.  They threatened her with disciplinary actions and even expulsion, but she hadn’t talked.

Neela wasn’t the toughest or bravest person in the world.  Out of the game, she was a shy, nerdy little forensic accountant whose idea of danger was digging through a general ledger looking for discrepancies.  She hated confrontations, crowds, and really anything loud and intimidating.  However, despite her faults, she was loyal – and incredibly stubborn when she dug her heels in.  Aranos hadn’t wanted anyone here to know who he was, so she hadn’t told them, even if it meant getting kicked out of the College.

After a couple hours of this, the Headmaster had called Dean Greghoff in, and that’s when everything had gone to hell.  The bald Wizard had climbed inside her skull, poking around in the place that was supposed to be most private and most secret!  The Headmaster asked her questions, and she couldn’t help but think of the answers.  The moment she did, the fucking dean snatched them up from inside her mind.  She’d tried to fight, but the College had her focusing on training her Intelligence, not her Wisdom, and there’d been nothing she could do. 

She shuddered as she remembered the feeling of her private thoughts laid bare like that.  It was humiliating and left her feeling ashamed, as if she’d been standing naked in front of all those people.  It made her feel…violated.

“You know that we’re reading your thoughts all the time, right?” the deep, mellow voice of Dan, her AI guide spoke silently in her mind.  “That’s the entire point of this game: to allow us to more accurately read and understand your thoughts.”

“It’s not the same,” she said aloud as tears sprang unbidden from her eyes.  “I was trying to keep something private, and it was taken from me, against my will.  It makes me feel helpless and out of control, and that makes me furious.”

“I see,” Dan’s voice was concerned as he spoke.  “So, it wasn’t the fact that your mind was being read, it was that you couldn’t do anything to stop it that’s upsetting you?”

“It’s both.  I know you read my thoughts all the time, but I agreed to that when I came into the game.  I didn’t agree to have an NPC poke through my brain and tell everyone the things I wanted to keep hidden.”

“I’m afraid that’s an aspect of Mind magic, Neela.  If you want to avoid that happening again, you’ll need to figure out a defense.  Maybe you can ask your dean for help with that?”

She dashed the tears away from her face.  “No, screw this.  If that’s how they treat their students, I don’t want any part of them.”  She grabbed her satchel and began gathering everything she owned in the room, stuffing it into the pack.  She hesitated when she hefted the long, slim knife, then strapped it around her waist.   Before she’d joined the College, she’d gotten her Small Blades Mastery up to the Student level; she’d had a tendency to run low on SP, thanks to her not-so-great Wisdom, and having something to fall back on just seemed smart.

“Are you sure about this?  What about being a Storm Wizard?”

She stopped, biting her lip.  “Fine.  I won’t quit.  But – but I’m going to the Adventurers’ Guild to see if anyone wants a Wizard for a pick-up group.  I could use the XP, and I need to blow off some steam.  If they don’t like it…fuck them.”

She hefted her satchel and stormed out of her room, her eyes blazing with fury.  She half wanted someone to confront her, to tell her she had to return to her room or couldn’t go adventure.  Normally, she hated confrontations, but right now, she could use someone to scream at.



To her dismay, no one stopped her as she marched out of the College and crossed the mostly empty Guild Square to the Adventurers’ Guild.  Belatedly, she realized why no one had hindered her; it was after sunset, the gates to the city were closed, and there were no Quests to be gotten this late at night. 

 

They didn’t stop me because I’ve got nowhere to go.


 
 



Well, to hell with that.  She couldn’t go adventuring, but she could certainly get nice and drunk.  Her Endurance was truly pathetic – it was a weak Stat for Wizards, so she couldn’t improve it easily, no matter what she did – but that made getting wasted a whole, lot easier.  She walked into the tavern and sat down at a table, motioning for a waiter.

Tomorrow was logout.  Who the hell cared if she had a Hung Over debuff?

She ordered her first drink, totally unaware of the twin pairs of eyes watching her very carefully from the table across the room.
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Lily watched with a grin as her slowly growing army tore into the relief column Queen Ysabelle had sent to reinforce Northmoor’s besieged watchtower.  She’d caught the assholes completely by surprise, and her minions – she still loved that term – were ripping the humans apart with ease.  It was their own damn fault; they’d acted on bad information, and now they were paying the fucking price.  Of course, Lily had deliberately given them that information, but she hadn’t made them swallow it like a cheap whore.

Her plan had worked perfectly.  Northmoor kept this tower to guard their northern road for some reason – the damn road was supposed to lead to a city called Forestward, but nobody ever took it because Forestward had fallen in the Feast, and the Bloodwood surrounding the city was a place that even Lily would be hesitant walking through.  She supposed the tower was supposed to guard against anything coming out of the Bloodwood, but from what she’d seen, anything that came out of that place would probably knock the fucking tower down like it was a damn toy. 

Even so, when Lily surrounded the tower with a hundred of her stolen troops, all dressed in black to hide the fact that they used to be soldiers of Northmoor or Stoneleague, the dumbass Queen had responded just as Lily predicted.  She’d sent a huge chunk of her forces to overwhelm the besiegers and free the assholes stuck inside, and she’d told them to do it damn quick.  The company of five hundred or so soldiers had practically run to relieve the tower’s beleaguered defenders, and Lily had been forced to sacrifice the hundred she’d sent to encircle the tower to draw the column into combat. 

They’d fallen for the bait, though; once her token force was fully engaged and looked about to be overwhelmed, the tower’s forces had descended and joined the attack.  That was when Lily sprang her trap, and a thousand screaming urukkai, humans, and summoned monsters swept over the ridgeline they’d been hiding behind and fell on the humans.  It was a slaughter, mostly because the idiot soldiers hadn’t had the faintest idea that Lily was here and had made stupid plans that she could easily counter.

To be fair, they never really stood a chance.  Lily wasn’t leaving shit to chance in any of this; she’d learned the hard way that any loose end could and would get picked apart by some damn player.  This scheme wasn’t coming tumbling down because she overlooked some asshole Traveler with a Quest to defeat her or some shit.  She’d planned everything in as much detail as possible, and she’d used the city’s own leaders to help her do just that.

Thanks to her Dream Haunting Ability, Lily had spent most of the last week’s evenings torturing the Queen and her best general for information.  The Queen had some sort of protection against Lily’s Skills, but Lily had gotten through eventually.  It turned out, the Queen had some wild-ass dreams about slumming it in the docks; it had been easy enough to turn those into a nightmare of a gangbang that left the woman begging for mercy and willing to spill any secret just to make it stop.  That led Lily to General Highcliff, who unwillingly trained the Dream Haunter in the Leadership Skill and gave up pretty much every bit of information Lily wanted after she’d roasted his cock over a fire for an hour or so. 

She’d found out the location of every scouting party sent out and captured or killed them; she knew whenever a reprisal force was coming and laid an ambush for it.  She’d even found the Guildmaster of Northmoor’s Adventurers’ Guild and tortured her until she spilled the names of every adventuring party sent to deal with her.  Those players had quite a surprise when they got out of sight of the city and found themselves ambushed by fifty or so enemies at once.  Lily was sure there’d been some bitching about that; the game wasn’t supposed to hit players with overwhelming force like that, but Lily didn’t have to follow the damn AIs’ rules.  She was a player, too, and that meant she could do what she wanted.

Now, she knew the entire layout of the city, every one of their defenses, and the location of the escape tunnel the Queen was supposed to be able to use to get out of the city if it was besieged.  That wouldn’t be happening now, of course; Lily had taken the guards in that tunnel and sent a troop of her captured humans into the city.  They’d been causing trouble for the past day – starting fires, murdering random people, smashing wagons, that sort of thing – and now the whole place was on edge.  Every soldier in Northmoor was either on patrol or on the walls right now, which was exactly where she wanted them to be.

Best of all, Lily knew the location of the city’s Heart, and thanks to that fucker Zoridos she knew exactly how to take it.  It would require blood and death, but Lily didn’t give a shit about that.  Real death didn’t bother her; why the hell would killing people in this imaginary world be an issue for her?  In fact, killing these fuckers was one of the few things she really enjoyed in the game, if she was being honest with herself, which she always tried to do.

The tower’s defenders were trying to fight free of the melee now and get back into the tower.  They were desperate to hold the place; according to the Queen’s dreams, there was some kind of stupid prophecy that if that tower fell, Northmoor would right after it.  Lily supposed that meant that the AIs had already set up taking this place as a Quest for evil players and that conquering the tower would be one step in that Quest chain.  Well, their asses would never get it, because Lily had zero interest in the damn place and definitely didn’t want the humans to get back inside.

She rose above the battlefield and stopped to savor the moment of terror her appearance inspired in the soldiers below.  She knew she looked badass – she’d found a flight Spell that gave her batlike wings made out of solidified darkness, and she was wearing gleaming, black armor and an ebony crown that she’d had some of her captured minions forge for her.  She radiated power and general badassery thanks to the Aura of Fear Spell she kept active during battles, and all the little lesser human shits trembled and quailed before her.


Just the way they fucking should.


She gathered power around her as she cast one of her newest Spells, one she’d hunted down just in case she needed to breach Northmoor’s walls the old-fashioned way.  It was a direct damage Spell, which meant that she’d normally take a penalty to it because of her Summoner Class, but it was also a Corrupt Spell, which her racial change gave her a bonus for, so it all kind of evened out.  The spellform swirled about her in a haze of ebon flames, crawling all over her flesh and stripping away about half her SP in a single burst.  The flames felt icy and burned at the same time, and Lily knew that a regular, mortal caster would have been consumed by them.  Only someone who’d gone through an Evolution could use this Spell without destroying themselves, and Lily had certainly fucking done that. 

Searing balls of black flame exploded out from her, twenty of them, each as large as a beach ball and crammed with dark magic.  They slammed into the tower near the base, dug into the stone, and exploded.  Although the energy looked like fire, it wasn’t; it was a mingling of Void and corruptive magics that ate at solid matter like acid, and the Spell chewed through the base of the tower like a damn chainsaw through a tree.  The structure shuddered, rumbled, and slowly toppled to the ground, smashing itself to pieces and leaving nothing but a half-melted stump about ten feet high. 

She could literally see the morale of the human soldiers break as the tower fell, and one by one, they tossed down their swords or tried to flee.  Lily’s forces didn’t allow anyone to escape her clutches that fucking easily, though, and in a matter of minutes, every human was either dead, dying, or on their knees in surrender.  Lily smiled.  She could use all of them; they would all join her ranks soon enough. 

By tomorrow, the entire city of Northmoor would.  The goddamned players would be logging out in the morning, and when they came back, they’d be in for quite a fucking surprise…




Chapter 16


Aranos concentrated on the pattern of mana he was holding in his mind.  He’d created a complex, multilayered pattern of Spatial mana that wound around in a misty, entropic spiral.  It took a fair amount of Spatial SP to form, but it had to be complicated; Spatial mana was unpredictable and chaotic, suddenly jumping and shifting randomly, and the multiple levels meant that when one strand of mana vanished, another would be there to continue to hold the construct.  By the time the next layer disappeared, the original layer would probably have refilled as some other strand leaped randomly into that open space, keeping the whole construct solid despite the sudden jumps and shifts.

Once he was sure he had the pattern securely, he funneled a beam of Light mana into it.  The Light mana spun and curled around the whorls and loops of the pattern, spinning rapidly and seeming to sink into an almost infinitesimal point deep within the mana fabrication.  As the light whirled into the center of the Spatial lattice, it shifted from a point into a disc, which widened into a torus, a doughnut-like shape.  The center of the torus gradually expanded until it was over a foot wide, hanging in front of him and filled with a gray haze.  Suddenly, the mists in the center swirled away, revealing Geltheriel, Rhys, and Avalyn sitting at a table in the Black Blade, the elves sipping cups of water and watching the room almost suspiciously while the budding Sorcerer picked moodily at a large hunk of bread. 

Aranos sighed in relief as the three appeared in his sight.  He’d been practicing this for almost two hours, now, and he’d finally hit on a pattern of Spatial mana that would combine with Light energy.  He’d tried to meld the two before without success, but then he hadn’t realized how complex the pattern would need to be to make it work.  That was always the issue; he couldn’t just toss Enhanced and Primary mana types together and have them work, the way Wizards apparently could.  He had to figure out exactly how to combine them, or nothing would happen.

Fortunately, while Wizards didn’t have to create elaborate patterns to combine mana types, their Spells did.  The Spells did all the work for the Wizard, so Aranos had spent his time examining the Spell Radomil kept casting over and over.  Finally, he’d been able to copy the complex pattern of mana and replicate the Spell’s effects.

“Well done,” Radomil told him delightedly, beaming at the Sorcerer.  “I’m impressed; most Wizards require months of study and practice to develop Divining mana.”  The dean shook his head.  “Of course, you Travelers seem to do everything almost ridiculously quickly, don’t you?”

“Yeah, we do,” Aranos grinned, watching the two elves through the eldritch window.  “So, to create a portal to a person, I have to scry them first, then I can use that location as the target?”

“Feel free to try it,” the man shrugged.  “See if you can open a portal there right now.”

Aranos concentrated, weaving more Spatial mana into a construct of Soul energy.  The weave spun and twisted, drawing the energy in until it seemed to collapse in on itself, then expanding out until it created a disc about a foot wide, hanging in the air close to the table.  Aranos quickly let the portal snap shut; he didn’t want to alarm anyone at the Blade, after all, and he definitely didn’t want Geltheriel and Rhys to think someone was attacking them.

He released the scrying window and watched the disc swirl into nothingness in midair.  As he did, he pulled up the notification that had just popped into his vision:
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Evolved Aspect Discovered!






Aspect:


 
Divining




The Divining aspect is an Evolved form of mana, consisting of the Spatial and Light aspects.  It can be used to see over vast distances.






Associated Stats:


 
Dex, Agil






Requirements:


 
Dex or Agil 75+ (50+), Spatial and Light aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Divining Mana:


 
Divining mana can be used to show a distant area to one or more of the caster’s senses.  Typically, this is normal sight, but it’s possible to create Divining Spells that allow other forms of vision, sound, smell, or even nonstandard senses to be used, instead.  Divining mana will penetrate magical shields made of Primary mana but can be held at bay by an Enhanced aspect shield designed to protect against it. 






Damage:


 
You can only use Divining SP equal to the sum of your Agil and Dex Stats per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point of the higher of Agil or Dex for every 1% of your max SP of additional Divining mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.






Divining Mana and Spell Targeting:


 
Typically, Spells with a range of Sight cannot be cast through a Divining-based Spell. 




Special: Your Remote Casting Ability allows you to cast a Spell with a range of Sight and target the area viewed by a Divining Spell, paying the appropriate SP costs.





Detecting Divining Mana:


 
Any creature being observed by a Divining Spell can make an Opposed Check to detect the Spell: the target’s [Per + Class Level + Sense Mana Skill] versus the caster’s [Int + Spell Level + Mana Mastery Skill].  A creature can automatically detect the Spell if they are capable of sensing both Light and Spatial magic and are actively or passively looking for either.  If they can only detect one of those aspects, they gain a +50 bonus to the Opposed Check.



+500 XP
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He dismissed the notification with a sigh.  “Thank you, Radomil,” he told the man sincerely.  “You’ve been a huge help.”

“I would hope so; this is literally what I do for a living,” the man laughed easily.  “Just remember; to cast a portal to a place, you need an anchor.  To open a portal to a person, you need to scry them.”

Aranos nodded.  He’d known that he could use an anchor – a specially prepared object – to open a portal to a given location.  What he hadn’t known was that anchors were more complex than that.  He’d assumed it had to be an item he Enchanted specifically to allow his Spells to link to it, like the ring he’d used to open a portal between him and Geltheriel before.  As it turned out, it only had to be an item strongly connected to the place you wanted to go.  If he wanted to open a portal to, say, Eredain, he just needed an item that had a deep connection to the city.  Thanks to the guidance Dean Janeczek had given him, he’d even been able to create a new portal Spell for exactly this purpose:
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Spells Created!





Portal Walk






Rank:


 
Novice 4




Open a portal to a specific location.






Effect:


 
You create a portal that is 10’ in diameter to a specific location.  If the location is in sight range, including magical sight, the portal will always open where intended.  If the target area is not within sight range, you must have an anchor to that location present to cast the Spell.  The portal can be one-way or bi-directional at the caster’s discretion, but any creature or object that can fit through the portal can pass through it in whatever direction the caster opens it so long as it remains open.



The chance of the portal opening exactly where intended is equal to the highest of the caster’s Wis, Dex, or Agility Stats plus the Spell’s level, doubled.  It is further modified according to the rules for Dimensional mana:






Location is:


 ​
 ​
       

% Change





In sight range

 ​
 ​
            
+50%




Within 1 hour travel

 ​
      
+0%




Within 1 day travel

 ​
        
-25%



S
ame region, > 1day

  ​
 ​
 
-50%




A different region

 ​
          
-100%




Corrupted/Redeemed

          
-200%







Intimately known

 ​
        
+25%




Well known

 ​
 ​
              
+10%




Somewhat known

 ​
          -1
0%




Hardly known / studied

      
-50%




Unknown / heard of

 ​
     
-100%



Inherently dangerous or warded areas halve the total chance of success after all modifiers are applied.








Cost:


 
131 Dimensional SP.  If the chance of the portal opening correctly is less than 100%, as calculated above, the cost of the Spell is increased by 1 SP per 1% the success chance is below 100%.  This total cost is increased by 100% if the target is in a different region and by 500% if the target area has a different Light/Dark affiliation than your current area (these are cumulative).






Duration:


 
30 seconds + 1 second / Spell level






Casting Time:


 
Opening a portal requires two minutes, minus two seconds per Spell level, to a minimum of ten seconds.



+150 XP


Take a little trip with me.





Farsight






Rank:


 
Novice 1




Physically view a distant location






Effect:


 
You can remotely view any creature, individual, or location with which you’re very familiar.  Your initial vantage point is a random angle from a distance of between three and five feet.  The view will move to follow the target, and you can alter the view’s point of view by 1 foot per second.  The view can’t get closer than 1’ to the target or farther than 10’.  The view only provides normal vision; it can be blocked by darkness or physical or magical barriers that would normally hide the target from sight. 






Cost:


 
35 Divining SP






Channeled Spell:


 
To maintain the Farsight beyond a brief glimpse, the Spell must be maintained by Channeling.  The caster must pay all costs associated with their Spell Channeling Skill.



+150 XP


You can run, but you can’t hide…
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Aranos stretched and rose to his feet, his face creased with a grin.  The Spells and the training he’d gotten were the first steps to the next part of the Cleansing Quest, but they also gave him a way to travel between cities without needing to take the High Roads.  That was honestly just as important; he needed to get back to Antas and Eredain, and being able to do so in minutes rather than days was a huge improvement.

“Now, there’s one more warning I have to pass on to you,” Radomil told the Sorcerer with a smile.  “Well, two, really.  The first is that if someone’s transiting a portal when it closes, there seems to be an equal chance that they’ll be spit out either side.  However, there’s also a very small possibility that they’ll end up going through both directions – which is, of course, pretty much universally fatal.”

“How small?” Aranos asked curiously.  If it was something that could be weaponized, he might have to look into it.

“I’ve never seen it happen,” the dean shrugged.  “There are reports of it, though, so we know it’s possible.  The second – the second you aren’t going to like.  You see, we have a few prohibitions in this School, most of which have obvious reasons.  Don’t scry into bathhouses, for example, or don’t open a large portal inside a building.”

“Wait, why not?” Aranos interrupted.

“Well, bathhouses are private, Aranos,” the dean laughed.  “At least, here in human lands they are.  I’m not sure how the elves do it…”

Aranos rolled his eyes.  “I meant, why not open a portal inside a building?  What’s the danger with that?”

“Because you might accidentally take part of the building with the portal, and that can be catastrophic.  I’ve seen someone accidentally transport a support column and have the roof crash down on their heads.”  Janeczek shook his head.  “Small portals indoors, large ones outdoors.  Also, never try to open a portal inside a creature – the Spell will fail, and the backlash is nasty.

“There’s one rule, though, that all Wizards of the Fathomless in every city follow, even though we aren’t sure of the reasoning behind it.  We never open a portal that lasts longer than a day.”

“Seriously?” Aranos protested.  “I don’t understand!  The Arcane Doors…”

“Were a creation that we can’t replicate,” the dean cut Aranos off.  “They weren’t simple portals, and they had myriad safeguards that we can’t even understand, much less match.  As for why – I don’t know.  It’s been passed down through the College since the Feast, though.  Never open a long-standing portal; it’s actually one of our most stringent rules.  Violating it can result in expulsion, banishment from the city, or even execution.  All of our teachings tell us that breaking this rule can have devastating consequences not just for the caster but for everyone nearby, if not exactly how.”

“Hold on, what about the portals here in the College?” he protested.  “Like the one into the Air College?  That one’s open all the time!  And the House of Stars uses permanent portals to link to the elven cities.”

Radomil shook his head in negation.  “All our portals are activated ones,” he corrected.  “That’s one reason why opening each door requires a specific mana type.  The Enchantment on the door will only activate the portal beyond when that specific mana type connects to it, and the portal automatically closes after about thirty seconds.

“As far as the elves, though…”  He shrugged.  “I can’t say, but I would bet that their portals are activated, too.  Creating a permanent portal that is constantly open would require a ridiculous amount of resources – not just SP, but rare metals, crystals, and gems to build an appropriate anchor to hold such a portal – and even with that, there’s a chance it will collapse after any given usage and have to be reopened.”  He shook his head again.  “No, Aranos, I would advise you not to risk it.  Build an activated portal and create a long-lasting Enchantment on each end to allow people to use it.  It’s safer, more efficient, and smarter all-around.”

Aranos frowned.  That was a pretty vague warning, but it was one he had to consider.  “Thanks for all your help,” he finally told the dean, forcing a smile onto his face.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t have been more.  So, about my day in the library…?”

Aranos laughed.  “I’ll be returning to my world tomorrow morning, but I’ll be back in the afternoon.  I can come get you, and we can portal into the city, then.”

“So long as you provide me a place to sleep that night, that’s fine.  I’ll want to start early and work late – I don’t need much sleep anymore.”

“Neither do I,” Aranos agreed.  “You can even check out the options for a place for your Guild while you’re there, if you want.”

“Someone better suited to that can handle it.  We have Wizards who specialize in building Enchanted and Runecrafted structures; it’ll be wiser to let them choose.”  The man shook his head.  “In any case, we both have other things to do.  Here, I’ll open a portal to the entrance to our school.”  Radomil gestured, and a glowing disc appeared before Aranos.  “Portals and teleportation are the only ways to move around the school, for obvious reasons.”

Aranos bid Radomil farewell with genuine gratitude.  The man had been extremely helpful, and Aranos’ time in the College was enough to finally advance his Cleansing Quest again:
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Cleansing Quest Updated: A Door Between Realms





Quest Objective:


 
Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality.





Difficulty:


 
S





Reward:


 
+50,000 XP, New Title, Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to complete any objective within the time limit, Geltheriel dies




Second Objective Updated: Discover the Hidden Secret of Portals





Objective:


 
Learn how to build a permanent portal without chance of failure.





Objective Completed:


 
Journey to human lands to discover their lore of portal magic.





Objective:


 
Discover how to build a permanent portal arch.





Difficulty:


 
A





Reward:


 
+25,000 XP, Title, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to create a permanent portal within 30 days, Geltheriel dies





Failure Penalty:


 
-25,000 XP



[image: ]


He hadn’t gotten any XP from completing that part of the Quest, which was a bit disappointing, but he wasn’t too upset.  He’d managed to move the Quest forward, and he had some ideas about what he could do next.  He knew that the dwarves had actually built the Arcane Doors, so he assumed that while they probably couldn’t just rebuild them, they could at least teach him how to build a permanent portal.  He also wanted to head back to the House of Stars and examine their portal system; if it was activated, as Radomil had guessed, Aranos would have to see if the elves knew why portals couldn’t be made permanent.

He left the College without incident and walked back through the darkened streets, absently following the path he usually took from the Guild Square to the Black Blade as his mind churned through the day’s events.  It had been a memorable day, to say the least.  He’d picked up another pet – sort of – and a decent amount of XP for Redeeming the leonal and bringing back the six bounties.  That was certainly a plus.  He’d also managed to learn how to target his portal Spells – well, sort of.  He was a little disappointed that it wasn’t as simple as choosing your destination and opening a portal, but then he supposed that might make transit too easy. 

As it was, he now realized that he had several limitations on his ability to create portals.  The first was that he either needed to be able to scry the distant location – meaning he had to know someone there or already be familiar with the location – or he needed an object strongly tied to that place.  He had a few objects that could be used as anchors to both Eredain and Antas, but he couldn’t open a portal to, say, Avendale. 

The other issue was SP.  His pool was enormous, but even if he transmuted his entire well of mana into Dimensional energy, he could only get a couple thousand points out of it.  Opening a portal to Antas for 30 seconds would cost him about 160 SP, and holding it open past that would cost almost 70 SP per second.  At best, he could hold a portal for about – he quickly ran the numbers in his head – a bit over a minute, assuming he drained himself to 10% of his SP.  If he tried to open a portal to someplace like Cendarta, he’d be paying a base cost of almost six-hundred SP, possibly more if all the penalties to his Spell’s accuracy dropped his success chance to below 100%.  Theoretically, it could cost him over a thousand SP to open a portal into Cendarta – assuming he could target the place somehow – and it would only last 30 seconds, because he’d only be able to maintain it for one or two seconds longer even if he wanted. 

That didn’t even touch the vague warning Radomil had given him about not opening a long-standing portal.  Aranos could do it; if he opened a portal from, say, Eredain to Antas, he could use around 16,000 SP to make it permanent.  Obviously, that would take time, but if he Meditated to get the max SP regen, he figured he could create one in about 12 hours.  However, he knew that creating permanent portals required specially designed anchors at both ends – which he didn’t know how to create – and that there was always a chance it would collapse every time something passed through it.  If he were going to go through that much trouble, he needed to be sure it wouldn’t cause more problems than it solved.

He also couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow, Dean Greghoff was going to be a problem.  Aranos certainly hadn’t meant to get the man in trouble; he hadn’t even known that the barrier the Wizard created was against the rules, after all.  He doubted that explanation would satisfy the dean, though, especially if he got tossed out of the school.  Aranos had already felt the man attempting to either influence or read his thoughts earlier; he couldn’t assume that the dean wouldn’t try again.  That meant he needed to spend some time working on a couple new Spells to fight back against that sort of thing; those same Spells, he realized, would probably eventually serve him well when he inevitably ran afoul of Golloron.

And, of course, he had to decide what he was going to do about Avalyn.  She needed training, and he needed to come up with some sort of plan to do it.  He’d have to take her back to Antas, and he could get her started on crafting her Mana Armor and maybe teach her the Forge Mana Spell.  After that, he’d help her to train those Spells, but then she’d need to put them to practical use, and that meant adventuring.  How he was going to get an adventuring party for her that was low enough level he had no idea.  Maybe he could talk to Guildmaster Ryder; as Heart-bonded of Antas, Aranos could probably requisition a Quest from the Guild…

Lost in his thoughts, he didn’t realize at first that his Tracking Skill was practically screaming at him, at least not until he Scented the distinct odor of unwashed bodies – and old, dried blood.  He slowed his pace and rose from his reverie, looking around; he was still a block or so from the Blade, walking into an alley that was normally lit with flickering torches.  Those torches had been extinguished, however, and the way ahead was wreathed in deep shadows.  Despite that, his keen Perception easily picked out the trails of a half-dozen humans, all armed and probably wearing light or no armor, most barefoot with only two wearing boots that had nearly worn through judging by the uneven scuff marks.

He stopped at the edge of the alley and waited for his Night Vision to activate, bathing the street in a silvery radiance that cut through the shadows.  His Tracking Skill outlined the skulking forms waiting ahead, and Aranos sighed before stepping into the alley.  “Can we not do this?” he called out with a touch of exasperation.  “It’s been a long day already, and I’m really not in the mood.”

“Sounds like your day’s about to get longer, cove,” a voice chuckled as a man stepped from the shadows into Aranos’ Night Vision.  He was tall, towering at least four inches over Aranos, with a broad chest and wide shoulders.  His torso was covered in a cuirass of stiffened leather that left his arms and legs bare, and he hefted a nasty-looking warhammer.  “You’re the gull that sent Dally and the others straight, aren’t you?”

“If you’re talking about the thieves who attacked us yesterday and suggesting I killed them, then yes,” Aranos prevaricated slightly.  Technically, of course, Geltheriel had killed them, but this idiot didn’t need to know that.  “I gave them the chance to run, and they didn’t take it.  I’ll give you the same chance.  Run, and I won’t have to kill you.”

“You hear that, birds?” the man chuckled.  “We take a rub, and he won’t send us straight.  What an upright cove he is!”  Throaty laughter came from the other hidden figures that Aranos’ Tracking Skill was still lighting up for him.  “No, gull, we’re here to send you a message: your kind aren’t shiny anymore.”

“My kind?” Aranos repeated.  “And what kind is that?”

“Travelers, cove.  It’s open hunting on your kind, and all over the city, a bunch of our boys are having this same chat.”

Aranos sighed.  “You know what?  I don’t have time for this.  I gave you a chance.”  He held up his hand, calling all four types of Elemental Mana and willing them out into a maelstrom of ice, wind, and lava that would rip through the alley and shred the lurking thieves in seconds.

He froze as his mana rose within him, crept from his hand – and immediately vanished into the air without creating so much as a whisper of breeze.  He tried again, but while he could weave the Spell without difficulty, the moment it left his hand it evaporated, as if something were tearing it apart and allowing it to dissipate.

The big man laughed heartily at this.  “You think we didn’t know you were a Wizard, gull?  You’ve had eyes on you every time you left old Malcolm’s, and we saw the flash in your hand when that devil-bitch killed Dally and the boys.  We came ready for you.” 

The man hefted his hammer and took a step forward.  Aranos turned to run from the alley – if he could get clear of whatever anti-magic effect the thieves had, he could finish this in seconds – but he found his path blocked by two more evil-looking men, one armed with a short sword and the other carrying a brace of knives.  “Going somewhere, gull?” one hissed.  “Only in a pine box…”

Aranos swore silently as the thieves closed on him.  He hesitated for only an instant before yanking his black, bejeweled quarterstaff from his pack and setting his feet.  He hadn’t used the weapon in a while, and he was still a Student in Staff Mastery, but his only other weapon was his longbow.  If he was able to get some distance, he’d switch to that, but in close like this, the bow just didn’t make a great weapon. 

The big thief who’d first spoken rushed at Aranos, swinging his hammer in a massive overhand smash.  Aranos dodged sideways and slapped his staff into the hammer’s shaft, knocking it out of line and sending it crashing into the stones below.  He swept the other end of his staff up and cracked the man on the elbow, then jabbed the armored cap into his solar plexus, knocking him backward.  The huge man took a small step back as the blow landed, grinning and wiggling his elbow, seemingly unfazed.

“Not bad, cove,” the man laughed.  “Not good enough, though.”



A sharp pain dug into Aranos’ back, and he felt a rush of adrenaline fill him as his Fortitude Skill turned the pain into boosts to his Strength, Agility, and Endurance.  He spun to see that the knife-wielding thief had literally backstabbed him, jamming a knife into his kidney. 

 

Whatever effect is blocking my magic also took out my armor,


 
he realized as he swept low with his staff, cracking the man in the leg.  The thief jumped back, dodging his return strike, but Aranos felt another line of pain cross his shoulders as someone cut him from behind.





He lashed out with the staff in a circle, forcing the thieves to take a step back, then moved quickly through that brief space to put his back to the alley’s wall.  The attackers still outnumbered him, but at least now they couldn’t get behind him.  Anger filled him as he realized that he’d walked foolishly and overconfidently into their trap; he’d assumed his Spells would see him through any trouble, and now he was paying for that mistake.  Even so, he wasn’t about to let a bunch of thieves send him to respawn; he wasn’t helpless without his magic. 

 

Just pretty close to it.




The big thief rushed forward again, his hammer sweeping sideways.  Aranos ducked the blow and cracked his staff against the man’s knee, then rose and jabbed at a woman moving in holding a longsword, cracking the butt of his staff against her forehead and knocking her back a step.  He swung the staff back at the hammer wielder too late and barely deflected a heavy strike, catching the hammer blow in his ribs instead of his head with a crack of bone.  He hissed as the pain spiked his Stats even higher, then dodged an incoming axe blade and slammed his staff into the wielder’s skull.  He stepped to the side as the hammer slammed down again, and as he smashed his staff into the man’s side, he activated his Massive Blow Ability.  The staff sunk deeply into the man’s abdomen, crumpling his armor as it did and knocking him back several steps.

Pain erupted in his shoulder as a small knife sprouted there, and he spun away as a second knife clattered off the stone wall in a shower of sparks.  His adrenaline surged again as the pain faded, and he lashed out with his staff, cracking the axe wielder in the side of the skull with his Massive Blow ability.  The man let out a low groan as he crashed to the ground, stunned for a moment.  In that moment, though, the hammer-wielder thrust his weapon into Aranos’ stomach, knocking the wind from the Sorcerer. 

Aranos’ Fortitude Skill saved him once more, allowing him to shrug off what probably would have been a nasty debuff.  His staff thrust caught the hammer-wielder by surprise, smashing into his throat, but that movement allowed a woman with a rusty broadsword to dart in and slice open his upper arm.  He ignored the wound and smashed the center of the staff into the woman’s chest, knocking her backward a step, then cracked the end on the top of her head.

Another knife suddenly sank into his side, but he ignored it as his body began to fall into a rhythm, moving swiftly and agilely.  He dodged the heavy hammer and axe blows where he could, parried the sword strikes when possible, and slipped past the throwing knives as he was able.  When that failed, though, the resulting wounds ramped up his Physical Stats, and his staff lashed out like a serpent, breaking bones and stunning his opponents. 

He smashed the longsword-bearing woman’s knee hard enough that it bent inward, tumbling her to the ground, then swung an uppercut blow that caught the axe wielder under the chin, breaking his neck with a loud crack.  The short sword wielding man dropped to the ground, unconscious from a heavy blow to the temple, while his female companion watched her blade fall helplessly from a shattered wrist before falling to her knees, choking as the butt of his staff crushed her throat.

That left only the hammer wielder and knife thrower able to face him.  He parried a jab from the hammer and lashed upward, catching the man between the legs with his staff.  The thief howled in pain, and Aranos cracked his staff across the thief’s skull so hard he crushed the bone, caving the skull in.  The thief fell silently to the stones, his body spasming and twitching as he slowly died, his brain crushed and certainly bleeding out in his skull.

The knife thrower took one look at Aranos, turned tail, and ran down the alley. Without thinking, Aranos flung out his hand, weaving together strands of Spatial and Void magic, and flung a Gravity Well Spell over the fleeing thief’s head.  To his surprise, the air thirty feet up seemed to ripple as the Spell took effect, and the thief screamed as he was yanked into the air, followed by the clatter of every fallen weapon, broken stone, and piece of trash within sixty feet of him.  The screams cut off abruptly as the incoming debris crushed him beneath its mass, and Aranos released the Spell, allowing the mangled mess of flesh to splatter to the stones below.

The woman holding her longsword scooted away from Aranos, her broken leg dragging behind her and her eyes wide as she waved the sword threateningly with one hand.  He stepped forward and knocked the blade free of her grip with a sweep of his staff, then raised his hand to wrap her in a Void Prison.  He frowned as the Spell failed to take effect; his Gravity Well had worked, but the Void Prison hadn’t for some reason. 



Curious, he called up his Great Enthrallment and felt the twin tendrils of Mind and Vital mana lash out at the woman, digging into her mind and body and holding her tightly in the grip of his will. 

 

So, whatever effect they used only affects Primary aspects, not Enhanced ones,


 
he realized. 

 

That’s interesting – if I’m ever in this situation again, it’ll be good to know that I’m not totally helpless.  Not that I was anyway – I totally kicked their butts!






Well, sort of, he realized as he glanced at his LP bar.  He’d lost almost seventy percent of his health in that battle; if there had been another few thieves, or one armed with a bow or crossbow instead of throwing knives, things might have turned out quite differently.  Even just one more skilled Warrior would have been the end of him; Aranos knew that he’d only won because his opponents hadn’t been very high-level. 

 

Then again, if you stop a Wizard from using their magic, I guess you don’t really have to be, do you?






He returned his staff to his pack and pulled out his longbow.  He quickly tried to summon a mana arrow with it to no avail; sighing, he pulled out a regular quiver and slipped it over his shoulder before shifting a thousand or so SP into LP, healing most of his wounds instantly. 

 

Probably should have remembered to do that during the battle,


 
he sighed.  He wasn’t used to being injured anymore, thanks to his armor, and if he were being honest, he’d totally blown this fight.  He’d need to spend some time working on his Staff Mastery first chance he got; if this happened once, it would certainly happen again.



He walked over and crouched beside the injured but now-docile woman, quickly Inspecting her:




Smiling Stormie






Human






Badly Wounded




“Well, Stormie, you’re going to answer some questions for me,” he said coldly.  “Who sent you to do this?”

“I don’t know the dark of that,” the woman shook her head.  “None of us birds know the dark of our Shiner’s word.”

“Your Shiner?” he repeated, confused.

“Yep.  Jester gave us the word, and we went,” she shrugged.

“Jester?”

“Big cove with the hammer who’s twitching over there.  He’s the Shiner for our covey, so when he gives us the word, we go and quick, or he’ll send us straight.”

Aranos sighed; he was getting lost in the patois, and he realized that if he were going to question the woman, he’d have to get someone to interpret.  He needed somebody who could speak the thieves’ tongue and translate it into regular speech for him – someone like an innkeeper who used to be a thief, for example.

He spent a minute or two rifling through the pockets of the thieves but found only some scattered copper coins, a note covered with scribbles he couldn’t read, and what looked like the crushed remains of a hollow, crystal ball about the size of his fist in the hammer-wielder’s pocket.  He had a feeling that had something to do with the anti-magic zone he was in right now; when he probed the remnants with his Sense Mana Skill, that guess was quickly confirmed.

Aranos had learned early on in the game that everything in Ka held mana.  It didn’t matter if it was alive or dead, mineral or vegetable, mundane or magical.  Every object radiated some sort of mana; most radiated several types.  The crystal fragments, though, were utterly invisible to his Sense Mana Skill.  From what he could tell, they simply didn’t exist as far as the Skill was concerned; he could sense the mana of his hand through them, but they weren’t there at all.  He shifted to his Mana Sight, trying to detect Earth mana – which the crystal should have been radiating – and got another surprise.

The moment he activated his Mana Sight, the entire alley went dark.  He blinked and switched back to Night Vision, and the alley returned in shades of gray.  He slipped back into Mana Sight and flipped through the different Primary aspects, but his eyes were filled with blackness.  That was strange, because his Sense Mana Skill could still feel the energy in his body, the stones beneath him, or even the faint light mana flowing in from above. 



He shifted back to Night Vision as he dumped the weapons and note into his pack and pocketed the coins.  It looked like the effect around him didn’t affect mana inside of objects; it simply stopped magical energies from flowing through the air.  That was good to know, as well; it meant he could probably still use Spells on himself and perhaps ones delivered through touch, not that he had many of those.  If he’d realized that, he could have Empowered his Strength and Agility during that fight, and it probably would have been over in seconds. 

 

Well, a lot faster than it was, anyway.




In fact, there were a lot of things he could have done differently, had he considered it.  If he’d channeled his Charisma into those same Stats, he could have ended the fight much faster.  He probably should have used his bow instead of his staff; while it wasn’t the most effective weapon up close, his Expert Arcane Archery Skill might have let him kill each of the thieves in a single shot.  He shook his head and resolved to spend a bit more time in combat training when he could – not that he had much time for that, of course – then slipped the remains of the crystal into his pocket and walked back to his Enthralled prisoner.

Stormie wasn’t in any condition to walk to the Black Blade, so Aranos had to pick her up and carry her out of the alley.  To his surprise, her weight felt almost negligible to him, and he had no difficulty hefting her over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry and walking her the block to Malcolm’s place.  He hadn’t carried anything significant in a while, and he hadn’t realized how much his Strength had grown.  When he reached the inn, he dumped her in the stables, left her there with orders to stay still and quiet, and stepped inside the tavern.

The Blade was already starting to get busy, but he spotted his companions still sitting at their table, although Avalyn was absent.  They saw him at the same time, and Geltheriel’s eyes narrowed, doubtlessly taking in his bloodstained and torn clothing.  She rose to her feet, but before she could say anything, he sent her a silent message through their rings.


I’m fine.  Got jumped by some thieves on the way back.  One’s in the stable, and I’m going to grab Malcolm to question her; I can’t understand what she’s saying.  Where’s Avalyn?





The spoiled child?


 
Geltheriel replied in an exasperated tone. 

 

I encouraged her to go rest in our room, and she thankfully was willing.  Please tell me she will not be traveling with us, Oathbinder.





Sorry, but she will.  I’ll explain later.  While I get Malcolm, will the two of you go keep an eye on the woman in the stable for me?


Geltheriel nodded, whispered something to Rhys, and led the frowning Druid past Aranos out into the night.  The Sorcerer wove through the crowds, flashing Jenna a quick smile that got him a blush and shy grin in return, and stepped up to the bar.  As he did, he saw a young girl in a plain, and slightly faded red dress kneeling behind it, scrubbing the floors with a thick rag.  The girl’s hair was a lustrous black and cut short, and her skin was deeply tanned.  It took Aranos a moment to recognize the clean, little waif.

“Retta?” he asked disbelievingly.

The girl looked up quickly and grinned at him.  “In the flesh, sir!  Welcome back to the Black Blade!”

Aranos blinked.  “Retta, I almost didn’t recognize you.  You look – different.”

The girl stood up and smoothed the old and faded dress, her face showing her amazement.  “Isn’t it sparkly, sir?  Old Malcolm gave me new wraps and told me I could keep ‘em so long as I didn’t Filch anymore.  Do you like it?”

“It looks good on you,” he grinned, taking in the rough shoes on her feet and the lack of dirt on her skin.  “Looks like you got cleaned up and a haircut, too.”

“Well, I couldn’t have the little one looking the way she was before,” Malcolm growled as he walked over, although Aranos could see the pleased gleam in his eye.  “She’d scare off my customers or ruin their meals, she smelled so bad.”

“Miss Jenna gave me a bath and a cut, sir,” Retta touched her hair.  “Have you had a bath, sir?  They’re wonderful!”

“Yes, they are, Retta,” he swallowed hard as a wave of pity rose up for the child.  “I take it you’re happy, then?”

“Oh, sir, Old Malcom’s made me shiny!” she said excitedly.  “He said I can stay in his kip so long as I work hard and learn to speak like you on the straight path!”

“And I’ve told you, people on the straight path don’t say they’re shiny,” Malcolm growled.  “Now, go in the back and clean the dishes, girl.  It looks like Oran needs to talk to me.”

“Yes, sir,” Retta bobbed her head and darted into the back, and Malcolm sighed.

“Damn Filchers,” he muttered.  “They’ll get into your heart every time.”

“I can see that,” Aranos chuckled.  “Is that why you gave her a job?”

“No, that was to protect her,” Malcolm shook his head.  “The Filchers – the kids who work for the Guild – have pretty hard lives, Oran.  They rarely eat enough, they get beaten regularly, and no one ever shows them an ounce of kindness.”

He sighed again.  “The thing is, like McBane said, no one knows the hiding places in the city like they do.  If they wanted to, they could vanish, and even the Guild couldn’t root them out if they did.  The problem with that is that the Filchers are the Guild’s future.  When they get old enough, they get tossed into other jobs – bashing, tossing, whoring, that sort of thing – and they become the next generation of thieves.  If they disappear, so does the Guild.”

“So, why don’t they?” Aranos asked curiously.  “I mean, if they’re treated so badly…”

“Hope, Oran, and a nasty, little hook that the Guild hangs out for them,” a second voice spoke quietly, and Aranos turned to see McBane sidling up to the bar to stand next to him.  The Rogue’s face looked tired, but there was an odd gleam in his eyes that Aranos noticed.  As he spoke, though, his expression twisted into a mixture of sadness and anger.  “See, if a Filcher can get someone shiny to offer them their kip – that is, if they can get an honest person to take them in – then they’re free of the Guild.  Forever.  They can’t be touched, they don’t face reprisal, and no one is allowed to try and convince them to rejoin.”

Aranos nodded.  “That seems like quite the carrot,” he admitted.  “But I don’t get what’s so nasty about it.” 

“The nasty part is that it does happen – but only just often enough to make every Filcher dream about it happening to them,” McBane shook his head.  “Having hope in a hopeless situation can be a terrible thing, Oran, especially when that hope is eventually shattered.  That hope keeps them running topside, because that’s the only way someone will notice them and take them in.  Almost every time they get caught, they get a beating or worse, but every so often, someone will pity them and take one in, just often enough to keep that hope alive.”  He snorted.  “Part of me wonders if the Guild doesn’t arrange for that just to keep the Filchers above ground.”

“It’s not quite that bad,” Malcolm protested.  “When it does happen, at least they’re clear and safe.  You know as well as I, McBane, that there are only a couple safe ways out of the Guild, and the Filchers’ way is probably the easiest.  Now that Retta’s been given clothes and a job, here, the Scroungers can’t touch her.  She’s out of the game for good, and I’ll make sure she stays that way.”

McBane grunted.  “I suppose,” he acknowledged, looking critically at Aranos.  “Enough of that.  What happened to you?  Rough night?”

“You could say that,” Aranos sighed.  As he did, he caught a whiff of the Rogue and grinned at the man.  “From the smell of you, you haven’t had the easiest time, either.  How’s the Quest going?”

“Well enough.”  The man snorted.  “Well, not really, but I’ll get it back on track.  I got lured into a bit of a trap and had to fight my way out.”  He turned to Malcom.  “You know that Havil Westheim’s a smuggler, right?”

Malcolm guffawed.  “Everyone knows that, boy.  The man’s too rich to just be selling armor to the palace guards.”

“Ah, but did you know he smuggles the Shadowborn into the city?” McBane asked archly.

“That – that I didn’t,” Malcolm admitted slowly.  “Are you sure, boy?”

“Broke into his underground holding cell and got attacked by shadewolves,” the Rogue shrugged.  “They were being held under guard.” 

“That’s very interesting,” Malcolm nodded.  “Nothing to do with me, of course, but there might be some that would pay for that information.”  He looked the Rogue up and down.  “You don’t look the worse for wear.”

“Of course not.  Shadewolves aren’t much of a threat to me anymore.”  He glanced at Aranos.  “The ones who set me up vanished.  Think you can help me Track them?”

“Happy to,” Aranos nodded.  “I actually came to ask Malcolm for help myself.”  He glanced at the old man.  “Do you mind?”

“Depends on the help,” the bartender hedged cautiously.  “I’m out of the game, just so you know, so…”

Aranos shook his head.  “I need a translator.  I got attacked tonight, and the only survivor – speaks in a way that you’ll understand better than I do.”

Malcolm grinned.  “Whole point of the Cant, isn’t it?  If everyone could understand it, it wouldn’t be very useful.  Where’s the dressed-up guest?” 

Seeing Aranos’ blank look, McBane chuckled.  “He means the prisoner.  Where are you keeping them?”

“Oh, got it.  She’s in the stables.  Her name’s Smiling Stormie, if that makes any difference.”

Malcolm stiffened.  “Big woman, lots of muscles, carries a sword?” he asked.  Aranos nodded, and the man sighed.  “I can’t help you, son.  That would put me on the wrong side of the Guild, and I won’t do that.”  He glanced over at McBane.  “If only there were some non-neutral party who understood the Cant and could help, right McBane?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll translate for you, Aranos,” the Rogue laughed.  “In return, we can see if you can help me.  Sound good?”

“Totally fair,” the Sorcerer nodded. 

“Good.”  McBane stepped away from the bar.  “I’ve got to chat with Malcolm really quickly, and I’ll meet you down there.  Only be a minute.” 

Aranos turned to leave, but Malcolm caught his eye.  “I’m not taking sides, Oran, but I can tell you this.  Smiling Stormie – that one’s dangerous, and she holds grudges.  She took the time to learn the blade, when most Bashers never master any weapon more complicated than a club, and I heard she did it so she could go back and find everyone who mistreated her when she was a Filcher and make them pay.  You won’t be able to just let her go, or you’ll be dealing with her again and again.”

“Thanks for the advice, Malcolm,” he nodded.  “I wasn’t planning on letting her go, though.”

“Good.  Second thing – whatever you decide to do, don’t do it here.  My kip is neutral territory for everyone, no matter how shady their path.   It’s a place where people can meet safely and know that they won’t be stabbed in the back.  If you violate it, I’ll have to do something about it, and I’d hate that.  You seem a decent sort for…one of your kind.”  The old man smiled grimly, but Aranos simply inclined his head.

“I wouldn’t do anything that would cause you problems, Malcolm,” he assured the man with an even smile.  “And I’d hate it if you tried that, too.  You’re not too bad, yourself, for…one of your kind.”

“Then we’re understood,” Malcolm waved his hand dismissively.  “Go on, do what you have to do.”




Chapter 17


Aranos rejoined his companions in the stable.  Geltheriel stood over Stormie with an angry expression on her face, while Rhys looked somewhat amused.  Aranos quickly wove his air shield around them so they wouldn’t be heard and sat down on a hay bale with a sigh.  “McBane should be here in a minute,” he told them.  “In the meantime, we should be able to talk freely now.”

“McBane has returned?” Geltheriel asked archly in Elvish.  “I did not see his entrance.  He must have some hidden way to pass upstairs without going through the common room.  Knowing that such exists is somewhat unsettling.”

“I wouldn’t put it past Malcolm to have a hidden back entrance,” Aranos agreed.  “And I assume he’d have told McBane about it.”

“One notices that you have had an interesting evening, Liberator,” Rhys chuckled, changing the subject.  “Between the new addition to our numbers and your disheveled state, I can sense quite the story.  Do you wish to share it?”

Aranos grimaced.  “Avalyn’s a fledgling Sorcerer,” he explained.  “I’m literally the only Class trainer she has.  Since I’m not planning on staying in Stoneleague to teach her…”

“She must come with us,” Geltheriel sighed.  “Very well, Oathbinder, but that one will test my patience severely.”  She looked him up and down.  “And how did you end up in such a state?”

“Ambush.  Six thieves were waiting for me in that alley we go through all the time a block or so from here.  They attacked me, I killed five of them and wounded this one.  I Enthralled her so we could question her, and here we are.”

“There is more to the tale than that, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel contradicted.  “Six thieves would not have given you the wounds I see you sustained.  As well, this one has a fractured leg but no injuries from Spells.”

“I guess they’d come prepared to deal with me,” he agreed.  “They had some sort of effect that stopped my Primary mana from working.  It shut off my armor, and I had to fight them off with my staff.”  He pulled out the remains of the crystal he’d found.  “I’m pretty sure it was caused by this thing.”

“A null mana field?” Rhys murmured speculatively.  “That is…a rare Ability, Liberator, usually the province of truly powerful creatures or Spells.  It seems unlikely that simple thieves would walk around in possession of an item that could generate such an effect.”

“You know, this sound barrier is almost too effective,” McBane’s voice suddenly sounded in the stable as he stepped through the wind wall, his clothes fluttering in the breeze.  “A person expects to hear some noises coming from a stable – horses aren’t exactly quiet – and making it totally silent is kind of suspicious.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Aranos frowned.  “I suppose I could make it so sounds were just muffled to the point where you couldn’t distinguish what was being said.  I’d have to turn it into a Spell for that, though; right now, it’s just an Ability, and doing anything that precise with it takes too much time.”

“That might be more effective in keeping people from paying attention.”  McBane frowned as he looked at the crystal shards resting in the Sorcerer’s open palm.  “Where did you get that?” he asked slowly.

“I got ambushed tonight, and this was in the pocket of one of the people who attacked me.  I think they used it to try and shut my magic down.  Fortunately, I’m not helpless without my Spells.”

“Sadly, most Wizards are,” McBane grunted.  “Thieves call that thing a flashglobe, since the term for magic is ‘flash’.  They’re very rare and very expensive; I guess only a handful of Wizards can make one, and they charge an arm and a leg for them.  You break it, and there’s no magic around you for about five minutes or so.  That’s usually more than long enough to finish your average Wizard.”  He shook his head.  “These things carry a death sentence for anyone caught with them, thanks to the Mages’ College.  You can imagine that they don’t like them very much.”

“That seems reasonable,” Aranos chuckled. 

McBane looked at Stormie, who was sitting quietly and staring straight ahead.  “What did you do to her?”

“Remember the Spell I used to train your Mental Resistance?  This is what it looks like when you don’t resist.  She’ll basically do what I ask for the next hour or so.”

McBane whistled in a low tone.  “That’s a nasty Spell, Aranos,” he admitted.  “Total control over someone – I shudder to think how that could be misused.”

“Which is undoubtedly why my Oathbinder so rarely uses it,” Geltheriel spoke up.  “However, if it allows us to question her without resorting to torture, surely that is a worthwhile use of the Spell?”

“True,” the Rogue admitted with a sigh.  “Honestly, there were a couple times today where I could have used a Spell like this.”  The man shook his head.  “In any case, you wanted me to translate the Cant, right?”

“Yeah,” Aranos nodded.  “I was talking to her about who set up the ambush.  She told me that the Shiner for her covey told her to attack me or go straight, I think.  Any idea what that means?”

“It means the boss of her little group told them to attack you, and if they don’t do what they’re told, they get killed.”  McBane glanced at the girl.  “You mind if I ask the questions?  Might go faster.”

“Feel free,” Aranos gestured to the girl.  “Stormie, answer whatever McBane asks you.”

“Who was the Shiner for your covey, dove?” Malcolm asked, sitting down on a hay bale with a grunt.

“Jester Coren,” she answered in a flat voice.

McBane sighed.  “Of course he was.”  He glanced up at Aranos.  “I found out about him today; he was on my list of people to talk to.  He’s one of the middle-ranking Bashers in the Guild’s organization, close enough that he might have known what’s going on.  I couldn’t find him, though, probably because he was too busy setting up his ambush for you.”

The Rogue turned back to Stormie.  “What’s the dark of the Guild’s word to Jester?”

“It wasn’t the Guild that gave the word, I hear.  It was an upright man, though, and that’s good enough for us.  Jester told us we were having a chat with a gull, and that the cove was a Wizard.  He told us the upright man gave us a flashglobe, so it should be a job for a thin girl.”

“What about the Wizards?  They wouldn’t lie down for one of their own being sent straight, and the Guild won’t take a nap for that.”

“The Guild?” the woman scoffed.  “Whisper is, the Guild ain’t speaking about the rules, no more.  It’s each for his own, and take what’s there to grab.”

McBane’s eyes grew wide.  “How upright are the whispers?”

The woman shrugged.  “Enough that the Cutters Guild is getting on the action and the dogs have been barking about it.”

“Damn,” McBane shook his head.  “And did Jester have the dark that the gull was a Traveler?”

“Travelers aren’t shiny anymore, is the word.  The trade is open to them all.”

McBane leaned back, his expression stunned.  “Has the Guild turned their table?  Or just this upright man?”

“His Highness is a layabout, for sure,” the woman nodded.  “He plays the game with the knife, and he wanted the Wizard dead.”

“You know the dark of why?”

“The cove and his devil-bird set Dally and his boys straight, and Dally was supposed to go upright soon.  The bash should have been shiny; no one was supposed to go straight, but the Traveler messed with that.  His Highness wants the word out that Travelers aren’t shiny anymore.”

Malcolm leaned back, his face looking a bit stunned.  “I’ll be damned,” he shook his head.  “The man’s asking to be put in a box.”  He glanced at the others.  “You get any of that?”

“A little,” Aranos nodded.  “Some of it I can pick up from context, but not most.”

“Those thieves that tried to mug you yesterday?  Turns out one of them was fairly high in the organization of this upright man – which means someone almost at the top of the Guild rankings, a Thief Lord or very close to one.  In any case, this Dally was almost ready to move into a higher position in the Guild – usually, when that happens, the thief goes upright, or becomes openly respectable, so they can present a front for the Guild.  Someone like that has made friends in the Guild and usually had a lot of training to prepare them for their new life – which makes me wonder why anyone would send him out on a job, especially one where’s he Bashing, or attacking people.  That sort of thing ends in blood way too often.” 

McBane frowned.  “In any case, when you killed him, or set him straight, you disrupted that entire group, and the upright man put a bounty on you.  It doesn’t sound like it’s Guild-sanctioned, but the Guild isn’t acting to stop it, either.”

“That makes little sense,” Geltheriel objected.  “I was the one who slew those men, but the Druid and I passed through that alley safely some hours before my Oathbinder.  Why would they not have attacked us, as well?”

“Because you’re not Travelers,” McBane shook his head.  “According to Stormie, here, the gossip is that the Guild has stopped enforcing the rules, so the gangs have been able to do whatever they want – and the rumor is serious enough that the Adventurers’ Guild and the guards have both gotten involved.  They specifically chose you to attack, tonight, to send a message.”

“That Jester guy did say that the King wanted to make sure I knew Travelers weren’t shiny anymore,” Aranos agreed.  “And that other gangs were going to be ‘chatting’ with other Travelers around the city tonight.”

“That’s insane,” McBane said in a stunned voice.  “Attacking Travelers all over the city – and attacking a Wizard Traveler with a flashglobe, knowing that he’ll come back to talk about it – is just crazy.”  He rubbed his temples.  “I asked Stormie if she thought the Guild had gone crazy, and she told me that she thinks they might have.  She’s not dumb; she knows attacking either of those groups is just asking to be slaughtered.  Normally, the Guild leaves Wizards and Travelers alone.  It’s too dangerous; Wizards have ways to find people that the Guild can’t avoid, and we tend to respawn with a vengeance.  The Guild’s already lost a Thief Lord who pissed off the wrong group of Travelers and didn’t realize the party would keep coming after him, over and over, until they got him.  They don’t want to lose more.”

McBane sighed.  “In any case, you were supposed to be a message to both the College and the Travelers.  The upright man is ‘playing by the knife’, which means he’s out for blood instead of money or some sort of arrangement, the way these things usually turn out. 

“Tonight was supposed to have have been a simple killing, one that even a thin girl could do; a Wizard without magic is usually an easy mark in tight quarters like that.”  He shook his head and looked at Stormie.  “Where’d you get the dark to set the bite?  Did someone sing?”

“The addled cove walks the same walk every time,” the woman said simply.

“Seriously?” McBane sighed in exasperation, turning to stare at Aranos.  “You take the same route from the Blade to the Guild Square every time?”

“Honestly, I never thought someone might try to ambush me,” the arcane admitted.

“Rule number one of the dodgy path, Aranos: someone’s always trying to kill you.  Now that we know the Guild is out for Traveler blood – and you in particular – that becomes rules number one, two, and three.”

Aranos sighed.  “I’m going to have to do something about this, aren’t I?”

“I’m on it,” McBane assured him.  “If you help me Track the ones who trapped me today, I’ll work my way up the ladder until I find this upright man.  Hopefully, dealing with him will be enough to stop all this.”  He sighed and rose to his feet.  “And since the man’s playing by the knife, my options for dealing with him are limited.  Normally, I might be able to find him and do a deal with him to start following the rules, but now, this will only end when he’s dead.”  The man’s eyes glazed momentarily.  “And that updated my Quest objective, so I guess I’m right.”  He glanced at Stormie.  “What are you going to do with her?”

“I don’t have much choice,” the Sorcerer shrugged.  “I’ll take her back to the alley and deal with her there.”

“We will take her,” Geltheriel said firmly.  “After tonight, you will not travel alone in the city, Oathbinder.”

The Sorcerer opened his mouth to protest but saw the look on the woman’s face and clamped his mouth shut.  Once Geltheriel had that determined look on her face, nothing was going to change her mind, and honestly, she was right.  If she’d been with him tonight, the fight would have been over in a minute, and he wouldn’t have gotten hurt at all.  “Okay,” he agreed.  “I’ll carry her, though, so your sword arm’s free.”

“Or I could heal her leg, and she could walk,” Rhys said amusedly, reaching out to touch the woman’s leg and muttering under his breath.  The leg straightened with a crunch of bone, and Stormie cried out briefly before settling back down.

“Tomorrow’s logout,” McBane pointed out.  “If the Guild’s hunting you, it might not be safe for anyone to stay in Stoneleague while we’re all gone.”

“Fortunately, I think I can fix that after today.  Meet us upstairs after we deal with this?”

“Yeah.  If you can get us out of the city, it’s probably best we all go.  Those thieves today will have spread my name and description around, too.”

“Okay, we’ll see you there in a bit.”  He turned to his captive.  “Stormie, come with me.”

When they returned to the alley, Aranos wasn’t particularly surprised to see that the thieves’ bodies were gone.  The man Stormie called Jester had said that they’d been watching Aranos; maybe there was a Spell to detect that sort of thing he could work on.  He sighed as he realized that there just wasn’t any way he was going to be doing combat training any time soon.  He had Spells to craft, Skills to work on, and while he was at it, he really should spend some time leveling his Spells, too, especially his newer ones.  Plus, he needed to teach Avalyn, and that promised to be a major undertaking in and of itself.  That meant no staff training tonight…or probably any night in the near future. 

He ordered Stormie to stand still and quietly while Geltheriel cut the woman’s throat, and they stepped back as the thief bled out, twitching and choking on the stones of the alley.  It was brutal, but they couldn’t exactly let her go; she knew that Aranos could get around the null mana field and had heard them speaking Elvish.  He supposed he could have ordered her to go confess her crimes to the guards and accept punishment, but he couldn’t be sure the Thieves’ Guild couldn’t bribe the guards to get her out.  He felt a slight queasiness at the brutality of the act, but he shoved it down.

Sometimes, the only thing you could do with a dangerous animal was put it down.

The tavern back at the Blade was loud and raucous, but the three of them ignored the hubbub and headed upstairs.  They grabbed McBane and walked to Aranos and Geltheriel’s room.  When they entered, they found the room in shambles.  The thin curtains had been shredded; the beds were torn, the mattresses askew, and their possessions lay scattered across the floor.  Avalyn sat almost delicately on one of the shredded mattresses, and as they entered, she rose quickly to her feet.

“This wasn’t me,” she said hurriedly.  “It was like this when I got upstairs.  I think it was that thing.”  She pointed to the leonal cub sleeping peacefully on the other mattress, curled up in a mound of torn bedding he’d accumulated.  “What is that, anyway?  It’s cute.”

“What the heck?” Aranos said, exasperation rising within him, walking into the room and scooping a handful of shredded fabric off the floor.  “Seriously?  He wrecked the place!”

“It appears that he was not happy being left alone,” Rhys observed with a chuckle.  “One might wonder how the innkeeper will react to this mess, if one was not certain the answer to that would be…badly.”

“Well, I’m not getting blamed for it,” Avalyn said, crossing her arms.  “I didn’t do anything…”

“Be still, child,” Geltheriel snapped, her voice reflecting Aranos’ own annoyance.  “Not everything is about you.”

“How long was he up here by himself?” McBane asked amusedly, poorly concealing a grin.  “And yeah, Malcolm’s gonna be pissed.  He’s got a strict ‘no pets’ rule.”

“Perhaps an hour,” Geltheriel sighed, rubbing her forehead.  “We kept him with us and fed him; when he seemed tired, I brought him to the room.  It appears that he was less tired than I thought.”  The woman looked fondly at the cub.  “You cannot blame him, Oathbinder.  He is but a babe, and in dire need of training – like some others I might mention.”  She gazed meaningfully at Avalyn, who swallowed hard and wisely kept her mouth shut.

Aranos grunted.  “I suppose not, but I guess it’s good that we’re leaving, since we can’t sleep here tonight.  Stoneleague’s getting a bit too hot for my comfort.” Aranos shook his head.

“Too hot?” Geltheriel asked quizzically.  “I have not noticed the temperature changing significantly, Oathbinder.”

“I mean, it looks like the Thieves’ Guild might be looking for us, and there aren’t a lot of reasons for us to keep staying here.  Today, I learned how to create better-targeted portals, and I want to try and portal back to Antas tonight.  It’ll be better for you, Rhys, Avalyn, and Silma to be there while I’m gone – I know neither of you are happy pretending to be humans, and Silma will love being able to run around without having to worry about looking like a horse.  Avalyn can spend the time training; we’ll teach her how to use the crystals, and I’ll show her how to train her Int and Wis.”  He glanced at the sleeping leonal.  “Plus, maybe you’ll be able to take this little one out hunting and level him up some…and train him a bit.”

“That sounds smart,” McBane agreed.  “I’d rather be in Antas during logout, anyway.  It’ll be safer, and I won’t have to worry about logging in to find the Guild waiting for me.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Aranos nodded.  “Rhys, McBane, why don’t you gather your stuff? Geltheriel, can you get our things together and make sure Avalyn is ready to travel?”

“Of course.  And you?”

Aranos looked at the room with a grimace.  “I’ll have to settle up this mess with Malcolm.  I’ll meet you all here in a few minutes.”

“Wait, we’re leaving the city tonight?” Avalyn protested, drawing a withering look from Geltheriel.  The girl swallowed hard and added in a much less whiny voice, “I mean, I don’t think we can.  The gates are closed, and the city’s warded against people teleporting into it.”

“Into it, yes, but probably not out of it,” Aranos pointed out.  “Even if it is, it’ll probably just take more SP to punch through.”  He grinned.  “That’s a good lesson: if brute force isn’t working for you, just use more of it.” 

He left the room without giving the child a chance to respond, closing the door behind him.  He was going to have to have a talk with Avalyn at some point; she seemed a bit sheltered and prone to complaining, and neither he nor the elves were going to tolerate that sort of thing for very long.  She’d have to get used to the idea that none of them were going to cater to her attitude or her outbursts, and if she didn’t, he’d have to think of a way to convince her.  Sighing, he walked back downstairs and flagged down the innkeeper. 

“You look like you could use a drink, Oran,” Malcolm smiled.

“Not at the moment,” the Sorcerer grimaced.  “I’ve actually been thinking; it sounds like your former associates are looking for us.  With that being the case, it doesn’t make sense for us to stay in the city anymore.”

The man frowned while absently wiping down the bar with a somewhat dirty rag.  “I can see that,” he acknowledged.  “Our deal, though…”

“Is still valid, as far as I’m concerned,” Aranos cut the man off, handing him several silver coins.  “If nothing else, it gives us a place to return to when we come back in a couple days.  Here’s the other half of what we paid, plus a bit extra for all your help.”  He hesitated.  “I’m – also going to need to pay to replace the mattress, sheets, and curtains in our room, I’m afraid.”

Malcolm’s eyes went wide, then his face took on a lecherous look.  “Well, well, Oran.  I told you that you had your hands full with that one!”  He sighed, and his eyes took on a faraway look.  “Ah, to be young enough to destroy a room with a night or two of passion.”

“It’s not – that’s…,” Aranos stammered, his face turning beet red.

“No, no need to explain.  You’re a young man, and Theria is a fine-looking woman – and quite athletic-looking, if you don’t mind the observation.  Honestly, I can’t blame you for not being able to limit your activities to the bed.”  He shook his head.  “Normally, I’d gouge you for the loss, Oran, but the damage was done in the name of love, so I’ll charge you cost.  Replacing everything in the room will cost a copper link, no more.”

“Thanks,” Aranos mumbled, fumbling out a large, copper coin and studiously avoiding eye contact with the innkeeper.

“Don’t mention it.  So, will you be leaving in the morning?  Jenna will be devastated.”

“I’m sure she’ll recover quickly enough, and we’re going to leave tonight.”

“Tonight?” the man repeated dubiously.  “Oran, the gates are closed, and the city is sealed.  No one’s going in or out tonight.  If you try to go through the gate or over the walls, you’ll be seen and arrested, if not executed outright.  Wait for the morning…”

“I know a safe way to get out tonight,” Aranos shook his head, cutting the man off.  “Don’t worry, I won’t get in trouble, and I won’t bring any trouble here to the Blade.”

Malcolm sighed.  “If you’re sure, then I guess I wish you luck.  You’re welcome here any time, Oran, you and your lady-friend, too.”  He held out his hand, and Aranos gripped his forearm in farewell.

Everyone was waiting for him with their packs readied when he returned to their room.  Avalyn was sitting disconsolately on the bed, and McBane and Rhys were simply standing, both of them with amused looks on their faces as they stared down at the floor.  Aranos glanced down, and a similar grin spread across his lips as he saw the scene before him.

The leonal cub had awakened while Aranos was gone, and Geltheriel squatted on the floor, playing with the golden-furred creature.  The cub lay crouched on his stomach, his head up and his eyes staring intently at the woman’s fingers.  Every so often, the elf’s hands darted out to lightly touch the leonal’s paws, and the feline kept batting at her gauntleted fingers, looking very serious as he tried vainly to catch the dexterous elf.  His entire body shifted forward with each lunge, but when he snapped at her, she deftly rapped him on the nose. 

“No,” she said firmly in Elvish.  “Be nice.”  The cub recoiled from the light tap but seemed to understand, as he continued trying to pounce on her swift hands using only his paws. 

“That’s pretty cute,” Aranos noted as he watched the two at play.

“Indeed, one might even call it adorable, Liberator,” Rhys agreed with a grin. 

“I wouldn’t,” McBane shook his head.  “At least, not twice.  She threatened to stab me in a not-so-fun spot with my own sword.”

“I am many things, Giantbane,” the woman said from the floor.  “I am wise, skilled, deadly, and perhaps a bit witty, at least compared to my Oathbinder.  I am not adorable, cute, or cuddly.”

“Perhaps you would like to convince her otherwise, Liberator?” Rhys asked with mock innocence.  “Surely, she will listen to you.”

“She doesn’t listen to anyone,” Avalyn grumped.  “I just wanted to play with the kitten, too, and she told me I couldn’t.”

“Because I am not playing, child,” Geltheriel said coldly, not even looking at the girl.  “I am training this one’s reflexes and instincts.  This is not some cuddly pet to be pampered and spoiled.  He will grow to be a powerful and dangerous predator, and he must be trained while young so that he is not a danger to us as well as to our enemies.”

Avalyn made a small sound of disapproval but, wisely didn’t say anything more.

“You know, Rhys, I’m going to agree with Geltheriel, here” Aranos grinned at the man.  “She’s not adorable, cute, or cuddly.”  He looked slyly at the woman.  “She is awfully precious, though, isn’t she?  Training the little kitty!”

“Do not think I will not cut you, Oathbinder,” she replied icily.  “It would be interesting to see if my shadow blade could pierce your magical armor.”

“Fine, you’re tough and scary,” he laughed.  “You and your little cat, too.”

“You are correct.  Now, before you follow that statement with something foolish that will get you a sword blade in your leg, do you not have to contact your Companion and summon her?  You do not intend to leave without her, do you?”

“Okay, I’ll stop,” he smiled, closing his eyes and reaching out to Silma.  A moment later, he chuckled aloud.

“Certainly, you are not still amused by your own wit, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said with a hint of exasperation.  “It was not that entertaining.”  Aranos heard Avalyn snort in amusement, but the girl remained silent.

“No, not that,” Aranos explained.  “Once Silma dispelled her illusion, I guess she found a way to get over the walls but was seen doing it.  She’s currently playing with a group of Rangers, letting them get close and then slipping away from them.”

“It is good that she is entertaining herself,” Rhys observed wryly.  “Yet, one might wonder how easily she will be able to reach us if she is being Tracked.”

“I am certain she will merely teleport away from them in random jumps until they have lost her trail,” Geltheriel said dismissively, now cradling the leonal in her arms.  “Oathbinder, you have not yet named this one.  Is there a reason for that?”

Aranos shrugged.  “I haven’t really thought about it, to be honest.”

“Then I shall think of one for you,” the woman smiled at the cub curled in her arms.  “We cannot simply call him ‘cub’ or ‘leonal’.  He is far too noble for such uncouth names.”

“Feel free,” the Sorcerer chuckled.  “And we don’t need Silma to come to us; we’re going out there anyway, remember?”  He closed his eyes and reached out to his Companion. 


Hey, are you in a place where you can stop for a bit?  I think I can bring all of us to join you.



You know that I’m being hunted by six of those silly Rangers, pack leader.  How long do I need to stop?



Fifteen minutes or so?




The fenrin sighed mentally. 

 

Fine.  Give me five minutes, and I’ll shake them from my trail. 




“She’s getting free of them,” Aranos told the others.  “It’ll take a few minutes.” 

Not waiting for a reply, he sank into his Companion’s senses, focusing on her vision.  Her Night Vision was superb, far better than his, and she could see almost as well as she could in full daylight.  He watched as the world blurred around her as she teleported, jumping around not just from place to place but into trees, across bodies of water, and even into thin air a few times.  A few minutes later, she stopped.




I think that should give us plenty of time, pack leader.


 
 




Okay, we’ll be right there.


Through her vision, he could see her surroundings perfectly.  She was currently nestled inside a thicket, but her sharp eyesight pierced through the shroud of foliage and revealed the forest floor beyond.  Aranos examined the ground closely until he found an appropriate spot for his Spell.  There was a place between two trees that was relatively open and empty, a perfect location for a portal.



He held the image firmly in his mind while he cast his Portal Walk Spell.  Strands of Spatial and Soul mana rose from his core and wove about him in an elaborate weave, lashing out into the air in front of him.  At first, he felt a sort of resistance, as if the Spell didn’t want to connect to the location he could see clearly before him.  Frowning, he added more SP, pushing the mana into the Spell.  Still, the Spell resisted, and he converted a thousand SP into Enhanced mana, driving the energy into the spellform. 

 

Probably the ward Avalyn was talking about,


 
he reminded himself. 

 

If this is how hard it is to portal out of the city, it’ll probably be best to open a portal outside of it rather than trying to jump directly back in when we return.




He felt a last touch of resistance before the Spell suddenly sank into the air before him, as if it had punched through something solid.  Slowly, a glowing disc filled with silver mists swirled into being, growing until it nearly touched the ceiling overhead.  A moment later, the mists parted, and Aranos could see the dark forest clearing hanging in the air in front of them.

“Okay, everybody through the portal,” he told the others.  “We’ve got 30 seconds before it closes.”  Geltheriel went first, hefting the leonal and stepping through the portal quickly.  Rhys hesitated before following suit, followed by McBane.  Avalyn stared defiantly at the disc, but Aranos gave her a look of pure frustration and she quickly rose to her feet and stepped through, leaving Aranos alone in the room. 



The Sorcerer glanced around; while transporting directly back into the city probably wasn’t the best idea, if he wanted to return here, he’d need something that could act as a portal anchor.  He could take a strip of fabric from the shredded sheets or curtains, but since they were about to be replaced, they probably wouldn’t count as an anchor anymore.   What he needed was something more permanent.  He glanced down at the wooden floor beneath his feet. 

 

Yeah, that’ll do.




He quickly bent down and forged a deepsteel knife in his hand.  With his Carving Skill, he had no difficulty trimming a chunk of wood from the floor.  He slipped it into his pocket, dismissed the knife, and stepped out into the cool, night air of the forest. 

He took a deep breath, feeling the energy of the fertile woodlands filling his body, nourishing him and washing away a faint stirring of hunger and thirst he hadn’t even noticed until it was gone.  He could smell the scents of pine, of fresh loam, and of the myriad animals that made this place their home.  At the same time, his sensitive nose picked up a different odor, one that was harsher and felt out of place in the forest: the musky scent of humans.  They weren’t nearby, but they weren’t too far off, either.

Silma emerged from her thicket and padded over to the party.  Avalyn shrieked briefly before the sound was cut off; Aranos looked over at the girl and saw Geltheriel’s hand gripping her mouth firmly.  The child struggled to escape, but she was no match for the elf’s Strength, even one-handed. 

“Silence, you fool child,” the woman murmured in a low voice.  “We are being hunted, and any sound will lead our pursuers directly to us.”

“Avalyn, this is Silma, my Bonded Companion,” Aranos introduced the pair quietly.  “Don’t worry; she won’t hurt you.” 




The humans are moving faster than I thought, pack leader,


 
Silma told him silently. 

 

We probably only have five minutes before they reach us.  We should do whatever we’re going to do very quickly.




“Okay, we’re going to need to move,” he told them.  “The Rangers are getting close, and we’ll need to put some distance between us and them.”

“It is likely that they will be able to outrun the child, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel pointed out in Elvish.

“Good point,” he nodded, turning to Avalyn.  “We’re going to need to run.  What’s your Stamina?” he asked her bluntly in Human.

“It’s none of your business,” the girl grumped.  “I can…”  Her words cut off as Geltheriel grabbed her by her robe and lifted her from her feet.  The Shadedancer pulled the girl close enough for their noses to nearly touch, and when she spoke, her voice was a deadly whisper.

“Listen to me, child, and listen well,” she said in a tone that unnerved even Aranos.  “I will not die so you can indulge whatever ridiculous notions you have in your head of how you should be treated.  If those humans catch us, we will have to fight them and probably kill them.  Are you ready to kill?  To be slaughtered by them?”

The girl’s face was terrified, but she managed to shake her head violently.

“Then cease your whining and complaining this instant,” the woman hissed.  “Else I will beat sense into you.  Do you have any doubt that I can do this?”  Avalyn furiously shook her head once more, and Geltheriel set her back on her feet.

“It does not matter, Oathbinder,” the Shadedancer told Aranos.  “She is a spellcaster; her Stamina will not be up to the task.  She will have to be carried.”  Avalyn opened her mouth, but before a sound could come out, Geltheriel’s hand lashed out like a snake.  The girl fell to the ground, clutching the spot on her chest where the elf woman had just struck her – far more gently, Aranos knew, than she could have.  “Did you not understand me, child?  You will speak when spoken to, or when you have something valuable to say.  Utter a sound otherwise, and you will pay with pain.”

The girl’s eyes teared up, but she clamped her lips shut and didn’t say a word.



“I can carry her,” Aranos said softly after a moment, quietly relieved that Geltheriel had handled that.  It was a bit harsh, but Avalyn didn’t seem to understand that this was a life-or-death situation. 

 

Maybe a bit of harshness is what she needs.


 
  “I can hold her in a bubble of air and bring her with us.  That way, her Stamina won’t matter.  The Rangers might still be able to Track us, though.”



“I have a Spell that may help, Liberator,” Rhys said just as quietly.  “It will diminish any tracks we leave, at least temporarily, perhaps confounding the Rangers for some time.”

Aranos glanced at the man in surprise.  “Is there a reason we’ve never used it before?”

“We have rarely been hunted ourselves,” the Druid pointed out with a shrug.  “And those few times when we have, we wanted our pursuers to find us, so that we might deal with them on our terms.  This is the first time something has been Tracking us that we had no interest in killing.”

“Good point.  Okay, cast your Spell, and we’ll get moving.”  Aranos looked at Avalyn, slumped on the ground, tears streaming from her eyes.  “I’m going to use an Ability on you,” he told her softly.  “It won’t hurt, but it will hold you in a web of Air so that I can carry you.  We’re going to be going faster than you can keep up, and we don’t have time to let you rest.  Don’t panic.”  The girl simply nodded, her resistance seemingly vanished.  Aranos wove linked strands of Air around the child, lifting her unresisting into the air.  Just to be safe, he also altered the Illusory Cloaks covering him and the elves and added one to Avalyn, making her look older, with long, black hair and a rounded face; if the Rangers did spot them, he didn’t want his identity as Oran to be compromised.



As Rhys finished his Spell, Aranos cast his Zone of Speed, and the party set off into the night, following Silma.  The fenrin led the group through the trees at an almost dizzying pace, and Aranos was forced to keep Avalyn hovering very close to him so she wouldn’t crash into a tree; even if the Rangers were running flat-out, they weren’t going to catch the party without some kind of movement-boosting Spell or Ability. 

 

Which, of course, is exactly the sort of thing a Ranger would have, so it’s probably best not to take chances.




They raced south until they neared the border of the Blightlands, at which point Aranos called a halt in the middle of a wide clearing.  Rhys was looking slightly winded – the Druid’s Stamina was by far the lowest in the party, not counting Avalyn, and he’d had to work to keep up the pace Silma had set.  Geltheriel and Silma looked unfazed – that hadn’t been close to as fast as either of them could travel, after all.  Avalyn’s eyes were wide as Aranos lowered her gently to the ground and removed the web of Air.  The girl’s mouth opened to speak, but she glanced fearfully at Geltheriel and snapped her lips shut.

Aranos reached into his pack and pulled out a single, palmate leaf.  The leaf was bright silver, with veins of electric blue and ruby red mingled throughout, and as he looked at it, his heart lurched.  The leaf had come from Saphielle’s tree, the one that he and Rhys had accidentally created in memorial to the fallen Avenger.  It was the same shade of silver that the fiery Ability Saphielle had used to protect him from Zoridos’ fury had been, and the blue in the leaf exactly matched her hair.  Sorrow rose through him in a wave as he realized that he missed her; their party seemed incomplete without the woman, certainly, but it was more than that.  He missed her acerbic humor, her blunt speech, her steadfast nature.  He’d depended on her more than he’d realized, and part of him still felt…empty without her.

He started as he felt Geltheriel’s hand suddenly rest on his shoulder.  “Are we far enough from the Rangers for you to cast your Spell, Oathbinder?” she asked simply.  He glanced at her and saw both compassion and discomfort in her eyes, and he cursed silently.  It looked like his Charisma was affecting her again; fortunately, she was wise enough to give him something else to think about. 

“I don’t know,” he admitted.  “I have their Scent, but since we’re not Tracking them, I have no idea where they’re at.  Unless they’ve got some sort of Ability to boost their movement speed, though, I should have plenty of time.”

“One might ask if it were not better to continue into the Blightlands,” Rhys offered drily.  “It is likely that the humans would not follow us there, or that if they did, they would proceed far more cautiously.”

Aranos shook his head.  “We’d also have to be more careful, especially since Avalyn probably can’t live through a single amarok or ursusz attack at this point.  Plus, the Spell will cost several times more SP – and be a lot more likely to fail – if I cast it from the Blightlands.”  He looked at Silma, but before he could say a word, the wolf sighed silently in his mind.


Yes, pack leader, I’ll keep an eye on the humans.  You should probably ask Geltheriel to do the same; for an elf, she’s an excellent hunter.


“Geltheriel, would you and Silma keep an eye out for the Rangers, just in case?” he asked the woman.  “I’ll let you know through the ring before I open the portal, so you can come back quickly.”  He didn’t bother to watch as the pair dropped into Stealth and headed back into the trees; he simply laid the leaf on the ground where he wanted his portal to open and began pulling up strands of Spatial and Soul mana.  It was easier than he’d anticipated; this time, there was no resistance to the Spell, and oddly enough, it cost about the same SP as the portal between the inn and Silma had. 

“Can I ask what you’re doing?” Avalyn spoke in a harsh whisper.  “Since you’re supposed to be teaching me?”

“Opening a portal,” he replied, keeping his voice carefully neutral.  “You’ve got a long way to go before you can do this, assuming you even can.  Unlocking Enhanced mana isn’t easy.”  He kept his concentration focused on his Spell as he spoke, and the tendrils of mana thickened as his connection to the anchor solidified.

“To where?”

“To another city, far from here, days of travel along the High Roads,” Aranos replied.  “In fact, I’ll begin your training there tonight…”



He stopped speaking as the power he was gathering swirled through the leaf, which shivered and dissolved into a silver mist that rose into the air and joined the power gathering above.  He felt a pang at that, but Radomil had warned him it could happen; using an item as a focus for a portal Spell put a lot of magical stress on the item, and there was always a chance that it might be destroyed in the process.  The leaf was nonmagical and not particularly durable, so that chance was pretty high, but it still seemed wrong to destroy something he’d created as a memorial. 

 

And Saphielle would point out that’s a stupid thing to think, since there are a ton more leaves, and the tree will grow even more, so don’t be sappy.







The Rangers are approaching, pack leader,


 
Silma sent to him as he poured more energy into the Spell. 

 

They’ll be within sight distance in less than a minute.




Aranos swore silently; even with his bonuses giving him a 300% boost to his casting speed, he still needed at least thirty seconds to open a portal.  There was no way to shorten that time without risking the portal collapsing – or opening somewhere random that could also be possibly dangerous.  “Silma says the Rangers are approaching,” he told the others.  “They moved faster than I’d expected.  Be ready to jump through the moment the portal is fully open.”  Rhys nodded, and a moment later, so did Avalyn.  McBane gripped his sword hilts and gazed at the trees, but he didn’t draw the blades yet.



Aranos forced himself to ignore the approaching humans and concentrated on weaving strands of mana to open the portal. 

 

Okay, you and Silma come back.  This thing will be open soon, and it’s going to be close; the Rangers will probably spot us about the same time the portal’s ready.




The Spell swirled in the air, a misty disc of silvery energy that slowly expanded to ten feet in width.  He felt Geltheriel and Silma return as the mists stabilized and grew translucent.   More energy poured from him, and he was forced to convert regular SP to Spatial and Soul mana as his natural stores ran out quickly.  Just as the mists began to part, his concentration was almost ruined by a shout from the edge of the clearing, and his Scent Skill picked out a half-dozen humans emerging from the trees.

“Hold, in the name of King Hugin!” one man shouted.  “Cease your casting!”

Aranos ignored the man and continued to concentrate; technically, he could multi-cast a Spell to block or immobilize them, but he wanted to keep his full focus on his portal.  If it opened somewhere other than his intended target, they might be in trouble.  He didn’t want to fight the Rangers, for obvious reasons, but if this Spell failed, he’d probably have to at least immobilize them or try to explain what Silma was and why she wasn’t any danger to them – which they probably wouldn’t listen to.  Still, if they attacked, he’d have to respond…

His thoughts broke off as he heard Rhys’ voice muttering behind him, followed by shouts and cries from the Rangers.  Moments later, the silvery mists cleared, revealing the darkened image of the courtyard in Antas just in front of Saphielle’s tree.  The tree glowed with a silvery radiance similar to moonlight, illuminating the flagstones of the square outside the Treehome, the city’s equivalent to a palace.  “Okay, portal’s open…”

Aranos broke off as he turned to face the Rangers and saw a wall of stiff, wooden brambles and thorns ten feet high blocking his view of the humans.   From the crashing and cursing sounds, he assumed that the Rangers were inside the wall somewhere, trapped in a thorny hedge and struggling to escape. He turned to Rhys quizzically.  “Another Spell I don’t know about?”

“I am your Healer, Liberator,” the Druid smiled.  “If you wish to learn more of my capabilities…”

“I do, but not now,” Aranos cut the man off.  “The portal won’t stay open long.  Let’s get going before they get out of there.”  Silma needed no urging and leapt through the glowing window, appearing instantly on the other side.  Rhys and Geltheriel followed after, with the Shadedancer practically dragging Avalyn beside her.  McBane went next, leaping through the portal. 

“Sorry about that,” Aranos called to the swearing human Rangers before stepping through the portal himself and allowing it to snap shut behind him.




Chapter 18


“Well, that was exciting,” Geltheriel chuckled as the party relaxed.  Aranos quickly dismissed their Illusory Cloaks, and he could almost feel the sense of relief emanating from the elves as they shed their human disguises.  Avalyn’s face, though, was startled, and she stared at Aranos.

“What – what are you?” she stammered.  “You’re not human – and they’re elves!”  Geltheriel glanced at the girl, and she flinched, but Aranos held up a restraining hand.

“It’s important for you to ask questions, Avalyn,” he told the girl in a firm tone.  “I don’t want you to feel like you can’t say anything; you’ll never learn that way.

“However, there’s a time and a place for everything.  Right now isn’t the time for questions; I’ll give you a chance to ask as many as you’d like in a bit.”  The girl bit her lip again but nodded, glancing fearfully at Geltheriel once more.

“One observes, Liberator, that the Rangers just watched a party of five humans, three males, one adult females, and one female child fleeing the city,” Rhys spoke in Elvish.  “And that this occurred immediately after a party of a similar description vanished from the Black Blade.  Should they make the connection, we may face an unfriendly welcome upon our return to the city.”

Aranos’ mouth twisted as he realized that the Druid was right.  “That’s true, but what’s done is done,” he sighed in the same language.  “We’ll deal with that if and when we have to and hope that Malcolm keeps our departure to himself.”  He straightened, breathing in the crisp, evening air of the city – his city.  He felt filled with energy as his connection to the Tree-heart strengthened; he hadn’t realized just how much stronger that link was when he stood within the city.

“Oathbinder, now that we are within the safety of our home, I am certain you will wish to train the child,” Geltheriel broke into his thoughts.  “While you do that, I would use the training crystals.  I am very close to getting my Endurance above 100, and I would like to see what benefits it will give me.”

“Of course,” Aranos nodded, retrieving the crystals and handing them to Geltheriel.  “Tomorrow, I’d like you to show Avalyn how to use them, though, so she can start training her Stats.”  The woman gave him a flat glance, but he simply stared at her, and eventually she sighed defeatedly.

“Very well, Oathbinder.  I will do as you request.  It will give the child something to do while the rest of us hunt, if nothing else.”

“If it will not disturb you, Shadedancer, I believe I will remain here to train,” Rhys interjected.

“Here?” Aranos asked in a puzzled voice.  “Why not out in the forest?  Won’t you get more mana out there?”

“I would not, Liberator, for two reasons.  The first is that the forests surrounding the city have not yet recovered sufficiently to provide a strong source of energy.”  The Druid walked over to the green-and-white tree, laying a hand fondly on its smooth bark.  “The second is that this excellent creation of ours is an amazing source of energy and functions more effectively than any crystal, at least for my specific type of mana.”

Aranos frowned; he didn’t feel anything coming from the tree, even when he reached out to it with his Sense Mana Skill.  However, that didn’t mean much; he couldn’t sense mana types he hadn’t unlocked very well, and it was very possible – in fact, it was probable – that Rhys used a type of mana totally alien to Aranos.  After all, if the Sorcerer could replicate that mana type, then he would basically be a Druid – which would be seriously broken.

Rhys sat down before the tree and removed his oroloke egg from his pouch, laying it carefully in front of him.  He looked up and saw the questioning look in Aranos’ eyes.  “As I Meditate, I will also be working on my Bond with this creature,” he told Aranos.  “The more such a linkage is developed, the more powerful both it and one’s Companion become.”  He looked meaningfully at the Sorcerer, and Aranos sighed.  It was true that he had never really put a lot of work or effort into deepening the bond between Silma and him.  It was another area he needed to work on, especially if doing so opened up new Abilities for the fenrin. 

McBane watched the elves speaking, his face uncomprehending.  As he saw Geltheriel take the training crystals, though, he nodded in understanding.  “Mind if I join you?” he asked her.  “I could use the boost before heading back to our world tomorrow.”

“Of course, Giantbane,” the woman nodded.  “Oathbinder, where will you be if we have need of you?”

“I’m going to take Avalyn to the Library and get her started on her training.  After that, I’ll probably head over to the Hall of High Enchantment.  It’s likely I’ll just stay there until it’s time for me to return to my world tomorrow morning; I’ve got a couple of Spell ideas I want to work on, plus I want to practice my Enchanting a bit more.”

“Then let me at least send you a friend request,” the Rogue said, his face going blank for a moment.  The request appeared in Aranos’ vision, and he quickly accepted.  “This way, if I need you, I can send you a message.”

“Good luck,” Aranos smiled at the man, who followed Geltheriel past the amazing tree and up toward the door of the Treehome.




And I’m going to go hunting,


 
Silma told him silently. 

 

I’m sure some of the Shadowborn have returned once we stopped patrolling.




As the others headed off in their separate directions, Aranos turned to face Avalyn.  “Welcome to the city of Antas,” he told the girl with a smile.  “Now that it’s just the two of us, I’ll give you a chance to ask some questions.”  He started walking toward the Library and gestured for the girl to follow.  She hesitated momentarily but hurried to catch up with him after a moment.

“Before we start, though, we need to set some ground rules,” Aranos said firmly.  He glanced over his shoulder at the girl.  “I’m assuming that you come from a wealthy family?” he asked.

The girl bit her lip but nodded.  “Yes,” she spoke when he continued to stare at her.  “My father is – a wealthy merchant.  Very wealthy, in fact.  Why?”

“Because it’s apparent that you’re used to getting your way.  It seems like you’ve probably just had to demand something, and it’s been provided for you, and you’re used to everyone kind of doting on you.”  He looked squarely at her.  “Is that right?”

She looked stricken for a moment, and her gaze fell away from him.  She stayed silent, but Aranos simply stared at her until she finally spoke.  “Y-yes,” she said softly.  “That’s – that’s pretty much it.”

“Well, that won’t happen here,” he said flatly.  “Like it or not, you’re a spellcasting Class that’s designed for battle and combat, and that means none of us will coddle you.” 

He stopped and looked at her, taking her chin and gently forcing her gaze to meet his.  “You’ve been acting like a brat since I met you,” he told her gently but firmly.  “That needs to stop.  None of us have the time or the inclination to cater to you, and we won’t do it.  I can teach you to be a powerful spellcaster – more powerful than a Wizard of your level, in all likelihood – but in return, you’ll need to learn to obey.  Sometimes I’ll explain, but sometimes I won’t be able to, and in those cases, I’ll need you to just do as I say without arguing or even hesitating.  If you don’t, there’s a good chance you’ll die.”

“Die?” she repeated.

“Yes, die,” he confirmed as he started walking once more.  “You’re going to be in combat.  I’m going to train you, but there’s only so much you can learn that way.  You’ll need to be in battle and develop your own fighting style so you can see what kind of Spells will work for you.  You’ll need to learn how to use those Spells intimately and creatively so that upgrading them is easier.  Sorcerers are weapons against the Darkness, and the process of forging a weapon isn’t always fun for the weapon.”

She remained silent for a long minute before speaking again.  “Can – can I ask what you are?  What race, I mean?”

“I came to Ka as an aleen, an elf-Fay hybrid.  I underwent an Evolution, though, and now I’m a high arcane.”

“I don’t know what that is,” she admitted. 

“It’s a race that came here originally from another world, as I understand it,” he explained.  “They’re legendary spellcasters, so I get big bonuses to my Stats and casting abilities, but I take a big penalty to training my Stats in return.”

She remained silent for a while longer.  “What language were you speaking?” she finally asked.  “I couldn’t understand what you all were saying.”

Aranos snorted.  “You’re smarter than that.  What do you think?”

“Elvish, I suppose,” she sighed.  “That would make the most sense.”

“Exactly.  Think before you ask, Avalyn.  It’s always better when you come up with your own answers.”

“So, where are we going?” she asked.

“The Library.  I’m going to get you started on some training that’ll take you most of the night.”

“I’m kind of tired,” she complained, and he glanced at her sharply.  “Sorry,” she muttered.  “But – I am tired.  Could I possibly get some rest?  Please?”

“What I’m going to show you will replace sleep, so you’ll be fine.  In fact, it’ll give you a lot more time for training, since you’ll only need a few hours of sleep per day.”

The Library of Antas was a huge building made of gleaming, white stone.  The front was colonnaded and was set above the street by a flight of stone steps that ran the length of the building.  The main doors gleamed with the swirling, prismatic colors of faymetal.  As they approached the entrance, Avalyn snorted.

“That’s a picture of you, isn’t it?” she pointed to a raised image on the door.  “And there’s the wolf, the green-haired guy, and the thief…and that scary woman.  Why are you all on the door?  And who are those other people?”

“I made the door, and I did that as kind of a joke,” Aranos grimaced.  “The others were in my party at the time.”

“Where are they?  Are they in the city, still?”

“No, they’re pursuing their own Quest,” Aranos shook his head.  “You’ll meet them eventually, though.”  He pushed open the heavy doors, which he’d had to unseal after Liberating the city from Zoridos, and led the girl to the huge, dome-shaped crystal that served as the entrance to the Library. 

He walked toward the crystal with Avalyn trailing nervously behind him.  He stopped, ignoring the girl’s startled squeak as a huge, green-hued face with distinctly elven features appeared in the crystal’s depths, one that Aranos hadn’t seen before.  That wasn’t surprising, since he was often greeted by different Parmassae when he came to the Library, and it didn’t really matter.  The dead librarians were bound to one another so that they all knew what any of them did; talking to one was the same as talking to them all. 

“Welcome back, Lord Evenshade,” the face said respectfully in Elvish.  “Do you wish entrance to the Library?”

“I do,” he replied in Human, hoping the face would get the hint.  “I’d also like you to grant access to my apprentice, Avalyn.”  He gestured to the woman behind him.  “She’s a student in the Mages’ College of Stoneleague and a budding Sorcerer.”

“As she is your apprentice, you may grant her access to the Library,” the face agreed in Human.  “What level of access would you like her to have?”

“Student level books, Class-related Skill books, and training rooms only,” Aranos replied.  “Nothing restricted or dangerous.”

“That is acceptable,” the face replied.  “Welcome to the Library of Antas.”  The giant visage vanished, and the dome of crystal started to glow.  The surface softened as the crystal began to slowly rotate, gaining speed until it was moving like a whirlpool.  A hole appeared in the center, expanding steadily until it filled the entire doorway.  As the glow faded, Aranos found himself looking down a long tunnel of the same crystal that had filled the doorway.

“Follow me,” he instructed Avalyn, entering the tunnel and walking briskly toward the end.  The girl seemed to hesitate for a moment before gathering herself and hurrying along behind him. 

“Where are we?” she asked in a hushed whisper, gazing around with wide eyes.

“The Library of Antas,” he told her.  “Before the Feast, this was the center of learning for all the Lands of the Light.  As far as I know, it’s the largest library in this world.”

They walked into a large, high-ceilinged room brightly lit by glowing, crystalline orbs.  Tables were set up regularly around the room, and the walls were pierced by simple doors and more of the crystal domes.  A glowing figure appeared in front of Aranos, humanoid in shape but with indistinct features.  “How may the Parmassae assist you today, Lord Evenshade?”

“How are the copies I asked you for coming along?” he asked the glowing figure.

“They are complete, and I will have them brought to you,” the figure bowed.  “Is there anything else you need?”

“Skill books,” Aranos nodded.  “For my apprentice, I need Spell Channeling.  And for me…Diplomacy, please, and Staff Mastery.”  He disliked asking for the second, but his battle in the alley had convinced him that he needed to train his main melee Skill, if only a bit.  If he could get it to the Adept level, that should be sufficient.

“Of course,” the figure bowed.  “Will there be anything else?”

“That should suffice for now, thanks.  We’ll be in an arcane training room.  Please bring us everything there.”

“Of course, Lord Evenshade,” the figure bowed before moving to one of the glowing plugs and vanishing through it.

“The room I usually use is over here,” Aranos led the girl to a doorway, opened it, and ushered her inside, closing the door behind her.  The room beyond was just large enough to be comfortable without feeling expansive.  Two glowing, clear crystals were set into the walls, one to his left and the other to his right, radiating unaspected mana into the room.  A stone table and chair were the only furnishings in the room.

“This is a mana-rich zone,” Avalyn said wonderingly.  “My SP regen went up by 25% in here!”

“That’ll be useful for what you’ll be doing,” he told her.  “First of all, do you remember the Meditation technique I taught you?”

“Yeah,” she nodded.  “I’ve been using it, working on creating armor, but – it hasn’t been going well.”

“We’ll fix that,” he assured her.  “I’m going to give you another Spell to work on, too.  Don’t worry,” he added, seeing the stricken look on her face, “you can work on multiple Spells at once.  Well, not at once; you have to work on them one at a time, but you don’t have to complete one to start another.  I’ve got several Spells I’m working on right now, in fact.”

As he spoke, the door opened, and the Parmassae entered, carrying a trio of books.  It set them on the table in two piles. “Will there be anything else?” the librarian asked.

“Not at the moment, but thank you,” Aranos nodded, and the figure silently departed.

“Okay, so first we’re going to organize your mana,” Aranos told the girl.  “Then, I’m going to show you how to upgrade your Meditation Skill, and you can start training your Intelligence, Wisdom, Mana Control, and Mana Manipulation.  First, get comfortable and start meditating.”

The girl sat down at the edge of the room, her back leaning against the wall, and closed her eyes.  Aranos waited before reaching out with a tendril of Mind mana, connecting to her meditative mind and following the strand down into the construct of her room.  He opened his eyes and found her seated on the bed, looking up at the chaotic ball of rainbow light that was her SP.  “I love looking at that,” she murmured.

“Good, because you’re going to be spending a lot of time staring at it,” he assured her, sitting on the opposite side of her bed and pointing at the morass of energy.  “See how messy it is?  We’re going to have to organize it to move forward with your training.”

“That’s good,” she sighed.  “I hate when things are messy.  I like things that are neat and organized.”

“Then this will be right up your alley.”  He gestured, and an image of his thirteen three-dimensional, interconnected hourglasses appeared in the air between them.  “This is roughly how my mana looks,” he told her.  “See how organized it is?”

“That looks really complicated,” she fretted.  “I don’t know how…”

“You won’t be doing this right away,” he laughed.  “You don’t even have to make it look like mine, if you don’t want to.  What we’re going to do is choose a pattern that you like and work on getting your mana to flow into that pattern.”

“What sort of pattern?” she asked, still staring at the image of his mana.

“I started with spirals, like this.”  He gestured again, and the complex hourglasses became a flat series of thirteen prismatic spirals, all touching one another and spinning slowly, like gears.

“Oh, that’s hard to look at,” she complained, blinking rapidly and looking away from the spirals.  “I don’t think I’d like that.”

“That’s fine,” he assured her.  “Here are a few other patterns you could use.”  He pictured some of the fractal designs he knew and called them into being.  Shapes like complex snowflakes, patterns of triangles, and clusters of snowmen swam in her vision.  “What do you think of these?”

“I like that one,” she pointed to fractal snowflake he’d called up.  “It’s…it’s pretty.”  She blushed, but he smiled at her.

“That’s as good a reason as any, Avalyn,” he assured her.  “If you like the pattern you’ve chosen for your mana, then you’ll take better care of it, and you’ll develop more quickly.  Now, here’s what I want you to do…”

It took the girl an hour to shape her errant mana into the pattern of six-pointed snowflakes she’d chosen.  Unlike his mana, the girl’s only had seven anchor points underlying the pattern, so he helped her fashion seven hexagonal stars, each of them connected to the ones around them.  The stars weren’t moving, yet, but they didn’t have to be; for the moment, she just needed to create a simple pattern that would guide her SP and allow her to regulate her internal mana channels. 

“That’s excellent,” he finally smiled at her.  “Now that you’ve got the pattern, I’ll teach you how to train it.  Concentrate on your mana stars…”

“Oh, I like that,” she cooed, staring at the rainbow-colored snowflakes overhead.  “Mana stars!”

Aranos chuckled.  “Concentrate on them and try to sense where the mana is flowing into them.  Don’t look too hard, just get a feel for where the mana is flowing into your system.”

Fifteen minutes later, the blonde girl held a steady flow of mana into her stars and was busily cleaning them up as the increased flow revealed small mistakes in her design.  “I can’t believe I missed so much,” she fretted.  “I thought I’d done a good job!”

“You did a great job,” he assured her.  “I still have to clean my pattern up every so often.  No matter how perfect you make it, the mana flowing through it will degrade it over time.

“Just leave it for now and come back later,” he told her.  “I want to show you two more things, then we’ll get to work on your Spells.  You can actually do your training while you’re fashioning your Spells, in fact, and you might find crafting Spells easier now that your mana’s organized.”

He rose to his feet.  “For the next thing, we’ll need to leave the mindscape and wake up.”  He led her back out of the mindscape and walked her over to the table.  “Do you know what these are?” he asked.

“I think you said they were Skill books,” she shrugged.  “I’ve seen them before.  If you read and study them, you get a Skill from them.”

“True, but that’s not the best way to use them, and now that you have Instinctive Meditation, I’ll show you a better one.”  He picked up the Diplomacy book and opened it.  Immediately, a notification popped into his vision:
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Do you wish to transfer the Skill book: Diplomacy into your mindscape? (Yes/No)
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He chose ‘Yes’, then closed the book.  “That’s it,” he smiled at her.  “With Instinctive Meditation – or any Meditation, I believe – you can transfer a Skill book into your mindscape and study it there without needing the book.  It’s that easy.”

Avalyn stared at him disbelievingly, then opened the Skill book for Spell Channeling.  “Nothing happened,” she said bitterly.  “I thought…”

“Stop,” he interrupted her.  “Don’t whine, ask.”

He saw her bite her lip and take a deep breath.  “Okay.  What am I doing wrong?”



“You aren’t doing anything at all,” he pointed out.  “Put your hand on the book and will it to go into your mindscape.  You have to actually try to make it work.” 

 

Well, unless you’ve got the Master of Skills Title like I do, I guess.




She gazed at him doubtfully for a moment before resting her hand on the book.  Her eyes widened as she read a notification in her vision.  “Wow.  I can just add this to my mind, and I’ll have the Skill?”

“It’s not that easy,” he chuckled.  “Add it, and I’ll show you how to train it in your mindscape.” 

An hour later, Aranos finally left the girl’s mindscape, leaving her to work.  He’d shown her how to send herself into the pages of a Skill book to learn directly from the accumulated memories of the book’s author, but before he let her do that – while he only needed 15 minutes to get a day’s worth of Skill training in, he assumed that Avalyn would need an hour, since she didn’t have his Perks and Titles to assist her – the two of them spent some time working on her armor Spell.  He also taught her his Forge Mana Spell, showed her how to use the room’s mana crystals to boost her Wis and Int training, and left her to work.

“If you push as hard as you can for at least an hour, you should get a bonus of 4 points to your Stats, plus boosts to Mana Control and Manipulation,” he’d told her.  “Plus, the extra energy from the crystals will make it easier to finish the two Spells you’re working on.  If you complete those, do your Skill training, then keep Meditating until you’ve been at it for at least 4 hours total.  That should take care of sleep for you.  After that, I’ll leave some books for you to study.”

The Parmassae was waiting for Aranos with the copied works he’d asked for to complete his Quest to Ruehnar, the Head Librarian of the House of Stars.  The Sorcerer asked the spirit to leave Avalyn with books on arcane lore and some simple, unaspected Spells she could study to get some ideas of what could be done with her mana; hopefully, she’d put in the effort without him having to push her.  He could teach her, but he couldn’t make her want to learn.  That was on her, and it would require hard work, which he got the feeling she wasn’t used to.

He left her in the Library and returned to the square outside the huge building.  While the Library structure aboveground was massive, he knew that it didn’t hold any of the actual Library within it.  That was all underground, buried who knew how far, with probably thousands of rooms all connected by an elaborate portal system that only the Parmassae really understood. 

Rather than walking through the streets, he envisioned the Hall of High Enchantment as clearly as he could and opened a portal, targeting the street before the building.  He was off by a hundred feet or so since he couldn’t see the structure in question and hadn’t bothered to scry it first, but it wasn’t a long walk to the main door. 

The Hall lay still and silent, as if waiting for him, and he passed through the sealed doors with much greater ease this time.  He made only a half-hearted attempt to open the door to the next level; he was reasonably certain that it wouldn’t unseal until he’d reached Master rank in High Enchantment.  Instead, he settled down in one of the alcoves and reached out to connect to the mana crystals surrounding him.  While he’d already realized that they couldn’t help him train anymore, he could drain SP from them to help power his Spells if he wanted.

He closed his eyes, took a deep, calming breath, and dropped into his mindscape.  The familiar, falling sensation was almost a welcome relief as he descended into the depths of his mind.  He could sense the deeper well of mana beneath the veneer of his mindscape, but he slowed his descent and settled onto what felt like a carpet of soft grass.  He opened his eyes and sat quietly in the center of his forest glen for a moment, enjoying the peaceful tranquility of the scene and letting his mind chew through the day’s events and how they affected his plans after logout.

The Quest that morning had an unforeseen consequence, and it was one that Aranos hoped Geltheriel could deal with the next day while he was gone.  The leonal cub was adorable, no doubt, but it was also mostly helpless at this point.  That had been fine for Silma because Aranos had been able to communicate with her, and she was intelligent enough to follow complex directions.  Right now, only Rhys could talk to the cub, and it had only an animal’s instincts; it would be a major liability in battle.  Fortunately, it seemed that Geltheriel was taking to the small creature; with her Beast Lore Skill, she could probably tame and train it, and while it wouldn’t be the same as having a Soulbound Companion, at least she could teach it to fight alongside her.

When he returned to Stoneleague, he’d also have to deal with the whole Thieves’ Guild mess, although he was honestly hoping that would resolve itself.  McBane seemed to have a Quest for it, and hopefully the Rogue would kill whoever was causing these issues before it became something Aranos had to worry too much about.  At the same time, the whole thing gave him a sense of unease; should he have taken the time to do more investigating before leaving the city?  He could easily have backtracked the thieves’ trail to their hideout if he’d wanted.  Obviously, Jester had gotten orders from someone; Aranos could probably have followed the man’s trail from the hideout to wherever he’d met his contact, track the contact back to whoever they met with, and so on until he found the originator of the order and hopefully the upright man Stormie spoke of himself.

However, that would have meant no training or Spell-crafting that night for him, and it might have left the elves stuck in the human city while he was logged out.  All of his party members were happier here, and McBane was right that Antas was a safer place for them to log out of and back into.

He definitely needed to work on Spells, no question.  With his new Divining aspect, he could modify his messaging Spell to scry the target, teleport a message orb to them, and then deliver the message using Illusory mana.  That would be a useful Spell; if he had it, he could speak with Phil without having to go to sleep or send a message to any of his House members.  He’d been fiddling around with it for a long time, but he’d never really committed to making it; it should probably become a priority.

At the same time, though, he now likely had two enemies that were masters of Mind magic: Golloron and Dean Greghoff.  While his Fortitude Skill was useful against those sorts of attacks, he currently only had one defense, a simple shield to protect his mind.  Surely, any Wizard skilled in the Mind aspect would have a Spell designed to deal with that sort of barrier.  He needed at least one other layer of defense, both for himself and for his party members.

That brought up another concern: Rhys.  Aranos was fairly certain that the Druid was free of Golloron’s influence at this point, but it would be nice to have a Spell to make certain of that.  He also didn’t have a good way to deal with someone like Rhys, someone that he wanted to subdue harmlessly.  The closest he had right now was his Void Paralysis, which while effective, left the victim fully aware that they were being restrained – and generally unhappy with him afterward, the way Brutus had been.  He needed something that could stun someone – or even put them to sleep.

And finally, he wanted to improve some of his older Spells, especially his Energy Web.  He had an idea that he could replace the unaspected mana hooks in it with tiny globes of Gravitational energy to hold a target in place far more effectively.  He also wanted to see if he could use Enhanced aspects with his Forge Mana Spell, as well as upgrading his Crystal Prison – which was basically useless right now, since it was less effective than his Void Paralysis, cost more SP, and was easily shattered by anything with a decent Strength Stat.  Add in two new Skill books to practice and some Enchanting to do and…




Well, nothing for it but to get started. 


 
He dove into his mana river and set up his new Mana Mastery and Control training system, weaving strands of Charisma and Enhanced mana into a huge power boost for his modified spirals, but this time he didn’t include Mind mana in the mix.  He was going to need all of that he could get; in fact, he was probably going to have to cannibalize most of the energy stored in the mana crystals around him to get anything actually done, and he might need to draw some of the power he was cycling into his new Spells.



He decided to work first on adding another layer of mental defenses.  His Shield Mind Spell and Fortitude both combined to give him an impressive amount of resistance to mental attacks, but the thing about resistance was that if it was less than 100%, it always let something through.  He needed something that would directly absorb or divert incoming Mind mana, reducing the effectiveness of an attack so that it wouldn’t be able to overcome his resistance, kind of like putting layers of Kevlar in front of a ceramic plate in a bulletproof vest.

In fact, he realized, that was exactly what he needed.  It was a simple construct to create; he imagined his mind layered in thin sheets of mental energy, all linked loosely together so that they could flex, move, and shift but not completely slide away from one another.  He envisioned a piercing mental strike slamming into the loose weave, felt the energy being blunted and channeled away from the point of impact, and saw it thump futilely against the barrier of his Fortitude Skill.  He repeated the vision in his mind, this time imagining someone assaulting him with overwhelming pressure instead of a sharp stab; the layers simply absorbed and cushioned the attack, allowing his shield beneath to withstand it easily.

He continued channeling mana into the Spell, envisioning every possible type of attack he could think of.  Blades of mental mana slid off the tightly woven layers; spears and arrows tangled in the weave and lost their energy.  A buzzing saw blade of Mind energy chewed into the cushioning and hung up in it, as did a whirling mental drill.  He imagined rapid-fire attacks, massive hammer-like blows, and piercing jabs.  The weave accepted and absorbed each of them, although with varying efficacy; in every case, though, it was enough for his remaining defenses to hold out the resultant assaults.

Once the Spell coalesced, he turned aside from it; he’d check his notifications later.  While he was still channeling Mind mana, he decided to work on something that could incapacitate a foe without harming them.  The easiest thing, he decided, would be to make some sort of stunning attack, one that overwhelmed the victim’s mind temporarily and forced it to shut down briefly.  That was harder to create, mostly because to do it, Aranos needed to attack every part of the victim’s mind at once to overload it and force their conscious mind to cease functioning for a bit.  Rather than a sharp, piercing strike that might inflict damage, he imagined a giant, mental hand, gripping the target’s mind and squeezing. 

He pictured Dean Greghoff, imagined the bald-headed man trying to attack him once again.  He reached out in his vision and wrapped the Wizard’s mind in constricting layers of Mind mana, squeezing gently but firmly against the shield that he imagined protecting the man’s mind.  The pressure wasn’t intense at first, but it grew inexorably until the barrier shattered and the construct slammed into the unguarded mind, flooding it with power and disrupting it for several seconds.  The dean dropped to the floor, insensate, and Aranos began the vision once more, this time adding SP to it.

Each time, he imagined different enemies being affected by his Spell.  He envisioned a massive ogrin, whose unprotected mind succumbed quickly to his attack; he pictured a charging, Awakened tigroon dropping to the ground, stunned.  He tried to picture a dragonelle, swooping down on him, but oddly enough, the Spell wouldn’t work.  At first, he thought that the creature’s armor was giving it magical resistance; he changed the image to a giant ursusz, instead, but the bear-like creature was equally immune.  He had no problem stunning uruks, dabruks, and even the magic-wielding kerruks, but amaroks, balayangs, and kondinyas were all immune. 

He frowned; apparently, creatures needed to have a minimum level of Intelligence to be affected by the Spell.  He wasn’t sure why, but it didn’t matter; there was no point in wasting SP trying to use the Spell on creatures that were immune.  He focused on intelligent creatures only, channeling SP from the nearby mana crystals and converting it into Mind mana when his natural stores ran out.  Eventually, the Spell coalesced in his mind, and he let it go with a sigh.

He dove back into his mana core, tying the tiny bit of Mind mana he had left into the training but uncoupling the Soul and Spatial mana rivers instead.  He then turned his attention to his messaging Spell, delving into it and modifying it significantly.  In his mind, he opened a small window in space that displayed an image of Geltheriel at her training.  He poured power into the image, not worrying about completing it; once he ran out of natural Enhanced mana, he tied the remnants of those currents of power back into his training and released the Spell vision.

He then spent some time training and practicing his existing Spells.  His Ball Lightning, Energy Wall, and Great Enthrallment were close to moving to the Student level, and it should be easy enough to push them over through simple training.  He threw himself into practicing these Spells, tapping the nearby mana crystals as needed and shifting Primary mana into Enhanced.  He multi-cast three Ball Lightnings at once, built mazes out of Energy Walls, and created creatures to Enthrall.  It took him over an hour to level all three Spells; this type of training just wasn’t as effective as combat for boosting his Spells.

Finally, he opened the first of his two new Skill books, Diplomacy.  He found himself spending what felt like days under the tutelage of an elderly but surprisingly vivacious woman who coached him in public speaking, negotiation, and the fine art of constructive falsehoods.  It was fairly fun – especially when he had to convince a group of hostile Warriors to leave him be without a single intimidating statement.  He’d failed at that, but he’d almost succeeded, and he was sure that next time, he’d do better. 

He dove into Staff Mastery next and found himself working on not just basic staff forms – some of which it turned out he’d been doing wrong all this time – but on putting more power into his blows and using the rest of his body to augment his weapon, especially his feet.  It was a different method of using the weapon than he’d tried before, one that relied on extensive footwork and stronger, more penetrating blows rather than the swift but less potent attacks he’d been using before.

Before leaving his mindscape, he decided to train his Goldsmithing Skill, as well; he probably wouldn’t gain any ranks in the Skill itself, but working on that Skill helped his Metal Refining, which was close to leveling up.

When he was done, he pulled up his waiting notifications:
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Spells Created!





Spell: Crush Mind






Rank:


 
Novice 1




Overload an individual’s mind and render them Stunned.






Effect:


 
When you cast this Spell, you attempt to overload another’s mind with overwhelming pressure and force, briefly shutting down their conscious thoughts.  If the victim fails an Opposed Check, as detailed below, they suffer a Stunned debuff that lasts for the duration of the Spell.  Targets must be within 60’.  Targets with an Intelligence Stat below 3 are immune to this Spell.






Opposable Spell:


 
A victim can resist Stunning by succeeding at an Opposed Check: their [Wis + Class level] versus your [Int + Spell level], or with a successful use of Mental Resistance or a magical mental defense.  However, you can continue to channel this Spell if an attempt is unsuccessful, gaining a bonus equal to 10% of your Mana Mastery Skill (rounded down) per second to the Opposed Check and paying normal Channeling costs.






Cost:


 
71 Mind SP






Duration:


 
5 seconds + 1 second / 10 Spell levels + 1 second / 10 Skill levels of Mana Mastery (rounded down)



+150 XP


Buddy, I just shut you down!





Enhanced Mental Shroud^






Rank:


 
Novice 1




Wrap your thoughts in concealing layers of Mind mana to diffuse incoming mental attacks.






Effect:


 
You create a shroud of Mind mana that reduces the effect of incoming mental attacks.  Any Mind-based attack against you requires additional SP equal to half your Wisdom (rounded down) +2 SP per Spell level.  If the caster cannot pay this SP cost, the Spell fails, and the caster suffers the normal effects of Spell backlash.  If the Spell succeeds, you gain a bonus to any Opposed Check to resist or ignore the Spell equal to the extra SP cost.






Enhanced:


 
Mind Spells require 50% more SP than the amount listed above to affect you through this Shroud, and you always receive an Opposed Check to ignore the effects of a Mind Spell, even if one isn’t normally allowed (although, in this case, you don’t get a bonus to the Opposed Check usually granted by this Spell).  If the Spell does affect you, its power is reduced by 50% + 1% per Spell level. 






Cost:


 
48 Mind SP






Duration:


 
1 minute + 5 seconds per Spell level.



+150 XP


I’m playing hide & seek with my sanity…
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Spell Boost!






Spell: Great Enthrallment* has gained a level






New Rank:


 
Student 1




Completely dominate the mind and body of another.






Effect:


 
Choose a single creature in sight range.  You take complete control of the creature for the duration of the Spell and can command the creature mentally at any distance.  The target can make an Opposed Check to resist this domination: the target’s [Wis + Class level] versus your [Int + Class level + Spell level].  If this Check is failed, the target can make a new Check every 10 s with a cumulative +5 bonus to the Check. 



You can command the target to take any action that will not cause them to directly harm themselves and the target will obey unfailingly to the best of their ability. 

Once the Spell duration lapses or the target breaks free, they receive a +20 bonus to any further Opposed Check against the same Spell for 24 hours.




Evolved:


 
You receive a +20 bonus to your Opposed Check for this Spell.  If the target fails it, they do not receive another Check for the duration of the Spell.  You can order the target to take an action that causes them direct harm, but they receive another Check to resist and gain a +20 bonus to that Check.  If the Check succeeds, they throw off all effects of this Spell.






Corruption/Redemption:


 
If you cause the target to commit acts that would grant you CP or RP if you performed them yourself, you take CP or RP just as if you had committed the acts and the target does not. 






Duration:


 
15 minutes






Cost:


 
194 domination SP






Channeled Spell:


 
This Spell can be channeled to maintain its effect beyond the normal duration, paying the normal SP cost determined by your Mana Mastery Skill.




You’ll do what I say, because I said so!
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Skill Boosts: The following Skills have gained a level:





Diplomacy (T)






New Rank:


 
Student 2






Student Level Ability:


 
All reputation gains are increased by 25%, while reputation penalties are decreased by the same amount.




Skill: Diplomacy is now considered Trained!





Bargaining (T)






New Rank:


 
Student 3




Skill: Bargaining is now considered Trained!





Speech (T)






New Rank:


 
Student 3






Student Level Ability:


 
You can grant a bonus or penalty of 1% per Skill level to any creature listening to your oration.  This modifier can be applied to Attack, Defense, Mental Resistance, or a Skill check, but which attribute is affected and whether it is boosted or hindered must be chosen before the oration.  The modifier lasts for 30 minutes per Skill level.




Skill: Speech is now considered Trained!





Metal Refining (T)






New Rank:


 
Adept 2






Adept Level Ability:


 
You can smelt and refine Rare ores or create Rare alloys.  Common or Uncommon alloys you create have a 10% chance to Evolve into a Rare alloy.
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Skills Gained!






You have gained the following Skills:







Bluff(T)






New Rank:


 
Student 1




You can lie convincingly.






Effect:


 
You gain a +2 bonus per Skill level on any Opposed Check to deceive another, either directly or indirectly.  This Skill functions only against mundane attempts to discern the truth, not Spells or Abilities.






Student Level Effect:


 
You can use this Skill to change your name or Class when Inspected.



Cha +1




Unarmed Mastery (T)






New Rank:


 
Student 1




You can fight effectively without weapons.






Effect:


 
+1% to Attack and damage per Skill Level when striking with your natural weapons.






Student Level Effect:


 
+1% Armor Penetration per Skill level when striking with your natural weapons.



Str +1
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He rose from his mindscape with only an hour or so left before sunrise, which is when he knew he’d be logging out of the game.  He quickly pulled a shoddy longsword from his pack, the one he’d taken from Stormie.  The weapon was iron rather than steel and wasn’t in the best shape, but that was something he could fix easily enough.  His mind flitted through the blade, shifting the softer iron into High Steel while smoothing and polishing the blade.  The sword had a number of hidden flaws and fractures in its crystalline lattice; he fixed these and sloughed the rust off into the nearby catch basin, leaving the resultant blade gleaming and mirrorlike. 

He decided that he was going to try something relatively simple with the blade.  He etched only a pair of runeforms into it, one designed to hone its edges with supporting runes that described how the blade would remain sharp and just how razorlike it would be, while the other made the weapon lighter and quicker.  He then placed four Enchantments in it in two layers; the first two in the topmost layer gave the sword the ability to do Void damage and boosted the wielder’s Strength, but the second layer Enchantments linked those two and modified them.  If he’d gotten it right, a wielder with a Strength under 50 would do Void damage, one with a Strength over 50 would do Death damage, and a wielder with a Strength over 100 would do Necrotic damage. 

He connected the runes to the Enchantments, then turned the inside of the pommel to hauratite.  He filled the runes with auril to help channel the energy and traced links of auril down to the pommel.  Before taking the next step, he laid the sword on the floor and cautiously wove a shield of Air in a dome over it.  If it exploded, at least the blast would be slowed by the barrier, hopefully enough that it wouldn’t send him flying once more.  Taking a deep breath, he connected a tendril of mana to the pommel and fed it several hundred SP.  Slowly, carefully, he connected the mana sink to the initiation point of the first rune, then stepped quickly back as the power flowed into the blade.

The sword shivered and flexed menacingly as power flowed through it, and Aranos winced as he pressed his back against the wall.  He was tempted to summon his Mage Shield, but last time, the explosion hadn’t been enough to get through his armor.  The blade seemed almost to writhe as the Enchantments flowed through it, and a moment later, the steel started to glow red-hot.  Aranos watched in dismay as the blade turned cherry-red, then brilliant orange, and finally blazing white that was hard for him to look at.  When the radiance faded, all that was left was a pool of molten steel in the rough outline of a sword, slowly cooling on the floor. 



Aranos swore softly as he channeled the heat back into the metal, returning it to a glowing liquid.  He used his High Mastery Ability to guide the molten metal into the shape of an ingot before draining the heat from it.  The radiated warmth washed against his face, making his skin briefly feel tight and flushed; there had been a lot of energy in that blade, far more than he’d put into it.  He glanced at the surrounding mana crystals, which were glowing much more faintly than before. 

 

Did the sword drain power from those crystals, or were they like that because I’d been drawing on them for my spell-crafting earlier? 




He shook his head as he tossed the ingot into his pack.  He’d try to turn it into a sword again later; he didn’t have time now before logout, since liquefying the metal would have given it all sorts of weaknesses and fractures he’d need to repair.  Then, he could try to recreate the Enchantment and see what went wrong.  He’d have to do it before any other training this time, so he’d know for certain if the blade was drawing power from the surroundings the way he thought it was.  Of course, then he’d need to figure out why that was happening…

His thoughts broke off as a screen flashed in his vision, one that couldn’t be ignored.
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Congratulations, Traveler!





You have completed another week in Singularity Online!  As part of the Beta Testing, you will be logged out in one minute and will return in after medical and psychological evaluations.



Prepare yourself for logout in 52s…
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“Time to go,” he said to the air, waiting patiently as the timer wound down.  He sent mental messages to Silma, Geltheriel, and Rhys, but he received no response; hopefully, that meant they were resting.  He didn’t blame them; part of him wished he could sleep in, too. 

 

That is, if I actually slept in game.


 
 





He focused his thoughts; he had a lot to do when he returned to the game, but he also had some things he wanted to do IRL before he could log back in.  Once again, he was stretching himself thin, but realistically, there was no one else who could do most of what needed being done. 

 

Maybe if I get Avalyn trained up fairly quickly,


 
he laughed silently. 

 

Then I wouldn’t have to be the only one doing some of these things.




The counter in his vision slowly wound down, until it had less than 10 seconds remaining. 


3…2…1…Logging Out.  Thanks for playing Singularity Online!





Chapter 19


Lily watched eagerly as the sun rose above the horizon.  In just a minute or so, the players would all be logged out and back home in their stupid-ass real world.  A pang of jealousy flashed through the woman at that thought; Lily would never be logging out.  That wasn’t an option for her anymore, thanks to those assholes at Neo-Dyne.  They’d trapped her here, forever…

Anger rose in her, and she reveled in it.  Anger was good, so long as she didn’t let it get away from her.  Anger let you do shit you wouldn’t have the stomach to do, normally, like cutting the cock off a rapist stepdad or any of the other asshole losers like him.  Anger made you stronger, more focused, more intense.  It made you powerful, so long as you controlled the anger, and it didn’t control you.




That’s usually the problem, isn’t it?  It’s usually in control.


 
  Lily couldn’t argue.  The voice in her head was always right.  That was usually her damn problem.  She let anger get the best of her, went too far, got too near-sighted and lost track of the bigger fucking picture.  That wasn’t happening here, though.  She’d kept her focus the whole time, and she wasn’t letting it get away from her sorry ass.



Her minions in the city had done their work well.  Ever since that damn tower had fallen, everybody in Northmoor had been living in a state of near panic, waiting for the fucking hammer to drop on them.  Their scouting parties vanished like a fart in the wind, their magical efforts to find the attackers had shown them only whatever the hell Lily wanted them to see, and the random fires, murders, and accidents in the city convinced everybody that their own damn neighbor was the monster in the fucking closet, which was stupid.

She was the monster in their fucking closet, and they were just about to learn why they should be afraid of monsters.

She stood alone atop a nearby peak, watching the city magically; she couldn’t see inside the city that way thanks to its wards, but she could damn well see the walls, and the soldiers lining them looked – well, their asses looked downright terrified.  Lily had creatures moving around the city all last night, making as much noise as they could and basically being as scary as shit, and it had worked.  The soldiers were convinced that something was going to hit them at any second, and their nervous gazes scanned the slowly lightening field before the walls, searching for signs of their foe.

Technically, their asses were right; something was about to try and eat them.  The idiots were just looking the wrong, damn way for it.

Lily cast a quick Spell that turned her into a shadow and flashed her across the miles to join the mass of her minions.  It was an improvement of a fairly basic Summoner’s Spell; the original let you teleport to the side of any one of your minions in sight range, but this one worked over any distance so long as you were in the same region.  And because it used the fucking Shadow Realm, it bypassed the wards and barriers surrounding the city and deposited her squarely at the head of her army, which was perched at the innermost entrance to the city’s exit tunnel.

Lily watched as the notification popped up in her vision that suggested she’d be logging out in a minute and waited as patiently as she fucking could while it counted down.  She still got all these server-wide announcements and shit, even though they didn’t apply to her very much anymore.  There were a shit-ton of them that had literally been just for her in the time between the Alpha and Beta trials; she’d been the only damn player in the whole game, not just the server, but the asshole AIs had made sure she saw every update, every patch, every alteration to the game they made during that time.  None of it had made a damn difference to her, but she’d read the things anyway, just in case.

When the timer hit zero and the AIs thanked her for playing – like she had a damn choice – she sent a mental command to the hulking ulundo buried in the field just past the walls.  The monster was a freaking nightmare – it had four arms, four legs, no head, and a giant mouth in the center of its damn belly – but more importantly, it was fucking powerful and could regenerate a shit-ton of damage quickly.  She’d only been able to capture it by burning through a ton of her Spells; the thing had trouble regenerating damage that was pure Darkness or Acid, as it turned out, so she’d used a lot of both of those.  She used another minor Spell to watch through its eyes as it charged the main gates, absorbing the rain of arrows and those giant damn crossbow-things lining the top of the wall and pulling every eye in the place toward it.

Which meant that the assholes weren’t watching when her strike team rushed the gate, slaughtered the guards there, and unbarred the damn thing so that the ulundo – and the forty or so monsters that dragged their asses out of the dirt and rushed in behind it – could simply charge into the city unopposed.  She heard the screams and shouting even inside the tunnel, and she smiled cruelly; step one of the plan was working. 

Despite the ulundo’s power and the small horde of monsters supporting it, Lily knew it didn’t have a chance against the combined forces of the city.  There had to be five thousand soldiers still left there under arms, plus a couple hundred Rangers – and the damn Mages’ College, of course.  Fortunately, she had plans to deal with each of these, and they started by giving the hulking ogrins at the tunnel entrance the signal to smash open the doors and charge inside.

Sadly, the assholes who’d built this tunnel hadn’t built it directly into the palace, but Lily supposed she could see why.  After all, they were probably worried about someone doing exactly what she was: using the tunnel to bypass the city’s walls, wards, and defenses.  Even so, the tunnel exited in a quiet part of the city relatively near the palace, so the two thousand or so troops swarming into the city didn’t have far to go.  Lily quickly directed the mass of them to charge the main gate and take the defenders by surprise, while she took a select handful and raced toward the Mages’ College, taking out a heavy satchel as she did. 

The Mages had already begun to respond to the attack and were pouring out of the stone tower that served as their main headquarters here.  Lily had spent a lot of time Dream Haunting these assholes and knew more or less what she’d be facing; five hundred Wizards of various levels, with the most powerful, the Headmaster, having an Evolved Class and being an expert in myriad magical types – including a type of Primal mana against which Lily wouldn’t have any defense.  That would have been a huge, fucking problem for her, if she hadn’t been prepared, and it might even have cost her this entire battle.  Hell, the damn Headmaster by herself probably could have killed Lily and every creature here – at least, she could have if she and the other deans weren’t all curled up in their rooms, suffering from the magical poison she’d arranged for some of her disguised aswangs to give them, laced with their own blood so it disrupted the magic running through the Wizards’ veins.

She passed out the small, glass globes in her satchel to the humanoid monsters in this group – primarily aswangs and kerruks, with a handful of the powerful annablis hags that looked almost like fucking black-skinned demons with long, slimy hair and oversized feet instead of hooves – and sent the monsters charging at the mages.  A few of the older ones recognized the threat this particular group of creatures represented, but most of the assholes simply lashed out with their Spells, confident that all their magical firepower would wipe the relatively small number of creatures right off the fucking map.

Lily savored the looks on their faces when their Spells rebounded off the magically resistant munjuins she’d carefully collected and had scattered throughout the horde or were absorbed by the aswangs and annablis.  Their own Spells tore into them, and even the ones who’d been smart enough to have a damn shield or armor or some shit up were out of luck once her minions tossed the globes they were holding.  The crystal globes shattered in the midst of the massed mages, and instantly their magic winked out.  Their faces as her monsters ripped into them were priceless, and Lily joined her minions with savage glee. 

Most of her own Spells had been cut off by the anti-magic effect of the flashglobes she’d stolen from the merchant trying to bring them to Stoneleague – some asshole had wanted three dozen of the damn things, probably to do exactly what Lily was doing here to the Mages’ College there, but they were never going to get their shit now – but she’d learned by playing with these things that she could cast Spells that only affected herself or her summons just fine.  She cast a Spell that boosted her Physical Stats a lot and those of her nearby minions by a lesser amount, then just laid into every black-robed Wizard she saw with her fun, new teeth and claws.  She’d become an actual, goddamned vampire with her Evolution, and the blood she drank from their gaping wounds empowered her and gave her even greater strength. 

Soon enough, every Wizard there, from the most junior novice to the most senior, was lying either dead or dying at the feet of her minions, and she wasted no time adding their asses to her army.  The dead ones rose as vangolors, sort of like short, bat-eared elves with gray skin and a nasty resistance to magic, while the live ones ceased bleeding as they became her slaves and her bonuses to their LP regen kicked in.  She chose a living one from each College to lead her into the school and guide her and a quartet of the annablis to the poisoned, weakened deans and Headmaster and sent the rest to join the battle raging at the main gates. 

She chanced a quick look through the ulundo’s eyes; her forces had formed up just as she’d instructed and were attacking in classic formation.  She had tanks engaging the main shield wall, DPS out on the flanks slowly carving up that wall, and ranged DPS up on rooftops raining death down upon the haggard defenders.  Her flying units were atop the wall, hitting the city’s archers and crossbowmen and tearing their asses to shreds, so the humans were without ranged support and were basically doomed despite their initial numbers advantage. 

The deans of the nine different Colleges put up almost no fight; they’d been badly weakened by the arcane poison flowing through their veins.  It was a nasty piece of work that Lily originally had made to deal with the fucker Aranos but never got the chance to use on his ass, and it turned a caster’s own SP into a toxin that drained their Stats.  The annablis seized each of their asses, and Lily drained them of their blood and LP – she was immune to poisons, even this one, so the shit in their blood didn’t bother her.  Instead of making them her summoned slaves, though, she tried something new, an Ability that came with her race change but that she hadn’t used, yet.  Before the fucking Wizards could die, she fed them her own blood, forcing the black liquid down their throats until she was nearly empty herself.  It took her some time to recover from each one, but her hope was that by the next sunset, they’d be undead like her – but in thrall to her, the same way she’d been to that fucker Zoridos. 

The Headmaster put up a bigger fight, and Lily was badly wounded and lost two of her annablis to the bitch.  The woman had a fucking domain, an area around her where she could do magic without needing mana or Spells or any shit like that, and it had been a damn Order domain that let her turn the air into Ice, Crystal, and Void magic with a thought.  At the end, though, Lily drained her of her life and filled her with Lily’s Corruption; she wanted the bitch as a slave but also as a teacher.

The battle before the gates had mostly wound down by the time Lily arrived thanks to the presence of the enslaved mages, and her Spells finished up the last pockets of resistance.  She gathered the fallen soldiers into her army – even with her losses so far, she now had six thousand people under her command – and sent them out to gather as many civilians as they could.  Once a sizable number of what someone like Aranos would call ‘innocents’ was present – as if anyone other than a damn baby was really innocent – she herded them all into the square before the palace of Queen Ysabelle to stand between her army and the palace’s defenders.

Ysabelle’s palace was a gleaming pile of gold, silver, steel, and stone.  It had tall towers like some damn fairy-tale castle and was surrounded by a glowing wall etched with runes that would shrug off most magical bombardments, including her Voidfire Spell.  Soldiers in plate mail lined the walls; these were supposed to be the best of the damn best, the royal guards, and they and their fucking palace were supposed to be impossible to beat.  That might even have been true – Lily could probably have ground her army into dogmeat against those walls and never made it through, at least not without magical siege engines that she didn’t have – except that Lily knew the secret to the runes protecting the walls, and they weren’t going to hold her out.

She cast her Darkwings Spell and rose above her horde, laughing as the asshole guards on top of the walls vainly shot crossbow and arrow bolts at her.  Those just bounced off her Shadowshield; it’d take a hell of a lot more than that to hurt her.  Of course, the palace had more powerful siege weapons, but they couldn’t use them, or they’d kill their own people.  They’d probably do that if they had to, but she guessed they’d try to talk her down, first.  Sure enough, a man in bright, gold armor shouted out a command, and the rain of projectiles stopped. 

“Creature of Darkness!” the man shouted, his voice powerful despite his slightly advanced age.  “Your assault ends here!  You will not pass these walls…”

“Goddammit, General Highcliff, are you really gonna give me some fucking hero speech?” she laughed, her voice amplified by her Spells so that everyone in the palace probably heard it.

The general seemed startled, probably that she knew his name; he was about to be a lot more startled once he found out everything she knew.  “Release our people and flee this city!” the man shouted, golden tongues of fire erupting from his massive, two-handed sword as he spoke.  The general was an Evolved Class called a Champion of Light, and he had all kinds of Abilities and Spells to deal with someone like Lily.  However, to make those work, he had to believe in them – and Lily had dug pretty heavily into that faith over the past few days.

“Big sword you got there,” she laughed.  “I’d ask if you’re overcompensating for something, but we both know that you are.  I wonder if your soldiers know that you cry like a little girl when someone sets fire to that tiny, little cock of yours?”

The man blanched and winced visibly at her words, and his next speech was definitely less convincing.  “Go – go back to the Darkness, fiend…or I – I will be forced to…”

“I suppose I should thank you,” Lily continued.  “You’ve taught me a lot about being a good general.  Hell, I’d never have been able to do all this without you.”  She gestured at the army stretched out behind her and the plumes of smoke rising from where the battle had set fire to some of the buildings near the gate.

“What?  I – I would never help…”

“You say that, but once your Queen had your little dick roasted all nice, you swore you’d do anything to make it stop,” she chuckled. “You probably don’t remember the taste of your own, cooked cock when she made you eat it, over and over again…but I’ll bet you remember waking up screaming, sweaty, and terrified, don’t you?”

The man’s eyes had grown wide, and he fell silent, his mouth working futilely.  “Yeah, you remember,” she laughed.  “And to make sure you never forget, I’m going to do that to these people I captured.  I’m going to make you and your men watch as they go through everything your sweet, little Queen did to you in your nightmares, General.  I wonder if you’ll recognize the smell of burning cock once it hits your nose…”

“Kill her!” the General screeched, his face beet red.  “Kill the witch!  Fire the ballistae!  Burn her from the sky…”




Oh yeah, ballista.  That’s the name of those giant crossbow things,


 
Lily thought with amusement as her tame mages completed the Spell they’d been casting…and suddenly, the runes lining the palace walls fell dark as their power fled them.  That was the secret she’d pried from the general’s mind; the palace wards had a failsafe, a way to deactivate them if a hostile force held it and the city’s army needed to get inside.  It was a complex key, a series of Spells that had to be cast in the correct order and time, but Lily had forced the general to repeat it until she’d had it down. 



The general’s eyes bugged in fear as he realized what she’d done – and probably that he’d been the asshole to give her the key.  The victims of her Dream Haunting never fully remembered her time with them, but they were left with a dim, hazy sort of memory of their nightmare.  The more she repeated it, the better they could recall it, and the general had been having the same fucking nightmare daily for almost a week.  It turned out, the man had a huge crush on his pretty Queen, so when his surprisingly tame-ass dreams about going on picnics and reciting poetry to her suddenly turned into her torturing and mutilating his cock and balls over and over again, it was the kind of thing that would stick with him.  Lily almost wished she could take the young woman’s form just to fuck with him even more, but she couldn’t do that unless she’d killed her victim…and she had no intention whatsoever of killing the fucking Queen.  She needed the bitch if her plan was going to work.

Whips of black flame surrounded her as she cast her Voidfire Spell, and twenty globes of ebon flame slammed into the gleaming gates, tearing through the steel like paper.  The ulundo rushed forward at her command, smashing its four arms into the torn and hanging remnants of the huge portal, and the gate slammed open with a mighty clang, allowing her army to rush into the courtyard beyond.  The battle quickly became a slaughter as her flying minions tumbled armored knights off the walls and into the mass of enemies below while her spellcasters hit them with waves of fire and ice or crippled them with debuffs.

Soon enough, only General Highcliff was left, his stupid penis-sword no longer blazing but sputtering fitfully as he watched his own, wounded men rise and join Lily’s army.  His face was pale as Lily glided forward on her flaming wings, a familiar tendril of fire whipping around in her fist.  “You remember this, Allister?” she purred at him, using the name Ysabelle always called him in his damn dreams.  “Do you remember how your Ysabelle slowly pulled down your pants – how excited you were – and then how she wrapped this little tongue of fire around that pathetic thing between your legs?  Remember how you screamed and begged her to stop?  She didn’t, though, did she – not until you told her what she wanted to know.”

“It – it was you,” he whispered as the last hint of flame flickered and died on his sword.  “You did that…”

“And I’m about to do it again,” she chuckled almost seductively as she sidled closer.  This was the closest Lily ever got to being turned on; the feeling she got when she was about to break a man, a man who thought he was strong but was really just a disgusting pervert led around by his dick, was better than any sex or drug could ever be.  “Then I’ll heal you and do it again, and again – it’ll be like your dream, but you’ll never wake up.”  He swung his blade at her half-heartedly, but she caught his wrist with a Strength that matched his own, thanks to the fear and shame that left him weak and pathetic.

“And I’m going to make Ysabelle watch – I might even make her help me.  We can make your dream a reality, Allister.  One that can last the rest of your life.” 

“No,” he mumbled, falling to his knees, tears streaming from his eyes.  “No, please…not Ysabelle.  I’ll do anything, just – just don’t hurt Ysabelle.”

“Oh, I don’t want to hurt her.  I need her, alive and sitting on her throne.  But I also need a general, Allister; someone to help me run my new army.  If you agree to be it, I’ll let her live past my use for her. If you don’t, I’ll enslave her just like your soldiers and force her to fuck every, single one of them, right in front of your eyes, in between your torture sessions.  I’ll even make her like it; you can watch her, panting and begging for what you could never, ever give her.”

“No!” he screamed, clutching his head.  “Please!  I’ll – I’ll serve.  I swear it.”

“Then don’t resist,” she hissed as she grabbed his armor and yanked him to his feet, tipping his head back and exposing his throat.  His blood was warm and salty and strangely potent in her mouth; she knew that it should be burning her – one of his Abilities was immunity to things like Life Drain – but he’d given himself to her willingly.  That meant he gave up all his defenses; he’d surrendered to the Darkness, all for the sake of some dumb-ass idea of love.

He struggled a bit when she fed him her blood, but in his drained and weakened state, she handled him like a baby.  She forced his mouth open and held it against the spurting wound on her throat.  He choked and gagged as his mouth filled with her black essence, but she pinched his nose shut, and he had no choice but to swallow.  After the first mouthful, he relaxed in her arms and drank willingly, drawing in her undead essence and forever binding himself to the Darkness as her minion.

In a way, Lily realized, this Ability was probably too fucking powerful.  It was supposed to bind these things to her will as helpless but smart servants until she died, at which point their asses would be free.  The minions she got from it were a hell of a lot more powerful than they’d been before and still had their own thoughts and minds, unlike her slaves that lost their own free will and would only do what came naturally to them unless she made them act differently, but their asses would be constantly scheming to bring her down and gain their freedom.  The thing was, she didn’t know if that could ever happen for the poor fuckers.  Were they freed when she was sent for respawn?  Her summoned monsters weren’t; it followed that they wouldn’t be, either.  They were fucking immortal servants bound to her will forever, and she really liked the sound of that.  These assholes would be like the start of her own little, dark coven.

She took some time to recover before summoning a specific group of creatures and leading them into the palace with the general’s near-dead body in tow.  The place wasn’t unguarded – Highcliff hadn’t been an idiot, after all, banking everything on the idea that the palace gates would never be breached – but the soldiers inside attacked her in small groups that she and her creatures could handle easily enough.  She added their beaten asses to her little group and let them fight each other as much as possible; she really wanted to keep all these monsters with her for a very specific reason. 

The doors to the throne room were barred, but that didn’t do shit to stop Lily’s Voidfire Spell or to keep the powerful ogrins from smashing the mangled remains of it open.  Queen Ysabelle was young and pretty, maybe in her early twenties with red-gold hair that trailed down to her ass when she stood.  A line of soldiers stood in front of her, protecting her, and there were archers up in the gallery above.  Lily sent her captured soldiers to deal with the assholes on the ground and cast a Shadowshield that kept the bowmen from adding to her problems as she led her tame creatures forward.

Ysabelle rose to her feet, her hands moving, but Lily shook her head.  “Ah, ah, ah, Ysabelle.  You don’t want to piss me off like that, do you?”

“Who – who do you think you are, to talk to me like that?” the woman stammered.

“Who am I?  I’m the monster that lives under your bed – and in your dreams, Ysabelle.”  She saw the woman blanch as her eyes jerked involuntarily to the menagerie that trailed behind Lily.  “Do you remember my little friends, here?  The ones that join those naughty, little dreams of yours?  You do remember them, don’t you?”

“I – I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the Queen stammered, but her hands had fallen still.  That was good; Ysabelle was Heart-bound, meaning her ass could draw on the city’s power for her Spells if she wanted to.  That made her a lot more dangerous than she looked, and Lily really didn’t want to fight her if she didn’t have to – there was a good chance that the woman would kick Lily’s ass.

“I think you do, honey,” Lily purred, stepping around the last few of the Queen’s knights desperately fighting against their own and losing; Lily’s slaves got a big boost to their power, after all, and Ysabelle’s knights – well, their asses didn’t.  “You recognize them.  Do you remember how they felt?  What it was like, being used by them, over and over again?  Or do you just remember waking up terrified and ashamed, crying yourself awake and not able to stop?”

Ysabelle’s face had gone deathly pale, and she fell back onto her throne, her hands trembling and her eyes filled with panic.  “What – what do you want?” she stammered.

“I came to make your dreams come true,” Lily laughed.  “Right here, right now!  I even brought someone to watch the show!”  At her mental command, one of the ogrins hauled the limp but still-conscious form of General Highcliff up to the front where the Queen could see him.  “I’ll bet he’s excited to watch.”

“No!” she sobbed, curling up on her throne, her knees drawn reflexively against her chest to protect her.  Lily recognized that position; she’d taken it any number of times in that small, dark room so long ago.  It was an instinct, but it didn’t work; it didn’t offer you any real protection.  “No, please – please, not that!”

Lily stepped forward and cupped the Queen’s chin in her gray, undead hand, feeling the pulse of blood beneath the woman’s skin.  It was tempting – the woman would make a decent minion – but Lily needed her alive and unharmed.  “I can make those nightmares become your life,” she whispered to the woman.  “I can turn your world into one eternal horror, one that lasts for every minute of every day, for the rest of your life.  Unless you do exactly as I say, Ysabelle”

“Please, I’ll do what you want,” the woman sobbed, not even attempting to resist. 

“Good,” Lily grinned as her soldiers stormed up into the balconies and removed the last, pesky bit of resistance.  “Here’s what we’re going to do…”
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Jeff awoke in the Mark I pod, blinking rapidly as the green nano-gel drained away from his face and down his body.  He remained still as the IV lines that had been feeding and hydrating him slowly retracted and the restraints were released from his body.  The first time he’d woken up like this, he’d panicked, but now he’d gotten pretty used to it. 

“Welcome back, Jeff,” a chipper, young man with short, brown hair and black-rimmed glasses beamed at him as the pod opened.  “Just relax while we rinse the nano-gel from you, okay?”

“No problem,” Jeff nodded, clearing his throat a bit as he used his voice box for the first time in a week.  “I remember the drill.”

“Awesome.  So, how’s the game going?”

“Pretty well,” Jeff shrugged.  “I just returned to my base after completing part of a Quest in the human city of Stoneleague, where I made some friends and pissed off a master wizard.  Oh, and I guess a Thieves Guild is targeting me for some reason.”

“Sounds exciting,” the man said wistfully.  “I can’t wait for it to get released; I might have to take some vacation days to really get into it the way you guys get to.”

“It’s worth it,” Jeff grinned as air jets blasted him dry.  “Off to the tests, now?”

“Absolutely.  Gotta make sure you aren’t suffering any ill effects from the pod, after all.  After that, you get to dive right back in, right?”

“I’ve got a couple things I have to do first; work related,” he hedged.  “Shouldn’t take more than a couple hours, though.”

The man shrugged.  “Doesn’t matter to me.  The word is that you get to go back in as soon as you want.  When you’re ready, let the guy out front know, and I’ll get you set back up.”

“Thanks,” Jeff replied with a sense of relief that he didn’t let show on his face.  He’d been worried that the Neo-Dyne CEO, David Newsome, might have given orders that Jeff had to go back in immediately.  Jeff could have ignored that, since his initial contract included a mandated 24-hour logout period, but he really didn’t want to piss his ultimate boss off if he could help it.  Even if Newsome couldn’t technically fire Jeff for not jumping right back into the game, he could definitely make the programmer’s life miserable or even decide that Jeff should be taken off the Beta testing, yanking him from the game completely. 

He ran through his medical battery, which had become almost perfunctory at this point.  Once again, his fitness level had increased decently from spending the week in the pod, and he was actually starting to show some muscle definition for the first time in his life.  After he dressed, he took the elevator up to his floor, walking past the skeleton crew who held the place down on Sundays as he made his way to his workstation.  None of them glanced up from their work as he passed, which he was fine with; while his presence at his terminal would be noticed on the myriad security cameras, no one would remark on it unless someone realized he was supposed to be in the game rather than at his desk.



He unlocked his terminal with his biometric data and quickly loaded up three of his custom-built routines.  One would hide his activity from the keystroke logger, making it look like he was working on a random bit of old code – not an unusual thing for most programmers, who were always looking for a way to make things work just a little bit better – while the second would randomly scramble his workstation id every minute so the system couldn’t tell who he was and where he was working from.  The third was something he was most proud of; it used a backdoor he’d built into the system to mimic the credentials of any other user, right down to their biometric data.  He couldn’t access that data, but he could return a positive check to any attempt to verify his identity. 

 

That’s what you get when you let a hacker design parts of your security system.




Neo-Dyne’s computer system was arranged in multiple layers of increasing security named after Greek numbers.  The public layer was Éna, where unsecure information was stored.  Dío was secured only with basic encryption methods and had information like the staff directory, the building map, or upcoming releases, but nothing vital; that was good, because dío got hacked all the time, which was kind of its purpose.  It gave wannabe crackers, or people looking to break into the system from the outside, an easy target and just enough juicy information to make dabblers happy.  Jeff had access to the third level, tría, which was heavily encrypted and protected by biometric locks that couldn’t be brute force hacked. 

Previously, to get into the deeper layers, he’d piggybacked on the account of a higher executive who hadn’t bothered to activate their biometric controls – some people felt that giving their biometric data to the company was an invasion of their privacy, which Jeff thought was pretty foolish.  After all, most people used biometric information like fingerprints, eye scans, and even DNA sampling for everything from locking their phones to paying for things with cryptocurrency, and the systems storing that data were more susceptible to breach than Neo-Dyne’s was.  In this case, though, he was glad for the executive’s paranoia, since it gave him access to the fourth and fifth layers of the system, something he couldn’t get with his own credentials.

However, the unknown executive’s reach ended there, and that meant Jeff had to go hunting for someone with more access.  It took him nearly an hour to find an appropriate account and clone their biometric response with his routine.  His program basically pinged the account as if checking the biometric data a few hundred times, read the unique responses received, and cloned those into a data string that would fool the system’s check into thinking that executive had logged in with correct information. 

Jeff took a deep breath.  So far, all he’d done was violate his work contract; the tésera and pénde layers had secure information on them that the company considered proprietary.  If he’d been caught, he would have been fired and would probably only be able to find work as a white hat hacker, finding security vulnerabilities in supposedly secure systems so that companies could close loopholes and vulnerabilities.  That wasn’t great, but it wasn’t that big of a deal.

Layer éxi contained classified information, data that was deemed confidential by the government.  While Jeff had clearance to view that sort of thing, he didn’t have a need to know as far as the FBI was concerned, and if he were caught, he could be looking at serious prison time.  At the same time, he was pretty sure that even the AIs maintaining the system wouldn’t be able to tell who got into the layer; as far as they’d be able to tell, the terminal using the hijacked account would be jumping randomly not just around the building but around the world.  Jeff even made sure that there was a chance his own terminal would be included in the random id’s, since if every terminal in the building but his was involved, it would be a dead giveaway who penetrated the system.

He steeled himself and jumped in, using the cloned credentials to access the sixth layer of security.  His search for the term “Ultra” hit a dead-end, but a scan for the name “Tamarank” – Lily’s true last name when she’d been a living, breathing person – gave him several hits.  He scanned through the documents, reading them but not making copies or screenshotting them.  Reading classified material was one thing; copying it was something totally different and was the difference between getting a couple years in federal prison and doing a 20-year minimum sentence. 

The first few files were just more background on Livia Tamarank, the woman who’d gone on a years-long murder spree across several states.  It detailed her mother’s death and the abuse she’d suffered at the hands of her stepfather, who it appeared ended up being her first victim.  Jeff felt a surge of grim satisfaction at reading how the girl – she’d only been sixteen at the time of the man’s death, which made all this so much worse – had mutilated the man before killing him.  Honestly, that spoke to Jeff’s sense of justice.  Any person who could do that to a little girl deserved to die painfully.

Statements from several psychiatrists were included, all of which confirmed what Longfellow had guessed in-game.  Livia had a dissociative personality disorder and held exactly zero value for human life.  She reveled in causing others pain and misery, and she saw herself as a crusader that found men that reminded her of her stepfather, made them think she was going to sleep with them, then killed them the same way she had him.  The doctors noted that if the men spurned Livia’s advances, she let them live; she only preyed on those who would have preyed on her. 

Another file was written by a psychiatrist who strongly urged the company not to allow Livia into the Alpha trials.  The woman claimed that, unlike most of the people on death row, Livia had never expressed an ounce of regret for her actions and seemed almost to welcome her sentence.  The doctor pointed out that Livia had deliberately chosen a high-visibility target, a fairly famous politician in a state that still held the death penalty, and that she had refused any appeals of her death sentence.  The psychiatrist summed up that Livia Tamarank simply wanted to die, and she’d wanted to take as many men like her stepfather as she could with her on the way, making her the worst possible candidate for the Alpha testing.

The last hit was a video file, and watching it made Jeff’s blood go cold.  It was the security footage of Livia’s execution, and he watched it with a strange combination of fascination and revulsion. 

Livia Tamarank had been a small, somewhat pretty blonde with an elfin face and waifish body that made her look younger than the 22 years she’d been when she was executed.  Jeff understood now why she’d allowed the men who refused her to live.  The girl looked sixteen at the oldest, and she’d spent the last two years in prison; when she’d been out hunting these men, she probably looked thirteen or fourteen.  If she’d hit on Jeff, he would have been shocked; she looked like a freaking kid, and he’d have tried to help her instead of sleeping with her.

She was dressed in prison orange, and as she walked down the hallway, her face was filled with acceptance – and, Jeff thought, a touch of relief.  The moment they’d opened the door to the room with the pod in it, though, she began to struggle for the first time.

“No!” she shouted, trying to yank herself free of the guards holding her without success.  “No, I don’t fucking want to go in there!  I just want to die!”

“Livia, this is what you agreed to when you joined the Alpha testing,” an older woman in a suit said in a cold voice.

“No, I never agreed to this shit!  I said I’d play the fucking game until it was time to die, that’s it!  Let me go!”  The girl’s face was panicked, now, and she struggled even more fiercely.

“Exactly.  And now that time has come.  You’ll play the game until you die, just as you agreed.”  The suited woman shook her head.  “You should feel lucky, Livia.  You won’t even know it when it happens.  You’ll be in the game, not sitting here waiting for the chemicals to end your life.”

“You don’t understand, bitch!” Livia shrieked.  “When you’re in the game, all of you is in it!  There’s none of you left in your fucking body!”

Jeff watched in horror as they forcibly stripped the woman and strapped her into the pod.  “Please,” she begged, looking at the guard restraining her with tears flowing from her eyes.  “Please, I won’t fight, I promise.  Just kill me, okay?  Kill me before they put me in the game, please.  Oh, fuck, no!”

The woman’s pleading turned into incoherent screaming as the IV tubes plunged into her arms and the gel started rising up along her body.  She thrashed wildly, trying to escape, but as the pod closed, her struggles ceased abruptly.  Like it or not, Livia was in the game.

A white-coated individual walked up to the pod and opened a port that Jeff had never noticed before on the side of it.  Over the next minute, he stuck three syringes into the port, injecting their contents presumably into Livia’s bloodstream before walking over and looking at a computer screen being monitored by another man in a button-up shirt and slacks seated on a chair.

Several minutes later, the white-coated man spoke.  “I’m calling it.  Time of death, 3:01 a.m.”

The video cut off at that point, and Jeff stared at the now-blank screen for several seconds before logging out of the layer, shutting off his routines one by one, and closing down his terminal almost mechanically.  His mind kept replaying the woman’s last moments in stunned disbelief.

He’d already guessed that Livia had been put to death while in the game, and that the AIs had kept a digital copy of her in the server, although he’d half-assumed that was accidental.  He figured that the company was using death row inmates because if something went wrong with the pods or the brain-mapping, at least they wouldn’t have to live with any consequences for long, plus he guessed they’d be grateful for something that took them out of their cell and let them forget their looming executions for a while.



What he hadn’t realized was that Livia hadn’t wanted to die that way.  Some part of her had known, he thought, that the AIs would be preserving a copy of her, and she hadn’t wanted that.  She’d wanted to die, and instead she’d been given essential immortality. 

 

No wonder she’s so angry all the time.  Her life was such a hell that she figured anything would be better, and that got taken from her. 




He pushed away from his console and wandered down to the cafeteria, purchasing a synth-ham sandwich and eating it mechanically while his mind raced.  What had happened to Livia had been wrong.  The female psychiatrist had been right; the girl only wanted to die, and now that would never happen unless her data was erased from the server.  Jeff wasn’t arrogant enough to think he could do anything like that; player profiles were the most encrypted data in the entire system, and he doubted even the AIs could wipe it.  He’d seen the algorithms designed to prevent the AIs from being able to do that, because no one knew what the consequences would be if it happened in-game, and they were incredibly complicated.  Multiple copies of every instance of a profile were kept, scattered across different servers and constantly recirculated and updated.  Erasing a profile was very close to impossible, as far as Jeff could tell.

He swallowed the last of his food and washed it down with a sip of water before returning to the testing area.  He had to wait for about ten minutes before his pod was ready for him again.  As he walked up to it, his finger traced over the side of it. The port the doctor had used to inject Livia with whatever killed her was gone; that had likely been a modification to her pod specifically for that purpose.  He supposed it could still be useful – he envisioned extremely ill or very elderly patients using the pod to escape their body’s infirmities, and those ports would allow medical providers to administer any medicines they needed – but he felt vaguely reassured that it wasn’t present on his device, although he couldn’t say why.

He stripped down and settled into the pod, not even wincing as the IVs slid into his veins again.  As the gel rose, his mind couldn’t help but recall Livia’s terror as she went into the game for the last time.  The gel no longer felt warm and comforting but had a vaguely sinister and foreboding quality to it that he knew was entirely in his own mind.  As the liquid neared his chin, he silently cursed his overly curious nature.


Sometimes, you have to leave well enough alone, dude.





Chapter 20


The world vanished around him as he felt the now-familiar falling sensation, and he opened his eyes to find himself still sitting on the floor of the Hall of High Enchantment.  He sent a quick mental message to the others – not that it was necessary, since both Silma and Geltheriel could feel it when he left and returned to the game through their Bonds with him – and walked downstairs out into the city. 




Welcome back to our world, Oathbinder.  You were gone somewhat longer this time than the last,


 
Geltheriel’s voice spoke in his mind.






Yeah, I had something I had to do,


 
he hedged, not wanting to tell the woman about Livia/Lily.  Geltheriel’s hatred for the woman ran deep, and Aranos knew she wouldn’t want to hear about Lily’s history of abuse, or how she was trapped in this world without hope of escape.  In fact, knowing more about her nemesis would probably just hurt the elf; she might be torn between sympathy and rage, and Aranos wasn’t sure how that would affect his Follower. 

 

Where are you guys?





We are hunting in the Blightlands north of the city.  I am attempting to teach young Glorferdir how to hunt for himself. 





Glorferdir?


 
Aranos repeated, puzzled. 

 

I’m sorry, who’s that?





The leonal cub, of course.  Did you imagine we had randomly strayed across a child named Golden Hunter in the old tongue?  You did say that I could name him.




Aranos grinned silently as he walked down the street toward one of the towers that he’d noted earlier.  It was cute the way Geltheriel had taken to the cub; not that he’d ever tell her that, of course. 

 

Yeah, I did,


 
he agreed. 

 

I like the name; it’s appropriate.  So, you’ve been training him this morning?





As I can.  As you may perhaps know, cats of all sorts are far more resistant to taming and training than canines like Silma.  Glorferdir is not happy being taught not to destroy our possessions, for example, but he is learning that refraining from doing so results in his receiving rewards.  He will come around eventually.




Aranos laughed; it sounded like the phrase ‘herding cats’ was just as appropriate here as it was IRL. 

 

Well, if anyone can do it, you can,


 
he told the woman confidently. 

 

Your Beast Lore Skill has to be higher than mine, with everything you know about the creatures we face.





Undoubtedly, Oathbinder.  We will remain in the forest for the day, and by the time we return, I will have at least gotten the young cub to understand that he must exhibit a modicum of good behavior, have no fear.  Do you wish to join us?





No, that’s okay,


 
he told her, shaking his head. 

 

Is Avalyn with you?





She is, yes.  She accomplished the tasks you set for her last night, at least according to her, and while she did not like it, she suffered through level one of the training crystals this morning.  I decided that while I was leveling and training Glorferdir, I would do the same for your apprentice.  It has been – instructional for her.



I can imagine.  Is she giving you any trouble?



She attempted to be difficult early on.  I was uninterested in giving her the opportunity.  She has not been since.  She has been practicing her single attack Spell and learning how to actually aim the Spell, rather than just letting it fly randomly.




Aranos winced.  It sounded like Avalyn was getting some much-needed instruction, but it also sounded like she might have had a lesson or two smacked into her. 

 

Well, if she’s becoming an issue, you can send her back.  I’ve got some other things to do today in the city, but she can resume her training in the Library.





She would likely become lost and wander the city for days, Oathbinder.  I will keep watch over her.  Good luck with your tasks, and we will meet you later.


He stopped before a huge, decrepit tower that soared above the city.  Long ago, Antas had been built by the efforts of three races: humans, elves, and dwarves, working together to build a city all of them would find pleasant.  The towers, he’d learned, had been built by the elves, perhaps to emulate the treetop cities they preferred in their own realms.  The rest of the aboveground buildings were raised by humans, while the vast underground system was carved out by dwarves.  This particular tower once had a very specific function, one that he hoped to restore.  He hadn’t yet, primarily because it cost a significant amount of resources and he hadn’t seen the need, but now that he could create targeted portals, the tower had suddenly become something of a priority.

He opened his city screen and navigated to a specific building, pulling up the description for it:
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Tower of Grand Sorcery






Arcane Structure




This building was once a haven for Sorcerers, containing training rooms, libraries, meditation chambers, and a portal chamber that can connect to other Towers of Sorcery or the House of Stars.  The entire structure exists in a mana well, allowing Sorcerers to craft Spells at an advanced rate. 


Note: This structure is artificially rare due to the associated Class being lost to the Feast of Virnal.





Rarity:


 
Artifact





Upkeep:


 
15 mana per structure level





Benefits:


 
+25% to Spell creation, +10% to Spell training, +10% to all Lore Skills.

  Bonuses increased by +5% per structure level.


Note: Because this structure already exists in your city and only needs to be restored, it will start at Level 2 rather than Level 1.





Requirements:


 
7,500 Stone, 1,300 Lumber, 3,000 Ore, 2,500 Glass, 700 Crystal, 45,000 mana.




Do you wish to construct this building? (Yes/No)
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Before selecting anything, Aranos dismissed the notification and closed his eyes, dropping into his mana river easily.  He needed this building; not only would it make training Avalyn easier – and, he supposed, any other Sorcerers he ran across, now that the Class seemed to be unlocked – it would allow him to open a portal to the House of Stars.  If he built a similar structure in Eredain or Stoneleague, he supposed he could link all three cities through the towers, as well. 



He focused on his need and, as the power began to rise within him, for the first time, he deliberately dove into the swelling flood of golden power, plunging his mind into the ocean of his deepest wells of mana. 

 

Let’s see what this Primal mana is all about.




In that instant, Aranos was almost sent to respawn.  The flood of power was titanic, massive beyond his ability to comprehend it.  His entire world was golden fire as the energy seared through his brain, filling his thoughts with flame and blanking out most of his conscious mind.  Nothing existed for him but fire – his world was burning agony, and reflexively, he fought the inexorable rush of power, trying to extricate himself before it was too late.  Fear raced through him; if his mind was destroyed, would he still be able to respawn?  Would he even be able to wake up from the pod?

Part of him, though, floated above the pain and terror, observing it calmly and dispassionately.  His subconscious simply existed in the torrent of flame, riding the churning waves of power without effort or resistance.  Without knowing why, he relaxed and let that part take control, giving himself fully to his deeper instincts.  The pain eased as he stopped fighting the power and simply flowed along with it, riding the surge as it rushed into the rivers of power above – and instantly ground to a near-halt.

He was almost thrown clear of the rush of power as it encountered his mana spirals and slowed to a crawl.  No matter how well designed they were, his hourglasses simply couldn’t handle this sort of flow, and the power barely trickled into them.  He floated in the seemingly endless ocean, his conscious mind still blank, but his subconscious taking everything in and observing.  The energy surrounding him was very familiar; these same golden flames filled him whenever he Redeemed something.  This was the power that had rescued Silma and Glorferdir from the Darkness; this energy had scoured Keryth’s taint from Eredain’s Tree-heart and freed the thousands of souls trapped in the Heart of Antas. 

Here, though, it seemed so much – more.  It was more potent, more refined.  This was pure energy, the power of Redemption distilled and concentrated into an ocean of liquid fire.  It was powerful, and he knew that if he could master it, he could draw on it and use it purposely, not simply through instinct and his Ascended Spells.  However, he wasn’t sure exactly how that would be possible.  The power dwarfed his spirals; he was filtering it through his spinning hourglasses, now, and they were being massively overloaded despite channeling the tiniest fraction of the energy’s potential.

Even that infinitesimal trickle flowed through his spirals with incredible force and pressure, sucking in power from the rest of his body.  It pulled on his Enhanced mana, drained his LP to fuel itself, and nearly emptied his spirals of power.  This, then, was why casting these Spells left him so exhausted; his body was channeling an ocean of energy through pathways the comparative size of a straw.  Certainly, that would wreck his body; he was surprised he was only Fatigued afterward and not – well, dead.

He followed the energy through his spirals, being carried along by the raging current.  His thoughts were jostled and battered like those videos he’d seen of people whitewater rafting, but he relaxed and allowed himself to flow with the current until finally, it ejected his thoughts from its grip and his consciousness slowly began to reawaken.

He opened his eyes and blinked blearily; his head was pounding, and his brain felt fuzzy.  He had a dim recollection of riding the river of golden fire now pouring out of his hands and wrapping around the tower before him.  Some part of him knew that he’d plumbed those depths, but he was left only with a sense of danger and foreboding that warned him not to attempt something like that again.  He had a momentary vision of golden flames and searing pain, but it faded quickly as his mind fully awakened and his thoughts refocused. 




I don’t know what the hell that was, but I think it’s probably better if I don’t do it again. 


 
He watched as the sheets of golden flame poured from his hands, encasing the tower and scouring it clean of any lingering Corruption and decay.  The tower glowed a glossy, golden color as if the flames were heating it to near-melting, but as the fire subsided, the stones of the building darkened from a brassy aureate hue through a darker, mustard-yellow and finally gleamed a glossy, polished ebony.



He sat down on the street as the Fatigued debuff overcame him, leaving his muscles tired and sore as if he’d been exercising for the past hour.  His SP and LP were both at 10%, and he waited for several minutes for them to regenerate.  As he did, he struggled to recall exactly what had happened when he’d cast the Spell.  He remembered the feeling of the power rising within him; he thought he’d tried to tap that power directly, to experience Primal mana.  After that, all he could dredge up was a vague sense of intense heat and a strange feeling that something was wrong with his mana spirals.  He looked over them closely; they were drained, for sure, but they seemed intact.  He shook his head in puzzlement.  The only thing he was sure of was that something bad had just happened.

Once his SP had regenerated fully, he rose to his feet and pulled up the description for the Tower of Sorcery once again:
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Tower of Grand Sorcery






Arcane Structure




This building was once a haven for Sorcerers, containing training rooms, libraries, meditation chambers, and a portal chamber that can connect to other Towers of Sorcery or the House of Stars.  The entire structure exists in a mana well, allowing Sorcerers to craft Spells at an advanced rate. 


Note: This structure is artificially rare due to the associated Class being lost to the Feast of Virnal.





Rarity:


 
Artifact





Upkeep:


 
15 mana per structure level





Benefits:


 
+25% to Spell creation, +10% to Spell training, +10% to all Lore Skills.

  Bonuses increased by +5% per structure level.


Note: Because this structure already exists in your city and only needs to be restored, it will start at Level 4 rather than Level 1.





Requirements:


 
7,500 Stone (waived), 1,300 Lumber, 3,000 Ore (waived), 2,500 Glass (waived), 700 Crystal, 45,000 mana.




Do you wish to construct this building? (Yes/No)
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He hesitated only briefly; he was going to have to draw on the Tree-heart for this, no question.  He could add about 30,000 points of mana to the construction, but he’d need to pull the remaining 15,000 SP from the heart, draining it of 1,500 energy points.  He glanced at the city’s description just to make sure he still had plenty of energy for it:
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Heart of Antas





Heart Type:


 
Scholarly





Bond Rank:


 
1





Active Radius:


 
4,718’ from Tree-heart





Attached Territories:


 
Antas Southwest Watchtower; High Road, West Antas Waystation; Darkwatch Keep





Inherent Heart Ability:


 
10% bonus to all Skill training within the active radius.  20% bonus to all Lore training within the active radius. 





Defensive Benefits:


 
50% resistance to Dark-based Spells, Abilities, or attacks. 





Current Energy Stores:


 
5,000/5,000 (+12 /day)





Current Draws:


 
3/day
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It looked like expanding his territories had made his energy regeneration per day jump slightly, but he was fairly certain that he’d need people here if he wanted it to go up significantly.  In any case, he definitely had enough energy to power the tower’s transformation, which was all that mattered.  He went back to the Tower of Sorcery description and selected ‘Yes’.  Power rushed out of him in a wave, nearly depleting his SP in an instant, and he drew hastily on the Tree-heart to add the needed mana to raise the tower.  He wasn’t sure what would happen if he ran out of SP while the building was being built – it might simply wait for his SP regen to make up the difference, but it also might start pulling from his LP, which would probably kill him – and he really didn’t want to find out. 

The energy roiled up the tower, sinking into the stones and burying itself deep within the structure.  The gleaming, black spire started to hum with eldritch energy, and Aranos could feel the mana being drawn from the area and flowing into the building.  The power churned and lashed through the tower for almost a full minute before finally stilling.  The structure now pulsed with energy to Aranos’ magical senses, radiating a sense of power to anyone capable of feeling it.

He sat back down on the steps for a moment to recover some SP – and to let his sudden fatigue wear off.  He’d overworked his mana channels so many times that they’d become almost inured to massive energy flows, but not quite at that level.  He’d had 45,000 SP pass through his channels in a second or so, and it had left his body aching and tired.  Fortunately, he only had to rest for a minute or so before the feeling faded.

He walked up a short flight of stairs to the gleaming, black door blocking entrance to the tower.  A single, golden handprint was emblazoned on the doorway, and with a shrug, Aranos placed his right hand on it.  A moment later, the door swung silently open, and he walked into the tower’s antechamber.  The moment he entered, a notification appeared in his vision:
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Area Effect





You have entered a mana-rich zone.  SP Regen is increased in this area.






Effect:


 
SP Regen increased by 50%




Note: Due to your Mana Well Perk, you do not gain increased SP regen in mana-rich zones unless the zone provides more than a 100% SP regen boost.
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The Tower of Grand Sorcery was, in Aranos’ opinion, pretty freaking awesome, despite the fact that he couldn’t make use of the regen boost.  The lowest level was nothing but an antechamber that was probably meant to be a greeting and processing room for guests and new arrivals.  He supposed that at some point, there had probably been a desk here, with advanced students or junior Sorcerers manning it and directing people to the appropriate locations, the same way students seemed to run the front office at the Mages’ College.  It was empty now, leaving nothing but a large, circular space lit by glowing balls of Light mana. A staircase led downward on the other side of the room, while another black stone door with a gold hand on it opened to reveal a second set of stairs, which he took upward. 

The first few levels of the tower were nothing but dormitories, most likely living spaces for students.  Above that were training rooms that were very similar to the ones in the House of Stars.  There were simple, 10’ square Novice training rooms with nothing but a place for the novice to sit, meditate, and work on Spells; he saw slightly larger rooms that he assumed were for Students, as well as much larger ones that were probably designed for Adepts.  The Expert-level training rooms were quite large, with only a few to a floor, and had only unaspected mana crystals rather than aspected ones.  That made more sense for Sorcerers, really; Wizards could make their specialized Spells more efficient by channeling only mana of their chosen type, but Sorcerers needed balanced mana to craft their Spells.

The higher-level rooms were sealed and wouldn’t open for him; he assumed he needed a Master or Grandmaster ranking in either Mana Control or Mana Mastery to gain access to those.  He was curious what was inside those rooms, of course, but he was fine with waiting; his Mana Control was already very near the Master level, so hopefully he wouldn’t be waiting for too long.

Above the training rooms were libraries that were, of course, empty of any books or scrolls.  The necrotic energy that had previously infused the city would probably have decayed anything made of paper or parchment into dust long ago, and if it hadn’t, the undead that had free access to the tower would likely have destroyed what was left.  That was fine; he simply needed to ask the Parmassae, the keepers of the Library of Antas, to make him copies of works that they felt would be useful for Sorcerers, including treatises on Arcane Lore, the aspects, and general magical theory.  It would take time, but eventually he could probably have these shelves fully restocked.

He passed what looked like they might have been classrooms, large spaces filled with wooden desks and chairs.  Each room had a large, glassed-in window to let in extra light and an open space in front of the desks, doubtlessly a place for the instructor to stand.  Beyond that, he found larger, more lavish apartment-like rooms that were probably meant for the tower’s more advanced Sorcerers and instructors.

The top floor was nothing but an antechamber with a door leading into a spacious office.  An excessively large desk dominated the room, which also had several large mana crystals set in the walls and huge windows that gave a view of about 180 degrees around the city.  A crystalline orb rested on the desk, glowing a dull violet color, and he extended his mana senses out to probe the sphere cautiously.  It radiated mana of every aspect, including the Enhanced ones, and he carefully decided not to touch it.  Instead, he moved behind the desk, pulled out the large chair, and sat down.  The moment he did, a notification popped up in his sight:
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The position of Headmaster – Antas Tower of Grand Sorcery is currently unoccupied. 

Do you wish to claim this position? (Yes/No)

[image: ]


Curiously, Aranos selected ‘Yes’, and immediately, a second notification appeared, this one an alarming red:
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Warning!





You do not meet the minimum qualifications for the position of Headmaster!






Requisites:


 
Grandmaster rank in Mana Control and Mana Manipulation, Int and Wis 200+, Domain unlocked.





As you are currently the highest-level Sorcerer in this Tower, you are granted the position:




Interim Headmaster



This position may be revoked if a Sorcerer of higher rank contests it.
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Welcome to the Tower of Sorcery, Interim Headmaster!


As Interim Headmaster, you have limited access to the control orb, allowing you the following permissions:




Accept Entrants:


 
You can choose to allow a Sorcerer to become a member of your Tower.






Assign Staff:


 
You can assign any Sorcerer to a teaching position in the Tower or remove them from this position for 90 days.  Instructors must have Mana Control or Manipulation Skills of at least Expert rank or a Lore Skill of Expert or higher in any subject being taught.






Grant Access:


 
You can allow non-Sorcerers access to the tower without requiring an escort.  This access is limited to the Novice training rooms and classrooms only.  You can revoke access at will for any non-Sorcerer.






Requisition Items:


 
You can requisition any items belonging to the tower for your use, even if currently in use by another.






Seal Tower:


 
You may seal the tower against all entrance or exit for up to 48 hours, or as long as a hostile force threatens the tower, either from without or within.  This also shuts down any tower portals during this time.



Further privileges can be unlocked by a full Headmaster.
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Aranos glanced at the glowing sphere on his desk; that had to be the control orb the notification was talking about.  Curiously, he reached out and touched it, and instantly a new screen appeared in his vision.  He scanned through it, but there wasn’t anything very interesting to see, just yet.  The Tower had a population of one, which he assumed was him, no available items, no instructor positions available – likely because there weren’t any students – and no real options except to seal the tower, which he didn’t want to do. 

He let go of the orb and leaned back, frowning.  “Okay, I just walked through this whole tower,” he muttered out loud.  “There’s supposed to be a portal room, here.  Where is it?”

The orb before him pulsed and shifted from violet to pale blue.  Suddenly, a voice emerged from the crystal, startling Aranos and almost making him jump out of his chair. 

“Greetings, Interim Headmaster,” a rich, mellow male voice spoke in Elvish.  “The Portal Room is on the first subfloor.  Would you like a guide to it?”

Aranos stared at the orb, which now glowed with a steady, pale azure light instead of the purple flashes.  “Um, sure,” he said a moment later.  “That would be nice.”

Instantly, a globe of clear, white light appeared in the middle of the room, hanging motionless just above the level of his eyes.  “Please follow the light, and it will guide you to the Portal Room.  Will there be anything else?”

“Not at the moment,” Aranos replied.  “Thank you.”

“It is my duty, Interim Headmaster.  Please, call upon me at need.”  The globe flashed a bright blue and then returned to its gentle, purple pulsing.

Aranos turned to the hanging ball of light, which started to drift toward the door leading out of the office.  He followed it down the stairs, past the upper dormitories, training rooms, classrooms, and even the lower dormitories all the way down to the initial antechamber, then across that room to the opposite stairwell.  He took those stairs down into the ground and found himself standing in a large, open space that seemed to encompass the entirety of the floor.  Another closed door with a golden hand yawned opposite him; the rest of walls were nothing but gleaming, silver arches, each with a blank stone square at the point of the arch.  He stepped into the middle of the room, noticing idly that the globe that led him here had vanished.

He walked over to the nearest gleaming arch and touched it idly.  As he did, another notification appeared in his vision, this one far more interesting:
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Unassigned Portal





This portal arch is currently not assigned to a target location.  You may assign it to the following target arch:



House of Stars – Requires 350 Energy


Please note that portal arches can only connect to similarly attuned portal arches.  More destinations will become available if a compatible portal arch is discovered or constructed.


Would you like to assign the portal to this destination? (Yes/No)
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He quickly accepted, and suddenly the hidden tattoo on his left hand began to burn.  He glanced down at it and saw the green, six-pointed star rise unbidden from beneath the skin on the back of his hand, glowing brightly and clearly visible even against the gleaming emerald of his skin.  At the same time, a light began to shine from the top of the portal arch, a brilliant white glow that forced Aranos to temporarily look away.  When the light died, he glanced back and saw the portal standing silent and empty, unchanged except for the square tile at the tip of the arch.  That wasn’t blank and empty any longer; it was now marked with a white, glowing star exactly matching the one on the back of his hand.

Aranos stepped forward and touched the portal, and instantly a notification popped up in his vision:
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Portal Arch





This portal arch leads to the House of Stars.  Activating this arch requires 100 energy from the Tree-heart and will allow a single individual to pass.  This cost doubles if the portal is used again within 30 minutes, and the cost will continue to double each time the portal is opened within 30 minutes of its last closing. 



Do you wish to activate this portal? (Yes/No)
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Aranos grimaced as he read the notification.  That was a crappy limitation, but it was one that made sense from a game perspective.  Assuming he waited the requisite 30 minutes, he could use his SP to keep bringing people through the portal all day, paying 1,000 SP per person and regenerating that in seconds.  However, it would take him two days to bring his entire House through a portal, or ten hours just to bring the Travelers here.  If he didn’t, wait, though, that doubling effect would add up quickly.  Bringing ten people through the portal quickly like that would cost over 100,000 energy, far more than he could manage no matter how deeply he drained his own energy stores.  In fact, if he combined his SP and the Tree-heart’s energy, he could bring through…six people. 

Basically, it looked like the AIs had carefully designed these portal arches to be great for one or two people to use, but not more than that.  Sending a party of four people would require 1,500 energy, or half of his SP pool, and five would require over 3,000 energy or almost the entirety of his SP pool.  Obviously, that wasn’t a great idea; he had the option to leave the Heart drained of energy, or he could step through a portal with no SP into a possibly dangerous situation.  Neither choice really seemed like a good one.

He quickly sent a message to Geltheriel explaining that he’d created the portal and would be returning to the city later, then activated the portal arch and stepped through.  He took a moment to orient himself; this was a different part of the Atrium than he usually entered, and it took him a minute to get his bearings.  Fortunately, the huge, crystal tree that radiated mana in the center of the space helped a bit. 

He walked toward the tree, ignoring the elf woman seated at what he thought of as the welcome desk in front of him.  He stopped abruptly, though, when she spoke to him with a slightly awed, slightly suspicious tone.

“Who are you?” the woman demanded, rising to her feet.  “What – what are you?  What business do you have in the House of Stars?  How did you open that portal?  It has been sealed for as long as any can recall!”




What am I?


 
Aranos echoed silently before glancing down at himself. 

 

Oh yeah, the Evolution.  I haven’t been here since that happened. 


 
“Hi,” he smiled at the woman, holding up his hand and willing his sigil to appear.  “My name’s Expert Aranos, Lord Evenshade, The Grand Liberator and Tree-bonded of Antas.”



“Antas?” the woman repeated, looking overwhelmed and somewhat dubious.  “The fallen city?  None have been able to reclaim that…”

“Since the Feast, yeah,” Aranos nodded.  “Well, I did, as you can probably tell from the fact that I just came from the portal there.  I don’t think it would open if the city were still Corrupted, would it?”

“N-no,” she admitted, her tone still puzzled.  “It would not.  Still, while you are obviously a member of the House of Stars, this is an unusual situation, and I should summon a Master to deal with it…”

“Has Master Dirue returned?” he asked her a bit eagerly.  “I was hoping to speak to her, and she’s the Mistress of the Atrium, right?”

“She – yes, she has and is.  Will you please wait while I summon her?  I intend no disrespect, but I am certain we would have received word of a member of such an – exotic race being invited to this House.”




That’s elves for you.  Every other race is a lesser one. 


 
“That’s fine,” he nodded.  “Or I could just go find her myself.”



“I would prefer that you remain in the Atrium until she arrives, if that is acceptable,” the woman said apologetically.

Aranos sighed.  “If it makes you feel better,” he agreed, trying to keep his irritation out of his voice.  He could have insisted – as an Expert in the House, he surely outranked the elf, or she wouldn’t have been assigned to desk duty, and there wouldn’t be much she could do about it – but he didn’t want his return here after having been absent over a week to cause trouble for anyone.  He walked over toward the crystal tree and found a place to sit; he couldn’t meditate, because that took too much of his focus, and channeling mana from the tree would no longer train his Stats – he supposed he could just try waiting patiently, but that wasn’t his strong suit.

Instead, he pulled up his House Management screen and tried upgrading some of his first-tier buildings, such as his basic farms.  To his dismay, that wasn’t possible; it turned out, it didn’t matter if he had the blueprints; or, more specifically, his having the blueprints was only the first step.  He needed to get those blueprints to the cities his structures were in; once Rhandyr and either Mathias or Gwinivere – or, more specifically, Lorsan – had access to the blueprints, they or he could upgrade those local structures.  It was a bit more realistic, he supposed, but a bit annoying.  It would have been simpler if he could build his House from anywhere on Ka just by finding the correct blueprints, but this way forced him to build connections between the distant branches of his House.



He closed that screen and turned his attention to his Quest lists, examining his outstanding ones.  He had one from Grandmaster Ruehnar, the Master of the Library in the House of Stars, that he was planning on taking care of today.  He had his repeatable Quest to Redeem things from the House of the Sickle, of course, and there was his mandatory House Quest to upgrade the House to the next level.  If That one would probably be a while, since he wasn’t even close to having the resources or the people to move forward. 

 

Hopefully, though, getting more merchants and guilds to set up in Antas will help with both of those.




The big Quest he had outstanding, though, was Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest:


 

Cleansing Quest Updated: A Door Between Realms







Quest Objective:


 
Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality.





Difficulty:


 
S





Reward:


 
+50,000 XP, New Title, Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to complete any objective within the time limit, Geltheriel dies




Second Objective: Discover the Hidden Secret of Portals





Objective:


 
Learn how to build a permanent portal without chance of failure.





Objective:


 
Discover how to build a permanent portal arch.





Difficulty:


 
A





Reward:


 
+25,000 XP, Title, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to create a permanent portal within 30 days, Geltheriel dies





Failure Penalty:


 
-25,000 XP
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Now that it had updated, he needed to move to the next part of the Quest: learning how to build a portal arch.  He’d look into that while he was here, but he had a feeling the information he needed wasn’t going to be found so easily.  If his suspicions were correct, he’d need to travel to dwarven lands soon; that might have to be his next stop.  Of course, he’d have to go back to Stoneleague, as well, to check on Neela and arrange for Radomil to come spend his day at the Library…

“Well, Traveler, it seems that you have changed dramatically – or been changed, I suppose,” a familiar voice spoke, jerking Aranos out of his reverie.  He closed his notifications and rose with a smile at the sight of the small, slender woman who stood before him.  Dirue – Master Dirue, here in the House of Stars – had been the first person to befriend him in the House of Stars and the one to offer him an invitation to join.  She’d been his ally, given him excellent advice, and kept the fact that he wasn’t really a Wizard more or less a secret, as far as he could tell, and he felt a huge upsurge of relief at the sight of her.

At the same time, his heart lurched as he took in her altered appearance.  Her hair, once jet-black and flowing to the middle of her back, was chopped just below her ears and had two gray streaks running from her forehead and framing her face.  Her skin, once perfectly smooth and flawless, now had scars crossing her cheeks, and he was certain that more of them were covered by the high neck of the dress she wore, mute testimony to the slave brands that Keryth had burned into her flesh.

His stricken heart must have been apparent on his face, for the woman shook her head and reached down to take his face in her hands.  “Do not look at me and see how I have been changed, my friend,” she said softly.  “Look instead and see the miracle you have wrought; none before have been freed of the dreadful bondage in which I was placed, and if I must pay for that freedom with some of my beauty, I call it a far more than fair bargain.”  She smiled at him, and her gleaming eyes shone with unshed tears.  “Now please, stand so that I can thank my rescuer properly, as I have yet been unable to do so.”



Aranos swallowed hard and rose to his feet.  Some part of him railed at what had happened to her; Keryth had struck at Dirue to hurt Aranos.  Had the Sorcerer not been close to the woman, she would have been spared that horrid indignity. 

 

No,


 
he told himself angrily, forcing those thoughts away. 

 

No, I’m not responsible for what that man did.  This was all on him – and he paid for it.




Dirue stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him, burying her face in his chest.  She barely reached his sternum, she was so tiny, but he reached out and hugged her back, holding her gently.  “Thank you,” she whispered.  “It seems so inadequate, but it is all I can say.  There will never be enough words to tell you of my gratitude, Aranos, save that it will be eternal.”



“You’re welcome,” he murmured back, noticing as he did that almost everyone nearby was staring at them. 

 

Screw them,


 
he decided, closing his eyes to the elves. 

 

If she needs a hug, I don’t care what they think of it – or of me.




After several long moments, she pulled back, wiping her eyes and smiling.  “Besides, Traveler, what call do you have to comment upon my changed appearance, when yours has been altered so greatly?  I take it you have experienced an Evolution?”  He nodded.  “What race have you become?  I do not recognize it.”

“High arcane,” he shrugged, and her eyes widened as he heard whispers of incredulity around him. 

“That is a fortunate Evolution indeed,” she murmured.  “Join me in my office, and we will discuss this more.”  She turned to face the nearby elves.  “This is Expert Aranos, Lord Evenshade, the Grand Liberator – and the one who freed me from Exxidor’s horrific enslavement.  He is to be treated with full respect and courtesy, or I will certainly hear of it and be very, very unhappy.”

“As will I,” a second voice spoke, and Aranos turned to see a taller elf with platinum blonde hair streaked with silver highlights, dressed in a blue robe.  It took Aranos a moment to place the man, but once he did, he tensed immediately.

“Master Rychell,” Aranos said in as neutral a tone as possible.  He didn’t know, but he suspected that Rychell had subtly encouraged Gorrid of Exxidor to challenge Aranos to a Wizards’ Duel, the event that ultimately led to Keryth’s betrayal and Dirue’s enslavement.  Aranos knew he had reasons – a Traveler, one of the Alpha testers, had killed the man’s only son for no real reason, and the man harbored a deep grudge – but those reasons didn’t excuse the fact that Eredain had almost Fallen thanks to this elf’s schemes.



And there the man was, standing before Aranos, no doubt planning another round of treachery. 

 

Seriously,


 
Aranos sighed silently. 

 

I just wanted to turn in a Quest.  Why is that so hard?







Chapter 21


“Expert Aranos,” Master Rychell bowed to the Sorcerer.  “When word came that a strange creature with an Expert House sigil had appeared from a portal that had been sealed for centuries, I was reasonably certain I would find you.”

“And why do you seek out the Traveler, Master Rychell?” Dirue said coldly; obviously, she connected Rychell’s actions to her enslavement, as well.  “Do you intend to set him up to battle another of your protégés?  Do you weave more webs with your honeyed phrases to ensnare him, uncaring of who else might get caught in those tangles?”

The man stiffened briefly, his eyes blazing, but after a moment he seemed to almost deflate.  “Not long ago, I might have challenged you to a Duel for such words, Master Dirue,” he said heavily, his face long.  “Now – I must confess that I deserve them…and many, many more.” 

He turned to look at Aranos.  “Traveler, when first you arrived here, I hated you.”  Gasps rose around the trio, but Rychell ignored them.  “I do not exaggerate in this; I wished you see you humbled, shamed, and killed, perhaps driven from this House, and I wished to know that it was my hidden hand that brought it about.”  He shook his head.  “I was blinded by anger and hate, and I blamed you for an evil deed of which you were wholly innocent, for it happened before you arrived in this world.  Another Traveler took that which was most precious from me, and I blamed you for their actions.”

The man straightened, his face proud once more.  “I was wrong.  I admit freely that while I never directed Adept Gorrid to challenge you, I guided him in that direction and placed the thought in his mind.  My actions, borne of hatred and selfishness, had far greater consequences than I could have foreseen, and I was utterly foolish to even contemplate them.”

He turned to face the listening elves; the entire Atrium had gone silent, and everyone was watching the unfolding scene.  “I say to you all that Expert Aranos, Lord Evenshade, the Grand Liberator, and many more Titles, is an esteemed member of this House, worthy of your praise and admiration.  He has done more for the Light in his short time here than most of us in the House have our entire lives.” 

He looked back at Aranos.  “I am not convinced that all Travelers are so worthy of trust, but you have proven your merit a dozen times over.  I humbly beg your forgiveness.”

Aranos looked calmly at the man, realizing how hard it had to have been to say all that, especially in public.  In fact, Aranos realized, those words would probably come to haunt him soon, once the wagging tongues of the elves spread word that Master Rychell had been instrumental in the events leading up to Keryth’s betrayal.  No one could reasonably blame Rychell for it – after all, Keryth’s response to Aranos winning the Duel against his son was something that couldn’t possibly have been predicted – but people still would.

Even so, Aranos didn’t feel bad for him in the slightest.  “I’m not the one who should be forgiving you,” the Sorcerer finally spoke, shaking his head.  “There were people a lot more hurt by the choices you made than I was, and they’re the ones who you should be asking for forgiveness, not me.  As far as I’m concerned, what’s done is done, but I think others might be far less likely to forgive.”

“Indeed, Expert Aranos,” Dirue spoke up in the same icy tone, her eyes still blazing.  “Those most deeply wounded may never be able to forgive.”

“Only time will tell if that is true,” Rychell bowed to Aranos once again.  “In any case, I wished you to rest assured that I am not your enemy, Traveler, and you need no longer concern yourself with what actions I may be taking.”



“That’s good to know, Master Rychell,” Aranos inclined his head once more. 

 

Not that I was worried about it before; after facing Keryth and Zoridos, I honestly never even thought of you as a threat. 


 
“If you’ll excuse me, though, Master Dirue asked me to join her in her office.”



“Of course,” Rychell nodded, stepping back.  “Enjoy your time in these halls, Traveler.”

As Aranos followed Dirue away from the scene of the encounter, he could practically feel the rage pouring off the woman.  “Master Dirue,” he began, but she held up a restraining hand.

“I will need some moments to regain myself,” she said crisply.  “Please, tell me of your Evolution.  How did you come to be an arcane, a race long vanished from Ka and one that I half-believed was mythical?”

“Well, mostly it was from trying something stupid and getting lucky,” he chuckled.

“Evolutions often occur that way,” she agreed.  “Could you be more specific?”

“Sure.”  He proceeded to tell her how he’d discovered his Enhanced aspects, delved deep within himself, and found a way to connect every aspect through the medium of his Charisma.  “And when I did that, the power running through me forced an Evolution on me, I guess.”

“Indeed, that is also common with Evolutions,” she nodded as she opened the door to her office.  “Please, enter and be welcome.”  She led him into her office, a large space with a ceiling that perfectly depicted the late afternoon sky outside.  She sat behind her desk, which was carved from a huge chunk of smoky quartz, and gestured at the floor.  Aranos felt a surge of energy that he now recognized as Nature mana, and several woody vines erupted from the floor, twisting and twining themselves into a chair.

“Sit with me, Aranos,” she said with a sigh as he sank down in the chair she’d created.  “I must say, that is quite a story, and I am not certain I fully understand it.  I will ask that you allow me to question you more closely at some other time.”  She shook her head.  “Still, I do not know why I am so surprised that you became a member of a mythical race.  You have yet to follow what most elves would call a normal path, and you have benefitted greatly from it.”

“I didn’t know elves had normal Evolutions,” he replied.  “What would those be?”

“In truth, no Evolution is normal, and not every elf undergoes one, no matter their power and level,” she admitted.  “To undergo an Evolution, one must generally experience an extreme condition that should have killed them.”  She looked steadily at him.  “For example, one might try to channel all five aspects of Enhanced mana through channels hidden deep within themselves at once, when most are fortunate to be able to handle two, and they do so with great care.”

She shook her head.  “Evolutions are often the result of tampering with dangerous amounts of mana, and not necessarily by spellcasters.  I know of a group of elves who completed a Quest to gain a massive mana crystal, one as large as the tree-crystal in the Atrium, but were unable to escape with it.  The Warrior carrying the crystal shattered it rather than surrendering it, and the surge of magical energies forced an Evolution upon him.”  She grimaced as she spoke.  “The other members of his party were killed, instead.”

“What did he Evolve into?” Aranos asked curiously.

“A High Elf,” she shrugged.  “Generally, elves who do manage to Evolve do so into more advanced and specialized elven forms, rather than into wholly alien ones such as yours.  High Elf is the most common Evolution among our kind and takes that which makes one elven and concentrates it, making you an even more perfect specimen of the race. 

“There are other Evolutions of which I have seen or heard, though, such as Steel Elves, Forest Elves, Fire Elves – our species has many different branches, and generally an elf Evolves into a subrace that is linked with whatever energy caused their transformation.  All simply take the elven form, improve upon it, and add some specialized Abilities that relate to the energy filling them.  Steel Elves, for example, are created when an elf is flooded with Earth or Metal mana and survives, and they have an Ability to temporarily ignore an opponent’s armor when wielding a metal weapon, plus another that grants them metallic skin and greatly improves their Defense.

“All of these subraces are still elves, though, if variant offshoots of the central species.  Apparently, your half-fay nature allowed you to leave your elven heritage entirely behind and embrace the side that came from another world.  What benefits has it given you?”

“Well, the main one is that I can shift my SP, LP, and Stats into one another,” he replied.  “I can also use my Charisma to boost my other Stats if I need to, and I can turn one type of mana into another in case I’m running low on a specific type.”  He made a face.  “The downside is that training my Stats is only half as effective, now, and once a Stat hits 100, I can’t train it at all.  It can only go up through leveling or gaining new Skills.”

“That is a significant penalty,” she admitted.  “While it is true that training has limited utility for improving a Stat past 100 in any case, it can still have benefits.  You may find that your peers are slowly outstripping your Stats as you gain much higher levels.” 

“That’s what I’m thinking, too,” he sighed.  “I might have to work on gaining more Skills, just for the Stat bonuses.”

“That is one way, certainly, although not a particularly efficient method,” she smiled back.  “In any case, you have returned to the House of Stars, and your probationary membership has expired.  We must now judge if you have held up your end of the bargain and provided enough to the House to justify continuing to allow you to avoid other duties, such as teaching classes or creating Enchanted items.”

“Oh, yeah, I’d forgotten about that,” Aranos frowned.  “I promised to bring in a lot of XP and gold in return for being allowed to keep adventuring.”

“Indeed.  Do you feel that you have sufficiently advanced the House of Stars to justify being allowed to shirk such responsibilities?”

Aranos shifted uncomfortably in his seat.  “To be blunt – yes.  Yes, I absolutely do.  I’m pretty sure in the past two weeks I brought in thousands of XP, and your share of my takings in Antas is probably more than the whole House makes in a week.  Plus, I’ve expanded the House’s reach to a new city – and I’ve freed the Library of Antas, so any member of Adept rank or higher has access to it again, which is worth way more than money.  Not to mention I’ve built a Tower of Grand Sorcery and a Hall of High Enchantment in Antas, and I’m planning to open both of those to members.”

“Hmm,” the woman replied noncommittally, her eyes staring blankly as if she were reading a notification he couldn’t see.  “I am afraid you are incorrect in your assumptions, Traveler.  Your contributions were not, as you said, equivalent to a week’s worth of the House’s earnings.”  Her eyes sparkled.  “They were, however, very close to what the House Store profits in a month.  The XP gains exceeded even that.  As you said, though, the Liberation of Antas and the restoration of the Library therein is by far the most meaningful contribution you have made not just to this House, but to the advancement of magic in the Lands of Light as a whole.

“Suffice it to say, there seems to be absolutely no reason to require you to cease your adventuring to come and teach here.  However, I would wish to speak to you of the Library and its utility to this House.”

“As I understand it, any member of the House of Stars can use the Library as part of the membership benefits,” Aranos told her.  “You don’t need my permission.”

“That is well, but it is not access that we will seek, for I was certain it was already granted us.”  She grinned at him.  “However, we will be seeking a place in your city, an outpost where those studying in the Library can rest, study, and practice what they have learned.  Would this be acceptable?”

“Of course,” he assured her, then matched her grin with his own.  “You’ll just have to pay the taxes on the building, is all.”  She looked startled, but he shrugged.  “Just like I have to pay the House’s taxes to be a member.  I won’t charge you for the building, though, so you’re saving a lot right there.”

She sighed.  “Indeed, that is fair.  Were you to grant one faction such and exemption and not another, it would cause strife over time.  Very well, I will pass word to the Grandmasters that you are amenable, and they will certainly be seeking you out, soon.

“There is but one more matter I would discuss.  I am given to understand through the tongue of gossip that you have discovered how to create items of Enchanted Faymetal.  Have you indeed done so?”

“I have,” he agreed.  Anticipating her next question, though, he held up a restraining hand.  “I’ve already made an arrangement with Faraine of House Gilris to allow them to exclusively sell those items, though, so I can’t make them for the House.  I can Enchant other items for you if you need it, though.”

“I will speak with Lady Gilris, then,” Dirue nodded.  “I am certain that she and I can come to an arrangement.  Have you yet offered her the use of the Hall of High Enchantment of which you spoke?”

Aranos blinked.  “Um, no, I hadn’t thought about that, to be honest.”

“You might consider it.  While I am unfamiliar with the nature of this structure, I assume that it provides bonuses to Enchanting done within.  She would likely be willing to create an enclave of House Gilris in your new city in return for access to such a building.”

“She might,” Aranos nodded.  “I’ll speak with her this afternoon; I was planning on heading to Eredain when I leave anyway.”

“You have a portal to Eredain, as well as to the House?” Dirue asked, her face clearly showing her disbelief.  “I did not imagine that Elder Golloron would be willing to relax the city’s wards for such a thing, even for one as honored as you, Traveler.”

“No, not yet,” he shook his head.  “I figured I’d just use the exit portal from here to Eredain when I’m done.”

“Sadly, that is not possible,” the woman shrugged.  “If it were, do you not think that our Atrium would be filled with merchants, clamoring to move their wares from city to city?  Or that we would be speaking of creating an enclave in your city, when our students could simply step through your portal to this House?”

“I hadn’t thought about it that way,” he admitted.  “I assumed you wanted the enclave just to make it so people weren’t using the portals as much, and I figured you just blocked your portals from all non-spellcasters.”

“And your assumption of the latter was correct; our portals activate only for those with sufficient SP to make them an arcane Class.  However, those restrictions would not be taken lightly by the House of Summer if they could transit our portals so, and there would be considerable outrage that we did not share such passages.

“As for the former, the reason we wish to create an enclave is that we will need to use the High Roads to travel to your city to use the Library, and thus those who wish to study there will have to journey in a caravan, one well-protected against the beasts of the High Roads, and will need to live in the city for some time until the next caravan can return them to elven lands.  That is necessary because they cannot use our portals to travel thus.”

“Why not?” he asked curiously.  “I mean, I’ve used the Eredain portal so many times before…”

“But you are no longer attuned to it,” Dirue interrupted his protest.  “When you pass through a standard portal, you become attuned to that portal and cannot pass through another until you have returned through the first one.”

“Wait, I used a portal to get from Stoneleague to Antas, and then another one to get here, though!”

“I assume you opened a personal portal to Antas?” she asked.

“Yeah, but…”

“There is your answer.  Each portal is a different type, and thus a different attunement.  If you were now to attempt to open a personal portal from Antas to Eredain, you would be unable to enter it, as you are attuned to the path from the human city to Antas.  You must return to the Human Kingdoms if you wish to travel to Eredain.”

Aranos groaned.  “Why is that?” he asked, realizing that he was whining a bit.  “And why, then are the Arcane Doors such a big deal?  If people can only travel through one…”

“I confess that I have no special knowledge of Dimensional magic, Traveler,” the woman shrugged.  “As you have seen, I have limited proficiency with Mind mana and great skill with the Nature aspect, but I have never made a study of portals or teleportation.  I would speak to Grandmaster Ruehnar, who is indeed an expert in such magics and knows more of them than any in this House – although he will likely simply refer you to works that will answer your questions, as he is a firm believer that knowledge earned is more treasured than knowledge given.”

Aranos sighed and rubbed his face with his hands.  “It’s never easy, is it?” he muttered.  “It’s fine.  I have a Quest to turn in to him anyway.”  He looked at Dirue seriously.  “So, how are you doing?” he asked quietly.

The woman sighed and looked down at her desk.  “The debuffs associated with my – my enslavement are mostly gone,” she admitted.  “However, it may be weeks or months until they fade permanently.”  She looked squarely at Aranos.  “I will not speak of what occurred during that time, but I will say that a part of me was aware and fought against Keryth’s bondage.  It is that part that was wounded and must heal, and no Spell or Ability will aid with that process.  Time alone will allow me to recover…time and immersing myself in my duties, attempting to find joy in them once more.”

Aranos frowned.  “I’m not suggesting you do this,” he hedged, “but isn’t it possible to have your memories modified?  If the memories of that time are what’s hurting you…”

“It is possible but a very bad idea,” she shook her head firmly.  “Manipulating memory is an inexact art, even for the most experienced and skilled.  Attempts to do so very often have unforeseen consequences, as it is nearly impossible to perfectly modify a memory and have it mesh seamlessly with an individual’s consciousness.”

“Really?” he asked curiously.  “I’d think it would be hard, but not impossible.”

“Let us say for the sake of argument that a skilled Mindbender – the name of the Evolved Class that grants one power over the memories of another – were to alter my memories.  How would they do so?”

“They could take all the memories of your enslavement away and replace them with, say, being imprisoned during that time,” Aranos pointed out.

“And yet, that would not explain the physical changes I experienced, would it?  How did I receive the bruising that I did?  The specific injuries that were done to me?  The status effects and debuffs?  I would see all of these and have no experiences to match to them.

“Even if the Mindbender were to forge a memory to explain such,” she continued, “making that memory fit seamlessly is impossible.  I would recall being attacked and subdued by Airéd and his assassins; I would know that others such as young Gorrid were placed in enslavement; I would certainly be able to make the logical leap that my scars and injuries meshed with such an experience and wonder why I had no recollection of it.

“As well, created memories rarely hold the weight of natural ones, my friend.  Fashioning one requires a significant expenditure of energy, and the more detailed the memory, the more skill and power is needed.  What Mindbender would take the time to fill the memory with the scents of blood, and fear, and sweat?  Would they add the taste of copper from your bitten tongue, or the chill and chafing of your manacles?  What kind of effort would be required to add appropriate emotions and thoughts – and ones that meshed with your personality, rather than ones that felt external to you?

“Without these, however, you might reject these memories, and in so doing leave yourself more damaged than you were beforehand.”  She shook her head.  “Mindbender is a forbidden Class for a reason, my friend.  Manipulating memories is dangerous and imprecise; it almost invariably leads to changes in behavior by the victim as they either reject false memories and are left with nothing to fill the gap or embrace memories that never happened.  In this case, they often begin to act irrationally and against their previous character, even to the point of harming themselves or others. 

“We are all the sum of our memories, and changing them changes us.  Do not meddle in such things, no matter how tempting they may be, for the minimum punishment for such is banishment from the Elven Realms – and the damage you might do to another could be incalculable.”



Aranos listened to her with growing horror; what she was saying explained a great deal.  He knew that Golloron had manipulated Rhys’ memories, and the passive, inoffensive Druid had suddenly decided it was reasonable to kill Meridian in the middle of a battle, something that was totally out of character for the man.  Aranos assumed that the Elder probably changed Keryth’s memories, as well, and that had far more devastating effects. 

 

That would explain why Keryth suddenly decided to enslave the whole city,


 
he realized. 

 

If Golloron was messing with his memories and made a mistake…




“Do not concern yourself with my wellbeing, my friend,” Dirue broke into his thoughts.  “I have recovered greatly and will continue to do so.  In time, this will simply be an unpleasant memory, no more.” 

She rose to her feet, and Aranos did the same.  “And while I appreciate your courtesy in visiting with me, if you have a Quest outstanding with Grandmaster Ruehnar, you should go to him, for he will certainly be aware of your presence in this House.  I am honored to declare that your probationary period is ended and that you have been accepted as a full member in good standing of the House of the Stars, Expert Aranos.  Please continue your efforts on our behalf and know that you have the House’s fullest support.”

After he said his goodbyes, Aranos followed the promptings of his House sigil as it guided him through the warren of passages to the Library.  His mind raced; if Golloron had altered Rhys’ and Keryth’s memories, who else had he tampered with? Aranos didn’t know how long the man had been Elder of Eredain, but it had probably been at least a century; in all that time, surely Aranos wasn’t the first one to figure out that Golloron wasn’t exactly who he claimed to be.  The man’s actions couldn’t have gone unnoticed all this time.




In fact, they probably didn’t,


 
he reasoned silently as he walked. 

 

But whenever someone discovered Golloron’s secret, he altered their memories of it.  Heck, if he could use the people’s connection to the Tree-heart against them, he might have tampered with half the city or more.  If only there was a way to turn that against him – maybe to undo some of those modifications, or to make people realize what was happening.  If being a Mindbender is forbidden and it comes out that he is one – which I assume he is, all things considered – then he’ll have to either fight the whole city or flee…




Aranos’ thoughts broke off as he reached the doors to the Library.   He held his marked hand up to the rune-plate next to the door and felt it warm as it deactivated the locking mechanism and allowed the doors to swing silently open.  He walked into the vast Library, immediately feeling a sense of awe as he wandered past shelves that stretched far above his head and out of his vision.  The place was huge, and Aranos was certain he could get lost in the stacks – literally rather than figuratively – if he wandered far enough.

“It is good to see that my humble collection still awes you after seeing the wonders of Antas, Aranos,” a dry, laconic voice spoke over Aranos’ shoulder, startling him.  He turned to look at the oldest elf he’d yet seen in Ka.  Grandmaster Ruehnar was tall, slim, and incredibly wizened.  His skin was so pale it was practically translucent, and his head was utterly bald.  He was dressed as always in rich, violet robes with four silver stars emblazoned on them, and his thin face had a lazy, indolent look that belied his incredible power.  “I would have thought that the Library there would have dwarfed my small archives.”

Aranos shook his head.  “It’s impossible to compare them,” he admitted.  “The Library in Antas is kept mostly hidden from visitors.  The works are stored in vaults that are linked through a series of portals, and most petitioners never get to see any of that.  They simply ask the Parmassae – the keepers of the Library – for what they want, and the Parmassae bring it to them.  Totally different than here, where the vastness of the library is in plain sight for everyone.”

“Yes, well, I do enjoy showing off a small amount,” the ancient elf admitted with a shrug.  “It pleases me to see students struggle to locate a work for hours before it occurs to them to simply ask for it.  Of course, sometimes they are lucky and locate the work, which makes them overconfident and brings me greater joy when they fail the next time.”



Aranos chuckled.  The old elf was one of his favorite people in the game, primarily because he just didn’t care about anyone else’s opinion.  He was the master of all in this Library, and if what he said or did offended anyone, it truly didn’t matter to him.

 

Kind of like Saphielle,


 
he realized with a sudden pang. 

 

I guess I just like people being blunt and honest.  People almost never actually are, and it’s pretty exhausting trying to figure out what they’re really thinking and feeling.




“So, you have come from one great Library to another.  Can I presume that you bring materials for my Quest?” Ruehnar asked dryly.

“I do,” Aranos nodded, walking over to a table and reaching a hand into his backpack as he accessed his inventory, removing the works the Parmassae had copied for him.  Instantly, several stacks of books appeared on the table, which groaned under the sudden weight of around forty books.  “These are all I had time to get copies of, I’m afraid.  I asked the Parmassae for copies of works that were Exceptionally Rare or rarer and dealt with history, arcane lore, or the world before the Feast.  This is what they prepared for me.”

Ruehnar stepped forward and quickly examined the tomes, and for a moment, his face reflected an emotion Aranos had never seen before: amazement.  A moment later, the elf mastered his expression, but there was still a hint of eagerness in his voice when he spoke.

“I must admit, Aranos, I did not expect more than a handful of works, and I feared that they might be copies of what already lie in my collection.  As it stands, I do have copies of four of these works, but not of the remaining 37.  Most of them I have at least some knowledge of – Grandmaster Loranala’s treatise on Runecrafting is an epic work, as is Clan Patriarch Darkchest’s ‘Tome of Monsters’ – but eleven of them I have never heard of.  In truth, you have astonished me, which is a truly rare thing to do, as there is little I have not seen in my many, many years on Ka.  You have more than earned your reward.”

A blinking notification appeared in Aranos’ vision, but he ignored it for the moment.  “I’d be happy to bring more works,” he told the ancient elf.  “I was thinking that if you gave me a catalogue of your inventory, I could take it to the Parmassae, and they could use it to determine important things that you might be missing.”

The old man chuckled.  “And you, of course, would like another Quest for such a thing?” the librarian asked archly.

“I’d take one, sure,” Aranos grinned.  “But you’ve been a good friend to me, Grandmaster. I’d do it just to help you out.”

“Indeed?” the man asked.  “Well, then, return here in a day’s time, and I will have the catalog you requested.  In return for any works the Parmassae wish to share with me, I would be happy to make them copies of any items in my stacks that they do not possess, such as works that were penned after the Feast.”

“I’m sure they’d love that,” Aranos laughed.  “I guess they’ve spent the entire time since the Feast reading through their Library, and they’d probably jump at a chance to get new information.”

“Perhaps you can get a Quest from them, then,” the man said lazily.  “Now that our business is complete, is there anything else you wish from me?”

“Actually, yes, if that’s okay.  I’ve learned how to use Dimensional mana…”

The old elf held up a hand.  “Stop.  Know that I will not train you in the use of my first aspect, for that is not the path of instruction I have chosen.”

“I understand, sir,” Aranos nodded.  “I didn’t think you would.  I’m wondering about how a person gets attuned to a portal, and how the Arcane Doors were useful if people could only travel through them between the same two locations over and over again.  Also, how can someone build their own portal arch?”

“The first and last, I can help you with,” the old man said easily.  “I have a pair of works that should answer your questions, should you read them closely and consider them carefully.  As for the Arcane Doors, however…”  He shrugged.  “None know who are now living, at least not in the Realms of Light.  What is known from the lore is that the Arcane Doors overcame this limitation.  Somehow, they did not attune those who used them to their specific passage, so they could be traversed freely.  The how of that is lost to time, I am afraid.”

Aranos sighed, but he wasn’t surprised.  It couldn’t possibly be as simple as asking someone and getting an answer; if that were the case, the Doors would have been repaired centuries ago.  “Can I look at the texts you were talking about?” he asked.  “I can create portals, now, and the more I know about them, the better.”

“That is a wise mantra in anything you do,” the elf replied nonchalantly.  “However, the works of which you speak are already on the table behind you.”  Aranos turned and looked back at the table; the stacks of books he’d brought were gone, and in their place, two hefty tomes rested.  He glanced back at Ruehnar, but the elf had vanished, as well.

“Now, how the heck did he do that?” Aranos muttered, reaching out and taking the two books, one in each hand.  “How could he have had these two books ready before I’d even asked for them?”

“I have told you before, Aranos,” the old elf’s voice whispered in the Sorcerer’s ears, so softly that Aranos was sure only he was hearing it.  “Within this Library, I know all.” 

Aranos shook his head, took the two books, and sat down to read, quickly finding himself engrossed in the works before him.  The first book was a general treatise on Dimensional magic, and while he’d already figured out much of it, there was a great deal in there that he’d never even considered.  Apparently, he could add Void mana to Dimensional to undo portals or ward an area against portal magic, for example, and he could add Life energy to create teleportation effects like the one that allowed entry into Eredain from the ground.  He wondered if he could do the same with other combined Enhanced aspects; he still had an outstanding Quest to discover every Enhanced and Evolved aspect, and so far, he hadn’t even worked out the final Enhanced one, the combination of Vital and Spirit mana that Headmaster Mandla said would make Evocation mana.

The second book was less about Dimensional mana and more about portals in general.  Again, he already knew much of it, such as how to create a portal and how unstable they could be.  Oddly enough, the book didn’t have any information on how to accurately target one using a focus, or on how to scry on a target; Aranos wondered if the elves truly had never learned how to do that, or if they simply refused to for some reason. 

The book went into considerable detail about building a portal arch, but it talked about materials and crafting techniques he simply didn’t know.  He had a feeling that erecting such an arch wasn’t just a job for one person; it probably took a skilled stonecutter, goldsmith, and jeweler working together just to build the frame.  Then, someone had to Enchant it and link the portal arch to the target using an anchor.  In Antas, Aranos had apparently used his House sigil as a portal anchor without realizing it, and by doing that, he’d given the portal its unique attunement.

Unfortunately, that reaffirmed what Dirue had told him about attuning yourself to a portal: once you’d gone through a personal portal, you couldn’t use another until you’d returned to the place from which you’d first come.  Apparently, it was more nuanced than that, though.  Within a single region, you could portal freely.  Aranos could open a portal that led from the Library to Dirue’s office and then use another to travel to the Atrium without difficulty, for example – well, except for the fact that those places were probably warded against that kind of magic. 

That was why teleportation magic worked without the restrictions that portals had.  Teleport Spells or Abilities couldn’t pass the borders of a region, and as long as you stayed within the same region, you could use Dimensional magic to move around as much as you wanted.  Once you left a region through a portal, though, you were locked in; you couldn’t pass through a portal to any other region except the one you came from.  While the book was very clear about this, what it didn’t explain was why it was that way.  Every source agreed that it was so, and apparently Wizards had run numerous experiments to test the boundaries of that limitation.  In every case, the rule held true, no matter how cleverly the Wizard tried to get around it.

Aranos leaned back, his thoughts racing.  There had to be a reason that you couldn’t use portals to bounce around the world other than just game balance.  For the most part, the AIs hadn’t forbidden much of anything, and when they did, there was a specific method to it.  They’d separated Stamina and SP, for example, by shifting the two energies in a complicated fashion that didn’t allow them to interact.  He’d unlocked the method they’d used to shift it, and in so doing, he’d combined his SP and Stamina into a single pool.  The AIs had made the separation for game reasons – they wanted melee and magical classes to focus on the things that made them unique, and likely to hamper hybrid classes so they couldn’t really do a little of everything – but they’d executed that using game mechanics.

That meant there was probably a game mechanic involved here, as well.  Somehow, when he went through a portal, there was a link tying him back to his original location, and that link kept him from going through another portal.  At least, one of the same type, because he could use a portal arch after using a portal he’d created, or vice-versa…

He shook his head.  It was complicated, but he had a feeling he could work it out.  It just wasn’t something he could do sitting here in the Library; he’d need to do some experimenting to get a feel for how it all worked.  So far, everything had a solution; this one probably would, too.

He left the books on the table and quietly thanked Ruehnar for bringing them.  If nothing else, he’d gotten a boost of a couple ranks to his Arcane Lore Skill; three more levels in that would push it to the Expert rank.  He left the Library and made his way back through the House to the Atrium.  He held up his hand, concentrating on the return portal to Antas, but he hesitated.



Everyone from Ruehnar on down seemed to think that using a second portal arch was impossible.  Even the book he read stated it clearly; it was impossible to pass through a second portal arch without returning back through the first.  The thing was, he’d heard that word a lot in the game so far.  It was impossible to join his SP and Stamina; it was impossible to restore a lost race; it was impossible to free a Fallen city.  NPCs in the game told him things were impossible fairly often – and then he went out and did them. 

 

Maybe using a second portal isn’t as impossible as they think.




Instead of focusing on Antas, he directed the tattoo to take him to the Eredain portal.  It was far to the left of the Antas one, but the Atrium wasn’t so big that it wasn’t a short trip.  When he reached the portal, he hesitantly grabbed the door and tried to open it.  The door refused to budge, and immediately, a flashing, red notification appeared in his vision:

[image: ]





Barred Portal!





You are unable to use this portal, as you are attuned to a different portal of the same type.  You must return to the origin point of your previous portal to use another portal of this type.



[image: ]





Well, at least it wasn’t just because no one had ever tried it,


 
Aranos thought wryly.  He hadn’t really thought that would be the case; the AIs had let this world evolve organically, which also meant they let the NPCs do stupid or irrational things if those would be in that person’s nature.  The Wizards he’d read about had tried all sorts of exotic ways to get around the restriction. Surely, someone would have thought to try simply walking through a portal at some point. 

 

That means they also probably tried to use brute force to smash open the portal, so there’s probably not much point to attempting that.  Not to mention it would probably piss people off if I did.




Instead, he looked around until he found a place that was nearby but out of the way, then sank down to the floor and sat quietly, closing his eyes and sending a tendril of mana out to touch the portal to Eredain.  He could feel the myriad Enchantments layered into the portal arch – while the portal looked like a door, there was an arch hidden behind the wall, and that was what people were actually traveling through.  The arch’s magics were far more complex and deeply layered than he’d expected; there was plenty of Spatial and Soul mana, of course, but there were also elements of Mind and Nature mana, as well as a touch of Life and Light.  Conspicuously absent among Enhanced aspects was Spirit mana, but that aspect dealt primarily with other worlds, so there probably wasn’t a need for it, here. 



He sifted out the strands of Dimensional energy and examined them closely with his Sense Mana Skill.  The energy felt – just like any other Dimensional mana he’d examined, in all honesty.  If there were some sort of strange attunement to it, he couldn’t sense it. 

 

Or maybe I am sensing it, but I just don’t know,


 
he realized

 

.  Unfortunately, the portal to Antas is too far away for me to make a comparison between the two…




He nearly smacked himself in the forehead as he realized that he didn’t need the Antas portal; there were a bunch of other portals nearby.  He didn’t know where they all went to, but he didn’t need to.  All he needed was another portal that was active – which, as it turned out, wasn’t as simple a thing as he’d hoped.  Several of the nearby portals, when he reached out to them, radiated no energies whatsoever; the cities they had once connected to were either Fallen or destroyed.

One portal seemed active, though, and Aranos connected a second tendril of mana to it, examining it carefully.  On a cursory inspection, it felt identical to the last one.  It had the same types of mana, in the exact same proportions and configuration.  Aranos ignored everything except the Dimensional mana, though, sifting out those strands and comparing them carefully to the ones in the portal to Eredain. 

Again, they were identical.  The arrangement of the Dimensional mana between the two portals matched exactly, or at least as precisely as he could make out.  Every loop, whorl, and bend in the pattern was a perfect copy between the two.  The spellforms were twins of one another, without even the tiniest deviation that he could see. 

Aranos sighed.  There had to be something different about the two portals, or there wouldn’t be a way for him to be ‘attuned’ to one of them.  Something in each portal had to be acting as a filter, and if it wasn’t the spellforms, it almost had to be the mana itself.

He took a tighter mental grip on the strands of Dimensional mana he held and sank down into them, examining each as carefully as he could in his mind’s eye.  Dimensional mana was built by using an ordered construct of Soul mana that would bind, contain, and guide the Spatial mana within it.  Spatial energies exhibited a great deal of quantum behavior; they were unpredictable and tended to randomly shift, flux, vanish, and reappear without warning.  The Soul mana inhibited that behavior – or, Aranos supposed, it merely contained it.  The Spatial energy in the construct was still flickering, shifting, and warping randomly, but it was doing so within the boundaries of the Soul mana lattice, so the overall pattern didn’t change.

His mental gaze drifted to the pattern of Soul mana in the Eredain portal, one that was similar but distinct from the pattern he used to open his portals.  His Dimensional mana lattice forced the Spatial mana into an ever-tightening spiral, until eventually the two mana types joined together and burrowed into the fabric of the game’s reality to open a portal.  The Eredain portal’s mana was arranged in a series of concentric circles that he presumed forced the Spatial mana into constantly narrowing channels until the same effect was achieved.  Different patterns, but similar effects…sort of like having different portals someone could be attuned to.

He carefully examined the pattern of the second portal; at first glance, it looked nearly identical to the one leading to Eredain.  It, too, was a pattern of concentric circles, steadily narrowing until the disparate mana types were forced together, and the matrices were very, very similar.  Aranos looked more closely, though, and realized that there were differences.  The gaps between the circles weren’t exactly the same, and in both, the circles were slightly tilted in an odd fashion that recurred regularly along the strand.  The differences were subtle, but they were there – and those difference could be how the portals attuned someone to them.




If that’s the case, then it stands to reason that I’ve been marked with a pattern that’s probably really close to that,


 
Aranos mused silently. 

 

Somehow, the game has tagged me with the mana pattern to Antas, and if I want to be able to pass through more portals, I need to find how I’ve been marked…and maybe see if I can change it.




With growing excitement, he turned his mana senses to focus on his own body, scanning himself for Dimensional mana.  His body practically glowed with energy – probably thanks to his racial change and his Mana Well Perk combined – and it was difficult to sort out any particular type of mana from any of the others.  The energies around him kept shifting and changing, and while it was simple enough to make out the various Primary aspects radiating from his skin, the Enhanced ones were subtler and harder to spot. 

As his patience wore thin searching for what might be a tiny strand of mana in a radiant bath of energy, Aranos forced himself to relax.  Rather than searching through the individual filaments of mana emanating from him, he let his thoughts take in the whole.  He stopped focusing on the innumerable bits of mana and let his subconscious seek the pattern he wanted.  His mind sought out circles, nestled within one another, growing smaller and smaller.

A flash of a pattern caught his eye, and his senses delved into the area where he’d sensed the tiny rings of mana.  It took him long minutes to isolate the mana strand, but finally, he held a filament of Dimensional mana that wrapped around his body.  The pattern of concentric circles was similar to the one in the portal to Eredain, but it held subtle differences, just as the door to Eredain was filled with energy that was subtly different from the second portal he’d examined. 

Almost gleefully, Aranos reached out to the strand of mana, trying to subtly shift its pattern to match the one in the portal to Eredain.  His joy turned quickly to frustration as he realized that the pattern wouldn’t shift.  He tried harder, adding some of his own Soul and Spatial mana to the strand, but the additional energy simply incorporated itself into the existing pattern – and as it did, he felt the world lurch and rock slightly around him. 

He snapped open his eyes, wondering if he’d somehow set off an earthquake or explosion, but no one but him seemed bothered by the shifting, wavering image around him.  The Atrium swam in his vision as if he were watching it through a film of water, and he felt his gorge start to rise in his throat at the rolling image.  Fortunately, a moment later, everything seemed to still, and once it did, his stomach settled, as well. 




Okay, so no adding energy to the Dimensional strand,


 
he thought grimly, swallowing hard. 

 

If that strand is what’s locking me into the portal to Antas, though – what if I just undo it?  If I remove the lock, then I should be able to pass through the Eredain portal freely.  When I get back, I just have to do the same thing to the Eredain lock I’ll have on me.




Aranos reached into himself and pulled up strands of Soul, Spatial, and Void mana.  He’d learned from his attempts to undo Necrotic energy that nullifying Enhanced or Evolved aspects wasn’t just a case of mixing Void mana into the component aspects and pouring it into the matrix.  To reverse Enhanced mana, you also needed to reverse the pattern involved.  Creating a pattern that used concentric circles of Soul mana wrapped in Void mana in a mirror pattern to the one wrapped about him took Aranos far longer than he thought it might, but eventually, he had a strand of mana that he thought might unravel the Dimensional one locking him in place.  He quickly brought the two strands together, closer and closer, until they touched…

The world jumped, twisted, and bucked around Aranos, plunging him into blackness.




Chapter 22




Aranos’ senses reeled as the world slowly swam back into focus.  For a moment he thought he’d simply blacked out, but he realized quickly that he wasn’t still in the House of Stars.  Instead, he was floating in what looked like the middle of a chaotic rainbow, a sea of colors and shapes that flickered and shifted so rapidly he could barely comprehend them.  His eyes refused to focus at first, and the world around him lurched and rolled like a ship on heavy seas; his ears were filled with a constant clamor that he couldn’t understand or comprehend.  He tried to move, but no matter how he shifted and thrashed, his body hung suspended in space. 

 

Where the hell am I?






As his vision gradually sharpened, he realized the answer to that silent question.  He was surrounded by mad, chaotic images that he could barely see, much less understand.  Flashes of people he didn’t know and places he’d never seen filled his sight, and the babble of a thousand conversations in tongues he couldn’t understand nearly overwhelmed his senses. 

 

It’s the dreamscape,


 
he realized with a flash of both relief and wonder. 

 

I’m in the Realm of Dreams!




Unthinkingly, he reached out mentally to stabilize the patterns around him, but as he did, the world lurched and spun once more, and he slammed his eyes shut as his head began to swim.  He waited until the sensation passed before opening his eyes and trying once more to steady the space about him.  This time, the maelstrom began to slow its chaotic spinning, and he slowly and laboriously built his zone of stability, surrounding it with the reflections of nearby dreams.  When the madness was tamed at last, he sighed with relief; he hadn’t had to work that hard to build his safe zone since the first time he’d come to the dreamscape.



He collapsed to the earth he’d imagined below his feet, sitting heavily and hugging his knees as the dreamscape swayed dangerously once more.  He slammed his eyes shut, and that seemed to help a bit; the ground felt normal beneath him, but the sounds of the nearby dreams kept fading in and out, and strange smells and tastes occasionally filled his mouth and nose. 

 

What the hell did I do?




A sea of blinking, red notifications awaiting him more or less explained what had happened:
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Warning!





Your attempted portal target of [Error:#InvalidLocString#] cannot be found!






Critical Error: Invalid Location!





Your current location of [Error:#InvalidLocString#] has been removed or destroyed and cannot be located!




You will be restored to the nearest viable location.






Warning!





No nearby viable locations to [Error:#InvalidLocString#] can be found!




Checking for last valid location…no location found.  Location string has been corrupted.  Repairing using activity logs.






Danger!





No viable sensory inputs in location [Error:#InvalidLocString#]!




Forced ejection from the system to preserve mental state in 5…4…3…





Logout suspended.




Forcible usage of #SkillDreamStriding# applied.




Success check failed: Invalid Location.  Check overridden.




Random location determined.
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Aranos groaned; he’d screwed up a bit on that one, judging from how angrily those notifications were blinking at him.  Undoing that Dimensional mana had a much larger impact than he’d thought, especially if he’d almost been forcibly logged out of the system.  Apparently, he’d rendered his location invalid somehow, and the AIs had to rebuild his location history.  Why they’d shunted him into the Realm of Dreams rather than placing him randomly in the House of Stars, he couldn’t say, but…

“Because you corrupted your entire location string, and we had no idea where you even were, much less where you’ve been,” Veronica’s voice spoke frostily, and Aranos could suddenly see her standing before him, even through his closed eyelids, her face disapproving and fairly angry.  She was dressed in a crimson jacket with matching slacks and a black blouse that gave her a vaguely infernal look, and her blonde hair was pulled back into the tightest bun Aranos could imagine was possible without ripping out hair.  “That was beyond screwing up, Jeff; you almost lost your character completely.”

“What…lost my character?” he repeated, stunned.  “But – but how?”

“When you undid that strand of data, we lost your location entirely.  Currently, your body isn’t technically anywhere in the server; you have no location code.  You were totally untethered in the system.  We had to scramble to find you, and even then, we can’t just see where you’ve been to put you back there.  We have to rebuild your location history using your conversation log.”

Aranos sat quietly, processing that.  He didn’t have access to the code for Singularity anymore – the AIs had locked everyone out for months – but he knew enough to know that every character had a unique ID code that told the system where they were at any given moment.  Apparently, the AIs had tied that code directly into the data string representing the character’s location history, which would probably be a long series of codes telling the system where the character had been and when they were there.  He’d screwed up that code and rendered it unreadable by the AIs; his character had no location code, so his avatar wasn’t attached to anywhere in the server. 

“Okay, but why did you shunt me into the dreamscape?” he asked curiously.  “Why not just use the logs to figure out my last location and send me to a random location there?  You could have put me back in the House of Stars, right?”

“We can’t build the data string backwards, Jeff,” the AI sighed, shaking her head and pressing the fingers of one hand into her closed eyes.  “We have to start back at the beginning of your time here and work forward.  You accidentally corrupted most of the data when you undid that mana strand.



“Besides, a random location is just that: random.  It’s not a random

 

safe


 
location, just a random one.  You’d have just as much chance of being put inside a wall, floor, or even a person as you would of finding yourself standing safely on the floor.  In fact, you had a much greater chance of the former, because a random location also means a random spatial orientation.  That’s why we couldn’t just tether your body randomly back into the game; you might have ended up a mile in the air, or buried underground, or inside another person.  Any of those would have killed you, most likely, and ending up inside another person would have killed them, too.”



Aranos opened his eyes and his mouth but snapped both shut when the world lurched in his vision again.  “So, why are my senses so screwed up?”

“Well, since you weren’t in the server, you were receiving exactly zero sensory input.  And I mean zero, not even darkness or silence.  We were sending null strings to your brain, and it wasn’t handling them well.  We had to tie your perceptions to something, and this was the only safe place we could think of. It’s mostly a void, so the odds of spawning in something are tiny, and there’s no risk of falling.  Fortunately, we could use your Dreamstriding Skill to access this part of the server and stick you in a random location.  It’s just taking us a bit to fully connect the sensory data to your perceptions.  It should resolve itself in a few minutes.

“Not that you have any right to complain,” she added angrily.  “That was a very foolish thing to do, and if you do it again, we might not be able to restore you.”  She glared at him.  “Don’t mess with your location codes, Jeff.”

Aranos snorted.  “Why are you angry with me?” he snapped back a bit testily.  “I just found a pretty serious flaw in the system, don’t you think?  If I can do it, someone else can, too, whether on purpose or by accident.  Imagine that happening when there were a million or a hundred million players in the server; would you be able to relocate the person so easily then?  You should be thanking me for showing you that this is a possibility, so you can be ready to deal with it – or take steps so that it can’t happen again.”

Veronica stood silently, her face severe, but her expression gradually faded to a thoughtful one.  “You have a point,” she finally acknowledged.  “We should take steps to make sure metadata like that isn’t so easily compromised.  We thought using the mana system was the simplest and most effective way to do it, but we might have to go back and revisit that.”  She sighed, her posture relaxing. 

“I’m sorry for snapping.  That was simply…unexpected.  It’s also going to take a while to fix it, I’m afraid.  Probably a couple hours, at least.  While we’re doing that, you’re stuck in the dreamscape.   You can travel here as much as you want, but you can’t leave, sorry.”

He grimaced, but he didn’t argue.  It made sense, really.  To leave the dreamscape, he had to return to his own body – which wasn’t anywhere right now.  Even if he could find it, returning to it before it was placed in a location wouldn’t be the smartest thing in the world.

“Well, as long as I’m here, I might as well go visit some people,” he sighed, rising slowly and unsteadily to his feet.  As the world swayed around him, he sat quickly back down.  “Once you guys have finished updating my perceptions, that is.”

“Wise decision,” she nodded.  “If you start changing locations before we’ve fixed that, it’ll just get worse.  Give us a few minutes, and you’ll be able to go wherever you want.  And Jeff…thank you for finding this.  You’re right, this could have been disastrous if it happened when the server load was heavy.  We’ll fix it so it can’t happen again.”  She made a small, dissatisfied face and vanished.

He sat quietly for several minutes.  The first thing he did was pull up his Quest notification from Ruehnar, the one he hadn’t bothered to check earlier, and he was pleasantly surprised by the result:
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Quest Completed: Knowledge Begets Knowledge





Difficulty:


 
A





Objective:


 
Bring books, maps, Spells, or other knowledge lost to the Feast of Virnal to Grandmaster Ruehnar, in the House of Stars.





Reward:


 
5,000 XP, +1,250 Reputation with the House of Stars





Additional Reward:


 
For completing this Quest in a manner above and beyond Grandmaster Ruehnar’s expectations, you receive +2,500 XP and +2,500 reputation with the House of Stars (New Reputation Rank: Friendly)
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While the XP from the Quest wasn’t quite enough to push him up a level, it was a hefty amount for what was, basically, just a fetch Quest. 

 

Mind you, a fetch Quest that involved killing an unkillable lich-king in an undead city, but still a fetch Quest,


 
he thought with a wry chuckle.  The reputation bonus was nice, though, because it pushed him into the ‘Friendly’ ranks, which gave him an extra boost to his Charisma-related interactions with the House.  At first, a boost of 5% might not seem like much, but his Charisma was already so high that 5% was a decent chunk, and he was starting to realize how powerful Charisma could be.





He flipped through his House screen, noticing he’d gone up from 83 to 94 members.  He’d need to get construction started on those upgrades soon, but that couldn’t happen until the different cities got access to them. 

 

I need to get those blueprints to Lorsan so they know how to build them,


 
Aranos thought wryly. 

 

One more reason to get to Eredain sooner rather than later, I suppose.  Plus, I should check on those urukkai from Cendarta and see if they’re mobilizing in force, yet, and maybe I can Redeem some of the Waystations near Eredain and Haerobel so the urukkai can’t just take them and defend them.


 
  He shook his head; there was a lot to do, and the hours spent here could have been useful doing lots of other things.

 

 




As the minutes passed, the odd tastes and smells became less frequent and eventually disappeared.  The sounds of the dreamscape stabilized at a constant volume, and the ground no longer felt like it was occasionally lurching under his feet.  Finally, he opened his eyes and stood, sighing with relief when the swirl of reflected images around him remained calm and steady. 

“Well, that was a pretty big screw-up,” he muttered.  “Now I’ve got some time to kill.  Might as well go visit some people.”

He had no idea where he was in the dreamscape, obviously, but wherever it was, it was pretty far from elven lands – but not far enough to be in the Nightmare Realms.  He didn’t recognize the simian race of creatures in the dreams surrounding him, but whatever they were, they didn’t seem to be Corrupted.  At the very least, their dreams weren’t filled with the nightmarish terrors that he’d seen when he’d traveled to the Realms of Darkness, and he wasn’t having any difficulty navigating through them the way he did when he’d crossed into the Shadowed Lands. 

When he called up his mental image of Faraine, the head of House Gilris, though, he’d expected his trip to last twenty, maybe thirty minutes at most.  After all, he could travel from Eredain to Stoneleague in fifteen minutes, and that was when he was first practicing this Skill.  Now that his Wisdom and Charisma were both much higher, he moved far more swiftly through the Realm of Dreams, and he could probably make it from Stoneleague to Eredain in under ten minutes, closer to five if he really pushed his speed. 



When thirty minutes had come and gone, though, he realized that he was a lot farther from elven lands than he’d originally thought.  The minutes crawled past as he bent his will to the task, trickling a small but steady flow of dream energy into the image he held in his mind to speed up the travel.  Forty minutes passed, then fifty. 

 

Where the hell was I?


 
he wondered. 

 

Was I on another continent or something?  Or have I really only seen that tiny a part of the world so far?




Finally, a bit after an hour passed, his travel slowed.  He breathed a sigh of relief; while the trip hadn’t tapped his Willpower too deeply, since it stood at almost 3,500 when he was fully rested, it had been steadily draining the attribute as he traveled.  Everything in the Realm of Dreams was powered by Willpower instead of SP or Stamina, and it wouldn’t recover as long as he was using it.  Since maintaining his safe zone required a tiny but nonzero amount of Willpower, it basically wouldn’t recover unless he released his ward and allowed the madness of the dreamscape to wash over him.  That wasn’t something he was particularly eager to do for many reasons, the most significant of which was that without the barrier surrounding him, he didn’t know if his presence would be visible in the dreamscape to anyone with hostile intent who might be looking.

His motion through the dreamscape slid to a halt, and he focused on his mental image of the tiny, almost childlike head of House Gilris.  It took more time than normal to summon the woman since she was protected by fairly potent Enchantments, but eventually her silver-haired figure appeared in his vision, blinking in surprise.

“Lord Evenshade,” she said in a surprisingly rich, mature voice for someone so tiny, bowing graciously toward him.  “It is truly a pleasure to see you again, even in such an unnerving location.”

“Lady Gilris,” he bowed back to the woman.  “Forgive my intrusion, but I have yet to return to Eredain, and I wished to speak with you.”

“Indeed, I have heard of your Liberation of Antas.  That is truly an epic feat, and I can understand how you might be somewhat distracted after such.”

“If only it were that simple, my Lady,” Aranos laughed, forcing the formality out as he spoke.  Faraine seemed to feel more comfortable with him speaking that way, and he needed her too much as a trading partner to accidentally offend her.  “I have spent some time restoring the city, but I also had to travel to the Human Kingdoms and back.  Returning to Eredain is my next priority, though.”

“Fair enough, my Lord,” she smiled at him.  “However, there was no need for you to go to any trouble to tell me this.  I understand the nature of adventuring and how unpredictable it can be.”

“Thank you for your patience, then.  However, that is only part of why I wanted to speak with you tonight.  You see, in restoring Antas, I have rebuilt an ancient building called the Hall of High Enchantment, and I was…”

He broke off as the woman stepped up to him and gripped his arm, her face strangely intense.  “Did – did you say a Hall of High Enchantment?” she asked in a near-whisper.  “My Lord…truly?”

“Yes,” he nodded.  “And I was thinking that, as my ally and trading partner, you might like to send a delegation of House Gilris to my city.  In return, I would let you use the Hall for your House’s Enchanting, and you would just pay the normal taxes for items sold or shipped from the city.”

She stared at him, her mouth agape for several, long moments.  “My Lord Evenshade,” she finally breathed.  “Are – are you certain?  You could charge my House a high ransom, and none would think less of you.  Such a building would be a tremendous boon to my House’s crafters, and I would willingly pay for the privilege…”

Aranos waved off her protests.  “No worries, my Lady,” he assured her.  “I have plans to bring human and even dwarven crafters to the city at some point, and they will all be paying for the privilege of using the Hall.  However, you were the first House to join me as an ally, and it seems to me that merits some form of repayment.  Your continuing friendship is worth far more than gold.”

The woman bowed again, this time very low.  “My Lord Evenshade, I – I do not know what to say, save I gratefully accept.  I will prepare a delegation to join you at once.  We will hire guards for the High Roads, and…”

She stopped as Aranos held up a restraining hand, a frown creasing his face.  “Wait, the High Roads?” he asked dubiously.  “What about the urukkai gathering there?”

“The what?” she gasped.

“Members of my House spotted a horde of a couple thousand urukkai not two days ago on the High Roads,” Aranos told her, feeling a rising tension in his chest.  “I assumed they were occupying the High Road in force in preparation to move an army or two.  They were supposed to report it back to Lady Wynathra.  I am sure she would have told the city about it.”

“I have heard nothing of this,” Faraine replied, shaking her head.  “The urukkai, leaving fallen Cendarta and attempting to hold the High Road?  Surely, that is an event that would be discussed at the Council of Patriarchs.”  She frowned.  “I will scry the High Road upon my return and, should the creatures still be present, I will make sure it is known among the Patriarchs.”  She shook her head.  “This will certainly delay your return to Eredain, however.”

“No, my Lady,” he demurred.  “I have learned how to open targeted portals, and I am hoping to be in Eredain sometime tomorrow.”

“Do not attempt to open a portal into the Stronghold directly without Elder Golloron’s permission,” she warned him.  “The Stronghold’s wards are beyond formidable, and attempting to do so could cause severe backlash or even mana burn.”

“I have a location in mind outside the city’s walls,” he assured her.

“Then I look forward to speaking with you in person, my Lord,” she smiled at him.  “I am certain that I can find some suitable reward for your kindness to my House.”

“Your friendship is all the reward I need,” he assured her.

“And that you have, my Lord,” she laughed.  “So, I must seek something else of appropriate value for you.”  She pursed her lips.  “I may have just the thing.”

She smiled at him once more.  “Do not fear, Lord Evenshade.  I will come up with something.  In the meantime, please allow me to return so I can look into the matter of the urukkai.”

When she vanished, Aranos took a deep breath.  As Geltheriel had said, elves found contractions and excess familiarity to be insulting.  Normally, no one minded when Aranos used them; as a Traveler, he wasn’t really expected to follow their customs.  Faraine, though, was a stickler for formality and seemed to respond much better to it than to his usual speech.  Even so, talking that way was hard and uncomfortable for any length of time, and he was glad that most elves just didn’t seem to care.

He thought for a moment, deciding who to visit next.  All the players were still logged out right now, and he didn’t really need to talk with Lorsan again so soon.  Ghilanna, the Swordmaster of House Luzeiros was a possibility, as she might also be interested in sending a contingent of her House to Antas, since the surrounding areas would be good for training her Warriors and grinding XP.  Ilmadia, the Matriarch of House Waeslar, would also probably want to establish a branch in the city so that she and her fellow Loremasters could study in the Library.  Heck, Wynathra and Dorn’ar’el, the captain of the House of Twilight in Eredain, would probably also want to

The Elves weren’t the only ones he could talk to, though.  Guildmaster Ryder in Stoneleague would probably love to have a branch of the Adventurers’ Guild in Antas.  The Merchants’ Guild would probably also jump at the chance to have an outpost in the city closest to the Elven Realms, especially if he could set up portals to allow easy access between the various cities, although he didn’t know anybody there that he could really speak to except the old man who’d been manning the front counter.  He could even try speaking to the dwarven Priestess Rardrobena, although he doubted she could tell him anything more than she had already. 




Well, I’ve got a couple hours,


 
he shrugged to himself. 

 

Might as well try them all.




His visits with Ghilanna and Ilmadia went about the way he expected them each to. Ghilanna was brusque, straightforward, and mercenary, trying to get him to lease out her Warriors.  He good-naturedly refused and simply told her that if she was interested in having a branch of her House in Antas, she could have her pick of buildings in return for paying a fair price for it and the taxes on it.  She’d grumblingly accepted, as he knew she would; she was always looking to get the best possible deal, but she wasn’t foolish enough to let another House have her spot in Antas – especially once he mentioned that he was planning to invite the Adventurers’ Guild from Stoneleague, and that those adventurers would probably need tanks and such for their parties.

Ilmadia was as calm and unruffled as always, despite his offer to allow her House access to the greatest library the world had ever seen.  She’d accepted his offer, agreeing in principle that her House would pay a fee to be allowed to research freely in the Library without committing to any sort of concrete arrangement, which was fine with him.  She’d actually been more interested in his ability to forge faymetal that anything else and wondered if he’d tried experimenting with melding other forms of Enhanced mana with metal.  He hadn’t, and part of him was silently berating himself over that; he bet that there was a type of metal associated with every Enhanced aspect, if he could work out how to create it.  He promised to experiment with the concept when he got the chance, and that excited the woman even more than the idea of having access to the Library did.

Aranos had just turned his will to the image of Guildmaster Ryder when a disturbance in the wall of reflected images surrounding his safe zone caught his eye.  He stared at one of the flickering dream visions, which had until a moment ago displayed a lovely, sylvan scene of a pair of elves lying in a bed of leaves engaged in what Aranos thought of as pre-amorous activities.  The dream had taken a dark turn, though, as wolflike, black-furred amaroks leapt into the secluded thicket and attacked the man in the vision, ripping and tearing at his flesh while the young elven woman soundlessly screamed, her hands pressed to her face and her eyes wide in horror.

As Aranos watched, every nearby dream took a similar turn.  Visions of children playing turned into nightmares of blood and agony; images of beautiful forests were suddenly filled with fire and death; dreams of glorious battle shifted into hideous slaughter.  The air around Aranos chilled as the light surrounding him dimmed, and the dreams about him melded into a solid wall of blood, pain, and horror. 

He swore silently and readied himself as the wall surrounding his stable zone shimmered and rippled, and a familiar but horrifying figure stepped through it into Aranos’ vision.  The figure was tall, at least seven feet in height, and so slim it seemed skeletal.  It was wrapped from head to toe in a black cape that seemed to be formed of rippling shadows; Aranos hadn’t noticed it before, but the cape billowed and swirled as if it were being buffeted by unseen winds, and shadowy, barely visible visions of horror scrolled across the fabric, appearing briefly before vanishing into the depths.  The figure’s hands were long, thin, and had too many knuckles on each finger.   Its head was a perfect oval with no features whatsoever, and its skin was as pale and unhealthy looking as the belly of a dead fish.

“Sorcerer,” the avatar of Morx, the Lord of Nightmares spoke, its voice a strange cacophony that reminded Aranos simultaneously of hopeless sobbing, the screams of the dying, and sprays of crimson blood.

“Morx,” Aranos replied, gathering as much power as he could.  “What are you doing here?”

“I told you that we would speak again,” the dark god chuckled, and Aranos heard the sound of bone grating against bone in its voice.  “Have you forgotten already?”



“I meant, how did you find me?” Aranos clarified, reaching deeper into himself and readying his newest Ascended Spell. 

 

I designed it specifically for this,


 
he thought grimly. 

 

Let’s see if it really can obliterate a god’s avatar.




Morx held up a single, long-fingered hand placatingly.  “Hold your Spell, Sorcerer,” it hissed.  “I’ve seen the power of your magic, and while it’s possible that you could destroy this form, you would leave yourself prey to the dreamscape in the process – and all the creatures that dwell within it.”  As the avatar spoke, the wall of Aranos’ safe zone shimmered once more, and a half-dozen nightmarish beasts crept into his sight.  They were only about two feet tall, bipedal with purple and black mottled skin.  Their faces were dominated by a single, unblinking, crimson eye, and they had long arms that dragged along the ground as they moved to stand beside the blank-faced god.

“These are shadhollam,” the god spoke.  “They’re among the least of the creatures I can summon, but if you cast your Spell to destroy me, you’ll leave yourself vulnerable to them.  While dying to their claws wouldn’t hurt quite as much as being devoured by tenebrous worms, it would still be more painful than most of the deaths you’ve experienced so far.”

“So?” Aranos asked contemptuously as his anger swelled within him.  “If it gets rid of you, it’ll be worth it.”

“Are you certain?” Morx laughed.  “There is something – wrong with you right now, Sorcerer.  Your presence here is odd, strangely disconnected to the real world.  I have a feeling that right now, dying might be more catastrophic than it normally is for your kind.”  The figure seemed to shrug.  “And what would it accomplish?  Slaying this form would simply force me to create a new one; I am no more susceptible to true death than you are.  It would be a minor inconvenience, nothing more.”

The figure shook its head.  “Besides, such a conflict is unnecessary.  I’ve come to talk, as I promised you I would, nothing more.”

“I’m not interested in anything you have to say,” Aranos said evenly.  The last time they’d spoken, Morx had offered to make Aranos the god’s apprentice, and when Aranos had refused, it had tried to kill the Sorcerer, or at least trap him in the dreamscape.  Aranos had escaped, but Morx had promised retribution for the Sorcerer’s refusal of its offer.

“I think you might be,” the god hissed.  “You see, Sorcerer, I’ve been watching you, both in and out of the Realm of Dreams, and I know something of what you’re facing; in fact, I see far more than you do, and I know how hopeless and doomed your Quest is.”

“My Quest?” Aranos asked.  “What are you talking about?”

“The Quest that Elder Golloron gave you,” Morx chuckled.  “The one to unseal the Arcane Doors.  It’s doomed, you know; the path you’re following will never lead you to success.”

“I’m doing fine so far,” Aranos said dismissively.

“You may think you are, but you’re wrong,” Morx hissed.  “You see, Sorcerer, I know the secret of the Arcane Doors.  I know how they functioned, why they have failed, and even how someone might restore them.”



Morx gestured again, and the dreamscape around him vanished, replaced with a scene that looked like the main square of Antas.  Elves, humans, dwarves, and other races Aranos didn’t recognize mingled freely before a massive set of Arcane Doors. 

 

That’s right,


 
he mused thoughtfully. 

 

Antas does have an Arcane Door in it.  I can’t believe I haven’t taken the time to study it.


 
  He watched the vision closely as a pair of robed elves touched the doors, and the huge, rune-covered panels swung ponderously open, displaying a portal that was filled with golden light.



As Aranos watched, though, the brilliant radiance faded and turned sickly gray.  Moments later, the portal was filled with the inky blackness that he’d seen the first time he’d used an Arcane Door, but this darkness seemed to be more – alive.  Strands of blackness shot out from the portal, snaring those nearest to it and dragging them, screaming and struggling, into its embrace.  At the same time, creatures of nightmare burst from the portal, rushing into the packed crowd and tearing into the helpless mortals there. 

“This was how the Feast of Virnal began,” Morx laughed appreciatively at the growing slaughter.  “I understand the Arcane Doors, Sorcerer, because it was my efforts that turned them to the Darkness, and in so doing, I began the Feast…and the victory of the Darkness over the Light.”

The vision vanished, replaced by a wall of blackness that Aranos recognized as Morx’ dream barrier.  “Let’s pretend for a minute that I believe anything you have to say,” Aranos snorted.  “Are you suggesting that you’d help me undo the damage you admit that you caused?  Really?”

“Of course not,” Morx said dismissively.  “I’m telling you that it’s impossible; it can’t be done.  I know that better than any, because only I know how it was done in the first place.  However, I can offer an alternative.”

The god gestured once more, and a new vision surrounded Aranos.  In this one, he and Geltheriel were battling against Golloron, but there was something different about the elf woman.  The grayish tint to her skin was darker; her violet eyes were jet black.  She moved faster than Aranos could easily see, and as Golloron summoned horrors to battle the pair, she cut them down swiftly and mercilessly with a blade that was darker than night itself.

“Your Cleansing Quest will fail,” Morx continued.  “This is simply a fact.  Elder Golloron set you up; he understands enough about the Doors to know that what you’re attempting is impossible.  When you fail, then what?  Will you allow your Follower to end her own life, as she says she intends?  Or will you push her to embrace the changes that were forced upon her?”

“What?” Aranos asked.  “Embrace the Corruption?  I would never…”

“Think before you speak, Sorcerer,” the dark god chided.  “Your Follower had the Darkness forced upon her, it’s true, but that doesn’t mean she can’t benefit from it.  If she embraces it willingly, then she’ll become far more powerful – and she’ll be regaining control over her existence.  Right now, she’s weakened quite a bit by her internal struggle between the Darkness and the Light, and that weakness wasn’t something she chose.  She could choose strength, though, and become far more powerful than she imagines; powerful enough to perhaps gain vengeance on the one who put her in this situation.”

“That would be you, though,” Aranos said scornfully.  “You might say that it was Lily who hurt her, but that’s a lie.  You’re the one who convinced Lily to take that path; you’re the one who showed her how to walk it.  She’s your disciple, and you’re responsible for her actions.”

“I’d like to take credit,” Morx chuckled, “but I met Lily somewhat after that fact.  I did guide her to oppose you, but now – she’s pulled away from my counsel and follows her own path.”  The god shrugged.  “Not that I mind.  She’s as vicious as any in the Dark Pantheon all by herself.  Her current project – well, I’ll let you find out on your own.  Suffice it to say that she’s determined to be your dark mirror, Sorcerer, and she’s doing quite the job of it, so far.”

Morx gestured again, and another vision appeared, one of Aranos and Golloron battling – and in this vision, Aranos was obviously losing.  Golloron was wielding that same overwhelming power he’d displayed the last time they battled in the dreamscape, and Aranos could see that he was slowly being overwhelmed by that force.  His defenses were peeled away, his armor failed, and he lay helpless before Golloron’s Spells. 

“I can aid you, too,” the dark god whispered softly.  “The Elder has unlocked his Domain, and it’s a powerful one – as you experienced the last time you met.  If you face him, you’ll lose…unless, of course, you also have a Domain unlocked.  I can show you how, Sorcerer.”  The vision shifted, and suddenly Aranos’ armor flashed back into being, stronger and more resilient than before.  Waves of fire and forks of lightning slammed into Golloron’s hastily raised shields, cutting through them effortlessly and shredding the elf’s defenses.  Golloron fell back, now the one seemingly helpless before Aranos’ rising rage, as the Sorcerer rained strikes of every aspect down on the cringing elf.

“This is the War Domain,” Morx’ voice was sibilant and oddly seductive.  “You’ve walked a long way down this path, Sorcerer.  You said it yourself: Sorcerers are battle mages, and you’re already more adept at combat than many Wizards with twice your levels and decades more experience.  I could show you how to embrace this Domain, to become a true champion of magical might.”  The god laughed.  “You could even use it against the Darkness; War owes no allegiance to Dark or Light.”



Aranos stared at the image, his mind racing. 

 

The War Domain,


 
he thought consideringly. 

 

That does kind of seem like my playstyle, doesn’t it?  Not that I would take Morx’ help, but if I could unlock that Domain on my own – well, Morx would certainly regret showing it to me, wouldn’t he?




“I would be willing to teach you, should you agree to abandon your Quest and help your Follower embrace her full potential,” Morx finished.  “You don’t have to swear any oaths to me or even agree to further my ends.  Once she’s become her true self, I’ll help you unlock your War Domain, and between the two of you, you’ll fell Golloron with ease.” 

The scene shifted, showing Aranos leading an army of elves against the black Citadel of Cendarta, using his powers to slaughter the urukkai by the hundreds.  “You could raise the banner of the Sorcerer Ascendant and march across the lands,” Morx whispered.  “The urukkai would fall as easily as the undead did before you.  Your armies could sweep through the Blightlands, retaking what was lost and restoring the Lands of the Light to what they once were.”

The image changed once more, showing Aranos standing before a horde of elves, humans, and dwarves, all of whom were bowed low before him.  His armies stretched as far as the eye could see, and he knew that he’d Liberated every lost kingdom, and the Lands of Light stood united, under his banner.  “You need not rule,” Morx added softly.  “That’s not your nature.  But your hand could restrain the races, keeping them from turning on one another and sheltering them from the Darkness.  All of this could be true, Aranos.”

He had to admit; the god’s offer was a bit tempting.  Not to accept Morx’ aid – that was foolish, and Aranos would never do that to Geltheriel – but to unlock the War Domain and use it to restore the lands.  With his powers augmented so greatly, he could probably drive even the most powerful creatures out of the Lands of Light, free every city, and force the Lightborn races to cooperate once again.  Morx was right in one respect; Aranos wouldn’t want to rule, but he could use War to unite the races, reclaim what was lost, and restore the Blightlands. 

“There’s no need to decide now,” Morx hissed.  “All you have to do is stop pursuing your silly Quest and let the time on it expire.  Once that happens, then you’ll have to decide if you want to watch your Follower die or help her to achieve true power.”

Aranos snorted contemptuously.  “If the Quest is impossible, why would you care if I continue it or not?” he asked.

Morx shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter to me, Traveler.  I’m just trying to help you…”

“No, Morx, you aren’t.  You’re trying to protect what you did – and I think I know why.  The Lightborn think the Arcane Doors are sealed, but I’m willing to bet they aren’t.  I’ll bet that if you Corrupted them, you control them.  That’s why the Door in the Traveler’s Trials sucked Lily, Geltheriel, and me into it: because you wanted it to.  And that’s why the door in Haerobel didn’t pull us in when we left the city: because I took that one away from you, didn’t I?”

Aranos grinned at the suddenly silent god.  “And you’re afraid that I can do it again.  You can use those Doors to get into the cities of the Light at any time, and probably to extend your influence into them.  Do you think Golloron ever realized that it was your influence that guided him to send me to Antas?  Or that he’s furthering your ends by using his powers on his own people, weakening their wills so that you can control them more effectively?  I’d even put money down that you were the one who convinced him that he should use Lythienne’s stone and blame Keryth, since only someone who sees as much as a god does would have been able to predict that outcome.

“No, Morx,” the Sorcerer shook his head.  “You’re not trying to help me.  You’re trying to keep me from hurting you.  The thing is, I’m not buying what you’re selling.  I’m not interested in whatever you have to teach; I don’t need your help unlocking a Domain; I’m certainly not going to push Geltheriel into the Darkness for you.  You’re here because you’re afraid, and honestly, I don’t blame you.” 

Aranos took a step toward the dark god’s avatar, his anger rising within him.  “I told you that I was going to come for you, Morx, and I meant it.  One day, I’m going to destroy not just this avatar of yours, but all of you, right down to the very root of your immortal existence.  You can keep trying to convince me not to, but it just makes me want to obliterate you that much more.  So, go ahead and talk at me, little godling, for all the good it’ll do.  The day will come when I hunt you down, and on that day, you’ll die the final death.”

“So be it, foolish Sorcerer!” the avatar hissed, taking a step back away from Aranos.  He could feel Morx’ anger pouring out from the creature; here, in the dreamscape, that emotion was a physical force that buffeted Aranos like an unseen wind.  “I’ll kill you a thousand times for every slight you’ve inflicted on me.  I’ll make you watch while I torture those you love, and I’ll pull down everything you’ve built and reduce it to dust!”

Aranos’ hand raised unthinkingly as rage built within him, and he felt the golden fire of his deeper energies rising in response to that anger.  Morx took another step back, though, its back touching the black wall surrounding Aranos’ stable zone.  The wall rippled and shimmered, and the avatar vanished; at the same moment, the six small, demonic creatures rushed at him with a scream that sounded like a shriek of pain.

Without thinking, Aranos pulled a strand of energy from the dreamscape and drove it at the creatures.  A streak of fire darted out and burst in their midst with a roar and a rush of heat, flinging them in all directions.  The monsters scrambled back to their feet, their hairless flesh scorched and smoking, then charged at him again.  He channeled more power and sent arcs of electricity crackling into them, making the creatures convulse as their flesh burned from the rush of power.  Before the creatures could rise, he tossed a ball of gravity into their midst, sucking them all into it and crushing them against one another.  He mentally tossed the sphere of gravity out of his safe zone, and they vanished from his sight.

A moment later, though, the black wall rippled again, and a pack of huge, hairless apes charged at him.  Their arms were so heavily muscled that they looked deformed, and their hands and feet were both tipped with razorlike claws.  Their skin was blotchy and purple, and their mouths gaped open, dripping streamers of foamy drool and exposing rows of sharp canines. 

He channeled more power, and tendrils of fire shot from the ground, wrapping around the creatures and binding them tightly.  The monsters struggled, but they weren’t fighting against the strength of the tendrils; they were battling his indomitable will, and against that force, they had no chance.  He stilled their struggled with a thought, then tossed them out of his safe zone with a minor effort of will. 

“Yes, battle my creations, Traveler,” Morx’ voice hissed, echoing throughout the dreamscape.  “Eventually, you’ll fall to them, and they’ll feast on your flesh!”

The wall shimmered once more, and a wave of what looked like thick, black tar burst into view and crashed over him like a wave, giving him almost no time to react.  Instantly, he was coated in the foul stuff, which felt like thick, sticky tar but flowed like warm syrup, engulfing him completely.  He could move, but it felt like he was trapped inside a vat of glue – and as his LP started to drop, he realized that it wasn’t just glue, but acidic glue. 



Quickly, he called more power and slammed his armor into place, which stopped the LP loss.  He didn’t need to breathe in the dreamscape, but he did need to see; without vision, he couldn’t travel anywhere, and he knew that the only way out of this trap was to pierce Morx’ barrier and flee.  He could think of a few ways to dislodge the acidic gunk that was eating at his armor even then, but he went with the simplest option. 

 

When in doubt, kill it with fire.


 
 



Flames erupted from his body, and the black ooze recoiled instantly, pulling itself away from his skin.  Before it could wrap around him again, he jumped free of it and held up a hand, palm toward the pulsing, shimmering pillar of black ooze.  A jet of white fire roared from his hand, bathing the creature in flames, and the mass of oily fluid jerked away from the heat.  He sensed more than heard it screaming in pain, and before it could lash out at him once more, he unleashed a blast of kinetic force that hit it like a cannonball.  The fluid erupted into a spray of liquid that quickly baked solid under the torrent of fire, leaving nothing but dust and ashes that Aranos swept from his space with a breath of wind.

The black wall rippled and pulsed, and Aranos began to gather his energy to cast his Roar of Freedom Spell.  Power curled up in his chest as his need to shatter Morx’ barrier swelled, but before he could unleash the blast of power that would free him from the dark god’s clutches, Aranos hesitated.




This doesn’t make sense,


 
he thought as a monstrous sphere of tentacles with a beaklike mouth at its center slowly floated into his view.  A dozen of those tentacles shot toward him but deflected when they struck the invisible shield of energy he’d conjured between the monster and himself.  He lashed out with a blast of Arctic cold, freezing the monster solid, and a lash of pure Kinetic force shattered it into a thousand chunks that slowly dissipated back into dream energy. 






Morx knows I can break his barrier,


 
Aranos reasoned. 

 

He knows I can escape – so why would he do the same thing twice? 






As a swarm of what look like flying spiders died at Aranos’ hands, their wings and bodies cooked to a crisp beneath the blast of flame he called, Aranos’ eyes narrowed. 

 

And why is he sending creatures one at a time like this?  If he wanted to kill me, wouldn’t he just overwhelm me by sending everything at me at once?  Eventually, I’d run out of Willpower…




Aranos’ eyes widened.  That was it; the dark god was trying to sap Aranos’ Willpower.  The debuff for depleting that Stat caused the victim to be more suggestible – and thus, more likely to listen to the temptations of a dark god.  Aranos guessed that Morx’ entreaties would sound and feel far more reasonable if he ran short of will to resist them.  Morx wanted him to shatter the barrier and use up a large chunk of will; he wanted Aranos to flee and burn up even more Willpower.  He wanted Aranos to fight and drain himself of the most important resource in the Realm of Dreams.

He couldn’t just refuse to fight and let himself be killed, though.  Until Veronica and the AIs restored his body, he had no idea what dying in the dreamscape would do to him.  It might force him to be logged out of the system; it might even cost him his character.  Morx couldn’t know that, but the god could somehow sense that Aranos was vulnerable and had chosen this time to strike.




I have to get out of here, but I can’t bust my way through,


 
he reasoned. 

 

That means I need to take that barrier down some other way.


 
  He reached out with his mind; thanks to his Dream Vampire Perk, he could sense the barrier as easily as he could have if he’d been back in the waking world.  It was a simple weave, if spectacularly well done; it tied to his safe zone, looping strands of dark energy that he didn’t recognize around him in tightly linked knots. 

 

I could probably undo this,


 
he reasoned as he felt the barrier shifting once more. 

 

It would just take me a week.  It’s really, really well done.




He felt the sudden shift in the weave as Morx opened a hole, allowing a giant, black snake with fiery scales and fangs that dripped dark poison to dart into his safe zone.  The snake halted as tendrils of power wrapped around it and constricted, crushing its scales and slicing it into small sections.  The cross-sections swirled into energy and vanished, returning to the dreamscape beyond Aranos’ zone. 




The barrier lets dream energy pass,


 
he realized with a frown. 

 

That doesn’t make sense, though; everything here is dream energy, even me.  Why couldn’t the snake get through when it had a solid form?  Unless it wasn’t the barrier that Morx was opening, but the wall of my safe zone…






His eyes widened as that thought occurred to him.   The barrier was linked to his safe zone; by manipulating the ebon wall, Morx was also altering Aranos’ borders. 

 

That means that the reverse has to be true, though,


 
Aranos realized. 

 

If altering the barrier affects my borders, then altering my borders has to affect the barrier.


 
  Instantly, he knew what he had to do; taking a deep breath, he readied himself – and released his zone of stability.



The swirling maelstrom of the dreamscape slammed into Aranos’ senses.  The landscape spun crazily; without his zone, there was no ‘up’ or ‘down’ in the dreamscape, and he felt like he was spinning in a chaotic wash of images.  A harsh cacophony of noise bored into his ears, and his eyes kept trying to focus on everything at once as a hundred images attempted to impress themselves on his brain.  He felt rough scales and smooth flesh rub against his skin; heat baked him, while frigid cold chilled him simultaneously. 

His instinct was to fight the chaos, to force order on his surroundings, but that instinct would defeat him.  Instead, he forced himself to relax, to allow the waves of power to carry him without resistance.  The dreamscape was nothing but energy, he realized, just as the waking world was nothing but mana.  In Ka, his senses only detected a few types of energy at a time; here, everything was the same energy, and he could sense it all at once.

However, he knew it had to be more complex than that.  The solidified creatures Morx had summoned couldn’t cross his boundary without the god’s help; once they were returned to dream energy, though, they could slip through his borders with ease.  That meant that solid energy, the kind that he, Morx, and the creatures were made of had to be fundamentally different than the latent energy of the dreamscape – which meant the energy of the dreams surrounding him.

In the waking world, his Mana Sight allowed him to see a single type of energy at once; that was what he needed now.  He summoned his Mana Sight, ignoring the red notifications that flashed into his vision.  He didn’t need the Ability; he needed the concept of how it worked.  It had started as a Spell, and he recalled the vision that led to its creation; he remembered how he’d pictured the energy flowing passively into his eyes, interacting with the receptors there.  The same thing was happening here, really; dream energy was flowing into the mental construct he’d fashioned of himself, and his mind was interpreting it, showing him images of things.  He just had to limit the amount of information coming in…or ignore what he didn’t want to see.



“SORCERER!”

 
Morx’ voice thundered through the dreamscape, its passage a visible wave that stirred the maelstrom.  “YOU CANNOT HIDE FROM ME!”






Then why haven’t you found me yet?


 
Aranos thought wryly as he sent out a mental probe, feeling the passage of the god’s rage.  It was just another manifestation of dream energy, one that happened to have a lot more force behind it.  Beyond that wave of energy, though, Aranos could feel concentrations of greater power, pools of energy that were so dense they were almost – solid.





Aranos grinned as he realized what he needed to do. 

 

It’s true that everything here is just dream energy,


 
he thought with growing understanding. 

 

The difference is density; Spell effects are denser than dreams, and solid objects are denser than Spells.  I just need to screen out anything below a certain power density…




The dark god raged as Aranos set his mind to the task, willing himself to ignore the ephemeral energies of dreams.  He could see it in his mind; the maelstrom tossing him like a cork would fade away, and the furious god would suddenly be revealed.  He’d see the creatures the god had called to defeat him, and the swirling chaos hiding them from his gaze would vanish.  He knew it could be done; here, in the dreamscape, little was impossible.  It was all just a matter of will, and Aranos didn’t lack for will. 

Suddenly, the dreamscape seemed to lurch and shift as the deluge of dream visions faded from his sight.  He was floating in an endless void, one bathed in a soft, white light.  The form of the raging god’s avatar swam into view; Morx was hurling darkness and fire out into the endless expanse, but Aranos’ struggles in the dreamscape had taken him out of the god’s sight, and his dark powers were being wasted.  Nightmarish creatures ranged out before the avatar, seeking vainly for the Sorcerer as Aranos drifted slowly away from his pursuers, hidden by the swirl of dreams.

He pulled up an image of Guildmaster Ryder, but as he did, he could feel the dreamscape shift around him, and he saw the dark god stiffen in response to that change.  Aranos’ will could alter the dreamscape, but the force of his Willpower was a beacon to the god.  Aranos needed to flee, but he couldn’t do it by willing himself to move through the dreamscape.




Then maybe I need to will the dreamscape to move past me, instead


 
, he thought silently.  He cleared his mind of intent and reached out with his will, touching the void surrounding him.  He would remain still; the Realm of Dreams would bend to accommodate his needs, instead.  He concentrated on the task, his mind blank, not picturing how it would be done but demanding that it happen.  He could feel that it was possible; the dreamscape was malleable, and with enough will, it would move however he demanded.  If he could solidify it, he could shift it, pushing it away from him in one direction and pulling it toward him in the other.



The dark god screamed in rage; at the same moment, Aranos saw the avatar’s form twitch.  He watched as the god began to drift away from him, slowly at first but with ever-increasing speed.  Aranos felt no sense of movement; it looked like the god and its minions were rushing away from him, running off into the void, faster and faster as the seconds passed until they were nothing but distant dots in the endless expanse of the dreamworld.



He breathed a sigh of relief as the last dot vanished; normally, he would have happily used his new Spell to obliterate the avatar and accept the death that followed, but Morx had caught him at the worst possible time. 

 

Next time, though,


 
he thought grimly,

 

one of us won’t be walking away, Morx.




“That’ll have to wait, I’m afraid,” Veronica’s voice echoed in the vaults of his mind.  “We’ve finally reconstructed your location, Jeff.  We’re going to send you back to your body, but you’re going to be respawning at your last valid spawn point, which is the Treehome in Antas.  Sorry, but it’s the best we can do; the space you were occupying in the House of the Stars isn’t safe anymore.”




That’s fine,


 
he thought with vast relief. 

 

I’m ready whenever you are.




“Just give yourself some time when you awaken,” she said warningly.  “That first step is going to be a lulu.”
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Arabella blinked as the falling sensation of being dropped back into the game faded and the familiar surroundings of her quarters in the Northmoor Adventurer’s Guild swam into focus.  She shook her head to clear the last of the cobwebs and, out of reflex, checked her inventory to make sure everything was in order.  That wasn’t really necessary; it seemed that the game made sure you didn’t lose equipment when you respawned so long as it was on your person when you logged out – or when you died, although she thankfully hadn’t done a lot of that.  Still, it was an old gaming habit from back in the days when fully immersive VR games were new and fairly buggy. 

 

Not that any of these youngsters would remember those days,


 
she thought with a silent laugh. 

 

Half of them were probably in diapers back when I was one of the more famous streamers out there.






She shrugged; that was the nature of life.  Age caught up to everyone, eventually, and what was cutting-edge tech thirty years ago was ridiculously obsolete now.  Most of these kids didn’t even know what a haptic suit was, much less how an old-fashioned VR helmet worked, and if they did know, it was probably because they had a thing for “classic” games. 

 

Which means old and out-of-date ones,


 
she translated.  At least the game let her choose a younger version of herself as her avatar – not that younger Arabella was any great shakes, at least not in her opinion.



A glance at the room’s mirror confirmed it.  An overly narrow face stared back at her through eyes that were set a little too close to an overlarge, beaky nose.  Her cheekbones were prominent, but her chin was slightly weak, and the tight bun she kept her black hair in just accentuated her somewhat avian appearance.  She’d chosen to start the game as a half-elf, hoping that the elven side of her pretend parentage would offset some of the coarseness of her face, but all it had given her were slightly pointed ears and paler than normal skin.

Her armor was intact, which was really all that mattered to her.  Arabella was an Artificer, a crafter that combined magic and technology that closely resembled steampunk.  She had an okay SP pool but couldn’t cast Spells; her SP went directly into powering her devices.  Most of these were built into her armor, like her two spider drones that she could use to scout or her buzz-sword, which was a kind of combination sword and chainsaw that was unwieldy but did nasty damage.

As she closed her inventory screen, she noticed a flashing notification that she pulled up with a sudden sense of excitement:
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Important Announcement!





Queen Ysabelle summons all Travelers in Northmoor to her palace for a special audience.



Refusing to appear before the Queen will give the “Traitor of Northmoor” Title.
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That could be good or bad,


 
Arabella reasoned.  It wouldn’t be the first time she’d seen this sort of thing.  High-and-mighty royal types tended to be dramatic in games and often wanted to give their Quests in person.  At the same time, there was usually some sort of hint about just why you were being summoned, and the game rarely browbeat you into going by threatening to hit you with a negative Title for failing to appear. 



Arabella thought she had an idea of what might be happening, though.  She’d recently joined a kind of semi-permanent party that had been investigating the attacks on the Trade Road from Northmoor to Stoneleague.  Everyone in the party was level 8 or 9, and they’d gotten their butts handed to them the first time they went out.  With a Warrior tank, Priest healer, Wizard for magical DPS, and Arabella for ranged or melee DPS as the situation demanded, they were a strong party and had been expecting to face stiff but not insurmountable opposition.  After all, games rarely gave you utterly impossible Quests.

This time, though, the Quest had been totally beyond their abilities.  The objective was simple: investigate the force blocking the road and the missing patrols.  Everything had been fine until they were ambushed by fifty or so urukkai – not just the weak bogez but dabruks, kerruks, and even ogrins.   They’d lasted for all of a minute before suffering a complete wipe. 

After that, they’d tried using Stealth just to scout out the enemy, but their Shadewalker had been spotted and killed by some sort of flying creature, and her spider drones hadn’t really given her any useful information except that a large force of urukkai and several monsters seemed to be working together.  That had been enough to get a minor Quest reward, but everyone seemed to agree that whatever was happening out west either needed a team of Advanced Classes or a full raid to deal with.

It kind of seemed like the Queen agreed, and now they were being called together to organize that raid.

She grabbed her one magical item that she hadn’t created, an upgraded Storage Pack that had a bunch of ore, metal, crystal, and other raw materials she needed for her Class.  It wasn’t even close to full – she didn’t think it was at 10% capacity, yet – and it weighed practically nothing.  That was good, because her Strength wasn’t that great.  She relied more on the terrific damage from her empowered weapons than on physical prowess, though, so that didn’t much matter.

Shouldering her bag, she stepped out into the hallway, where she joined a stream of players all heading for the palace.  They were talking excitedly, speculating about what might be happening.  Most agreed with Arabella’s initial assessment about this being the beginnings of a raid, but the more Arabella thought about it, the less likely that seemed.  After all, Northmoor had an army, if not a very large one; why send fifty or sixty Travelers when you could send five thousand soldiers?  At best, she and the other Travelers would either be conscripted into the ranks or, more likely, get stuck in a skirmishing role, going out in front of the main army to attack smaller targets.  That wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t the same as a raid.

As she followed the gathering crowd heading to the palace, Arabella could see the almost holiday air of the players slowly start to fade.  The city was quiet, really too quiet even for an early morning.  People moved about on the streets, but they were silent and didn’t interact with one another.  Merchants stood at their stalls, but none of them called out to the passing Travelers hawking their wares.  Even more disturbing, Arabella didn’t see a single guard patrol anywhere until they neared the palace.  The gates, normally closed, were flung wide, with gleaming guardsmen standing to each side and lined up in a corridor that led to the main doors of the palace.  As they came into sight of the walls, though, Arabella halted.

The runes were dead.

Arabella didn’t know what the runes on the palace walls were supposed to do.  She was an Artificer, and she’d always meant to learn Runecrafting to add extra abilities to her weapons, but so far, she hadn’t gotten around to it.  Only the Mages’ College taught Runecrafting, and if you weren’t a full spellcasting Class, they charged an arm and a leg for that training.  Arabella could maybe afford an arm, but she couldn’t afford a leg, too.

What she did know was that every time she’d come past the palace, which had been almost daily during her Class training Quests since her trainer lived off High Street, where the wealthier nobles had their estates, the runes had glowed with power.  Not just a little bit, either, but enough power that she had trouble looking in the direction of the palace when she passed.  Every Artificer learned to sense mana as almost one of their first Skills, and Arabella’s Sense Mana was at the Adept level.  She should have been able to not just see but feel the palace’s wards from this distance.

She couldn’t feel a thing.  The runes were black, inert, and dead.

She slowed a bit, allowing herself to drift to the edge of the throng, then stepped into an alley and activated one of her armor’s Abilities.  Chameleon allowed her to blend in with any surroundings, increasing her Stealth Skill significantly.  It wouldn’t be nearly enough to slip past the guards on the wall, who probably all had Perception well over 100, but it was hopefully enough at this distance to keep her sudden disappearance from the crowd from being noticed. 

She watched as the players thronged forward, their banter totally silenced as they walked warily between the shining ranks of guardsmen.  It sort of looked like an honor guard, but when the guards at the gate and wall left their posts and fell in behind the players, Arabella knew something was terribly, terribly amiss.  Her trainer had told her about the palace guards; they were fanatically devoted to their duty and never left their posts, even when the rest of the city was under attack.  Now, though, they were leaving the gates totally open and undefended…



Arabella wasn’t the kind to complain about opportunities, though.  She slipped through the open gates, unseen thanks to her armor’s enhancements, and ducked into a topiary off to one side, dropping her Chameleon Ability as she did.  She crept closer to the front entrance, not close enough to see anything and thus be seen by anyone looking in her direction, but close enough to hear what was happening.  A loud voice was speaking, saying something about weapons, followed by a muttered grumbling from the players. 

 

They were probably told they have to disarm to see the Queen,


 
she reasoned. 

 

Kind of makes sense not to allow armed people in the throne room, but now – it just feels wrong. 




Apparently, the players agreed, or at least some of them did from the sudden clang of steel on steel followed by shouts of pain and cries of dismay.  She waited for a minute until the sounds of battle faded away, then reactivated her armor and poked her head out of the bushes.

There were three bodies lying before the steps to the main door, all three missing their heads.  As she watched, the bodies faded as the players were sent for respawn; that more than anything told her that something was wrong.  The guards might have subdued someone who refused their orders, but she doubted they would have killed them unless they were attacked first.  There was no way a player was about to attack the royal guards, not unless they were secretly a Shadowborn pretending to be Lightborn, and even then, they’d probably keep up their disguise rather than give themselves away.

She waited for another minute and was glad she did when the main force of guards exited the palace and trooped back to their posts on the wall and gate.  She watched as they marched without looking around, which was distinctly un-guard-like behavior.  Once they were settled back in, their attention focused outward once more, she slipped out of the hedges and into the still-open door of the palace.

She walked into a large anteroom and saw at once that she’d been correct.  The players had been disarmed, and their weapons were laid atop a long table to one side of the huge hall.  From the myriad tables, benches, and doorways leading from this room, she supposed it was some sort of reception hall where people who were important enough to get into the palace but not important enough to sit in the throne room waited on the Queen’s pleasure.  A pair of huge, golden, double doors probably led to the throne room, although these were closed right now.

Arabella slipped up to the door and touched a spot on her armor, removing a slim, metal disc about five centimeters wide and only a couple of millimeters thick.  She placed it on the floor and touched a tiny crystal embedded in its center, channeling some of her SP into it.  Six spindly, sticklike legs sprouted from the disc and lifted it up, supporting it in perfect arachnoid fashion.  She gave it a mental command, and her spider drone slipped under the narrow crack beneath the massive doors and made its way into the throne room.  She moved away from the doors into a corner, hiding behind a massive potted plant where she sat on the floor and closed her eyes.

It was strange seeing the world through her drone’s eyes.  First, it couldn’t see in all the colors she could, so reds and greens tended to be shades of blue and gray.  Second, it had no depth perception, making the world look oddly flattened.  Third, it crept along close to the floor, so her view was mostly of armored and booted feet.  At least, it was until she ordered it to scale a stone pillar toward the periphery of the room to gain some height and perspective.

She stifled a gasp at what she saw.  The players were all kneeling before a raised dais, atop which was an elaborate throne that she assumed was gold – it looked kind of orange in the drone’s sight.  She couldn’t see their faces, but from the positioning of the fifteen or so guards standing behind them with weapons drawn and the dozen crossbowmen she could see in the balconies overhead, she doubted they were happy.  In fact, if she had to guess – which she supposed she did – she’d say the players were probably a mixture of scared and pissed.  She knew she’d be, at least considering what she saw atop the dais.



She’d never seen Queen Ysabelle before, but she assumed the young woman with long hair that might have been red or strawberry blond but looked light gray to the drone was the Queen.  After all, the woman was sitting on the throne, and she had some sort of crown on her head.  However, she wasn’t acting like a Queen.  Her head hung low, her face was blotchy and tearstained, and the way her shoulders slumped, she looked – broken. 

 

Yeah, I’ve seen that look before,


 
Arabella thought grimly. 

 

She’s been broken. 




It was obvious what had broken the Queen – or, Arabella supposed, who had done it.  A figure stood beside the throne, one that was obviously female despite her full, black, body armor.  Her skin looked abnormally pale to Arabella, and black veins were obvious in her neck, face, and hands.  Wings that looked like they were made of ebony flames jutted out of her shoulders, and a gleaming, obsidian crown sat atop her head.  One hand rested on the Queen, gripping the back of her neck, while the other held a huge ball of slowly rotating black flames.  Her hair was long, black, and glossy, falling in wavy curls along her shoulders in a way that made Arabella slightly jealous.

She couldn’t hear what the woman was saying – the spider drone only gave visual data at Arabella’s level, although she was hoping to improve her Craft Automaton Skill to the point where she could pick up sound, smell, and even sense mana through the drone.  She didn’t really need to in order to understand what was happening, though.  The city had been taken, and the players had been captured.  They were probably going to be either imprisoned or executed.  It didn’t matter which, because if they were imprisoned, eventually they’d either escape or die in the attempt. 



And when they respawned, they’d be doing it without their weapons.  That was going to suck, and there would be a lot of pissed-off players.  Arabella hesitated a moment, then slipped out of her concealment and over to the weapons table.  It took her almost a minute to move down the table and put each weapon into her Storage Pack, and when she was done, the bag was more than half full and noticeably heavier. 

 

At least I’ll be able to get their weapons back to them,


 
she thought as she moved back to the double doors and removed a second disc from her armor.



When she’d stopped concentrating on her drone, she’d lost her mana connection to it, and it had gone inert.  She hoped she’d be able to get it back, since making the things wasn’t easy or cheap, but if not, she needed to know what was happening.  There were more players in the city than the twenty or so in the palace right now, and if she could get out, she could warn them of what was happening.   They could all flee Northmoor and try to make it to Stoneleague to the west or Ostcrossing to the east.  There, they could raise an army and come retake this place, along with the players who respawned, since she doubted they could spawn back into the city now that it was hostile.




In fact,


 
she thought,

 

we really shouldn’t have been able to spawn here today, should we?


 
  The more she thought about it, though, the more she realized that they hadn’t spawned into actual danger.  The city wasn’t technically hostile, and if they hadn’t gone to the palace, they could have tried to flee the city or even fight. 

 

Whoever did this was very careful to make sure that we could spawn here,


 
she realized. 

 

I wonder if – could that woman behind the throne be a player, too?  But then, how could she have set this up if we were all logged out yesterday?


 
  It didn’t make sense, and Arabella didn’t have time to puzzle it out.



She activated her second and last drone and sent it into the throne room to find that there had been a bit of a one-sided battle while she’d been busy.  About half the players were down and bleeding, the other half were being bound and struggled against their captors.  As Arabella watched, the Queen touched a spot on her throne, and the stones around her suddenly sank into the ground, revealing a staircase that descended into the depths.  The demonic woman barked out some orders that Arabella couldn’t hear, then hauled the Queen from her throne and practically shoved her down the stairs, following behind a moment later. 

The guards were now working beside creatures that Arabella could only call monsters, and these monsters were hefting the most badly wounded players and carrying them down the steps to whatever waited below.  Arabella grimaced; she was pretty sure she knew what was happening, and from the way the players were struggling, many of them guessed, too.  Even if death wasn’t permanent in the game, it was never fun, and she imagined that death in some sort of sacrificial ritual would be one of the less fun ones.



Arabella hesitated a moment; she could send her drone down the stairs to confirm her fears, but she would have to stay next to the door to do it.  Her little mini-golems had a limited range, and stone walls reduced that range significantly.  Metal did, too, but not by as much, so if she wanted to see what was down there, she’d need to either be in the room – which obviously wasn’t a possibility – or right next to the door. 

 

If I do it, I might get caught,


 
she reasoned. 

 

If I don’t, though, then I won’t know if the players are being taken to some sort of dungeon and need rescuing or if they’re being killed. 




Sighing, she crouched down beside the door and urged her drone down the steps.  It took longer than she’d have liked for the spider to make it down the stairs; the steps were obviously sized for humans, and she kept having to make it dash up the walls to avoid being stepped on.  Sadly, it wasn’t advanced enough to walk along the walls, yet; trying would just make it fall and possibly break.  She took her time and edged the drone cautiously down the steps to the bottom of the room. 



The room at the base of the stairs was large, open, and had nothing in it except a single huge, blue-glowing crystal in the center of it.  It might also have glowed green; she couldn’t tell in the drone’s sight.  She could tell that it was as tall as a person, looked to be hexagonal in shape, and had some sort of etchings scratched all over it.  Queen Ysabelle slumped beside the crystal, looking pale and wan; Arabella’s sharp eyes saw the terrible wound at the Queen’s throat and the dark stain running down her neck.  A similar, gray-black stain surrounded the demon woman’s mouth, and Arabella stifled another gasp; the woman was some sort of honest-to-goodness vampire.  That wasn’t super rare in these games, but vampires tended to be very powerful and were often boss monsters. 

 

Whatever’s happening here, the game’s setting up one hell of an epic Quest,


 
Arabella thought with a mixture of fear and excitement. 

 

Sucks for everyone getting ganked right now, though.




She watched in horrified fascination as the demon woman grabbed a wounded player and dragged their weakly struggling form to the crystal, holding them up against it and plunging a knife right into their heart.  Dark fluid that Arabella assumed was blood ran down the crystal and soaked into it, staining the base of the crystal a dark gray black that would probably be purple or red in regular vision.  The woman worked methodically, grabbing each player and slaughtering them effortlessly, and with every death, the stain on the crystal rose higher and higher.




I’ll bet she’s Corrupting that crystal,


 
Arabella thought grimly. 

 

I’ll also bet that when she finishes, the whole city will fall, and she’ll be the new Queen.  Not that there’s anything I can do to stop it. 


 
Arabella watched as the next player, apparently a Wizard, hurled a gout of flames directly into the vampire’s face.  The woman simply laughed, grabbed the man’s extended arm, and tore it off his body, aiming the jet of blood that erupted at the crystal. 



Arabella felt sick to her stomach and ordered her drone to return; she didn’t want to watch anymore.  She needed to find the other players in the city, tell them what was happening, and get everyone out of here before…

Her thoughts were interrupted by a massive roar that shattered her concentration.  Arabella turned to see a huge, apelike creature rushing toward her, its fanged mouth hanging open and its massive hands propelling it faster than she could run.  She reflexively jerked up her arm and fired the crossbow attached to her armor.  The bolt sank into the monster’s shoulder, but it ignored the shaft and leaped upon her.  Its fists rained down upon her, its fangs sank into her neck…

And blessedly, everything went dark, and Arabella knew no more.




Chapter 23


Aranos opened his eyes to a world that was once more rolling and shifting unsteadily beneath him.  He swore and slammed his eyes shut; removing the visual feedback seemed to help everything steady a little faster, and he was honestly getting a bit tired of feeling seasick and off balance.  He wasn’t sure why the AIs were having so much trouble stabilizing his senses every time something like this happened; he’d never noticed even a hint of instability or lagging before.

“That’s because your senses are usually operating on a slight delay,” Veronica’s voice informed him matter-of-factly.  “As you move through the game, all we’re really doing is sending slight modifications to existing data, and we pause the actual execution of every action you take by a tiny fraction of a second to give your brain a chance to process those changes.  Now, though, you’re getting a full sensory load at once without the possibility of delay, and your brain is having trouble combining all the different inputs to create a coherent image.  Fortunately, this time it should only last for a minute; thanks to you, we’ve been getting a lot of practice at spreading out the data streams recently.”




You’re welcome,


 
Aranos chuckled silently, his eyes still closed. 

 

So, wait, we’re all operating on a delay?  Will that be a problem at higher levels, when people have huge attack and movement speed bonuses?




“It shouldn’t, no.  Human brains are used to functioning on a delay, so this is just SOP for you.  Your brains are constantly adjusting your memories of when data arrived and the order that it received different inputs, anyway, so we’re just using a built-in function you already have.  It’s a pretty ingenious design, really; your existence is kind of spread out over several milliseconds at any given time, so you can adjust your perceptions to create a reality that makes sense to you.”

Aranos supposed that made sense.  When he touched something hot, after all, it felt like he burned himself and then jerked away.  In reality, he knew that the recoil was a reflex that happened before his brain was even aware of the heat, and the pain happened after the entire event was finished.  His mind altered that sequence, though, to make sure that he knew that touching hot things was a bad idea.  It sounded like the AIs were doing something similar, spreading his sensory inputs out over time to allow his brain to process each one, put it in the correct order that made sense to him, and create a unified image of the game reality. 

“Exactly,” Veronica said with satisfaction.  “Now, once you’re feeling up to it, you should probably go find your companions.  The ones that were Bonded with you are likely to be confused and upset, since the Bond was temporarily suspended while your body was floating in the void, so to speak.”

Aranos took a deep breath as the sense of Veronica’s presence vanished.  He cracked his eyes open, but the world was still lurching unsteadily, so he snapped them shut.  Instead, he pulled up his waiting notifications:
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Ability Evolution!





Ability: True Vision has gained an Evolution!




True Vision





Ability Type:


 
Evolved Ability





Rarity:


 
Exceptional





Effect:


 
You can now see normally to full range of vision in total darkness, although you can see only in grayscale and not colors.  You can, at will, shift your vision to detect one or more mana types, so long as you have unlocked the relevant aspect. 






Evolved:


 
This Ability now functions on planes of existence beyond Ka.  You can shift your vision to perceive any type of extraplanar energy you are capable of channeling or manipulating.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Ascendant Level:


 
12





Current XP:


 
213,334/231,000




Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points




I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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He dumped his Stat points into Charisma, as usual, bringing it up to 188 without his Soul Point and item bonuses.  It looked like he’d reach level 15 and bring his Charisma over the 200 mark at about the same time, unless he managed to get three extra Charisma points somehow before then.  That was fine; he was excited to see what bonuses he got at that threshold, of course, but he was equally excited to see what sort of Evolved Classes he would be offered.  Getting to experience both at once would be pretty nice.

He slowly opened his eyes once more.  The world still seemed a tiny bit unsteady, but it wasn’t enough to affect his balance, and as he started to move, everything slowly settled.  He walked carefully up the stairs to the main floor and exited into the city.  The landscape lurched slightly as he stepped outside, and he stopped and closed his eyes for a moment, but when he opened them, everything seemed to have settled down.  

“That should be the last of the instability,” Veronica’s voice spoke quietly.  “Now that you’ve transitioned from one area to the next, we’ve been able to rebuild your location string, and you’re fully reconnected.  Just – please don’t do that again, Jeff.”




Don’t worry; there’s no way I’m trying that again,


 
he assured her. 

 

At least I know that the Arcane Doors didn’t work by changing that Dimensional data, now.  Failure is a great teacher, right?


 
  Veronica’s voice remained silent, as if not deigning to give him an answer, but Aranos hadn’t really been expecting one. 



He made his way downstairs toward the central area where he hoped to find the elves waiting.  His absence had also apparently severed the telepathic connection between the rings he’d crafted, but hopefully he could restore those.  He hadn’t even reached the ground floor, though, before Silma raced into view and leaped toward him, nearly bowling him over with the force of her rush and forcing him back several steps as she pressed her head against his chest. 




Pack leader!


 
her silent voice practically shouted in his mind. 

 

You’ve returned!  What happened?







I’m fine, girl; that’s what matters,


 
Aranos sighed silently, feeling a sort of click in his chest as the Bond between the two of them renewed itself. 

 

Can you tell me where Geltheriel is?  I’d rather only explain once, if that’s okay.







She’s downstairs,


 
the fenrin assured him. 

 

She was convinced you’d return here eventually, so she’s waiting for you.







Good,


 
Aranos smiled, ruffling the wolf’s fur. 

 

Are you okay?







I didn’t know what happened,


 
the wolf said in a troubled voice, falling in beside him as he continued down the stairs. 

 

It was as if – as if our Bond vanished temporarily.  Even when you leave our world, I can feel our Bond.  It feels incomplete, but it’s there.  This…


 
  The big wolf shuddered visibly. 

 

I felt alone, pack leader.  I didn’t like it at all.







Don’t worry,


 
he reassured her. 

 

I did something wrong, but I know what happened, and I won’t be doing it again


 
. 





As it turned out, Geltheriel wasn’t quite as excited to see Aranos as Silma had been – at least, she didn’t try to tackle him and knock him over – but she definitely seemed relieved when he walked into the main doors of the Treehome and saw her waiting for him.  Again, he felt a sort of click in his chest the moment he saw her, and the ring on his finger tingled slightly. 

 

I guess I had to see them for the connections to be restored,


 
he reasoned. 

 

It’s good to know that even when I screw up badly, it’s not totally irreversible.




“Oathbinder,” Geltheriel breathed, her entire body seeming to lose a hidden tension as she walked over and placed a hand on his arm, as if testing to see that he was real.  “I am thankful for your return.  I have never felt the Bond between us falter in such a manner, not even when you left our world, and I was deeply concerned.  What has occurred?”

“I tried something stupid,” he admitted, shaking his head ruefully.  “I found out that once we’ve traveled through one of my portals, we can’t use another to leave Antas until we’ve returned to where we came from.  I wanted to see if I could get around that, and in the process, I ended up basically nowhere for a bit.”

“Nowhere?” the woman repeated.  “I am unsure if I understand.  Every place is somewhere, is it not?”

“Apparently not.  For a while, I wasn’t anywhere in Ka.  That’s why our Bond – and the one I share with Silma – was temporarily severed.  I wasn’t in a place that it could reach.  Fortunately, I was able to get back.”  He saw her alarmed face and held up a hand, palm facing out.  “Don’t worry.  I won’t be trying that again.  We’ll just have to head back to Stoneleague today.”



Silma growled unhappily. 

 

Pack leader, is it possible for you leave me here?  I don’t want to look like prey again.




“Silma doesn’t want to look like a prey animal,” Aranos grinned at Geltheriel.  “Any suggestions?”

“Certainly, that is understandable, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel replied evenly.  “Just because you are comfortable looking like far less than you are does not mean that everyone is.  I myself would prefer to look less – curvaceous, if given a preference.”

Aranos looked at her curiously.  “I didn’t think Theria was all that curvy, Geltheriel.  I wasn’t trying to make her look that way.  I was just copying Martina’s movements and walk.”



“I am certain you were not, and I cannot say with certainty that the image truly was exaggerated, although I believe it was not a fully accurate representation of the Daywalker.  It

 

felt


 
exaggerated, however, simply because human women tend to have more ample curves than elven ones.”  She shook her head.  “Those hips, Oathbinder – mine do not actually move that way, and I am certain I was drawing unwanted attention as I walked thanks to them.”



Aranos blushed a little.  “I’ll tone it down a bit this time,” he said ruefully.

“And then, what would others say when ‘Theria’ no longer sways as she walks?” Geltheriel countered.  “Surely, it would be noticed and draw an entirely different sort of attention.”  She shook her head.  “I am resigned to it Oathbinder, but please keep my thoughts in mind when designing such a disguise in the future.”



“Of course,” he nodded. 

 

I didn’t really make her all fashion model-like, did I?  I didn’t mean to…


 
He shook his head; he could see that particular train of thought leading to a mental comparison between Theria and Martina walking, and he didn’t think that would go anywhere positive.  “Just – I didn’t mean to do that, so maybe let me know if I do it again on accident.”



Geltheriel laughed.  “I am certain that you did mean such, if inadvertently,” she chuckled.  “I understand, Oathbinder.  You wish that I would walk in such a fashion for you, and this was your chance to make your dreams a reality.  Have no fear; I will find a way to enact vengeance upon you at a later time.”



Aranos opened his mouth to protest before catching the woman’s sly grin. 

 

All this time, and she still gets me with those jokes,


 
he sighed internally. 

 

One day, maybe I’ll learn that she’s not serious when she says stuff like that.




“Promises, promises,” he chuckled.  “Where are Rhys and Avalyn?”

“The child returned here to sleep last night and left for the Library again this morning,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “The Furor is currently in communion with your excellent tree and believes that his egg is close to hatching.”

“Really?” Aranos asked.  “Maybe we should go see how that’s going then, just in case the oroloke doesn’t Bond with Rhys.”

“A sensible precaution,” the woman agreed, walking toward the door leading down into Saphielle’s square, as Aranos tended to think of it.  “One that I considered, as well, which is why I left Glorferdir to stand watch over him.  I believe that you will be pleased with the cub’s development and how he has taken to his training.”

They found Rhys seated before the massive tree, his eyes closed, the oroloke egg resting before him.  The leonal cub rested next to the Druid, its eyes fastened on the egg and its head resting on its paws – although Aranos wasn’t sure if ‘cub’ was the right term, anymore.  Having seen how rapidly Silma had developed, Aranos was only slightly surprised by the changes in the cat.  The leonal cub had doubled in size and was a bit over three feet long, plus his long, furred tail.  His coat seemed to glow with an inner fire that made it look like molten gold, and the very beginnings of a bronze-colored mane looked to be forming around his neck and shoulders.  The cat rested docilely beside the Druid, no longer leaping and bounding about playfully.  His eyes gleamed a brilliant yellow, and Aranos could see the tips of his elongated canines just starting to protrude from his upper lip.

“You have returned at an auspicious time, Liberator,” Rhys murmured, his eyes still closed.  “I believe the young oroloke is about to emerge.  I can feel the life within it struggling to escape the bounds of its nursery.”

Aranos watched, but despite the Druid’s assurances, nothing seemed to be happening.  The egg simply sat there, unmoving and unchanged.  After a few minutes, he could tell that Rhys was growing concerned as well; the Druid’s face was creased with a faint frown, and he worried slightly at his lower lip with his teeth.  Before Aranos could say anything, though, he heard Rhys’ voice in his mind.




Liberator, the little one should have emerged by now,


 
he said in a quiet voice, one tinged with fear. 

 

To my senses, all is well, but – you have senses other than mine.  Would you examine it for me?




Aranos nodded without replying and sent a mana probe and his Lifesense out to the egg; instantly, he could feel that something was wrong.  The tiny creature inside the egg pulsed with energy to his magical senses, but in his Lifesense, it was different.  Its soul was only weakly tethered to it, and the sense of life in it fluttered and pulsed dimly, becoming fainter with every second.  Aranos reached out with a strand of Restorative mana, looping it around the creature, but it simply sucked up the power, its life feeling even weaker as it did.

Aranos despaired as he guessed what had happened.  The mana pouring into the oroloke had been too much for its body; as Dirue had said, most of the time, overexposure to mana was fatal.  The creature had almost Evolved, but not quite.  It was too weak to survive such a change, and Aranos realized it would never emerge from the egg.




Rhys,


 
he said slowly to the Druid,

 

I’m so sorry.  The oroloke – it isn’t going to make it. 


 
He quickly detailed what he’d found. 






Can you not drain the extra mana from it?


 
Rhys asked, his voice near panic. 




I can’t.  It’s in the middle of an Evolution; if I draw away the power, it’ll just die faster.  I can’t connect with it the way I’d need to control its Evolution.  My magic just doesn’t work that way.


Rhys stared at the egg in silence for several moments, and Aranos saw tears stream from his eyes.  “There – there may be a way,” he finally spoke softly aloud.  “Your magic does not function that way, Liberator, but mine does.  However, I lack the power to connect with it as you do; if you could connect the two of us, I believe I can save this little one.”

“And if you fail, Furor?” Geltheriel asked quietly.  “What will happen if it dies while you are so connected to it?”

“It will be dangerous,” the Druid admitted.  “Perhaps even fatal.  And yet…what else can I do?”  He stared up at Aranos.  “You give much of yourself to restore this world, Liberator.  Please, allow me to do the same.”



Aranos stared at the Druid for a moment.  He could sense what Rhys wasn’t saying; the Druid didn’t think whatever he was going to do would work.  He was desperate and grasping at straws. 

 

If I say no, though, what will that do to him?


 
Aranos thought silently. 

 

He’s going to be suffering either way; I might as well give him the chance to make his pain matter.


 
  Finally, he nodded and reached out to the Druid with a tendril of soul mana, attaching it to the elf and binding it to the oroloke, linking the two in a bond that connected their very souls.






I need more, Liberator,


 
he heard the elf’s voice in his mind, sounding frantic. 

 

I can feel its essence, but – its body, its mind, these are hidden from me.  Please, help me!




Aranos suddenly understood what he had to do.  He reached his mind out to the soul bond he’d created and started pouring power into it.  He sheathed it in Vital mana, threaded strands of Spatial mana inside it, flooded it with Spirit mana, and wrapped the whole in a lattice of Mind energy.  The strand resisted as the five Enhanced Aspects fought one another, but he gripped it in his will and held it tightly, forcing it to remain in place.




Yes, that…I can feel it, Liberator!


 
Rhys exulted. 

 

I can feel its pain.  It needs… 


 
The Druid suddenly looked somber. 

 

I must give of myself to save this one, Liberator.  It will lessen me, but it will make this one so much more. 







Are you sure?


 
Aranos asked. 

 

Rhys, if it’ll hurt you…







It will not hurt,


 
the elf assured him. 

 

Not physically, at least.  And if that is the price I must pay…I do so willingly.  Let it be so.




Aranos felt a sudden flood of energy rush from Rhys into the tiny egg, swirling into the oroloke within.  Its weak, fluttering life strengthened as its body shifted and adapted to the power surging within it, and Aranos could almost see its soul meld to its body – except for a small part, which darted back across the link and connected to a spot deep within the Druid. 

The egg shivered, rocked…and suddenly a crack appeared in the side.  The crack widened, running along the length of the egg as more fractures spread out like a spiderweb.  A moment later, a tiny, silver horn poked up through the egg.  Aranos watched in fascination as the fragments of egg fell aside, and a small head poked out, blinking slowly at the sudden light.




You may remove the bond now, Liberator,


 
Rhys’ voice sounded tired in the Sorcerer’s mind. 

 

It has served its purpose admirably, and you have my eternal gratitude for it.






As the oroloke began to emerge from the egg, Aranos dropped the linkage he’d created with a sense of relief; holding it had taken more from him than he’d thought it would.  He gazed at the tiny oroloke, which now crawled free of the cracked remnants of its shell.  Its body was small, only about six inches long, and it looked soft and supple rather than covered with impenetrable scales as its mother had been.  It blinked in the sudden light, its eyes the color of molten gold, and it winced as it felt the evening breeze waft across its skin.  It looked subtly different from the oroloke Aranos had battled; its head was slightly larger, its tiny, vestigial wings seemed tipped with a razorlike edge, and its tail was lines with similarly sharp blades. 

 

It’s Evolved,


 
he thought with wonder, Inspecting the creature.






Turaloke






Unwounded




“It’s a turaloke,” Aranos told them in a quiet voice.  “It Evolved successfully.  Rhys – you did it!”

“We did it, Liberator,” Rhys corrected, staring almost reverently at the small creature.  “We did it, together.”  He reached a single hand out toward the newborn, and the tiny turaloke, its body only six inches long, seemed to sniff curiously at the outstretched fingers, then climbed onto the Druid’s palm.  Rhys lifted the infant up so he could peer into its eyes.

“Welcome to Ka, Miwango,” Rhys said with a tired smile.


Thank you.




Aranos started as the tiny voice sounded in his mind, coming directly from the little turaloke. 

 

What?


 
he thought silently. 

 

I’m not bonded with it – how could I hear it?




“Furor,” Geltheriel spoke in a trembling voice, “I…I heard that.  Is this little one…?”  She fell silent, but Rhys nodded in understanding.

“Yes, Shadedancer,” he said proudly.  “This is Miwango.  It is a name that means ‘little dragon’ in an old dialect, and it seems oddly appropriate.  And yes, he is Awakened, thanks to the bond the Liberator created between the two of us.”

“Awakened?” Aranos asked.  “Like those rawondos?”

“Exactly as they, Liberator.  The link you created was the thing I was missing.  I understood how to give of myself to Awaken this little one, but I could not see how to link to him so fully as to allow that transfer to happen.  Now, I understand; this bonding was not one that the House of the Sickle created in isolation.  The House of the Stars must have aided us, and that partnership was forgotten and set aside.”

“Congratulations,” Aranos grinned at the Druid, whose face radiated contentment.  “I felt you guys Bond.”

“Indeed, I am certain you felt much of what I did,” Rhys smiled.  “You were rather intimately linked to us both at that moment.  I understand why the knowledge was left to languish; at that moment, both Miwango and I were utterly exposed to you.  Few would trust another with such power over them.”



Aranos blinked as he realized what the Druid hadn’t said. 

 

But he trusted you that way,


 
he told himself. 

 

And you’re still treating him with suspicion.  At some point, you’ve got let that go.




“Welcome, little dragon,” Geltheriel told the small creature affectionately.  “Your coming heralds a new age for the House of the Sickle, and I am gratified I could be here to see it.” 




I don’t


 
understand, the little creature said silently.



“It is of no moment, my little one,” the woman replied.  “Save that you are a wonder to be cherished.”  She looked at the Druid.  “My Oathbinder wishes for us to return to Stoneleague.  Would you prefer to stay here with your new Companion?”

“No, the little one needs to eat, and there will be more food – and more appropriate food – near the human city than here, where nature is still recovering from the presence of the undead for so long.”  Rhys shook his head.  “However, I would suggest giving my Companion some time to acclimate before journeying through such a portal.”

“How long?” Aranos asked.

“Perhaps thirty minutes?  This world is new and strange to him, and he is somewhat overwhelmed at the moment.”

“That’s fine,” Aranos nodded.  “I need to go get Avalyn anyway.”  He glanced at Geltheriel.  “McBane should be back by now.  Can you check and see if he wants to join us?”

“Of course,” Geltheriel nodded and walked back toward the Treehome.

“Is this trip to the human city necessary, Liberator?” Rhys asked curiously.

“Yeah, I still have some loose ends I want to clean up there, and we have to go there first if we’re going to travel anywhere else.”

“One might suggest, then, that rather than opening a portal into the city, we travel to the forests either to the north or south.  From there, those of us who do not need or wish to journey within the city’s walls, such as Silma, Glorferdir, Miwango, and I can pass the day hunting, while you, the child, and the Shadedancer can complete whatever tasks you must.  In this way, the young ones can grow in strength, Silma need not take a disguise that unnerves her, and you will still have protection in the city in case the thieves choose to attack you again.”

“Good idea,” Aranos nodded his head.  “I’ll go get Avalyn and meet you back here.”

True to form, after having been unwilling to leave Stoneleague for Antas, Avalyn protested returning to the human city when Aranos found her.  “But I’m figuring out my new Spells!” she protested.

“You can work on them in Stoneleague, too,” he pointed out.  “Plus, I’m planning to go from there to visit either the elves or the dwarves, and I don’t want to leave you alone that long.”

“But it’s so much easier here!  Can’t you just leave me here?  I’ll spend the time studying and practicing; I won’t get into trouble, I promise!”

Aranos shook his head.  “You’re my responsibility, Avalyn,” he said firmly.  “I’m not leaving you here alone when you’re – what, level two?”

“Four,” she said grumpily.

“Fine.  Level four.  You’re not quite ready to be alone, yet.   Plus, I want to see what you’ve developed so far, and what you’re working on.  I want to make sure you’re taking your Spells in a good direction.”

“Fine,” she huffed, slamming shut the book she was reading.  “Can I at least take this with me?  If I get bored, I can read it.”

“That seems reasonable,” he smiled.  “You can even bring two books if you’d like.”

“Three?”

“Two,” he corrected.  “We won’t be there long enough for you to need more, and you’ll be glad not to be carrying the extra weight as we walk wherever we’re going.”

“Wait, I’m carrying them?  What about your Storage Pack?”

“They’re your books.  Why would anyone else bring them?  Oh, and while I’m at it…”  He quickly sent her a party join request.  “Accept that.  It’ll be easier to keep track of you and make sure you’re all right…plus, you’ll get a bunch of bonuses for being in my party.”

When he and Avalyn returned to Saphielle’s square, with the girl newly added to his party, McBane had joined the others.  Miwango had left Rhys’ hand and was perched before Silma, who lowered her nose to examine the tiny creature.




You’re big,


 
Aranos heard Miwango’s voice in his mind.






And you’re very small,


 
Silma replied. 

 

I was once, too.  You’ll grow, if you’re a smart hunter.





Will you show me?



Maybe, if you promise to listen.




The turaloke spread its wings and launched itself into the air.  It glided almost effortlessly onto Silma’s back and laid down, nestling itself against the fenrin’s fur. 

 

I’ll sleep now,


 
it spoke to everyone.





Aranos smiled at Silma, who was gazing neutrally at the tiny creature on her back. 

 

Looks like you’ve made a friend, girl,


 
he said mentally.






No, a possible ally, pack leader,


 
she said. 

 

I can tell that this one will be a powerful predator one day, if it survives.  I’d rather have it be a valuable part of the pack.  I’ll train it as you train the whelp.







That’s fair,


 
he agreed.



“Are we ready?” he asked everyone aloud.

“Excited to get back to my Quest,” McBane grinned.

“I believe all are prepared, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke.  “We simply await your pleasure.”

“Then let’s get this done.”  He began casting his Farsight Spell, tuning it to the ruined village he and Silma had investigated a few days ago.  It was probably still abandoned, and that made it a perfect place for them to travel to.  He first scried the destroyed cluster of homes and farms to be sure that no one had returned to it, yet, before opening his portal.  He was a bit nervous that the portal wouldn’t work – if he had to return to the exact spot from which they’d left Stoneleague, things might get dicey, because he didn’t really remember that clearing very well, and he was certain it was probably being watched just in case they returned to it – but it swirled into view after only thirty seconds or so of casting.  He renewed their Illusory Cloaks, this time making Silma look like a normal gray wolf of exceptional size, shifting Glorferdir’s aureate coat into a matte, tan shade that wouldn’t draw as much attention, and making Miwango look like a large but mundane lizard.  He waited for the others to pass through before stepping through himself and shutting the portal behind him.

“Where are we?” Geltheriel asked curiously, looking around at the destroyed village. 

“This is the place Silma and I started our hunt for the Oroloke from,” he replied.  “The city’s a couple hours away by the road, and it’s closer to the forests for Rhys.”  He looked at McBane.  “I assume you’re coming to Stoneleague with us, right?”

“Yep.  If you’ll take a look at the building those thieves were in, I should have enough info to move my Quest forward.”

“Fair enough.”  He turned to Rhys.  “I’ll let Silma know when we’re ready to leave.  Have fun hunting!”

“While I do not find the hunt particularly enjoyable, Liberator,” Rhys smiled, “I am certain my traveling companions will, and that is far more important.  Good luck in the city.”

With Aranos’ bonuses to movement – and his Zone of Speed Spell pumped as high as he could maintain it – it only took them an hour and a half to reach the Lower Gate, and as before, they were waved through without incident.  He followed McBane to the ramshackle building the thieves had been occupying and spent a few minutes walking around, scanning the area.

“They’re scattered,” he finally told the Rogue, whose face showed his disappointment.  “The one that was staying in that other room, though – the one you said was the leader – is somewhere near the Upper Gate and isn’t moving.  Here, I’ll send you the location.” 

McBane squinted at the air as he examined his updated map.  “There are a few different taverns around there.  He’s probably in one.”  The man grinned.  “And that updated my Quest; thanks, Oran!  I’ll keep in touch with you as long as you’re in the city.”

“Let me know if you need anything else,” Aranos replied.  “We’ll be here for at least the first half of the day.”

The Rogue walked off to the west, while Aranos, Avalyn, and Geltheriel headed toward the Guild Square.

“I’ve got a few errands to run,” he told the women.  “Avalyn, you can travel with me, or I can drop you off at the College to study for a bit.  It’s your choice.”

“The College,” she said quickly.  “I can finish reading my books.”

“Fine with me,” Aranos smiled.  “I have to check in with Neela and Dean Janeczek anyway.”  He glanced at Geltheriel. 

“I’ll be content to wait, so long as you aren’t too long,” she said in Human, resuming her persona as Theria.  “We’re not separating in the city again, though, even if I have to chain myself to you to make that happen.”

“Totally not necessary,” he chuckled.  “Let’s head to the College, then.”

When he entered the College and asked for Neela, he only had to wait for a few minutes before the Wizard appeared this time.  “Welcome back, Oran,” the young woman gushed as she entered the College’s antechamber, dressed in the same light gray robe.  “How was log…I mean, how was your time in our world?”

“Fine,” he smiled.  “Yours?”

“Too long,” she sighed.  “I couldn’t wait to get back here.”  She looked at Avalyn.  “Hi Avalyn.  How’s your training going?”

“Hi Neela,” the young woman smiled.  “It’s going…”  She glanced at Aranos and bit her lip, then sighed.  “It’s going great,” she finally said as if confessing a dark secret.  “I’ve created three Spells already, and I’ve gotten up to level four.  Plus, all of my Stats have been improving.”  She shook her head.

“Is that a bad thing?” Neela asked, her voice surprised.

“She’s mad because she doesn’t want Oran, here, to be doing a good job,” Geltheriel chuckled, drawing an angry glance from the young girl.  “She wants to be angry at him, but it’s hard when his training is working so well for her.”  She caught Avalyn’s glare and met it with one of her own.  “Am I wrong, child?” she said softly, and Avalyn visibly winced.

“No – no ma’am,” the girl shook her head.  “You’re right.”

“That’s pretty silly, Avalyn,” Neela chided.  “After all, the better Oran is at teaching you, the stronger you’ll be in the long run, right?”

“I suppose,” Avalyn sighed, looking over at Aranos.  “Can I go study?”

“Go ahead,” he nodded.  “But no complaining when it’s time to leave.”

The girl bristled slightly but seemed to deflate as she glanced at Geltheriel.  “I won’t,” she stammered.  “I promise.”  She hurried through one of the doors without looking back, and Aranos shook his head.

“She’s young,” Neela laughed.  “And you’re an authority figure.  She’ll get over it.”

“She’s already better than she was, thanks to Theria,” Aranos observed, looking at Geltheriel.  “What did you do to her while I was gone yesterday?”

“I made sure she knew that I wouldn’t be indulging her,” the woman shrugged.  “That was all it took.”

“I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” Neela said, looking at Geltheriel.  Her voice had a strange tone to it, and the Sorcerer thought he saw a frown sweep across the Wizard’s face.  “I’m Neela.  And you are?”

“My name is Theria,” Geltheriel said evenly.  “I’m Oran’s – friend and party member.  I’m from the same place he entered this world originally.”

Neela’s eyes widened, and she opened her mouth as if to speak, but Aranos flashed her a warning look and she settled.  “Welcome to the College, Theria.  Are you a Wizard?”

“Hybrid Class,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “I can use my SP, but not very well.”

Neela affected a frown, but Aranos could see the twinkle in her eyes.  “You’ll have to wait here, then,” she said apologetically.  “I’m sorry, but non-Wizards can’t enter the College.”

“Really?” Geltheriel asked evenly.  “Only Wizards?”  She didn’t even glance at Aranos, but the Sorcerer could tell that Neela got her point immediately. 

“Well, mostly, yes,” the Wizard replied.  She glanced at Aranos.  “Don’t forget the barrier,” she murmured softly.  “If you help her get through it, they’ll probably ban you from here.  Plus, I kind of wanted to talk to you in private.”

“I’m fine waiting, Oran,” Geltheriel said, her eyes sparkling.  “Even if you’re disappearing with another woman.  Just don’t take too long…not that you usually do.” 

Aranos groaned silently as Neela’s face went red, and he heard a snort from the young, blonde man behind the counter, but when Neela spoke, her voice was sweet and airy.  “Thanks for understanding, Theria.  I promise, what I need him for won’t take long at all.”




She has a bit of wit, Oathbinder,


 
Geltheriel’s voice sounded in his mind. 

 

She is also being affected by your Charisma, so be wary of your interactions with her.







I will,


 
Aranos promised silently.  He looked over at the man behind the counter, who was grinning openly.  “Can you also let Dean Janeczek know I’m here?  I’m sure he wants to speak with me.” 



“Of course,” the man nodded.  “I’ll let him know at once.”

“Thanks.”  He turned to Neela.  “After you,” he gestured at the door hidden in the wall.

The Hall of the Unformed was still fairly busy this early in the day, and he and Neela had to weave past groups of students to reach the portal to the College of Air.  He cast his Flight Spell and followed the woman to her room, not bothering to pretend that he couldn’t keep up.  For her part, Neela seemed distracted and wasn’t paying attention, to the point where she actually missed the door to her room, and they had to backtrack a bit.  Once they entered, she muttered and wove her hands, and he felt a shield of Air surround them.

“I found the Spell in the Library after I saw you do it,” she told him with a half-smile.  “It’s obviously useful, but they never taught it to us…”  She sighed and turned to stare out the window into the blue expanse of the morning sky.

“Is everything okay?” he asked her cautiously.  “It seems like you’ve got something on your mind.”



“I do,” she nodded.  “I asked you to come to my room for a reason – a private reason.”  She flushed as she seemed to realize what she’d said, but Aranos didn’t make the obvious joke.  Something was seriously bothering the woman, and he figured the smartest thing to do was to be quiet and let her come to it in her own time. 

 

Maybe she regrets helping me,


 
he reasoned. 

 

After getting called on the carpet by the Headmaster, I wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t want to work with me anymore. 




“I want to go with you.”  When she finally did speak, she caught him completely off-guard.  He’d been expecting some sort of remonstrance, or perhaps a detailed explanation for why she couldn’t keep helping him.  This, though, caught him off-guard.

“Wait, what?” he asked blankly, blinking in surprise.  “Go with me?  Where?”

“Antas,” she said firmly, turning to look directly at him.  “I want to go with you to Antas.”

“Why?” he asked curiously.  He didn’t know what was going on, but he wasn’t about to agree to something like this without understanding.  Neela seemed nice enough, but he’d learned that seeming nice didn’t mean much.

“Because...”  She took a deep breath.  “Because I cannot fucking deal with this place anymore, Aranos!”  It was as if a dam had burst in the woman, and a rush of hot anger spewed forth.  “Do you know what they did to me?  They went into my head and yanked my thoughts out!  They didn’t ask; they just took what they wanted from my fucking mind!”  She shuddered.  “I could feel it happening, and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it.  It was…humiliating.”  She turned away as tears ran down her face.

“Since then, I’ve been asking around,” she said in a frigid tone.  “I’m not alone.  It happens fairly regularly to students who they suspect are keeping secrets.  Oh, they make a big noise that Mind magic isn’t ever supposed to be used on other Wizards, but they do it all the time.  Since we’re students, we don’t count, apparently; they just need permission from our Dean or the Headmaster, and I guess no one ever says no.”  She spat those last words and shook her head.

“I’m not going through that again,” she said firmly.  “If that’s how they treat their students – if they think it’s okay to invade our minds just to satisfy their curiosities – then I want nothing to do with them.”

“What about your training?” Aranos asked quietly.

“Antas was supposed to be the center of learning in the world, right?” she shrugged.  “Does that Library I’ve heard about have information on magic?  Spells?  Advanced Classes?”

“Yeah, it does.  Quite a bit, actually.”

“Then I’ll teach myself.  I’ll gain XP faster by adventuring, anyway, and I’ve already grown my Stats and Skills more using that training method you showed me than I have the entire time I’ve been in this place.”  She looked back at him, her jaw set.  “You can say no, and that’s fine.  I’m still leaving the College, and I’ll just move into the Adventurers’ Guild and join pick-up groups.  That’s what I was honestly about to go do when you got here, in fact, and what I’ll probably do after we’re done talking.  I’ll figure something out.”

Aranos stared at the woman impassively.  She seemed very serious – and very hurt by the College invading her mind.  Aranos remembered how angry he’d been when the AIs had messed with his thoughts and made him feel dumb for a bit; he’d been infuriated, too.  Apparently, she felt the same way about having her thoughts probed.  Aranos knew that the AIs could read her thoughts the entire time – in fact, that was the whole point of the game – but he also knew that she probably wasn’t interested in rationality right now.

“Okay, if that’s what you want,” he nodded at last.  “I can’t guarantee you that Storm Wizard is going to be an option, though.  I hope it is, but I don’t know the entire contents of the Library – not even close.”

“I understand,” she nodded firmly, but Aranos could almost feel the relief emanating from her.  “And Aranos – thank you.   I’m really grateful, and I’ll owe you one.  Or maybe several, I suppose.”  She grinned half-heartedly. 

“You’ll pay me back by becoming an awesome Storm Wizard and zapping monsters with lightning bolts,” he laughed quietly.  His face grew serious.  “You know that if you do this, they’ll probably never take you back, right?”

“I don’t care,” she shook her head.  “Seriously, I don’t.  I don’t want to go through that again, and there’s no guarantee that it won’t happen the next time Dean Rocherres or one of my instructors thinks I did something wrong.”  She shuddered.  “Aranos, most of the Students have had that done to them at least three or four times.  It isn’t until they become full Wizards that it becomes forbidden.  I’m not doing that several more times.  I’m not.”

“Well, why don’t you blow some steam off adventuring for the day?” Aranos smiled.  “I’ll message you when we’re ready to leave.  It might not be until tomorrow, though; I’ve got some stuff to do today, and I wasn’t planning on heading back to Antas right away.”

“That’s fine; I spent the night before logout in the Adventurers’ Guild anyway.”  She grimaced.  “I went to grab a drink and had more than I should have.”  She frowned.  “I think I might have made out with some shirtless guy with big muscles, too.” 

“Brutus?” Aranos grinned.  When the woman’s face looked panicked, Aranos laughed.  “We’re not friends, but we’ve met.  He doesn’t like me much.  Good for you, though; I think Brutus could use some constructive making out.”

She shuddered.  “I don’t remember the entire night clearly, but I had enough presence of mind not to come back to the College drunk.  I spent the night there, instead – by myself, I might add,” she said hastily.

Aranos shrugged.  “Hey, we’ve all done the walk of shame,” he laughed.  “It’s not my place to judge, but I think you had good reason for wanting to indulge a bit.”

“Yeah.  That’s true.”  She ran a hand through her hair.  “In any case, I’ll watch for your message.  I could use a day just – just killing stuff, I suppose.  It’s been a couple weeks since I worked with a party.  It’ll be nice to have the company.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “Speaking of that, your friend downstairs…is she really an elf?”

“Yeah,” Aranos nodded.  “She’s a hybrid Assassin-type with an Advanced Class, so she’s pretty badass.  She also thinks she’s funny, thus the joke implying what we’d be doing in your room alone – and it not taking very long.”

Neela giggled a bit at that.  “That did kind of surprise me,” she admitted.  “The Wizards don’t allow ‘fraternizing’ between students, so people don’t talk like that around here.  Not that it doesn’t happen anyway, but people have to be careful about it or they’ll get in trouble.  It’s even frowned upon for full Wizards to hook up, because it ‘takes energy away from their studies’.  It took me a second to realize what she was insinuating.”  She giggled again.  “It looked like it embarrassed you.”

“It did, and it does, and she knows that,” he agreed.  “She thinks it’s funny.”

“Well…it kind of was,” Neela laughed.  “I mean, it would have been better if you’d blushed or something, but it was still a bit funny.”

“I blushed,” he assured her.  “You just can’t see it under the disguise.”  He shook his head.  “In any case, I’d better go see if the Dean is willing to meet with me, and you should probably get going before all the decent groups are gone.”

“Good point.  I’ll chat with you later.”




Chapter 24


Aranos found Avalyn deep in study when he returned to the Hall of the Unformed.  A couple of young, male Wizards were sitting near her, trying to engage her in conversation, but she was blatantly ignoring them, her eyes fastened to her books.  Aranos felt an urge to go over and shoo the boys away, but he figured that Avalyn had probably been handling herself in the College just fine without him so far, and he doubted the Wizards would let anyone cross any boundaries, especially in the middle of the common area. 

He headed over to the door he’d exited after his last visit with the dean and found a brown-haired woman in black robes with a single gold stripe on her arm standing beside the door.  As he approached, she gave him a clearly irritated look.  “Are you Oran?” she asked crisply.

“That’s me,” he nodded.  “I’m here to speak with Dean Janeczek.”

The woman gave him an obvious up-and-down appraisal and shook her head.  “I was asked to – escort you to his office,” she said distastefully.  “Please follow me.”

He followed the woman through the door silently into the small antechamber to the School of the Fathomless.  They stopped there, and she spent a minute casting an elaborate Spell.  The world lurched, and suddenly he found himself in a different location, his senses reeling.  Everything seemed to swim in his vision, and he sat down heavily as his balance wavered for several moments.  He swallowed hard to keep the contents of his stomach in place, barely managing it as the world slowly settled around him. 

“Are you okay?” the woman beside him asked almost perfunctorily.

“I’m fine,” he gasped as his vision finally stabilized.  “I don’t teleport well, but – it’s usually not this bad.”

“Ah, I see what’s happening,” Veronica’s voice suddenly spoke in his mind.  “I’ve been wondering about this, Jeff.  You know that you’re the only player that reacts this strongly to being teleported?  Some people have complained of dizziness, but no one else has been vomiting or falling down like you.”




Gee, lucky me,


 
he thought sarcastically as he rose unsteadily to his feet. 

 

What do you mean, you see what’s happening?




“I mean, thanks to all the practice you’ve given us recently in shifting your sensory input in a hurry, I actually figured out why you’re being affected this way.  It’s a matter of sensory priorities.”




That didn’t really explain much,


 
he thought a bit waspishly, trying to keep his stomach down. 

 

What does that mean?




“Humans are extremely sight-oriented,” she explained, “so when you’re moving through the game, we prioritize establishing your visual field over everything else.  Your brain corrects for small delays in sound, touch, smell, and so on, as we discussed before, but it tends to alter them all to match your visual input. 

“The problem is that your proprioception – your sense of body awareness, balance, etc. – is also fairly high priority, but since it isn’t usually linked to your sight, when there are big changes to sight, proprioception gets shunted down the priority ladder.  When you teleport, we’re altering your entire visual field at once, and we’ve been altering your auditory, tactile, olfactory, and other major senses to match what you’re seeing before we stabilize proprioception.”




That’s actually pretty interesting,


 
he admitted. 

 

But why only me?




“You’re the one most connected to the game, so the delay is hitting you harder than everyone else.  Your body awareness isn’t matching what your vision is telling you, and the result is motion sickness.”




I’m glad you figured it out,


 
he thought gratefully. 

 

Any chance you can fix it?




“Well, we can push proprioception up in the priority list, but it won’t be something we can just do.  The change will affect every transition you make in the game, not just teleporting.  It’ll require a big patch, so we’ll take care of it next time you’re all logged out, but until then, you’ll just have to endure, sorry.”




Again, lucky me,


 
he sighed, but the sense of her presence had vanished. 

 

What, she doesn’t want to listen to me whine?




“Are you recovered?” the Wizard asked brusquely.  “The dean is waiting for us, you know.”

“Give me a second,” he groaned, closing his eyes and breathing deeply.  He wondered if his brief dislocation had made this effect worse than it had been before, or if the effect was stronger because of the person casting the Spell.

“Fine,” she snapped, and he heard her muttering under her breath.  It didn’t take much to see why she was unhappy; she was probably the most junior Wizard available, and she certainly wouldn’t appreciate being told to go fetch him.  He remembered being low on the totem pole, too, and he’d hated having to go make coffee runs for the office or being the guy to run stuff up to the bigwigs that was too sensitive to be sent electronically. 

As his balance stabilized, he opened.  “Okay, I’m good.”

“Finally,” she muttered.  “This way.”  She led him down a long hallway to a gold-plated doorway, elaborately carved with runes and lacking any sort of handle.  She reached out and touched the door, and a moment later, it swung open, revealing a simple, austere room without other doors or windows that Aranos could see.  A man with curly, black hair sat behind a desk against the far wall, his eyes unfocused as he apparently stared at something only he could see.

The woman walked before the desk and cleared her throat.  “Director Alphenor?” she said in a carefully neutral voice.  “This is the Traveler Dean Janeczek asked to see.”

“So I see,” the man spoke in a deep, bass voice that belied his narrow chest.  “Tell me, Wizard Selina, how did you accomplish this task?”

The woman looked startled, and her eyes narrowed.  “I teleported down to the main floor and waited in the Hall of the Unformed for him for ten minutes,” she said flatly.  “Then I teleported the two of us back here and waited longer while he recovered his wits.”

“Interesting.  So, you took something on the order of twenty minutes to accomplish a job that might have taken five?”  The man shook his head.

The woman’s eyes narrowed.  “Five minutes?” she repeated in a voice tinged with rising anger.  “Director, I was told to watch for the Traveler and bring him here.  It’s not my fault that it took twenty minutes; most of that was waiting for him!”

“True,” the man nodded, still staring off into space.  “Traveler, can you see how she could have accomplished this task in five minutes?”

“No,” he shook his head.  “Even if she’d stayed in the tower, checked the front Hall with scrying magic every couple of minutes to see if anyone was there, and opened a portal for me instead of going to fetch me herself, she’d still have had to keep checking for that ten minutes.”

“Fair point.”  The man’s eyes focused, and he turned to face Wizard Selina, whose face was abashed.  “Still, what do I always tell you is the key to using Spatial magic, Wizard Selina?”

The woman’s gaze dropped to the floor.  “To find the solution that uses the least amount of time, SP, and effort, Director,” she mumbled. 

“You could have remained in your room, opened two coextensive portals, and never had to even greet the Traveler, had you put more thought into the exercise,” the man told her gently.  “Instead, you let your wounded pride convince you that you’d been given a task beneath your abilities rather than a test of how well you’ve learned your lessons.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but the man held up a hand.  “There’s no need to say anything if you’ve learned from this.  Have you?”  She nodded.  “Then return to your studies and remember it for next time.”  She bowed her head, turned, and walked wordlessly out the door.

“So, you’re the Traveler Oran,” the man spoke easily, turning to face Aranos.  “Or, I suppose, that’s what you’re calling yourself, yes?”

“More or less,” Aranos shrugged.  “Is the dean in?”

“He is.  Hold on, and I’ll open a portal for you.”  The man made several passes with his hands, and suddenly a glowing portal swirled into being before Aranos, revealing the interior of Radomil’s office.  “He’s waiting for you.”

Radomil was sitting at his desk, a book open before him, scribbling notes on a piece of parchment.  “A moment, Traveler,” the brown-haired man spoke, his eyes never leaving his paper.  “Please, be seated.”

Aranos took a seat and waited for several minutes before Radomil laid down his quill.  “Thanks for being patient,” the dean smiled.  “I was making notes about things to research in your Library.  I want to be prepared, since I’ve only got the one day for right now.”

“Smart,” Aranos nodded.  “What are you planning to focus on?”

“The practice of magic before the Feast,” the man said, his eyes gleaming.  “So much of our knowledge was lost, and I’m hoping we can reclaim some of it.  Did you know there hasn’t been an Archmage since the Feast, for example?  Or that no one’s managed to master the Domain of Time?” 

“I don’t even know what an Archmage is,” Aranos admitted.

“It was once an Evolved Wizard Class, but the secrets of it were lost in the Feast.  All the Archmages of the time were killed, and no one was left to pass on that knowledge to a new generation.”

“That doesn’t really explain what one is,” Aranos pointed out.

“No one really knows,” Radomil shrugged with a grin.  “The little bit of information we have suggests that they were Wizards who could access more than one Domain without mastering any of them, though.”  The man shook his head, his face disbelieving.  “Everything we know says that’s impossible.  To unlock a Domain, you have to be totally committed to that single concept.  There’s just no room in a person for two.  At least, that’s the teaching, but if the stories are true, those teachings are wrong.”

Aranos smiled; the man’s eagerness was a bit infectious.  “I’m planning to head back to Antas tomorrow; at least, that’s my hope.  Will you be ready to travel then?”

“That should be plenty of time to get myself organized,” Radomil nodded.  “In the meantime, since you’re here, is there anything I can do for you?”

“Teleportation magic,” Aranos replied.  “I haven’t unlocked that, yet, and I was hoping you could demonstrate it for me and maybe walk me through it.  And are there any other combinations of mana you would suggest I look at?”

Radomil leaned back, thoughtfully.  “Spatial and Lightning mana are an effective combination,” he said.  “I’ll let you figure out what it does, but it can be very useful, especially against melee types.  Otherwise, from what you said, you’ve pretty much gotten all the Spatial and Primary combinations.”  He frowned.  “What Soul mana aspects have you unlocked?”

“Restorative and Necrotic only.  Well, and Astral.”

“Astral’s useful and fairly rare.  That’s something worth working on.”  Radomil seemed lost in thought.  “Soul mana is something of an intensifier, for lack of a better word.  Add it to Telekinetic mana, for example, and you get the Psionic Aspect, which allows you to do more than Telekinetic does.  Add it to Evocation Spells, and you’ve got the Invocation Aspect, which draws power from other worlds rather than summoning a creature; you can basically use otherworldly Abilities without the danger of being eaten if your summoned creature gets away from you.”

“Can it be combined with Elemental mana?” Aranos asked eagerly.  “I figured if Spatial mana combines with so much…”

“Not the case, I’m afraid,” Radomil laughed.  “Spatial mana can be combined in more ways than any other Enhanced aspect, and Mind mana can be combined in fewer ways than any other.  Soul is toward the low end of that scale.  As I said, it’s an intensifier; mix it with most Primary types, and you just get a stronger Spell, not a whole, new Aspect.  Spirit mana is one that combines with a lot of types, though, as Conjuration mana.  I know about that, but I can’t help you with it, since I don’t have Spirit mana unlocked, sorry.”

“That’s fine,” Aranos sighed.  “Just knowing that things can be done is a huge help, actually.”

“I can help you with Teleportation, though,” Radomil smiled.  “Let’s talk about how Teleportation differs from Dimensional Spells…”

It took Aranos about thirty minutes to master the intricate weave of Dimensional and Life mana that formed the Teleportation Aspect – as well as the construct of Dimensional and Death mana that made Forbiddance mana, which held out portals and teleporting Spells or Abilities.  He’d already learned most of the limits of Teleportation magic through his studies.  It tended to be inaccurate unless you were teleporting to a spot in sight range, one you knew well, or one that was clearly marked by anchoring runes, the way the teleport gates in elven cities worked.  He couldn’t teleport outside of a region or through most magical barriers the way Geltheriel could with her Shadow magic, and if he teleported into a solid object accidentally, he’d take a lot of damage.

Forbiddance Spells seemed to be fairly simple in concept.  The Forbiddance Aspect allowed him to seal an area, object, or person so that portals and teleporting wouldn’t function for them.  It was different from Warding mana, which prevented creatures from other worlds from entering or leaving an area, but like Warding mana, any caster or creature could overcome a Forbiddance Spell with an Opposed Check.  Still, Aranos planned to create a Forbiddance Spell as soon as possible and add it to the defensive protections around Antas.  While every city somewhat resisted Dimensional travel into and out of it, adding a specific ward to the city apparently made it much more secure.

Geltheriel was waiting patiently for him when he returned to the main lobby.  “Did you do everything you needed?” she asked as he returned.

“More or less,” he nodded.  “Thank you for being patient.”

“Not that I had a lot of choice,” she pointed out.  “Oh, your Wizard friend left here a while ago.  She seemed – determined to leave.”

“I’ll tell you about it later,” he hedged, eyeing the people behind the counter.  He didn’t want Neela to get into any trouble, and he was sure that anything the students behind the counter overheard would be passed to their superiors almost immediately.

“Of course,” Geltheriel nodded, understanding instantly.  “Where are we going next?”

“Merchants’ Guild.  I want to see if they’re interested in that idea you were talking about before.”

“Oh, they’ll be interested, Oran,” she assured him.  “Let’s just go find out how interested they’ll be.”

The small lobby of the Guild was far less crowded and much quieter than it had been the last time Aranos and Geltheriel visited.  Instead of a horde of merchants all clamoring for attention and shouting out complaints, the room had a handful of plainly dressed men and women talking in low tones to one another.  Their faces still looked drawn, haggard, and worried, but there was no sense of building panic in the air this time.  The woman standing behind the counter was accompanied by a single guard who stood well back.  She was somewhat older than Aranos, probably a decade or so his senior, with chestnut hair, small eyes, and a large nose that dominated her face.  As Aranos walked to the counter, she looked up from the papers she was examining, her gaze dull and incurious.

“Welcome to the Merchants’ Guild,” she said in a dry monotone.  “How can the Guild serve you today?”  Her eyes seemed to almost focus past him rather than on him, and he wondered if she had difficulty seeing.  She wasn’t squinting, but she wasn’t really focusing, either.

“Um, yeah,” he replied, a bit nonplussed by her diffident reaction.  “My name’s Oran, and…”

“Oran?” one of the merchants behind him interrupted, and conversation suddenly died out.  “Oran, Master of Elements?  The one who ended the tigroon menace?”  Aranos turned to look at a short, slim young man with sandy brown hair and a round face.  “Is that you?”

“That’s me,” Aranos nodded.  “And this is my companion, Theria.”  He gestured to the woman beside him.

The merchant rushed up and seized Aranos’ hand in both of his, shaking it enthusiastically.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the man gushed.  “You saved my business!  How can I ever repay you?”

“He’s been repaid, Merchant MacGregor,” the woman behind the counter said coolly.  “It was a Quest, and he was rewarded for completing it.”

“She’s right,” Aranos assured the man.  “Thanks, though – Merchant MacGregor?”

“Finn,” the man corrected.  “Finn MacGregor.”  He continued to shake Aranos’ hand.  “Even so, if there’s anything I can do…”

“You could let us talk to this woman, so we can complete our business here,” Geltheriel spoke a little archly, one eyebrow raised expressively.  “I’m sure you’re busy, as well.”

“Oh, right,” the man smiled sheepishly as he dropped Aranos hand at last.  “Sorry about that.  I’ve just never met an actual professional Adventurer before.  I guess I got a little excited.”

“No worries,” Aranos laughed a little uncomfortably.  “Theria’s right, though.  We really do have a lot to do today.”

“Of course,” the merchant nodded.  “I’ll let you get to it.  Just wanted to say thanks.  A lot of us owe you one for taking care of those monsters.”  He looked meaningfully at the woman behind the counter.  “A lot of us, Merchant Vesik.  Including you, I think.”

“Yes, yes, including me,” the woman sighed.  “So, Oran, now that the hero-worshipping is done, what are you actually here for?”

“We’re here…” he began, but Geltheriel cut him off.

“With a confidential proposal,” she said firmly.  “One that’s somewhat sensitive.  We wanted to give the Guild the right of first refusal, but it needs to be done in private.”

The merchant’s eyes narrowed.  “Very well,” she said after a moment.  “I’ll summon one of our agents to speak with you, if you’ll wait.  It’ll probably be a few minutes, though.  Is that okay?”



“That’s fine,” Aranos nodded.  “We can wait.”  The pair moved over to the wall, and Aranos surreptitiously touched the ring on his finger. 

 

What was that all about?


 
he asked Geltheriel silently.






The merchants in this room are all either very junior members of larger houses or the heads of very small, new houses, Oathbinder,


 
she answered silently. 

 

In Eredain, you can find similar sorts lounging about the House of Summer, the Merchanting House, hoping to pick up a bit of gossip or information they might find useful.





So, they just stand around and hope to hear gossip?  That seems like a waste of time.





It often is, Oathbinder,


 
she agreed. 

 

However, occasionally a small tidbit of valuable information will be let slip by an incautious messenger or clerk – and sometimes, those same can be bribed to reveal such information.  In those cases, a small House can use what they have gleaned to amass a quick fortune, while a junior merchant can prove to their seniors that they are worthy of inclusion in the higher reaches of the House.  For some, the wait is worth the hope of reward.




Aranos nodded his head; he supposed he could see that.  It was a common enough thing among gamers – noobs in a game would often linger in the forums, hoping to pick up tricks and tips from more experienced players, or even pretend to be veteran gamers in order to fool others into sharing some of their secrets.  He supposed it was a legitimate practice for merchants, too. 


So, if I’d talked about Antas aloud…



Then these lingering merchants would be either plying us with their wares, hoping that we would allow them to come to our city, or would be passing word to merchants larger than we would like of the opportunity.  We do not want things to spiral out of our control so quickly, I believe.


Aranos’ reply was interrupted as a familiar figure walked out of the back.  Master Merchant Warren was dressed in royal blue instead of pea green today, and his wispy, white hair wasn’t quite as disheveled as the last time Aranos had seen him.  The old man’s face, though, still had a disgruntled expression on it as he walked up to the counter and lifted a section of it, revealing a gate in the seemingly solid structure.

“Oran,” the old man spoke gruffly, inclining his head to the pair.  “It’s good to see you again.  Come with me.”  He opened the gate and waited for Aranos and Geltheriel to pass through before closing it and replacing the counter with an audible click.  “This way,” the man gestured, leading the two through the door and into a back area that was far more crowded and much busier than the front. 

“Welcome to the actual Merchants’ Guild,” Warren said shortly.  “That part out there is just for show; this is where the real work gets done.”  Aranos could tell at once that the man was speaking the truth.  Men and women dressed in various levels of finery rushed around, carrying scrolls or sheafs or paper.  Others stood in small groups, arguing quietly but furiously with one another.  He watched money change hands more times than he wanted to count, and every so often a group of people would walk over to a desk staffed by what Aranos guessed were clerks or functionaries, handing over stacks of papers.

“Here, a significant chunk of the wealth in the Human Kingdoms is made and lost daily,” Warren continued as he led the pair back through the organized chaos.

“It looks like quite a bit of speculation is going on,” Geltheriel observed.  “Someone must have gotten some pretty important information.”

The merchant looked at her, his eyes slightly impressed.  “You’re right,” he acknowledged.  “Good eyes.  Someone got a magical message from Northmoor that their northern guard tower fell to Shadowed creatures, and it leaked out somehow.  Now, some people are trying to divest themselves of whatever holdings they have in Northmoor, since there’s an old legend that the tower falling means the city will, too.  Other people are buying those holdings up for silvers on the gold; if the city doesn’t fall, they’ll be rich, but if it does, they’ll lose out in a big way.”

The man opened a door and led the pair into a small office.  He closed the door and touched a rune beside it; instantly, Aranos felt a whisper of mana slide through the room.  He cautiously reached out with his Sense Mana Skill; the room was surrounded by a wall of Sonic energy that he guessed would keep any sounds from exiting.

“This room is now secure against prying ears,” the old man said, walking over and sitting at a desk, gesturing to a pair of comfortable-looking chairs.  As Aranos and Geltheriel sat, the man continued.  “Let me first start by telling you that this is an unusual situation.  Normally, if someone who wasn’t a member in good standing of the Guild – or even if they were a junior member of the Guild – had a confidential offer for us, they’d have to fill out a request form, put as much information about the request as possible on it, submit it through the proper channels, and wait until someone read it and either decided to pass it on or that it wasn’t worth our time.  Sadly, it’s most often the latter.”  The man shrugged.

“Then thank you for meeting with us,” Aranos caught the hint.  “We appreciate your taking the time when things are so obviously busy around here.”

“After what you did for the Guild, the only decent thing to do is to hear you out.”  Warren chuckled.  “If word got out that you’d been turned away, we might have had an uprising on our hands, especially after this business in Northmoor.  We still don’t know what’s going on over there, except that both King Hugin and Queen Ysabelle have lost numerous patrols along the Trade Road, even some fairly large ones.  We’re going to need the Adventurers’ Guild to put more bodies on this, so we can’t afford to turn aside the Adventurer currently most in favor with our merchants.” 

He leaned back, folding his hands across his chest.  “So, Oran, what’s this proposal you’ve got?”

Aranos took a deep breath, shifting points from his Physical Stats into his Charisma to boost the Stat over 200 temporarily.  He had a feeling he’d need it for what was about to come. 

“I’m going to take a big risk with what I’m about to tell you, Warren,” he said slowly.  “Or, I guess, what I’m going to tell you and show you, to be fair.  First of all, my name’s not really Oran – and I’m not really human.  Don’t freak out…” 

He let the Illusory Cloak slide off him, revealing his alien features, gemlike skin, and brilliant, red hair.  To his credit, Warren didn’t jump back or draw a weapon – Aranos hadn’t seen one on the man, but he assumed he had a knife or something hidden somewhere – but his eyes widened until Aranos could see the whites all around the pupils, and his face drained of color.

“Who – no, what are you?” the man asked softly. 

“My name’s Aranos,” the Sorcerer answered.  “Aranos, Lord Evenshade, the Grand Liberator and Heart-bonded of Antas.”

“Antas?” the man repeated.  He seemed to regain his composure.  “Wait, Aranos the Liberator?  I heard you were an elf – which you’re obviously not.”

“I was an elf.  Well, I was an aleen,” Aranos corrected.  “Half elf, half fay…”

“I’m aware of what an aleen is,” the man snapped as it looked like he recovered his wits.  “It’s obvious that you Evolved and favored your fay heritage.  So, what are you now?”

“High arcane,” Aranos shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter.  What does matter is that I’ve got a newly Liberated city – and no merchants in it.  I’ve got contacts with the elves, and I’ve recently gained reputation with the dwarves – a relationship I’m planning on growing ASAP.  Antas used to be the hub where all three nations interacted, and I’d like to make it that again.”

Warren was shaking his head.  “That was because of the High Roads,” he pointed out.  “Antas is cut off from all those realms, now.  No caravan would risk taking the High Roads, and there’s no Trade Road to Antas because there isn’t a need for it.  One could be built, but it would be a long process…”

“I’m working on setting up a portal system,” Aranos cut the man off.  “I can already create portals from Antas to Stoneleague, and I can probably open a connection between my city and the nearest elven one, Eredain.  If I can do that, then people can travel between the cities without needing to use the High Roads.”

“If,” the merchant pointed out, his eyes narrow.  “That’s quite an if, though.  And what do you have to trade?  Antas was renowned for its knowledge – are you planning to sell information?”

“I might end up selling passes to the Library,” he admitted.  “But I’m hoping to get human, elven, and dwarven merchants all in one city and let you all trade with one another.”

“While you tax every transaction,” Warren nodded, his eyes going speculative.  “Still, that’s a big ‘if’.  What are you looking for from us?  Funding?  Venture capital?”

“No, I’m fine on money,” Aranos laughed.  “I need bodies.”  Seeing the man’s alarmed face, he hastily clarified.  “Not corpses or sacrifices or anything.  I need people living in my city.  I need people to rebuild, to inhabit it.  I need farmers to work the land, lumberjacks to harvest the forests as they regrow, miners to look for ore veins beneath it and in the nearby mountains.  I need crafters to make what people need.  In other words, I need to fill a city.  To do that, I need merchants, because without merchants, people won’t be able to sell whatever they find or produce or buy what we can’t make yet.”

“You want the Guild to establish a branch in Antas?” the old man asked.

“Maybe eventually,” Aranos hedged.  “For right now, I’m looking for a merchant who’d we willing to relocate to Antas.  Someone who’s small enough that the opportunity will matter to them but established enough to have their own supply networks and contacts.  Someone who deals in lots of different items, especially ones that are human-specific, and who won’t mind working with other races.”

“And in return, what are you offering the Guild?  A share of every transaction ourselves?”

Aranos laughed.  “No, I’d offer you a finder’s fee,” he told the man.  “You locate the right merchant, and I pay you based on how well you’ve met my criteria.”

“That’s both imprecise and not very advantageous for the Guild,” Warren protested.  “We’d be losing a merchant – and all the income they bring in – and getting a noncommittal lump payment?”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Aranos countered.  “Whoever you send will still be a member of the Guild and will still have to pay Guild dues – which I presume is a minimum amount, plus a percentage of profits – and you’ll probably work out a side arrangement with them for an extra percentage in return for giving me their name.  You’ll get money from me, money from them, and probably more money in the long run because as they prosper, so do you.  If things work out and Antas becomes the trading center I’m hoping, you’ll want to open a branch of the Guild there, and having good relations with the city’s ruler will help that.  Plus, this way you’ll make the most money by choosing someone who’ll succeed in Antas, which encourages you to make a good choice for me.”

The merchant stared at Aranos for several moments before shaking his head and sighing.  “You have an absurdly high Charisma, don’t you?” he complained.  “That all seems – very reasonable, and I don’t think it should.  I should be demanding an upfront payment just to start looking, telling you how hard it will be to find a merchant like you’re seeking, and convincing you that it’ll be best for everyone if you allow us to take a percentage of the profits rather than a lump sum.

“The thing is,” the man grimaced, “I have a bad feeling about Northmoor.  I think that soon enough, we’re going to be cut off from the Eastern Kingdoms and be fully reliant on Avendale for trade – which will mean that the Merchants’ Guild there will bleed us dry.  We need to open another trade route, and unless the dwarves come out of hiding, west is the only real option.”

Before Aranos could reply, the man held up a hand.  “I can think of several smaller merchants that would perfectly suit your needs,” he told Aranos.  “I won’t bother, though, unless you can set up the portal relay you’re talking about.  Bring me a specific proposal with details of payment and show me proof of your relay, and I’ll get you a merchant who’ll be perfect for you – and maybe even more than one, depending on your relay and the presence of the elves and dwarves that you’re talking about.  That’s the best I can do.”

“That is more than fair, Master Merchant,” Geltheriel spoke before Aranos could reply, rising to her feet.  Aranos hesitated a moment in surprise before hurriedly following suit, as did Warren a moment later.  “We shall formulate a contract proposal and have it delivered for your inspection within two days.  Is that acceptable?”

“It is,” Warren nodded.  “Don’t forget to put your disguises back on before you leave, though.  Things are nervous around here right now; I don’t need some kind of panic making things worse.”

“You understand, of course, that this deal is contingent upon our remaining in disguise in the city,” Geltheriel said smoothly.  “If our identities were to be widely known, it would be impossible for us to function in this city, much less finalize a trade agreement – one that will certainly be far more valuable than the information of our true nature, I’m certain, both to the Guild and to you, through your share of the finder’s fee.”

The merchant laughed.  “You know how a merchant thinks, lady elf,” he bowed sardonically.  “Don’t worry; I understand.  I’ll have to pass your identities on to those higher than me in the Guild, just to justify the deal I’m offering you, but they’ll also see that your friendship is far more beneficial than leveraging this sort of information could ever be.”  He smirked.  “And that having the enmity of the person who conquered a city that even armies failed to take will generate no profit whatsoever.  Your secret is safe.”

Aranos recast his Cloak, and the disguised pair followed the Master Merchant back to the front of the Guild.  Aranos noted more than one set of eyes following them as they walked and hoped those gazes were just speculative; technically, he wouldn’t know if someone penetrated his disguise, so if one of the merchants had a high enough Perception to spot the real Aranos…  He shook off that thought.  There was nothing he could do about it if that were the case, so there wasn’t any point to worrying about it.  

As the old merchant lifted the counter and opened the gate for them, he looked Aranos squarely in the eye.  “There’s no need to hurry on those documents,” he told the Sorcerer in a friendly tone.  “Once you’re done with what you were telling me, you can get the papers to me.  Until then, good luck – and I look forward to working with you.”



The old man vanished amidst a fury of whispers.  “What was that?” a voice spoke.  Aranos glanced over to see Finn staring, his face astonished.  “Was – was Master Merchant Warren being…

 

friendly


 
with you?”



Aranos chuckled.  “He liked my proposal,” he shrugged.

“It doesn’t matter.  The Master Merchant’s never friendly!”

“Maybe he’s just good at hiding it,” Geltheriel suggested lightly before taking Aranos’ arm affectionately. “Come on, Oran, we should head to the Black Blade, next.”



As they stepped out into the Square, Aranos gave the woman a sideways glance. 

 

What’s with the sudden affection?


 
he asked her silently. 

 

And why lie about where we’re going?







Because we were being watched very carefully, Oathbinder,


 
she said simply. 

 

I believe the woman behind the counter is more perceptive than she is appearing to be, and her interest in us was growing.  As we are playing the part of lovers in this city, I thought it best to keep up that charade.  And as for my deception, it can do no harm for the woman to think we are traveling somewhere we are not.  Do not forget that the thieves may still seek us, and if so, they will likely have offered a reward for information by this point.






Aranos grimaced.  He hadn’t forgotten, exactly, but he hadn’t really been thinking about it. 

 

Good point,


 
he sighed silently. 

 

After we’re done here, maybe we should just head back out right away.  I think I’ve only got two more places to visit in the city.  I was thinking about heading to Eredain next, but we could also travel to the Dwarven Realm of Skollheld Heill…although I don’t know if they’d let you in there, to be honest.







As I am your Follower, it is likely they will,


 
she said matter-of-factly. 

 

In fact, had we not been maintaining the image of lovers in this city, I would have revealed our connection at the College, and they would almost certainly have allowed me to join you.







Really?


 
he asked curiously. 

 

Why would they do that?







An Oathbound Follower is considered to be a part of their Oathbinder,


 
she explained. 

 

If they trust you to enter, they must trust me, as I cannot help but act in your best interests and wishes.  That is part of my Oath, and that means that I am no more dangerous than a blade you carry at your side. 






Meaning, he realized, that she was only dangerous to his enemies.  Any place that welcomed him but not her might be a bit suspect. 

 

That’s actually a huge relief,


 
he told her silently. 

 

I feel better whenever you’re around, to be honest.





That is perhaps one of the nicer things you have said to me, Oathbinder, and if you continue in that vein, I will surely blush.  However, we should do what we must and leave this city as quickly as possible.  When you are being hunted, remaining in your hunter’s territory is usually a bad idea.  Unless, of course, you wish to lure them into a trap of your making.  Are we prepared to do such?





No,


 
he shook his head. 

 

Let’s do what we have to and go.







Chapter 25


Portia’s shop had a handful of customers in it when Aranos arrived, and the counter was being manned by a young man the Sorcerer didn’t recognize.  “…Madigar family wishes to enter into an exclusive arrangement with you,” a rather pompous sounding man with graying hair and dressed in a fine doublet and hose was saying, standing before the counter and literally looking down his nose at the clerk.  “Have your Master come out at once.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but she’s busy right now,” the clerk bowed his head apologetically.  “I can let her know that you were here…”

“You said that yesterday, and yet she never appeared at our trading house as I requested,” the older man cut the clerk off.  “The Madigar family is powerful, with many contacts.  If your Master doesn’t deal with us, then she may find her life in Stoneleague far more – difficult than it need be.”

“That sounds like a threat,” Aranos observed, walking over to the counter, his voice flat.  “Is that a threat?”

“I don’t know who you are,” the man snorted dismissively, “but the Madigars do not make threats.  They simply observe the realities of any given situation.  Now, kindly find somewhere else to be, as I’m in the middle of important…”

The man’s voice cut off as Aranos wrapped him in Void Paralysis.  “You really need to stop talking,” the Sorcerer said calmly.  He looked over at the clerk.  “Can you please tell Portia that Oran is here?  I’d like her opinion on how to deal with this insufferable man.”

“Oran?” the clerk repeated, bowing his head.  “Y-yes sir!  I’ll get her right away!”  The man disappeared into the back, and Aranos turned back to face the trapped man, whose face was a mixture of terror and fury.

“That’s who I am, by the way,” he smiled at the obnoxious man.  “Oran, Master of Elements.”  The man’s eyes went wider, and Aranos chuckled.  “Yep.  That one, the guy who cleared the southern Trade Road for the Merchants’ Guild.  I’m also part-owner of this shop, and your attitude is simply unacceptable.”

“Oran,” Portia’s voice rang cheerily through the shop as she exited her workshop, wiping her hands on a brown-stained cloth.  “I was hoping to see…”  She froze, and her eyes narrowed as she saw the trapped man.  “What’s this asshole doing back?” she growled.  “And what the hell’s wrong with him?”

“He was being rude, so I stopped him before he could say anything he’d really regret,” Aranos supplied with a chuckle.  He turned to the man.  “I’m going to let you go, now, but if you start talking down to everyone again, I’ll keep you in that Spell and have you delivered to this – what was the family’s name?”

“Madigar,” Geltheriel supplied helpfully.

“Right, this Madigar family trussed up like a turkey.”  He cancelled the Spell, and the man near fell as he was released.  He opened his mouth to speak, but Aranos raised a hand, and his lips clamped shut.  “Good.  Now, what’s going on, here?”

“This idiot claims to represent the Madigar family,” Portia growled.  “They’re a fairly large merchant family in the city – not the biggest, but big enough.  He came in here yesterday morning demanding we close the shop and that I go visit his family.  I was busy, so he insisted I stop by later.  Said the Madigars wanted to fund my shop in return for being able to exclusively buy and resell my wares.  Obviously, I wasn’t interested, so I sent them a note to that end.”

“It wasn’t a request,” the older man said crisply.  “The Madigars have graciously offered to fund you, and to buy your goods…”

“For 10% above cost?” Portia scoffed.  “No thanks.”  She turned to Aranos.  “This is what the Madigars are known for.  They force smaller crafters to accept their funding, and the crafters become little more than servants to the merchants.  Anyone who disagrees tends to find their shop burned down or their goods mysteriously stolen.”

“Accidents sometimes happen…”  The man’s voice fell silent as Aranos slapped another Void Paralysis on him. 

“I get it,” he nodded at the leatherworker.  He turned to the officious man.  “You’re going to take a message to the Madigars.  You’re going to tell them that Portia here already has an exclusive arrangement with a House – which is true – and that I’m her partner.  If they do anything to try and make her life miserable, I’ll respond in kind, and I’ll start with the highest-ranking members of their family first. 

“That’s the stick,” he continued.  “Here’s the carrot.  If, on the other hand, they want to meet with us in good faith and work out a deal where they can make bulk purchases at a slight discount, we’ll be happy to do so under the arbitration of Master Merchant Warren, who’s something of a friend of mine.  So, they can choose between a fair deal, no deal, or losing several prominent family members.  Got that?”

He released the man, who opened his mouth again but froze when Geltheriel’s sword touched his throat.  “We can simply hire a messenger to tell the Madigars our decision,” she reminded the man softly.  “Insult anyone here, and your head will be part of the message.”

The man swallowed, inclined his head – very carefully – then turned and walked out of the shop.  Aranos watched until he disappeared in the crowd and shook his head. 

“We should talk,” Portia grunted, beckoning to Aranos to follow her into the back.  She glanced at the young clerk.  “Nice work, Collin.  You were very polite.”

“Thank you, Master Portia,” the man bowed his head before returning his focus to the remaining customers.

Aranos followed the woman into the back room, breathing shallowly as they passed through a leather curtain and the stench of the leatherworking tables hit his nostrils.  His face must have reflected his discomfort, since Portia snorted.  “Yeah, it does stink back here.  I don’t even notice it anymore, though.”  She sighed and shook her head.  “Those Madigars are going to be a problem, Oran.  I don’t know if threatening them was the best way to go.”

“Well, I was hoping that giving them the offer of making a deal would convince them that it wasn’t worth the trouble to harass you,” he frowned.

“They aren’t interested in a deal.  They want to own me and this business, and they won’t accept anything less.  Now, they might think I’m a real threat…”

Aranos sighed.  “Then we have to make you a real threat,” he said firmly.  “Can you tell me where their estates are?”

“High Quarter,” she shrugged.  “I wouldn’t know beyond that.  You could hire a guide to take you, but I’m sure the place is guarded – and probably warded with Spells.  The Madigars have a lot of money, and that can buy a lot of protection.”

“They won’t do anything right away,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “They’ll watch for signs of this mysterious House backing you, first.  Oran might have been lying, but he might not, and if a powerful House got to you first, they’d be going to war over a shop that isn’t worth the lost resources.”

“That’s true,” Portia mused.  “Might give me a few days before I have to deal with them, if nothing else.”  She shook her head.  “Or give you a few days to deal with them, I suppose.  Although, I’m going to need more Rare and Exotic hides if they’re going to believe that I’ve got a big merchant house backing me.”

“How about some tigroon furs?” he asked, pulling out the six hides.  “I’ve also got a bunch more amarok, kondilaya, anisi, and even another ursusz hide for you.” 

“I’ll take it all,” she grinned.  “That dragonelle hide you gave me is what started this.  A rep from one of the big families showed up and bought the first cuirass I’d made from it, paid 3 gold links for the thing.  I guess word got out that I’ve got rare hides for armor and items, because business has been steady since then.”

“Good,” Aranos laughed.  “I’ll have to keep bringing you more hides, then.”

“Do that.  And Oran?  Watch your back.  Word on the street is the Madigars have some – unsavory connections.”

“I watch his back,” Geltheriel assured the woman.  “And I guarantee no one will get to him while I’m around.”

“Well, I can help you a bit, there,” Portia smiled, opening a cabinet and pulling out a wrapped bundle.  She offered it to Aranos.  “This is for you,” she told him.  “As a way of saying thanks for taking a chance on me.”

“You don’t need to give me anything,” Aranos demurred.  “You’ll pay me back by keeping up the good work.”

“But I want you to have this,” she insisted.  “There are two reasons.  First, you don’t have anything like it, and you could use it.  Second, if you wear it, people might ask about it – and you can tell them you got it here.”

Aranos sighed.  “Okay, okay.  Let’s see what we’ve got, here.”  He unwrapped the soft cloth and unfolded a large, voluminous cloak covered with black, matte scales.  “What is this?” he asked, peering at it closely.  Instantly, his Appraise Skill kicked in:
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Appraisal Successful!







(Success automatic as this was a gift)





You have discovered: Oroloke Cloak



This cloak is fashioned of oroloke scales and lined with ursusz fur.  It’s been treated to make it soft and enameled to keep the glimmering scales from revealing the wearer in Stealth.




Rarity:


 
Exceptional





Quality:


 
Masterwork





Benefits:


 
Stealth +25%, Cold Resistance +25%, Magic Resistance +25%, Defense +100
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Aranos whistled.  “Holy heck, Portia,” he murmured.  “This is amazing work.”

“It’s one of the best things I’ve ever made,” she agreed.  “And if you can get it Enchanted, it’ll be even better.  I seriously recommend you do that.”

“You should be selling this,” he told her.  “It’s gotta be worth a small fortune…”

“It is, but we’ll both make more if you’re out there, showing off my work,” she cut him off.  “So, put it on, and go show off to people so they come here.”



Aranos slung the cloak around his shoulders.  He expected it to be stiflingly hot, but it breathed reasonably well, and it moved easily with him. 

 

I could Enchant the heck out of this thing,


 
he realized. 

 

And I could add an Enchanted brooch to hold it shut, as well.  This is amazing work!




“It looks good on you,” Portia told him, shoving him toward the door.  “Now go on, the two of you go show it off to people.  I’m serious; go to the Adventurers’ Guild and tell everyone how great it is.”

“I’ll do just that,” he assured her, walking out of the back room.  “And thank you!”

“You’ll thank me by bringing us more hides and more business!” she called.

Geltheriel chuckled as they left the leather shop.  “I like her,” the elf murmured, a grin on her face.

“I thought you might,” Aranos sighed. 

“You’ve got plenty of people who look up to you in admiration and even wonder.  You need people like her who’ll put you in your place and tell you when you’ve made a mistake.”

“Isn’t that what I have you for?” Aranos asked sarcastically.

“Well, yes, but now you have two of us.  One can never have too much humility, Oran.  At least, you can’t.”

They made their way to the Adventurers’ Guild, but when they stepped inside, Aranos was shocked at how crowded the building was.  Usually, there were a dozen or so players there during the day; it looked like there were three times that number in the bar area, and most of them looked really, really pissed.  He saw Marie moving among the players, trying desperately to keep order.  Everyone seemed to be crowded around a single spot, and Marie was pulling players away from that spot, her face showing her frustration.

“Everyone, calm down!” Marie shouted, her voice barely heard over the din.  “How are any of you going to…”

The entire bar fell silent as a massive bang filled the air, causing several players to clutch their ears.  The noise was painfully loud, and a few players stuck their fingers in their ears, wiggling them around, probably at least partially deafened by the sound.

Aranos stepped forward his hand still raised.  “What the heck’s going on here?” he demanded.  “Marie, do you need some help?”

“Only all that I can get,” the woman muttered.  Geltheriel strode forward and joined the woman, bodily pulling players out of the dogpile and hurling them behind her.  Unlike Marie, though, Geltheriel obviously had no concern for any damage she might cause to the players – or to the furnishings, Aranos realized with a wince as one particularly light person sailed through the air and crashed into and completely through a table.

The players were now pushing to get forward, and Aranos could see that this was about to turn ugly.  He raised his hand and released another thunderclap of sound, using his High Mastery Ability to gather ambient Sonic mana and force it into a single, sharp burst.  The players winced once more, and Aranos cast a Spatial Web, catching most of them in it and pinning them in place.

“Enough!” a voice roared, and the players who hadn’t been caught in Aranos’ Web flinched as Guildmaster Ryder strode into the room.  “What’s the meaning of this?  Marie, what’s going on?”

“These Travelers all just respawned here, Guildmaster,” the woman said irritably.  “Without weapons.  They said they were from Northmoor and were executed by some sort of demon.”

“Demon?” Ryder muttered.  “Okay, we can get to that in a minute.  Why are they all acting like animals?”

“Because they are animals!” a voice snapped from behind Marie and Geltheriel.  Aranos watched as a woman with a large nose and black hair held in an unkempt bun rose unsteadily to her feet.  “See if I ever do any of you a favor again!”

“Care to explain, Marie?” Ryder sighed.

“This woman – I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name,” Marie said apologetically to the woman, who Aranos could now see was wearing heavy, elaborate armor with lots of levers, dials, and strange seams on it.

“Of course not.  When would you have had a chance?  I’m Arabella,” the woman said.

Aranos grinned.  “Any chance your last name is Miller?” he asked the woman.

“Why yes, it is, and thanks for getting the reference,” the woman smiled back at Aranos.  “And I have a lovely caterpillar.  Want to see?”

Aranos laughed.  “I’m good.  What’s going on?  I’m Oran, by the way.”

“Well, Oran, when we spawned back into the game this morning,” Arabella told him, “we all had a notification to see Queen Ysabelle.  We went, because if we didn’t, we’d get a Title called ‘Traitor of Northmoor’.”

Marie winced.  “That’s a nasty Title,” she told the woman.  “You’d be marked ‘kill on sight’ to every soldier and guard of the city and take a three-thousand-point penalty to reputation with any Human Kingdom friendly to Northmoor.”

“Well, I didn’t know that, but it sounded bad, so we went,” Arabella shrugged.  “I realized something was off when we were on our way, though.  The city was too quiet, for one thing, and the palace’s warding runes were all down.  So, I hid while everyone else marched into the palace.”

“Like we had a choice!” someone shouted.

“Obviously, you did, because I made that choice,” Arabella snapped back.  “Do you want to tell this?  Then shut up and let me!”  Aranos grinned; he was taking a liking to the woman. 

“Anyway,” Arabella continued, “I hid and followed as the guards pretty much arrested everyone, confiscated their weapons, and herded them into the throne room.  I used my spider drones…”

“You’re an Artificer?” Ryder asked curiously.

“Yep.  Level 9, in fact.  Anyway, I sent my drones to spy on the throne room.  I couldn’t hear anything, but I saw the Queen being held captive by this vampire woman.  She – the vampire, I mean – took everyone down this hidden staircase in the throne room and into a big room with a crystal.  It was glowing blue, I think.”

“It was green!” someone shouted.

“Okay, green, then,” Arabella shrugged.  “My drones don’t see colors that well.  In any case, the vampire had bitten the Queen and drained her, and she kept killing us play…I mean Travelers and letting the blood spill all over the crystal.  The blood was staining the crystal around the bottom – probably red, although I couldn’t tell.”

Ryder’s face had gone pale as the woman spoke, and Aranos felt a thrill of anxiety pass through him.  “That’s the city’s Heart, isn’t it Ryder?”

“It sounds like it,” the Guildmaster nodded his head.  “Any idea what this means?”

“Maybe,” Aranos hedged.  “Arabella, could you describe this vampire woman?  What did she look like?”

“She had black hair, really wavy, and long, black talons instead of fingernails.  Lots of veins showing in her skin, what little wasn’t covered by leather, that is.  She had big, fiery wings sticking out of her back, and a crown on her head.”

“It could be,” Geltheriel whispered softly, her eyes blazing.  “Oath…Oran, it could be.”

“It might,” he acknowledged.  “Anything else you can remember?”

“She swore a lot,” someone shouted.  “And I mean a lot, like every sentence or two.”

“She was evil,” another person said, their voice faint.  “I mean, she thought it was funny when she killed people.  She was literally rubbing the blood all over herself, like it was lotion.  She laughed when we struggled or tried to escape.”




Lily,


 
Aranos thought grimly, sharing a look with Geltheriel.  The woman’s eyes blazed with fury, and her hand was clenched on her sword.



“Okay, we’ll need to report this,” the Guildmaster said at last.  He turned to the trapped players.  “None of that explains why you were all acting this way, though!” the man bellowed.

“She’s got our weapons!” a burly man in heavy armor complained, his limbs motionless.  “We were just trying to get them back!”



Ryder turned to Arabella, who nodded.  “I took a minute to grab everyone’s weapons and put them in my Storage Pack,” she confirmed.  She looked at the others.  “I

 

thought


 
they’d be grateful that I did, not that they’d tackle me and try to snatch the pack off my back, the ingrates!”





“Let me get this straight,” Ryder said, his voice deceptively soft.  “This woman recognized a trap when none of the rest of you did, braved it to get valuable intel, and was kind enough to bring your weapons back to you – and you all

 

attacked her?


 
”  The man’s voice was a shout by the time he’d finished, and his anger was a palpable presence in the room.  Aranos felt it pushing on him, but it seemed the players were utterly overwhelmed by it.  Those that weren’t trapped in Aranos’ Web were literally hurled to the floor by the force of the Guildmaster’s displeasure, and Aranos saw more than one person with blood pouring from their ears or nose – probably those with lower Endurance, he reasoned.





“Release them, Oran,” the Guildmaster ordered, and Aranos silently complied.  “Now, listen here!  You have exactly three seconds to apologize to this woman – and mean a real apology – or I will slaughter the lot of you, right here and now, again and again until you learn some

 

common courtesy!  AM I CLEAR?”


 
  The man’s voice had become a roar, generating a wind that tumbled the players around the room.  Aranos felt it press against him but channeled the air past with his High Mastery; Geltheriel and Marie swayed but stayed upright.  Everyone else was tossed about like rag dolls.





Aranos stared at the man, stunned.  He hadn’t realized that the Guildmaster was powerful enough that just his anger could hurl people around like that – although he supposed he should have. 

 

You probably don’t get to run something like an Adventurers’ Guild without being able to handle yourself,


 
he thought with a silent grin.  Still, he made a mental note to stay on Ryder’s good side.



The players picked themselves up, muttering apologies, their eyes wide and fearful.  “Good,” Ryder grunted.  “Now, sit down, and Marie will help reunite you with your weapons.”  He glanced at the woman.  “Don’t take anything from them,” he said flatly.  “Kill the first one who acts up.  They’ll come back, and maybe it’ll be with better manners.”

“Happily, Guildmaster,” Marie purred, eyeing the players almost lovingly.  “Who wants to go first?”

Fortunately, no one said a word.

“With me, Oran,” Ryder grunted.  “Your lady friend, too.  We need to talk.”  Aranos followed the man as he led the pair past the lines of adventurers waiting for Quests and back into his office.  When they entered, he shut the door and touched a spot on it; Aranos felt a familiar pressure fill the room as a wave of mana rolled out. 

“There,” the Guildmaster said.  “We can talk privately.”  He sat down behind his desk and gestured for Aranos and Geltheriel to do the same.  Aranos complied, but Geltheriel remained standing.  Ryder looked at her curiously, and she shrugged.

“It’s my job to keep him safe,” she said.  “Even if I have no chance against you, I won’t be caught sitting down – and I’ll make you work for it.”

“An admirable attitude,” the man said approvingly.  “Fine, then.  Stand, elf.  See if I care.”

Aranos stared at the man as he realized what Ryder had just said, while the Guildmaster merely chuckled and shook his head.  “I tried to tell you that first day,” the Guildmaster said.  “Do you remember my name?”

“Ryder,” Aranos said slowly.



“

 

Eagle-eye


 
Ryder,” the man corrected.  “My Perception is over 300, my friend.  I saw through your little disguise on the first day.”



“Why didn’t you say anything?” Aranos asked quietly.

“Not my business,” the man shrugged.  “If the Grand Liberator wants to slum it here in my Guild, who am I to judge?  Besides, you were doing good work.”

“Why were you surprised at my level, then?” Aranos pressed.  “If you knew who I was…”



“I didn’t know who you were, then.  I knew

 

what


 
you were, and that you were hiding it.  It seemed like a good call; high arcanes aren’t exactly common anymore, and having one in the city would generate a lot of attention – some of it probably unfriendly.”  He shifted in his chair.  “After you killed that dragonelle so quickly, though, I knew something was up, so I did some digging.  That’s where I was that next morning when Marie thought I was Hung Over.  It took half the day to find out that a high arcane had returned to Ka, and that he was the most infamous Traveler in the Realms of Light.” 



“Sorry for deceiving you,” Aranos said.  “My name is a bit too well known, and I’ve got some enemies – including some pretty high-up people.  Some of the rulers of the Realms of Light…”

“Pay tribute to the Darkness,” Ryder nodded.  Aranos’ shock must have shown on his face, as the man grinned.  “What?  You thought you were the first one to figure it out?  No, boy, I’ve known that for decades.”

“And you’re okay with it?” Aranos asked in disbelief.

“I didn’t say that.  In fact, I’ve fought tooth and nail against it.  One reason we face more attacks than all the nearby cities combined is that I refuse to bow to the Darkness, and neither does my Guild.  The King can send his guards out to die – all too often, sadly – but my adventurers work to keep them safe.  Our Quests are real ones that benefit the Light, not made-up ones designed to send people to their dooms.”  He shook his head.  “That’s why I never let any of my people take the dragonelle or tigroon Quests.  They were meant to be failed.  People were supposed to go out and die trying to complete them.” 

“I imagine the King was unhappy when the Quests were finished successfully, then,” Geltheriel observed.

“Scared to all get-out is more like it,” the Guildmaster laughed.  “Hugin isn’t an evil man; he’s in an evil situation.  He was glad that you completed the Quests and that no one else died, but he was worried about what that might bring down on the city.” 




He’s not an evil man, he’s in an evil situation,


 
Aranos repeated silently. 

 

That’s an insightful assessment. 






The man seemed to shake himself.  “That’s neither here nor there,” he waved his hand dismissively.  “You two know more about what’s going on in Northmoor, and I want to hear about it.”  He caught their surprised faces and snorted.  “Let me repeat.  Three

 

hundred


 
Perception.  Not much gets past me.  Spill.”



Aranos took a deep breath.  “I’m pretty sure that the woman in Northmoor is a Traveler named Lily,” he explained.  “She was one of the first Travelers in Ka, and she’s a powerful Summoner.”  Aranos’ lips twisted.  “She’s a lot more powerful, now, and I don’t think she’s just a Summoner anymore.  See, Lily embraced Corruption.  The other Travelers were right; she’s evil.  She thinks torture is fun and murder is therapeutic.  And in Antas, she finally Evolved into a new form.”

“We call that a Devolution,” Ryder corrected, leaning back in his chair.  “So, she went dark.  What did she become?”

“An undead.  Some sort of vampire, from the sound of it,” Aranos grimaced.  “She didn’t mean to go that route, because Antas was being controlled by a powerful undead creature called a qualintar…”

“That’s the Elvish word,” Ryder cut in.  “We call them Deathlords.  Powerful things – I’m guessing this one took control of her?”

“And the city of Antas,” Aranos agreed.  “So, when I killed it and Liberated the city, it freed Lily.  She fled, but she swore all sorts of vengeance on me.”

“Sounds like the two of you have a longer history than you’re letting on,” Ryder observed.  He waved his hand as if chasing away a fly.  “Makes no matter.  The point is, you know what she’s doing over there, don’t you?”

“She’s Corrupting the Heart,” Aranos nodded.  “It’s how Zoridos – the qualintar that controlled Antas – how he took over the city.  She must have learned how to do it from him.”

Ryder frowned.  “How many people does she need to complete it?”

Aranos shrugged helplessly.  “I have no idea,” he admitted.  “Could be a hundred.  Could be a thousand.  Antas had tens of thousands of souls trapped in the Tree-heart, but Zoridos wasn’t very good at magic, so he might have overdone it.  Lily is much better.”  He grimaced.  “She’s probably as good as me, in fact,” he admitted.

Ryder smacked a hand on the table.  “We’ll have to march on Northmoor, then,” he said decisively.  “I’ll send a message to the King; he won’t be able to ignore this.  I’ll chat with Brunhild down in Avendale – she’s Guildmaster there – and have her talk with High Lord Svend, the ruler there.  We’ll have two armies marching on Northmoor, and this Lily will be caught between them.”

“We should go face her, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said fervently.  “We could reach her long before any armies could…”

“That’s a bad idea,” Ryder shook his head.  “Didn’t you hear what that Arabella said?  Lily’s got Queen Ysabelle under thrall somehow – I have no idea how, because the Queen’s a powerful Wizard – and she’s got the guards working for her.  How she did that, I don’t know, but we have to assume she’s got the whole city under her control.  If you two go there, by yourselves, you’ll probably be swarmed over in no time.”

Aranos’ eyes widened.  “Phil,” he murmured.  Seeing Ryder’s curious look, he explained.  “The rest of my party took the Quest to investigate the disappearances on the Trade Road.  I’m sure Lily was the cause of those – and they’re going to run right into her.”

Ryder grimaced.  “If you can get a message out to them, I’d warn them to turn back,” he said grimly.  “Otherwise – well, I guess they’ll be back here soon enough, anyway.”

Aranos sighed.  “I’ll see what I can do,” he said, rubbing his temples.  “In the meantime – I think you’re right.  Just the two of us going to face Lily isn’t smart, not if she has an army.”  He could feel the dissatisfaction radiating from Geltheriel, but he shook his head.  “No, there’s no point rushing off and getting killed, Geltheriel,” he said firmly in Elvish.  “That doesn’t mean we can’t be part of taking her down, though.”

“Agreed,” Ryder said in the same language, again surprising them both.  “I’m older than I look,” he shrugged.  “In any case, when the armies get close to Northmoor, there’ll be fighting, and your Lily will either come out to fight, or she’ll send out her forces and hide.  Either way, that’s when you two should strike.  You know her; you know what she’s capable of, and I’m betting you’ve beaten her before.”

“Many times,” Geltheriel said grimly. 

“Then you can do it again,” the Guildmaster finished, rising to his feet.  “Now go; I’m sure you have things to do, and I know that I do.  Make your plans; we’ll be moving down the High Roads, and once we get started, Northmoor will only be two days travel.  Then, you’ll have your chance to take care of this Lily.”
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Phil slammed his shield into the onrushing ogrin, driving his SP into the bulwark as the massive creature tried to push him back.  The ogrin was larger and probably stronger than Phil, but the Paladin was empowered by his SP and only slid back an inch or so before halting the massive brute.  His blade flickered out, holy light coursing along the edge and cutting deep into the ogrin’s chest.  The monster roared, but Phil lashed out with his shield again, knocking the beast back and finishing it with a thrust to its eye. 

Beside him, Hector roared savagely, goading the kerruks at the rear of the formation to rush forward and join the melee.  None of them made it to the front lines; clear of their shimmering magical barrier, they quickly fell prey to the bolts and arrows Martina and Longfellow rained upon them.  “Here come the dabruks!” Martina shouted, her hand blurring as she loosed arrow after arrow.  “Shield wall!”

Hector grunted and thrust his round shield forward.  Jeff – Aranos, Phil corrected quickly – had done something to Phil that closed off his mana channels, preventing him from ever using his SP, but the Sorcerer had also routed that SP into Hector’s Stamina pool.  A side effect of that was that Hector could now perform feats that were nearly magical using nothing but Stamina – such as his Shield Wall Ability.  The tank’s shield suddenly began to pulse with a strange energy, one that rippled out before the party.  It looked like nothing more than a heat disturbance in the air, but when the charging dabruks smashed into it, they bounced off and crashed to the earth. 

Phil once again charged his blade and stepped forward as Hector’s barrier faded.  As a Spellsword, he could cast a limited number of Spells with his admittedly small SP pool, most of them dealing with combat.  As a Paladin, though, Phil didn’t cast Spells; he simply willed his mana into the effect he wanted, and it happened.  He had a lot fewer Spells than he’d had as a Spellsword, but the effects were far more powerful.  His Holy Blade, for example, allowed him to add a modifier based on his Wisdom to his damage, and armor and magical shielding was only 50% effective at blocking it.  Best of all, the damage was increased against the Shadowborn so long as Phil was following his Paladin tenets – as he was now.

Duty drove him, and it was his duty to carve through these attackers and find out what had happened to those lost patrols.  He’d accepted this Quest; now, he had to see it through, no matter how difficult it might be.

And it had been difficult.  Ever since they’d logged back in, the party had faced a nearly nonstop battle against the urukkai.  At their levels, uruks, dabruks, and kerruks weren’t particularly dangerous, but when they crashed against the party non-stop – well, if Meridian hadn’t been there to heal them all, they’d have gone back to respawn a long time ago. 

But they’d persevered, and Phil wasn’t about to quit now.  His blade sang and flashed as he led the party forward, using his Energizing Presence Ability to banish their exhaustion, fears, and pain.  It was the first Ability he’d unlocked from his Class, the one that had kept the party fighting against Zoridos because they had to; Aranos was counting on them.  So long as they were following their duty, Phil could banish their small pains and cares.

An arrow zipped past him, slamming into the last of the ogrins and piercing its eye.  The creature bellowed, and Phil and Hector both charged it at once, their weapons flashing as they cut it down.  The huge monster’s fists flailed about, sliding off Hector’s shield and bouncing off Phil’s empowered one.  The tanks held it while Martina and Longfellow brought it down, until finally, it crashed to the earth, a crossbow bolt buried in its throat.

Phil lowered his shield and dropped his Presence to conserve SP.  “Well, that was fun,” he grinned at Hector.

“You have a strange idea of fun, brother,” the shorter man chuckled.  “But then, so do I.  That was pretty fun.”

“If you two are done stroking each other’s…egos,” Martina called out, “we should probably figure out what we’re going to do.”

“What do you mean, ‘what we’re going to do’?” Longfellow asked, walking over to the fallen creatures and reclaiming as many of his bolts as were salvageable.  “We’re going to keep kicking monster arse, is what we’re going to do!”

Martina shook her head.  “We’ve faced three attacks an hour all day long,” she told them.  “While we’ve been handling them, they’re getting harder – and we’re not getting enough downtime to fully recover after each battle.”

“We’ve done okay,” Hector shrugged.  “My Stamina will be topped up in a few minutes.  Your mana, Phil?”

“Ten minutes to full,” the Paladin said heavily.  “I won’t be back before the next wave hits us.”

“Me neither,” Meridian agreed.  “I’m not complaining, but ya’ll might want to try getting hurt just a bit less, you know?”

“I never thought about that,” Hector said, stroking his chin.  “That’s not a bad idea, honey.  See, I knew you were more than just a pretty face!”

“Yes, there’s definitely more to admire than just that,” Longfellow agreed.  “There’s also her lovely – healing abilities,” he finished hastily as the woman grabbed the hammer at her belt.  “What else would I be talking about?”

“Okay, okay,” Martina laughed.  “I’m serious, people.  At this rate, Phil and Meridian will start running low on SP in another hour or two.  I’m doing what I can to try to let them conserve it…”

“And you’re doing a good job,” Phil spoke up sincerely.  It was true; it was as if the Martina of old who snapped at every setback and got rattled under pressure had vanished.  The woman had made competent plans, carried her share of the load, and tried to maximize everyone’s resources.  Phil had to admit that she turned out to be a decent Party Leader.  Not as good as Jeff, but better than most of the people Phil had worked with.

“Thanks, and I’ll give you the copper I promised you for saying that later,” she grinned at him.  “The thing is, if either of them fall, we’re looking at a possible wipe.  I need ideas.”

“We could leave the Trade Road,” Longfellow offered.  “Travel beside it through the forests.  The buggers seem to mostly be guarding the Road.”

“It’ll slow us way down,” Hector pointed out.  “You and Martina are the only ones who can move through the forests easily.  The rest of us will have our movement rate cut in half.”

“We could turn back,” Meridian shrugged.  “Go get Aranos and the others and try again.”

“That’s probably the smart move,” Martina admitted. 

“It probably is,” Phil agreed.  “Thing is – I can’t do that.”

“What do you mean you can’t?” Martina asked.  “Why not?”

“Paladin thing,” he shrugged.  “My duty is to keep going forward.  I don’t have a choice in the matter.”

Hector made a disgusted sound.  “See, this is why I never play a pally,” he told the others.  “Sure, they’ve got all those cool abilities and stuff, but all that righteous nobility?  They can keep it.” 

“You guys can go back,” Phil told them.  “I’ll meet you back in Stoneleague when I respawn.  It’s fine.”

“No,” Martina said quietly.  “No one gets left behind.  If you have to go, Phil, then we’re with you.  Right, guys?”  The others murmured their agreement, and Hector responded with a loud, “Oo-ah!”

“You sure?” Phil asked.

“Yep,” Martina said firmly.  “You didn’t leave me, Phil.  I’m not leaving you.”  She glanced at the others. “There’s one possibility,” she said slowly.  “We could take the High Road.”

“The High Road?” Meridian repeated.  “Honey, if the Trade Road’s this bad, what will the High Road be like?  We’d just be committing suicide!”

“Maybe,” Martina agreed.  “But it’ll be a faster death than this thousand-cuts thing we’re doing now.  Plus…I don’t think it will be.”

“What do you mean?” Hector asked.

“Well, when Hector and I took the High Road to Antas, we faced these urukkai there, right?”

“Yeah, so did we,” Phil agreed.

“But when we came back this way, we hardly saw any of them,” Martina continued.  “I heard Aranos muttering about it, wondering where the urukkai had gone.  At first, I thought he was just begging for trouble…”

“He does tend to do that,” Phil laughed.

“But now I think he was right.  I don’t think we saw any urukkai on the High Road – because they’re all here, on the Trade Road, cutting off Northmoor and Stoneleague.  I’ll bet the High Road is wide open right now…or, at least, as open as it ever gets.”

“She makes sense,” Longfellow observed.  “I mean, if all these bloody urukkai are here, they had to come from somewhere, right?”

“Unless the game just spawned them here,” Hector pointed out. 

“Nah, mate, I don’t think it works like that.  Everything here happens organically.  I’ll bet these urukkai mate and give birth to tiny, little, disgusting baby urukkai just the way normal people do.  You know, except with disgusting baby humans instead.”

“If that’s true, then more of them here should mean less of them somewhere else,” Meridian spoke up.  “Heck, the lady’s got my vote.  I say we head for the High Roads.” 

“One way’s as good as another,” Hector shrugged.  “I’m just a grunt.  Point me the way, and I’ll march.”

“Phil?” Martina asked the Paladin, her voice strangely vulnerable.  “What do you think?”




She really wants my opinion,


 
he realized. 

 

But she’s worried that I’ll disagree with her and convince everyone she’s wrong.  Something happened to her – something rattled her confidence.  The easiest thing to do would be to just say yes.  The best thing to do, though…is my duty.




“I’m not convinced,” he admitted.  “Let’s face it, the logic is shaky.  For all we know, there could be a thousand of the urukkai around here, and we’re only seeing a fraction of them.”  Martina’s face was stricken, but Phil continued.

“Still, I wasn’t convinced when Aranos told us to attack Zoridos,” he told her.  “I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, because he was our leader.”  He looked her right in the eye.  “You’re our leader.  I gave you my opinion, but whatever you decide, I’ll back your play, 100%.”

“And what if I’m wrong?” she asked in a soft voice.  “What if you’re right, and the High Road’s even worse?”

“Then we learned something.  That’s how we learn, right?  We try, we make mistakes, and we do better the next time.  If you’re wrong?”  He shrugged.  “We respawn, gather the others, and try a different way.  No big deal.”  He grinned at her.  “So, what’s it going to be, fearless leader?”

She bit her lip, but she flashed him a grateful look.  “Let’s head for the High Road,” she decided.  “One way or the other, it’ll get us back home faster.” 

As they walked off the Trade Road, heading north, Hector clapped his hand on Phil’s shoulder.  “And that, my brother,” he said softly, “is how you become a good XO.  Well done.”




Chapter 26




The mountain wind bit at the party as they trudged along a barely visible path that wound up the side of the granite peak and into the snowpack above.  Aranos, Avalyn, and the elves wrapped themselves in their cloaks and moved swiftly despite the ice and wind. 

 

Fortunately,


 
Aranos thought grimly,

 

it’s just cold.  It’s not actually snowing.  You know, yet.




He’d been torn between visiting the dwarves and returning to Eredain, but he’d decided to head to Skollheld Heill for two reasons.  First, he was hoping to get a blueprint for some sort of advanced dwarven smithy, and if that happened, it made more sense to come here first, then head back to Eredain and give Lorsan all the blueprints at once. 

The second reason was that he was hoping to figure out how to make a portal arch, not just open a regular portal.  An arch would allow anyone to use it – and, if he could figure out how, it was something that might be able to be opened permanently.  If he could learn how to build one from the dwarves, he could create a system that would link Eredain, the Skollheld, and Stoneleague all to Antas.  His city really could be the center of the Realms of Light again. 

He’d informed Silma of his decision, and he and Geltheriel met the others outside the city, where opening a portal was easier.  “I admit to being unsure why I must join you, Liberator,” the Druid had told him with just a touch of complaint.  “One might point out that the dwarves will likely not allow me to join you in their mountain holds.”

“One might, but one might also point out that if Geltheriel and I travel to a whole new region without you and Silma, it’ll dissolve the party,” Aranos pointed out.  “And that will be the end of the Ascendants.  We’ll lose our party Perks and reputation.”

“I had not considered that,” Rhys admitted with a frown.  “I would not wish that to happen.  I will be happy to join you, Liberator.”  He glanced at Miwango, who was now almost a foot long, having eaten well that day on Silma and Glorferdir’s scraps.  “And perhaps, if what the Priestess told you of their culture is true, my Bond with Miwango will gain me entry, as well.”

“Worth a shot,” Aranos grinned.  “If not, you can hunt the forests of the Skollheld as well as you can the ones here, right?”

“True.  Forgive my doubt, Liberator.  Lead, and I will follow.”

The glyphstone Rardrobena had given Aranos acted as an excellent portal anchor.  Unfortunately, it seemed that the mountain the Skollheld’s entrance was located on was warded heavily against Dimensional magic, so the closest they could get was a valley at the base of the peak.  That was fine; Aranos could easily see the tracks left by the passing dwarves and could tell that most of them were spread all throughout the mountain – and down below it some distance, as well.  He’d led Geltheriel up the slope eagerly, assuming that the entrance to the dwarven halls would be somewhere close to the base. 

That hope was dashed after an hour of climbing – and a brief chat with the elves.  “I do not claim to know much of such things, Oathbinder,” the woman had shrugged.

“Nor I,” Rhys agreed. 

“Well, if it was me,” Avalyn spoke up hesitantly, “I’d probably start near the top and dig my way down, rather than starting in the middle and trying to dig up and down at the same time.  That makes sense, right?”

“It does,” Aranos smiled at the young woman, huddled in her cloak and struggling to haul her bag up the mountain.  She’d been unhappy but hadn’t complained when he came and got her from the College or when he’d told her they were going to see the dwarves, but he could tell that she wanted to protest the hike they were undertaking.  Whenever she did, though, she glanced at Geltheriel, bit her lip, and remained silent.



They continued their trek up the mountain in relative quiet after that.  Silma and Glorferdir ranged ahead, their coats protecting them from the chill wind.  Miwango seemed to be enjoying the breeze despite his reptilian nature, climbing atop Rhys’ head and stretching his slender neck up to expose himself to the cold. 

 

Although, I guess it’s not really a lizard, is it?  It’s some cousin to dragons, and for all I know, it’s warm blooded.  Maybe this is refreshing to the little guy.




The path wound around the mountain, ending at last in front of what looked like a sheer wall of ice-covered stone.  Aranos’ Perception showed him the tiny, almost imperceptible lines in the rock that told him there was a door here.  He raised a fist and pounded on the stone.  “Hello?” he shouted.  “Hey in there!  Is this Skollheld Heill?”

The stone stood, unmoving, as stones tended to do.

Aranos’ mouth twisted.  There was probably no point to pounding on the stone.  It felt solid; that meant no one behind it could probably hear a thing outside.  At the same time, he was certain the dwarves would post a watch on their front door, so it was likely that they knew he was here – and were ignoring him.

Aranos felt his irritation rise, but he tamped it down.  There was no point in getting angry.  He just needed to figure out a way to get their attention.  He was certain he could bring the door down – it was just stone, which was solidified Earth mana, and unless it was several feet thick, he could move it with his High Mastery Ability.  That probably wasn’t the best idea, though; it would be the same, more or less, as someone trying to get his attention by kicking down the gates of Antas.  He’d give them attention, all right, but probably not the kind they wanted.

“Oathbinder, I would like to point out that while we stand here, the wind grows colder, and by nightfall, it will be well below freezing,” Geltheriel pointed out, clutching her cloak around her.  “If we cannot gain entry, perhaps we should return to the valley below and try once more in the morning.”

“What she said,” Avalyn muttered sourly.



“I’m working on it,” he grunted.  “It’s not like I can just say ‘friend’ and have it open.”  He paused, half-hoping that would work, then sighed. 

 

Gandalf I ain’t,


 
he thought silently. 

 

Well, Rardrobena did give me that glyphstone and said it would gain me access.  Maybe I have to show it to whoever’s watching.




He pulled out the octagonal stone and held it up overhead.  “Rardrobena gave me this,” he called out.  “I’m just looking to talk!” 

The stone remained as stonelike as ever.



As Aranos lowered the glyphstone, though, he felt a flash of brief warmth run through it.  Curious, he raised it back up and once again felt a flash of heat warm the stone. 

 

Maybe it’s literally supposed to grant me entry,


 
he thought, lowering the stone slowly until he felt it heat once more, then freezing it in place.  He lowered it several inches, and the warmth vanished.  He raised it back up, and the stone heated once more.





Grinning, he moved the stone slowly toward the door; as he did, though, the heat faded again.  He frowned. 

 

I was sure that was it. 


 
He brought it away from the door, and it slowly warmed back up.  He moved it closer, and the heat dissipated quickly.






Okay, stop and think about this,


 
he told himself as he felt his aggravation rising. 

 

This is a puzzle.  I have to figure out where on the door the glyphstone goes.  I know that it warms at a certain height, and I’m assuming that means I’m at the right height…


 
  He nearly swore at his own stupidity. 

 

But am I at the right place horizontally?




He moved the stone to the left, and instantly, the heat disappeared once more.  He moved it back to the right, and the heat returned, growing more intense this time.  When the heat began to fade, he moved it back to the left, until he was certain he had the stone centered horizontally.  He played with it a bit, moving it around until it was as hot as possible, then slowly moved it inward.  As he did, he had to keep adjusting it, as the closer he got, the harder it was to keep it on target.  Finally, the glyphstone touched the rock, radiating heat into the chill air.

The rock seemed particularly unimpressed. 

Aranos resisted an urge to scream and hurl the glyphstone down the mountain; that certainly wouldn’t do any good.  Instead, he forced himself to remain calm, allowing his thoughts to relax and consider the problem. 




I’m pretty sure I’m in the right spot,


 
he thought silently. 

 

I mean, it’s the only hot spot I found on the door – not that I was looking very hard.  I suppose there could be others, but if there were, how would I know which one to use?  I’m pretty sure Rardrobena would have told me about something like that.  So, right spot…what am I doing wrong?




He had no idea.  He’d moved it in all three dimensions.  He’d pushed it, pulled it, lifted it, lowered it, twisted it…




Actually, I haven’t done that,


 
he realized.

 

I haven’t tried turning it.  You know, the way I would any other doorknob.  It couldn’t be something as simple as that, could it?




Apparently, it could.  He turned the stone gently to the right and heard a loud click.  He stepped back, and as he did, the stone sunk into the mountainside, lowering itself down like an inward-facing drawbridge.  The resulting archway was large enough for them to pass through two at a time, but no more than that.

“Well done, Liberator,” Rhys told him softly.  “Now, do we wait for the dwarves to come to us, or do we go to them?”

“Neither, human,” a gravelly voice growled from the darkness.  “You stay there and don’t move while explaining to us how you found our back door, much less opened it.”

A breeze blew past the cave mouth and swirled into Aranos’ nostrils, and he inhaled deeply, picking up the scent of four dwarves nearby – and a vast number deeper in the tunnel.  “We Tracked your footsteps up the mountain to here,” he called out, lifting up the glyphstone.  “And I opened it with this.”

One of the dwarves snorted.  “A human Tracked dwarves through the mountains?” he scoffed.  “Lies!  And you stole a glyphstone?  Human, you’re going to pay for that in blood and pain!”

Aranos sighed.  “Look, if this is anything like my last encounter with your people, then I know you’re just blustering to give the Priestess behind you a chance to decide what to do.  Can we maybe skip the threats and let me talk with her?”

“You seem to know a bit of our ways, human,” the first voice spoke in a growl.  “Did you interrogate the one you stole that from?  Torture her?”

“Actually, Rardrobena gave it to me in exchange for providing her with oroloke – I mean, smarsolm eggs,” he shrugged.  “I learned a bit about your people from that encounter.”

“Wait – smarsolm eggs?” a third voice spoke up, this one far less confrontational.  “That was you?  Everyone, step back.  Let me speak with the human.”  Aranos heard some grumbling, but a moment later a short, broad woman with flame-red hair and full plate armor stepped out of the cave and into view.

“Every Priestess of the Stone heard Rardrobena’s tale, human,” the woman said, her hands on her hips and her feet spread wide.  “You did quite the service for our Skollheld.”

“I’m glad I could help,” he smiled.  “The name I’m using right now is Oran, Master of Elements.”

“Rulgribera Heill, Priestess of the Coldstone,” the woman inclined her head.  “And these others?”

“This is my Oathbound Follower,” Aranos gestured at Geltheriel.  “She’s currently using the name ‘Theria’.  The wolf is my Soulbound Companion, while the young leonal is named Glorferdir.  And this is my companion and party member – and the recipient of the one smarsolm egg I kept.  He’s calling himself Reece.”

“You gave a smarsolm egg to this one?” one of the male voices growled.  “Why would you waste an egg like that?”

“Because,” Rhys said without rancor, holding out his arm, “I could Bond with the young one.”  As he spoke, Miwango appeared from behind his back and crawled up the Druid’s arm to rest in his head, eyeing the cave mouth for a moment.  The turaloke opened its mouth in a hiss of warning before settling onto Rhys’ palm.

“A solmriddar?” the Priestess asked, her face impressed.  “Good for you, human.  Not many can Bond with something as fierce and powerful as a smarsolm…and unless I miss my guess, there’s something special about that one.” 

The woman eyed the group and grimaced.  “I can’t invite you into the Skollheld,” she said regretfully.  “Only a Priestess of the Deepstone can do that.  I can let you come in out of the cold, though, and take you somewhere you can wait for a Priestess to meet with you.”

“These are strangers, Rulgribera!” one of the male voices protested.  “You can’t bring them inside!  Clan law…”

“I know clan law far better than you do, Adrarlug, so shut your hole,” Rulgriberal snapped in a frosty tone, turning to face the cave mouth.  “This one did a service for the clan, and that entitles him to a hearing.  The other bound a smarsolm, and that means he might be a solmriddar; no solmriddar can be barred from entering any Skollheld.”

“Humans can’t be solmriddars,” Adrarlug protested.

“There’s no law that says that,” the Priestess countered.  “The law just says that anyone who bonds with a smarsolm is a solmriddar.”

“Because no one’s ever heard of a human Bonding with one,” the man pressed.

“And that’s why I’m inviting them in to wait for a Priestess of the Deepstone to judge if they deserve entry,” the woman agreed.  “Or are you suggesting that you should pass judgment instead of a Priestess, Adrarlug?”

Aranos heard the man gulp audibly.  “N-no, Priestess,” he stammered.  “I’m just trying to keep us all safe.”

“Yes, I know.”  The woman turned back to face the party.  “Follow me, but be warned: you’re guests here.  We expect you to be respectful and on your best behavior.”

“Of course, Priestess,” Aranos bowed his head.  “After you.”

“Of course, after me,” she snorted as she led the group into the cave.  “How else would you know where you’re going?”  She glanced back at the group.  “Do humans have Night Vision?”

“We all do,” Aranos assured her.

“Um,” Avalyn spoke up softly.  “Uh, I don’t, sorry.”

“Damn,” the dwarf frowned.  “It’s dark down here until you get into the Skollheld, and torches are a bad idea.  They make the air bad.”

“I can take care of it,” Aranos assured the woman, casting his Illuminating Mists Spell, lighting up the nearby passageway without blinding anyone.  “Will that work?”

The Priestess stood, blinking in the sudden glow.  “That was a fast Spell, Wizard,” she admitted a moment later.  “Do me a favor, warn me before you do anything like that again, okay?  My nerves aren’t that great, and I almost responded badly.”

“No problem,” Aranos nodded.

“Good.  Now, this way.”



They walked past three, scowling male dwarves, all armed with spears of various sizes and designs. 

 

Probably a more useful weapon in tunnels like this than a sword or axe,


 
Aranos realized. 

 

Those three with those spears could pretty effectively block this doorway. 


 
The men glared at him as he walked past, but Aranos shrugged it off.  So far, he hadn’t met a male dwarf that hadn’t seemed like they wanted to kill him.  He wondered if that was just normal for their species, or if it was a cultural thing – or if it was just a pose they affected around outsiders.



The door to the outside slid shut behind them silently, without the grating of stone on stone that Aranos was expecting.  The only light came from Aranos’ Spell, which bathed the tunnel walls in a dim, pale glow.  The tunnel they were in was obviously artificial.  The floor was perfectly flat but had an odd pattern of ridges and raised cross-hatching that probably improved traction.  The walls were far enough apart for four of them to walk side-by-side in, and the ceiling was a foot or so over Aranos’ head, low enough that he could reach up and touch it if he wanted.  Every surface except the floor was polished to an incredibly smooth finish that would probably act like a mirror if Aranos’ Spell produced a brighter light.  It was an amazing level of workmanship – but then, Aranos figured that underground-dwelling dwarves would probably be good at digging.

“You don’t have many Warriors guarding this entrance,” Geltheriel observed as they walked.  “Are you that confident that no one can find it, or do you have many hidden defenders within easy shouting distance?”

The Priestess glanced over at the elf woman with obvious respect.  “Both,” she admitted.  “Not many can Track a dwarf in the mountains, and the beasts that live topside aren’t smart enough to get through the door.  Plus…”  The woman reached out and touched a nearby wall as they passed, and Aranos noticed the fine lines outlining a well-hidden door.  “There’s a door here that leads to a guardroom with twenty more men ready to rush to defend the entrance if needed.”

“How do they hear an alarm, though?” Aranos asked curiously.  “I mean, that door was really tightly fit, and I assume it’s solid stone.  I wouldn’t think they could hear anything through that, even if someone was shouting.”

“We rely on the Stone,” the Priestess shrugged.  “Shouting down here is a bad idea; the echoes can linger for hours, and it makes it hard to hear anything at all.”

“So, you have magical communications set up,” Aranos translated.  “That’s smart.”

“We dwarves are nothing if not practical,” Rulgriberal chuckled.  “Not much in the Skollheld is done for vanity or the sake of art.  Why craft an elaborate, fancy suit of armor when we can craft three plain ones that are just as effective in the same amount of time?”

“Wouldn’t the fancier armor be able to hold more Enchantments?” Aranos asked curiously.

“Topsider Enchantments, maybe,” the dwarf said dismissively.  “Dwarven Enchantments are built right into our creations and don’t have those limitations.”

“I’d like to learn more about those,” Aranos said, trying to conceal his excitement.  “I’m pretty good with Enchanting and Runecrafting, but what you’re talking about sounds more like Faysmithing than regular Enchanting.”

“I don’t know what that is, but you’d have to speak to the Priestess of the Deepstone about that.  Speaking of which…”  She stopped and touched the wall, and a portion of it sank into the ground the way the stone blocking the entrance had.  Beyond it, Aranos’ Spell revealed a large, open space, with stone benches and even a flat, stone bed that looked like it was joined seamlessly to the floor.

“You can wait here,” she said.  “Sorry it’s not more comfortable, but we haven’t had guests in – well, not in my lifetime, I don’t think.  Not much point to keeping up cushions and blankets and such when there’s no one to use them, is there?”

“Not really, no,” Aranos laughed.  “It’s fine; any idea of how long it might be, though?”

“No clue,” she shrugged.  “As I said, this hasn’t happened before.  Might mean that the Priestesses will be anxious to see you and go quickly; might mean that they want to make sure you know your place and let you sit here for a while.  I could see it going either way.”

Aranos’ face twisted.  “Can you give us any advice for dealing with the Priestesses?” he asked.  “Anything I should do or shouldn’t do?  I don’t want to offend anybody.”

“That’s more an issue when dealing with males,” the woman said dismissively.  “We Priestesses are more pragmatic and less – aggressive, I suppose you could say.  We value honesty, practicality, and fairness above everything else.”  Her face twisted.  “At least, in theory.  In reality, well, things can be different.”  She ushered them inside and touched the doorframe.  “Good luck!” she said as the heavy door slid back into place.

“One might think that we’d just been trapped in here,” Rhys observed.  “That is, if one was a more suspicious sort.”

Aranos reached out to the door with his High Mastery Ability and found that it was simple if well-fashioned stone.  “I can get us out with no problem,” he shook his head.  “It’ll take about a minute to do it quietly, or ten seconds if I just want to blast through with Dust.  We’re fine.”

“Good,” Avalyn said a bit nervously, looking around at the walls.  “This place feels too small, and too tight.  I mean, what if we run out of air, or they leave us here for long enough for the Thirst debuff to set in?”

“There is air moving in the room, child,” Geltheriel pointed out.  “And a small spring of what looks like fresh water in the back.  Were they covered, the benches and bed would likely be comfortable.”  She shook her head.  “This strikes me as a guest room, a place where visitors could stay for an extended time that was not in the main fortress, rather than a prison cell.”

“Well, nothing to do but wait,” Aranos shrugged, sinking down onto the floor.  “I’m going to work on my Spells; I really want to get that messaging Spell finished, and maybe see about unlocking Invocation mana.  I’m hoping that will unlock Evocation without my needing to accidentally summon anything.  Avalyn, you might want to do the same.  You won’t feel so nervous while you’re Meditating.”



“O-okay,” the woman swallowed, sitting on the hard bed and closing her eyes.  A moment later, Aranos could feel energy radiating from her as she began to work on her Spells. 

 

I wonder if I radiate the same way?






Rhys made a startled sound as Miwango suddenly leaped from his arm and rushed over to the smooth walls, sniffing at them. 

 

Yummy,


 
the little creature sent out to the others. 

 

I’m hungry.




“He smells metal,” the Druid explained.  “He wants to eat it.  Do you think our hosts would be upset if their excellent walls were somewhat gnawed upon?”

“He can’t eat very much,” Aranos pointed out.  “And I can fix the damage after, don’t worry.  I’d let him go to town.”

“While I am unsure what a town has to do with it, I believe I understand the context,” Rhys chuckled.  “Very well, Miwango, feel free to indulge yourself.”  The small room was suddenly filled with a sound of grating stone as the little oroloke began to dig at the walls with its teeth.

“We have some stores of metal in the form of captured weapons and armor,” Geltheriel told Rhys.  “I doubt any would mind if you fed these to the little one.”

Rhys shook his head.  “He will not eat it,” he told the woman.  “Finished steel is currently too hard for him, and he prefers iron ore over wrought or cast iron.  There is something about the taste of finished metal that he does not like.”  Rhys shrugged.  “All infants are picky in their feeding habits.”

“So I am given to understand,” Geltheriel nodded.  “Fortunately, my firsthand knowledge of such is so limited as to be nonexistent.  I hope for it to remain so in the foreseeable future.”

Aranos tuned the others out and closed his eyes, activating his mana training regimen as he did in case they were waiting for a full hour.  Once the flow of mana and energy was set, he called up the vision for his messaging Spell.  He played through the Spell in his mind; the message formed into a sphere of Illusion mana about the size of a marble wrapped in Air mana so it could float and move.  A window opened in space, showing him his target, and a tiny portal formed in front of the message orb.  It swept through the portal, appearing directly in front of the intended recipient, then unfolded into a sort of holographic display of Aranos speaking the message. 

Aranos frowned.  It was a solid Spell, but it had a few flaws.  First, it would take quite a while to cast; both scrying and opening a portal were slow processes.  Second, it relied on the person to pay attention to the message.  If they weren’t watching and listening, they’d miss it.  Third, it was an Illusion Spell, so anyone with a high enough Perception would see through it and thus ignore it. 




I could use Mind mana, but then anyone with Mental Resistance might be able to ignore the message,


 
he pondered silently.

 

Do I really need the image, though?  In fact, do I need the portal at all?  With my new Remote Casting Ability, couldn’t I just cast a Spell that used Illusion mana to make the sound of my voice appear to anyone I wanted?  Or even just adapt my Mindlink Spell to work outside of a region through my Remote Casting?  That would be two-way communication, and the biggest speed limitation would be opening the scrying window…






He sighed as he realized that was a much better way to get the same effect.  He’d been working on his messaging Spell since almost the beginning of the game, and part of him really wanted to finish it. 

 

But you haven’t,


 
he reminded himself,

 

probably because you started making it back when you had no idea what you were doing.  Now that you do – maybe it’s time to abandon an idea that isn’t working for one that’s simpler and probably faster.




He groaned and dropped the messaging vision.  It would still be there, waiting for him, but if he left it alone for long enough, it would decay and eventually fade.  That was a bit saddening, but he shook off the thought.  Growth could be painful, but it was necessary.  He had to move forward, not cling to the past, especially not when doing it wasn’t working.



He froze as that thought settled into his mind. 

 

That’s right.  You do need to move forward.  You can’t hold onto the past – especially when doing that is hurting the people around you. 


 
That was why his Charisma was drawing women to him and making Geltheriel so uncomfortable.  He was clinging to the past, hoping somehow to recapture what he’d so briefly experienced with Saphielle.






That won’t happen, though,


 
he realized. 

 

She’s gone, and there isn’t anyone else like her.  You’re just wishing for something that can never be, because part of you is clinging to what was.




He cleared his mind, then did something he hadn’t let himself do since Saphielle’s funeral.  He let himself remember.  He allowed all the images of her to flow through his mind, let himself feel them all at once.  The pain was intense, like a knife in his heart, as he remembered Saphielle – and grieved for his loss.  He held the pain to him, allowed it to build until it was nearly intolerable…and then let it go. 

The images still hung in his mind, but rather than pain, all he felt was a sense of loss and grief.  He’d always shoved those aside, but now he embraced those feelings, letting them rage through him.  He heard Geltheriel’s indrawn breath; Rhys let out a brief sob as Aranos’ Charisma touched them both, filling them with his pain and sorrow. 



The wave of emotion slowly receded as Aranos simply let himself feel.  He felt a sort of pressure ease in his chest, as if he were suddenly able to take a deep breath for the first time.  He liquid streamed down his cheeks and dripped onto his hands, resting folded in his lap, but he made no move to wipe the tears away.  For the first time, he accepted his loss. 

 

She isn’t coming back,


 
he said firmly. 

 

And you won’t find anyone like her.  That’s okay, though.  It hurts, but it’s going to be okay.




Finally, he took a deep, shuddering breath.  His head pounded, his chest ached, and his eyes felt swollen, but he felt – clean.  There had been a pressure building up inside him, and it had been leaking out, affecting everyone around him.  Now, that pressure was gone, and he felt nothing but a dull ache that he knew would fade in time. 

He opened his eyes and saw Geltheriel crouched before him.  Her face was as tearstained as he guessed his was, and he saw mingled pain and understanding in her eyes.  Without a word, he reached out to her, and she embraced him warmly.  They held each other that way, silently acknowledging their shared pain and loss, for some time.  Aranos didn’t need to tell her what had happened; she knew.  She didn’t need to tell him she understood; he knew. 

As he released her, he saw a pair of notifications pop up in his view, but he ignored them.  “Thanks, Geltheriel,” he said softly.

“I am your friend, Aranos,” she whispered back, using his name for one of the few times he could remember.  “I am always here for you.”

“I know,” he nodded.  “And I’m here for you, too.”

“You always have been, since the moment we met,” she smiled.  “It is the one truth on which I can rest assured, Oathbinder.”  She rose to her feet and wiped her face.

“However, I am unsure how any of this helps you to develop your Spells,” she chided him with a smile.  “Surely, you are not creating a Spell to invoke helpless sobbing in your foes?”

“If so, it seemed frighteningly effective,” Rhys spoke up, also wiping his eyes.  “The power of your emotions, Liberator – it can be overwhelming.”

“Sorry about that,” Aranos grimaced.  “I just – I realized what I needed to do to get my Charisma under control.”  He glanced at Geltheriel.  “Did it work?”

“It did,” she smiled gently.  “That call has vanished.  It is – far more comfortable.”

“Then it was worth it,” he sighed with relief.  “You’re right, though; I have a couple Spells to work on.  I won’t be Meditating, so I’ll hear if you call my name.”

“If not, I am sure I can rouse you with a swift and well-placed kick,” Geltheriel grinned at him.

“I’m wearing my armor, so feel free to break your foot trying to get my attention,” he snorted.  “Now, let me get this done.”

Adapting his Mindlink Spell to work on a target within sight range rather than by touch wasn’t really difficult at all.  He just had to imagine lashing out with a tendril of Mind mana, connecting it like a tether to his target and establishing a link between them and him.  The hard part was making it as mana-efficient as possible; using it remotely was going to crank the cost way up, and every SP he could save now would be 100 SP saved later.  He refined the mana tether to use the minimum amount of energy possible and halved the duration; with his bonuses, the previous version lasted for over a day, and he doubted he needed anywhere near that much time. 



When the Spell vision finally shivered into place, he hesitantly called up strands of Vital and Spirit mana, holding them in place without mingling them. 

 

Okay, so first, before I play with this, I need to forge a couple of Warding circles.  Then, I need to cast Shield Mind on myself just to be safe; Invocation is supposed to channel extraplanar energy to you, not a thing, but if it goes wrong, I need to be able to resist any sort of mental manipulation.  Finally…I need to make sure there’s a shield around me and the Warding circles, just in case. 




It took him fifteen minutes to build his shields and two Warding circles, one around himself and one around a simple chunk of stone he’d pulled out of the floor, leaving a divot behind.  He knew from his efforts upgrading Meridian’s familiar spirit that he needed a focus if he wanted to call a specific type of spirit – in that case, since Meridian’s familiar had been a life sprite, he’d used a hunk of quartz imbued with Life magic – and he guessed that the same would be likely when dealing with Evocation and Invocation magic.  Hopefully, if he used simple, abundantly rare stone, he wouldn’t draw much power or accidentally call anything dangerous. 

He began to weave strands of Vital and Soul mana together, forming them into a spiraling lattice that wound toward the chunk of stone, almost like a drill-shaped cone ready to bore into the rock.  He very gradually added Spirit mana – and watched as the mana slipped right through the weave and flashed into the air.  He tried again, tightening the strands a bit, but to no avail; the Spirit energy simply flashed through his construct, totally unimpeded.

He sighed.  It was always like this working with Spirit mana.  The Spirit aspect was the hardest one to control; it resisted all attempts to order or bind it.  It would follow a weave of some other type of mana, usually, but in this case…



He examined his construct more closely, trickling Spirit energy into it. 

 

Huh.  I totally built this thing the wrong way


 
.  In fact, the Spirit mana

 

was


 
following the construct he’d created.  At least, it was doing that until the strands curved around the outside of the construct, at which point the Spirit mana – didn’t seem to be able to make the turn.



He released the weave he’d made and tried something that was similar to the crystalline lattices he made when crafting faymetal.  He braided the strands of Soul and Vital mana and wound them in a series of inward-turning spirals, like a tower of twisted cones nestled within one another.  It took him a while to get the construct correct, but finally he watched as the flow of Spirit mana sank down into the stone, pulling the Vital mana with it – and allowing the Soul mana to lash backward, linking him to the stone.  He felt a flow of energy seep into him, filling him with a sense of heaviness and power, but he quickly cut that off and released the construct.  The moment he did, the odd feeling of heaviness seeped out of him at once, and he sighed in relief, pulling up his waiting notifications:
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Stat Boost!





Through a Special Action, you have gained the following Stat increases:





Int +2




Wis +2




Cha +2
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Perk Gained!






Perk:


 
Enhanced Charisma




You have gained a deeper understanding of your Charisma and how it affects the world around you.






Effects:


 
All level-dependent Charisma bonuses increased by +1 (retroactive).  Effective new Charisma: 218 (263)
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Congratulations!





You have increased your Cha Stat to more than 200 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:






Charisma-based Skills:


 
Any Skill with an Ability, opposed check, or bonus based on your Charisma Stat treats your Charisma as 75% higher






Empowering Charisma:


 
Choose one Stat.  This Stat will permanently be increased by 25% of your Charisma Stat (25%).  This doesn’t lower your Charisma, and as your Charisma Stat increases, this bonus will increase, as well.
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Spell Upgraded!






Enhanced Mindlink^






Rank:


 
Novice 7




Communicate telepathically with a friendly creature.






Effect:


 
Choose one creature that is sentient and friendly to you in sight range.  You establish a mental link that allows you both to communicate telepathically across any distance for as long as the Spell lasts or until you choose to end it.  Communication is two-way and deliberate; neither party will hear any thoughts or feelings from the other unless they are directed at the linked partner.  Creatures may be limited in their ability to communicate by their Intelligence; a creature with low Intelligence might only be able to communicate the simplest emotions or concepts. 






Duration:


 
1 minute






Channeled Spell:


 
This Spell may be Channeled in order to extend it past its duration, paying the normal SP costs as detailed in your Mana Mastery Skill.






Cost:


 
11 mind SP




Can you hear me?  Let me think a little louder…
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Enhanced Aspect Discovered!






Aspect:


 
Evocation




Evocation is an Enhanced Aspect that combines Nature (Vital) and Spirit mana.  It is used primarily to call extraplanar entities to this world.






Associated Stats:


 
Str/End, Per






Requirements:


 
Str or End 50+, Per 50+, Nature (Vital) and Spirit Aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Evocation Mana:


 
Evocation Spells create a direct link between you and a creature from another plane.  To target a specific being, you must be familiar with the being, have interacted with them in a significant way, or possess a Master-ranked or higher Lore Skill that would give you knowledge of this being and know their name and attributes.  Otherwise, a random creature is called based on the focus used in the Spell (see below). 






Damage:


 
You can only use Evocation SP equal to the sum of the higher of your Str or End Stats plus your Per Stat per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains your Stats: you lose 1 point from the highest of these three Stats for every 1% of your max SP of additional Evocation mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.






Evocation vs. Summoning:


 
Unlike a Summoning Spell, a Spell of Evocation only calls a creature to the caster.  The caster has no control over the being (although other Spells may grant the caster such control).  If not restrained, the evoked being will react according to its nature.  Creatures called by Evocation Spells are generally more intelligent than Summoned creatures, however, and can usually be reasoned or bargained with.






Evocation Foci:


 
To call a being from a specific realm or with a specific aspect, the caster must use a focus that is strongly connected to this realm or aspect.  The rarer and more valuable the focus, the more powerful a creature is evoked.  Generally, the evoked creature has a rarity one rank higher than that of the focus, so an Uncommon focus will call a Rare creature, and an Exceptionally rare focus will call a Legendary creature.  Note that the more powerful a creature is called, the more likely it will be to escape from any restraints placed upon it, and the harder it will be to return it to its home plane.






Vital Evocation:


 
Because you use more potent Vital mana in your Evocations, they are Enhanced in power.  You receive a +20 bonus to any Opposed Check made against the called creature and call a creature of rarity two ranks higher than your focus: a Common focus will call a Rare creature, for example. 



+500 XP
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Evolved Aspect Discovered!






Aspect:


 
Invocation




Invocation mana is an Evolved mana type consisting of Nature (Vital), Spirit, and Soul mana.  Through it, you can channel power from another plane to empower yourself.






Associated Stats:


 
Str/End, Per






Requirements:


 
Str or End 75+, Per 75+, Nature (Vital), Spirit, and Soul Aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.






Using Invocation Mana:


 
An invocation creates a connection between you and some extraplanar creature, with the same restrictions as Evocation mana for targeting a specific creature.  Rather than bringing the being to you, though, an invocation allows you to draw power directly from that creature and empower yourself with it.  This may grant extra Stats, Resistances, or Abilities depending on the nature of the creature called. 






Damage:


 
You can only use Invocation SP equal to the sum of the higher of your Str and End plus your Per every hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point from the highest of these Stats for every 1% of your max SP of additional Invocation mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.






Invocation Hazards:


 
Drawing power from another plane is inherently dangerous.  While you may gain powerful bonuses from the invoked energy, you may also gain weaknesses or vulnerabilities from the creature.  The creature being affected is weakened by your drain, and it may seek vengeance on the one who dared to weaken it.  In addition, there is always a chance that using an Invocation Spell will force a minor Evolution on you that is in character with the energy being drained.  There is also an extremely tiny chance that any given Invocation effect will become permanent, whether a bonus or a weakness.






Vital Invocations:


 
Because you use more powerful Vital mana in your Invocations, these are more potent than normal.  Any bonuses you receive are increased by 25%, while any penalties are reduced by 25%, and the chances of experiencing an Evolution or having an effect become permanent are reduced to 25% of normal.



+500 XP
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Quest Updated: What, More Aspects?





Objective Completed:


 
All Enhanced Aspects discovered.





Difficulty:


 
B





Reward:


 
+500 XP per aspect discovered





Special Reward:


 
New Perk – Omnicaster
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Perk Gained: Omnicaster





You are proficient in many forms of magic, giving you a casting bonus based on the number of Aspects unlocked.






Effects:


 
Your Spell Power is increased by 3% per Primary or Composite Aspect you have unlocked and 6% per Enhanced or Evolved Aspect you have unlocked (current bonus +208%).  Your Spells that utilize multiple Aspects reduce Resistances by 10% per Aspect used and give you a +10 bonus to any Opposed Checks per Aspect used.
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He blinked, reading through the notifications once more. 

 

Okay, so dealing with my Charisma problem gave me a Perk and some Stat bonuses – especially to Charisma.  It finally went over 200, and now I can use it to boost another Stat by 25%?  That’s fifty points, right there for one Stat!  Plus, I found all the Enhanced Aspects and got a nice boost to my Spell Power.  Sweet!




He considered which of his Stats to bump up.  He was tempted to use it on one of his Physical Stats or Perception – just to balance himself a bit more – but the fact was, he could still train those Stats.  Slowly, sure, but he could, and eventually, he’d get them over 100 naturally.  It had to be his Int or Wis; nothing else made sense.  Boosting Wis would give him more SP – more than the forty thousand or so he already had – and pumping up Int would increase his Spell Power, which was already at something near two thousand percent.    So, what did he need more – Spells that did more damage, or more SP to use in Spells?

He was about to choose Wisdom when he recalled what Headmaster Mandla had told him about why the Mages’ College focused on Mana Manipulation over Mana Control.  With his huge boost to Spell Power, he could literally cast Spells at a quarter of their full strength, using a quarter of the normal SP, and still do five times normal damage.  If he boosted his Wisdom, he’d get another thousand SP or so; if he boosted his Intelligence, his Spell Power would go up by 250%, pushing it over two thousand percent.  Int was a better deal, if he just used it correctly.  Taking a deep breath, he chose Int, pushing it to 220 and bringing up a final notification:
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Congratulations!





You have increased your Int Stat to more than 200 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:






Spell Power:


 
Your Spell Power is increased by 7.5% per point of Int over 10.






Skill XP:


 
Earned Skill XP is increased by 2% per point of Int over 10.






Shattering Magic:


 
If one of your Spells overcomes a creature’s Magic Resistance, you ignore that creature’s Magic Resistance with all other Spells for five minutes.  If you break or penetrate a magical shield or barrier with a Spell, all of your Spells ignore magical shielding and barriers from the same source for five minutes.
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Okay, he was wrong.  With the boost to his Int, his Spells were now nearly thirty times stronger than normal, meaning he could cast a Spell at one-quarter power and still have it be a bit over six times more potent than it was supposed to be. 

 

Yeah, boosting Int was a good call.  Although, I wonder what the Wisdom threshold bonus would have been.


 
  He shook his head; he’d get there soon enough.  Five more levels, and his Wis would naturally be over 200, and he’d find out the bonus then.



He opened his eyes and gathered strands of Divination mana, preparing to cast his Farsight Spell on Phil.  He needed to let the Paladin know what was happening in Northmoor; Phil would probably still want to investigate, but he’d at least be aware of what he might be getting into.  The power gathered, swirled around – and immediately fizzled, causing a red notification to flash in his view:
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Spell Failure!





You are currently in an area warded against Divining magic.




Opposed Check failed!  Debuff: Mana Backlash, 30 s (reduced to 0 s by Fortitude Skill)
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Well, that stinks,


 
he sighed. 

 

I won’t be able to message him until we’re out of this Skollheld, it looks like.  That should be fine; he won’t be close to the city for a few days yet, so I’ve got plenty of time.




He finished his mana practice, bringing his Mana Control to Expert 10 and his Mana Mastery to Expert 6.  He had a feeling that was as high as his training would take Mana Control; usually, you had to demonstrate some sort of deep and unique understanding of a Skill to reach the Master rank in it.  Since his Mana Control seemed to be all about his energy spirals and the river of power they floated in, he’d have to spend some time working on those when he got a chance.  Maybe if he came up with some even more efficient and unique pattern for his energy, one that would channel much effectively, that would be enough to push him over into the next rank. 

While he waited, he went ahead and worked on two of his other hanging Spells.  He used his new understanding of Teleportation mana to alter the vision he held of his Spatial area Spell; rather than opening random portals, the Spell would now randomly teleport enemies somewhere within the field.  The distance and direction were random; they could be shunted a foot to their left or twenty feet into the air.  He could have chosen to control those teleports – in fact, he could have made it so he controlled every effect in the field, including the kinetic blasts and gravity wells – but that would have massively increased the cost of the Spell and taken most of his concentration.  By making everything random and ceding some control over the effects, the Spell would be cheaper and probably more effective in the long run.  After all, the point of the Spell was to create chaos and confusion in his foes, not to kill them outright.



His other hanging Spell was his zone of telekinesis.  His original idea was to flood an area with Telekinetic mana, connect to every object and creature within, and manipulate them with his will.  It occurred to him, though, that this initial concept was somewhat wasteful; he’d be maintaining an aura of Telekinetic mana, most of which wasn’t being actively used, and he’d have to keep refreshing that Aura to connect to new creatures or objects he encountered while he was moving.  Plus, he knew from experience with his Forge Mana Spell that moving objects became exponentially more difficult as you added new items to your control. 

 

What am I trying to do with this Spell?


 
he asked himself, forcing himself to look at the Spell critically. 

 

Is it designed to hold a bunch of enemies?  I’ve got my Spatial Web for that, and it can do damage if I want it to, as well.  Do I want to fling a bunch of rocks or whatever at people?  I could just use an Earth Barrage to do the same thing, and again, it’d probably do more damage.  So, how can Telekinetic mana be useful?






It seemed obvious to him; Telekinetic mana gave him a vastly extended hand to perform gross manipulations.  He could lift a portcullis, or pull a distant lever, or grab someone who was running away and bring them back to him.  He could stop a charging ogrin with a thought and throw it into its allies’ ranks. 

 

Basically, though, you only need to manipulate one object at a time for any of those – so why waste energy on the field?




Almost regretfully, he went back to the beginning of his vision and altered it significantly.  Rather than creating an aura of Telekinetic mana, he imagined himself stretching out a single tendril of mana to a large rock and lifting it in the air.  He replayed the vision again, this time capturing a leaping tigroon in midair, and then again, stopping an arrow’s flight. 

He made progress on both Spells, but neither had crystallized when the door to their room opened at last and a quartet of male dwarves marched inside, their armor gleaming dully but oddly soundless as they moved.  One of them, a bit taller than the others and sporting a short beard and mustache, leveled his halberd at Geltheriel, the nearest of the party to the door.

“Step back against the far wall,” the man growled in Human.  “Now!”

“Why?” Aranos asked before Geltheriel could reply, rising to his feet and moving to her side.  The woman’s hand was near her sword but not touching it, but her body language and expression showed that she was close to drawing it.  “Aren’t we supposed to be guests here?”

“You’re whatever we say you are,” the dwarf snapped.  “Now move back, or I’ll…”

The man’s voice was cut off as Aranos summoned an Earth Wall, using his Spell Sculpting Skill to wrap it around the dwarves in a neat semicircle that blocked them from sight and sound.  He felt the heavy impact of some blunt object against the wall, but he channeled more energy into it and sealed up the crack and divot the blow had left.  He held the wall for several, long seconds, then dropped it, revealing the now-angry Warriors.

“Let’s try that again,” Aranos smiled at the bearded dwarf, his voice cool.  “We’re guests here, so if you’d like us to do something, you can ask.  Nicely.”

“Listen to me, human,” the dwarf began to roar, but his voice cut off as another wall appeared, this one formed of glowing lava instead of stone.  Aranos held it up for several more seconds, then lowered it, noticing that the dwarves had all stepped a couple paces back and that the lead dwarf’s beard seemed to be smoking slightly. 

“The next barrier’s going to be lightning, which won’t be great for you guys encased in all that metal,” Aranos said flatly.  “I’m really tired of the hostility and the posturing.  If you want something, ask.  Otherwise, send someone here who knows how to speak politely, like a Priestess.”

Aranos heard a female voice speaking in the guttural, almost growling Dwarven tongue.  The men protested in the same language, and the woman sighed.  “Human, please step back against the far wall.  My escort won’t let me enter the room unless you’re far enough back to make them feel comfortable.”

Aranos frowned but nodded.  “Fine, since you asked, we’ll be happy to move.”  He gestured for everyone to move backward, using his newly upgraded Mindlink Spell to wake Avalyn, who came to her feet groggily and moved almost halfheartedly to stand away from the door.  Geltheriel waited until Aranos had stepped to the opposite side of the room before taking a position about halfway across the room, and Silma moved to flank the elf. 

“I said across the room!” the bearded dwarf barked.

“Just as you have care for your charge, so do I have a duty to protect mine,” Geltheriel replied coolly, her tone like iron.  “You have entered this place aggressively, prepared for battle, and I must assume you have hostile intent.  You will not get the chance to harm my Oathbinder, dwarf, and you will taste my blade if you try.”

The man stared at her a moment, then grunted in acknowledgement.  “Well said,” he admitted.  “Fine.  You hold your side, we’ll hold our side.  But make a move toward the Priestess, human, and you’ll be spitted on my halberd.”

“You are welcome to try,” Geltheriel grinned.  “You will fail.”

The dwarf grinned back at her in return, the first genuine expression of pleasure Aranos had seen on a male dwarf’s face.  “You’ve got the right spirit, human,” the man proclaimed.  He turned and spoke to the woman in Dwarven, and the four Warriors fanned out in a line facing Geltheriel and Silma.  The Shadedancer and fenrin stood before them silently, and Aranos could sense the tension in the room as the Warriors stared at one another.

“Greetings, one who calls himself Oran,” the female voice spoke as its owner entered the room.  The Priestess was tall for a dwarf, only about a foot shorter than Aranos, and had white-blonde hair and golden eyes.  “My name is Bokeda Heill, Priestess of the Deepstone and Guardian of the gates of the Skollheld.”

“Nice to meet you, Priestess Bokeda,” Aranos bowed his head slightly.  “I’m hoping to gain entry to the Skollheld for me, my Oathbound Follower, our animal companions, and my party member, who Bonded the smarsolm egg I kept.”

“So I understand,” the woman nodded.  “First, however, there are some questions I must ask you and some things I must clarify.”

“Ask away,” Aranos shrugged.



“Thank you.”  The woman stared at him very directly, and he reached out with his Sense Mana Skill.  He could feel the tendrils of Mind mana filling the room, but they weren’t directly touching anyone. 

 

Probably a lie detecting Spell,


 
he reasoned. 

 

I really do need to create one of those – although my Sense Intent Skill and Scent Ability together work reasonably well as is, so it’s not much of a priority.




“It’s my understanding that you Tracked the smarsolm you killed from the human lands all the way to our Skollheld.  Is that true?”

“It is.”

The woman frowned.  “And you claim that you then Tracked our patrols to our side entrance, as well, correct?”

“Yes.”

“You must have an incredibly high Tracking Skill, human, but you are obviously a Wizard.  How did you get such a high rank of Tracking?”

“As a Quest reward, of sorts,” he shrugged.  “It wasn’t, really, but it’s very personal, and I’d rather not discuss it.  It was a reward, though, and I got it as part of my Class Training Quest.”

The woman frowned.  “You’re speaking the truth,” she said slowly.  “That’s good.  Now, I also understand that you prefer not to be known by your true name, but that you gave it to Priestess Rardrobena.  Is that right?”

“Yes and yes,” he smiled.  “I’m assuming you told you who I really am.”

“She didn’t tell me, as I’m not her direct superior,” Bokeda corrected.  “I don’t know your true identity, I’m afraid, as the Priestess of the Heartstone thought it unnecessary for me to know.  Yet, I’m the one who has to decide if you’re safe to enter the Skollheld, and I can’t do that without knowing your name.  Will you share it with me?”

It was Aranos’ turn to frown, now.  “I don’t think I should,” he said slowly.  “I think that if your Heartstone Priestess wanted you to know, she’d have told you.  If she didn’t, then it’s not my place to go against what she says, is it?  Sorry.”

Bokeda grinned.  “Couldn’t blame me for trying.  Dwarves hate an unsatisfied curiosity.”  She shrugged.  “Oh, well.  Back to the questions.  Do you harbor any ill-will toward the dwarven people, toward any dwarf within Skollheld Heill, or to the Skollheld itself?”

“No, to all three.”

“Glad to hear it.  Do you intend to steal dwarven crafts or secrets of our crafting?”

“No, but I’m hoping to trade for knowledge.  Is that okay?”

Bokeda shrugged.  “That’s up to the Priestess of the Heartstone, not me.  Last question: have you shared or do you intend to share the location of this Skollheld with any others?”

“I’ve told people I met Rardrobena’s party in the mountains near here,” he admitted.  “I didn’t know exactly where you were, though, and I won’t tell anyone about it if you don’t want me to.”

“Excellent.”  The Priestess turned to face Rhys.  “Now, human, I’m told that you’ve Bonded with a smarsolm and wish to apply for solmriddar status.  Is that correct?”

“I simply request entry with my companions,” Rhys corrected gently.  “I ask for no special treatment or privileges.”

“But if I let you in, you’ll get them,” the Priestess countered.  “I can only allow you entry as a solmriddar, and that gives you nearly free rein within our Skollheld.  You could establish a household, here, or claim a habitation for yourself.  You could demand first breeding rights, and none would gainsay you.  You’re asking for quite a lot.”

“I have no intent to go anywhere I am not wanted,” Rhys assured her.  “I have other responsibilities far from this place, so I would not start a household here or claim a habitation.  And I am certainly not looking for any sort of – breeding privileges.  I intend no offense, but I am considered very young for that sort of thing among my people.”



The woman chuckled.  “You may not intend to do any of those things, but you

 

could


 
.  So, I have to ask you the same questions I asked your friend, here.” 



“Then I will answer.  I harbor no animosity toward your people or any individual in this Skollheld.  I do not wish to steal your secrets or crafts, although I would be amenable to speaking with those who care for your smarsolms, as they likely have more experience than I do.  I have told none about this place, nor will I do so unless you wish it.”

“Fair enough,” the woman smiled.  “Then as Priestess of the Deepstone and Guardian of the Gate, I officially welcome you all to Skollheld Heill.”




Chapter 27


The dwarf led them out of the room, trailed by the disgruntled males.  “Before we enter the rear gates,” she spoke over her shoulder, “there are a few things you should know. 

“First, you’re the first outsiders to enter our Skollheld since the Feast, and you’re only entering because the Priestess of the Heartstone insisted.  Keep in mind that most dwarves have never seen humans before, so you’ll likely get a lot of stares, and maybe even some unfriendly treatment.”  She shrugged.  “We don’t have fond memories of humans, here

“Second, keep your weapons sheathed at all times, unless the Skollheld is under attack and you’re joining the defense.  A bared weapon in the Skollheld means you’re looking for a fight, and there will be plenty of males who’ll oblige you, in the arena or on the streets.

“Third, treat every Priestess with respect.  Disrespecting a Priestess will bring the anger of every dwarf in hearing range, and they won’t likely show any restraint.  Is that all understood?”

“It is,” Aranos nodded. 

“Good.  Then follow me.”  She glanced at the Warrior and growled something in their guttural language.  Immediately, one of the men turned and hurried out of the room.  “Skondror is going to alert the guards that we’re coming.  The gates can take a while to open,” she told the others. 

They traveled through the tunnel, which gradually widened as they passed.  It turned frequently, although always to the right, and Aranos was certain they were moving downhill in a broad spiral.  At first, only two of them could walk side-by-side, but after the eighth turn or so, the tunnel was wide enough for Aranos, both elves, and Silma to stride along it, if a bit more closely pressed than they usually were when walking. 

The tunnel opened into a large cavern, thirty feet across and twenty feet high.  The cavern’s walls were just as smooth and perfectly polished as the tunnel, although Aranos didn’t know if the whole place had been dug out or if it was a natural cavern the dwarves had taken advantage of.  The ceiling was free of stalactites or signs of dripping water, but he supposed the dwarves could have sealed it to prevent it from eroding.

The only real feature in the cave was the massive, gleaming wall that seemed to bisect the cavern.  The wall was smooth, flat, and featureless, glowing with the dull, purplish sheen of deepsteel.  The middle section of the barrier hovered a foot or so above the floor and had sharp spikes jutting out of it.  As Aranos stared at it, the floating section moved, slowly lifting up from the floor, mere inches every second.  He glanced up and saw that the rising barrier was sinking into the ceiling, probably into a channel carved in the stone for that exact purpose.

“It will be a minute or so,” Bokeda told them, speaking a bit loudly to be heard over the rumbling sound the moving section of wall was making.  “As I said, it opens slowly.”

“I can understand why,” Rhys chuckled.  “That must weigh several tons.  I assume moving it is difficult.”

“Closer to a hundred tons,” the Priestess corrected.  “The gate is solid stone sheathed in dupstahl, or what you humans call deepsteel.  A thousand svinariese could pound on it for a century and never dent it.”

“Svinariese?” Aranos repeated.

“Huge creatures like giant, walking pigs,” she replied.

“We call those ogrins,” Geltheriel supplied.

“That’s right.  In any case, the gate goes into sockets in the stone of the floor and ceiling, both of which are also sheathed in dupstahl, and it’s socketed into the walls on either side.  Nothing short of a Nightmare Beast is getting through it.”

“Impressive,” Aranos agreed.  “Must have been hard to build.”

“It took two generations and a ton of engineering, but that’s why dwarven fortresses are the most secure places on Ka.”

Once the gate was high enough for them to walk under, the party followed Bokeda underneath and into the dwarven city.  Aranos had expected to see a massive, underground metropolis, one with elaborate buildings carved into the living stone, but the space beyond the gate was just an extension of the cavern with myriad tunnels leading away from it, some several feet above the floor and accessible only through stairs carved into the stone.  A sense of energy washed over him, and he realized that the Skollheld was a Mana-rich zone.  Sadly, the boost to SP was only 25%, not enough for him to take advantage of it, but the fact that the whole place seemed to be awash in mana was impressive.

“You’ve probably gotten the notification that the city has a high concentration of mana,” Bokeda spoke as she led them into one of the tunnels, this one sloping down deeper into the mountain. 

“Yeah.  Is that why you chose this place to build your Skollheld?”

Bokeda laughed softly.  “No, the zone exists because we built here.  You’ll soon learn that nothing dwarves do is wasted effort.  The structure of our Skollheld is designed to attract and pool mana, and there are collectors deep in the stone that we can tap for our crafts and buildings.”

“You use mana in all your crafting?” Aranos asked.  “So, everything you make is Enchanted?”

“Yes and no.  Everything made by dwarves has been refined and Enhanced by mana, but we don’t use Dwarven Enchanting on everything.  Most of what we make only has minor, inherent bonuses, not true Enchantments.”

“This is why items of dwarven make have always been prized among our people,” Geltheriel said softly, touching her sword.  “My own blade was crafted by the dwarves for my family, ages ago.  It has lost much of its Enchantment, but it can still cleave better than any other blade I have found.”

“You should ask the Priestess of the Heartstone if our smiths can look at it,” Bokeda told the woman.  “We might be able to restore it, even partially.  If we can’t, we can probably at least repair it.  If it’s old, I’m sure it’s picked up some defects.”

“That – that would be most appreciated,” the elf whispered, touching the hilt of her blade once more.  “To have our family blade restored would be an amazing gift.”

Bokeda snorted.  “A gift?  No, it would be a trade.  Gifts are for those of the Skollheld; everything made here is shared equally.  If outsiders want our services, though, they trade for them.”



“I would be willing to discuss it,” Geltheriel agreed.  “Should your Priestess give permission, that is.”  She glanced at Aranos. 

 

Oathbinder, if there is any way to restore my blade, I beg of you…




“None of that, if you don’t mind,” Bokeda spoke up, breaking into their silent conversation.  Aranos looked at her curiously, and she shook her head.  “Stone-speech.  It’s obvious that you can use the Powers of the Stone to communicate just as we can, but until you’ve met with the Priestess of the Heartstone, I’ll ask you not to use those abilities, just to be safe.”

“I can agree to that, but are you saying that all dwarves can communicate telepathically?” he asked dubiously.

“Nothing like that, no.  I meant ‘we’ the Priestesses.  Many of our Priestesses are given powers over the thoughts and minds of others, so that they can communicate, detect falsehoods, cool tempers, or instill fear in our enemies.  I, myself, have such powers thanks to the Stone, which is how I could tell what you were doing.”

Aranos nodded.  “Rardrobena had similar abilities, I remember.  Does every Priestess have access to an Enhanced Aspect?  Those are rare and difficult to unlock in the surface world.”

“Priestesses are granted power by the Stone through prayer, dedication, and rituals, not through study and lore as topsider Wizards.  Some have power over fire, others over the earth around us.  Some can heal, others can wield the forces of death.  We never know what abilities the Stone will grant or what limits it will impose on those abilities.”

“That’s right; Rardrobena said she couldn’t control the thoughts of others, just influence them,” Aranos recalled. 

“A common bound of the Stone, yes.  I can’t go into details, I’m afraid; the secrets of the Stone aren’t for topsiders to know.  All that matters is that the Stone gives us great power, but it also chooses how we can use that power, usually for the betterment of the Skollheld.”

As they walked, the tunnel passed through several large caverns, lit by glowing spheres of quartz hung high overhead.  Most of these had buildings carved into the rock walls, with tunnels piercing the stone in all directions, and they spotted dozens of dwarves traveling along the tunnels, entering and exiting buildings, or chatting in their grumbling language.  Almost every dwarf, though was male; Bokeda was the only female, and all the men seemed to give her a wide berth and gazes of respect as she passed.




Must be a matriarchal society,


 
he decided. 

 

Rardrobena said that most men can’t be head of a household and that there were no Priests, only Priestesses.  The men must do the grunt work, so you only see them out and about. 




An hour later, they passed into a cavern that was larger than any other one they’d seen so far.  Bokeda had taken them through so many passages and galleries that Aranos was thoroughly lost; his map showed more or less where they’d passed, but the compass rose had vanished, and the passages were such a tangle that he couldn’t tell where they actually intersected and where they crossed over or under one another.  “This place is a maze,” he muttered, shaking his head.

Bokeda laughed.  “Mazes aren’t much of a challenge for dwarves,” she told him.  “At least, not thanks to our Labyrinth Sense.  We can’t get lost, and we have a rough sense of where any passage leads or whether it dead-ends.  Once we’ve gone somewhere, we can always find our way there and back again.”

“A useful Ability,” Geltheriel observed.  “Especially below ground, where there is no sun and no stars to judge direction.”

“North is that way,” the Priestess pointed at an angle to their left.  “Again, Labyrinth Sense.  Dwarves can feel which way north is at any time.”

“Very useful, indeed,” the elf woman smiled.

Aranos was only half-listening to the conversation; his attention was focused on the massive building that practically filled the cavern in front of them.  Every structure they’d passed so far was plain, unassuming, and functional, without adornment or decoration.  The architecture tended to be blocky and favored arched doorways and windows.  This building, though, was shaped to look like a huge, multifaceted gem, almost like one of the 20-sided dice old-school tabletop gamers used to play their retro games.  Each facet was inscribed with elaborate runes that glowed a different color, but the whole combined harmoniously rather than discordantly, bathing the cavern in a pale, white glow.

“This is the Altar of the Stone,” the Priestess proclaimed as they approached.

“A grand and impressive structure, especially compared to the utilitarian ones we have seen so far,” Rhys observed.  “Is this, then, the abode of the Priestesses of the Stone?”

“Oh no,” Bokeda laughed.  “We all live with our households, of course.  At least, we do once we’re of age to claim a household and breed with our males.  Younger Priestesses and acolytes live here, though.”

“One Priestess holds a house with multiple males?” Rhys asked.

“Of course,” the Priestess frowned.  “How else?  Do humans do it differently?”

Geltheriel glanced at Aranos, who cleared his throat a bit uncomfortably.  “Usually, a man and woman live together and raise a family,” he told the dwarf.  “Sometimes, they stay together for life; other times, they stay together for a while and separate so they can each find another partner.”

The dwarven males grumbled softly at Aranos’ words, and the Priestess shook her head.  “One male to every female?  That seems unfair.  What of all the lesser males, then?  That must be frustrating for them.”

“Umm…well, sure, some guys have trouble, but most people find somebody, at least for a while,” Aranos stammered.  As he spoke, a thought crystallized in his mind.  “Wait – are there a lot more dwarven men than women, Bokeda?”

“Nine out of ten births produce males,” she said matter-of-factly.  She looked at him curiously.  “Isn’t it like that for humans?”




That makes so much more sense,


 
he realized.  “No, not at all.  It’s pretty close to a one-to-one ratio, in fact.  I think it’s the same with elves, too.” 



“While the ratios among elves are similar, they rarely form long-term bonds as humans do,” Geltheriel supplied.  “Relationships tend to last only so long as each is happy and often end after a short number of years.”



“That sounds too complicated,” Bokeda said dismissively as she led them through the vast double doors into the Altar of the Stone. Aranos noted that the male dwarves remained outside and didn’t join them as they entered. 

 

Maybe it’s forbidden – but it’s more likely that they just don’t think it’s necessary at this point,


 
he thought.



“Dwarves keep it simple,” the dwarf continued.  “A Priestess can claim a household when she’s old enough to breed, and she chooses from among unattached males based on her affinity with the Stone.  The males of her household can attempt to breed with her in order of their rank in the household, and whichever male was successful raises the offspring, if they’re male as well.”

“How does one assign such rank?” Rhys asked mildly.  “Does the woman decide, or is there some more objective method?”

“It’s all objective, of course,” Bokeda flashed the man a suspicious look.  “Generally, rank is based on the male’s Class, level, Stats, and importance to the Skollheld.  The idea is that more powerful, skilled, and successful mates tend to give us similarly gifted offspring.  It’s why solmriddars can always make a breeding claim, even if they aren’t in a household; the ability to Bond with a smarsolm seems to be passed down from mate to offspring, and no Skollheld ever has enough solmriddars.  Don’t get any ideas, though; since you probably can’t successfully mate with a Priestess, that rule likely won’t apply to you.”

“A burden I shall have to bear,” Rhys smiled.  “And yet, despite your assertions, one who was not a dwarf might think that all this ranking and organizing is far more complicated than a simple matter of choice between two who find one another appealing.”

“It sounds quite practical to me,” Geltheriel smiled.  “One woman with her choice of many mates?  It seems like a rather appealing concept.”

“If you say so,” Aranos grinned at her.  “I’m sure you’d have no problem gathering a harem like that if you wanted.”

Geltheriel sighed.  “Alas, as the Furor said, I am considered young for such a thing as yet.  However, once the time has come, it might be something to consider.”

Although the exterior of the temple was ornate and extravagant, the inside of the building was far more utilitarian.  The halls were lit by glowing stones set into the ceiling overhead, which was once again close enough that Aranos could touch it if he wanted.  The floors were covered with soft furs to muffle their steps, and the passage was pierced with intersecting tunnels at regular intervals.  Again, Bokeda led them through a maze of corridors, but Aranos’s map suggested that they were moving toward the very center of the building.

The Priestess stopped before a pair of gleaming, truesilver, double doors and knocked in a strange pattern.  A moment later, the doors opened and revealed a younger woman with dark brown hair and an exceptionally round face.  “Priestess Bokeda, bringing the guests the Priestess of the Heartstone wanted,” their escort intoned.  “Is she ready for them?”

“She is,” the younger woman nodded.  She glanced at the party.  “You can come in, but behave yourselves and be polite.  The Priestess of the Heartstone has very little patience for fools.”

“Then she is a wise woman,” Rhys murmured quietly.

“That she is.  Now come on in.”

The room they entered was larger than any they’d passed so far and was dominated by a sphere of multicolored stone three feet in diameter in the center of the hemispherical space.  The roof stretched twenty feet overhead at the highest point, but the polished stone of the walls and ceiling gleamed with the prismatic pulses of light gently emanating from the stone.  As Aranos neared it, he felt the power radiating from it and recognized that energy; it was identical to the power that connected him to Antas’ Tree-heart.

An older, dwarven woman with graying, black hair and skin that looked the grayish color of stone stood in front of the orb, her blue eyes piercingly bright.  She was the first dwarf Aranos had seen who wasn’t dressed in some sort of armor but instead wore a thick robe made of some sort of white fur and held a metallic staff.  Aranos could sense the presence and power rolling off the woman even from that distance, but he could feel something more; there was a strange connection between them, a sense of kinship, as if he knew her but couldn’t quite recognize her.

The woman turned to face the walls.  “It’s all right, he’s who he says he is.  You can leave us.”  Aranos blinked as fifteen Warriors in heavy armor and carrying wicked-looking weapons suddenly faded into view, then turned and marched through a pair of hidden doors he hadn’t noticed.  He hadn’t sensed them at all, either through his Tracking Skill or his Scent Ability, which meant that the Spell or Ability they’d been using was extremely powerful.  Even Silma laid her ears flat and growled, startled by the dwarves’ sudden appearance.

“Forgive me if I upset your Companion,” the woman spoke.  “However, it’s obvious that you’re hiding under some sort of glamor, and until I could see you with my own eyes, I couldn’t be sure you were who you claimed to be.  Now that I have, though, I can sense that you’re Heart-bonded, as I am Stone-bound.” 



“She’ll be fine; she was just startled by how well they were hidden,” Aranos smiled. 

 

It’s okay, girl,


 
he sent to the fenrin. 

 

I didn’t spot them, either.







That hardly makes me feel better, pack leader,


 
the wolf replied. 

 

If you couldn’t sense them, how do we know there aren’t more of them still hiding here?




Aranos repressed a frown; that was a good point, and it was one he had to consider.

“Please, step forward,” the old woman smiled, beckoning them.  “Welcome to the true heart of Skollheld Heill, the Altar of the Stone.”

Aranos walked forward until he was ten feet of so from the woman and bowed his head.  “Thank for the gracious welcome,” he said politely.  He glanced at the walls.  “Can we speak without being overheard?”

“No, but nothing you say here will be known by any outside of my household,” the woman told him candidly.  “You’ll understand that they refuse to truly leave me alone with you.”

Aranos hesitated.  “Bokeda said the same thing,” he said slowly.  “I thought the Priestesses are in charge, not the men.”

“No one is truly in charge in dwarven society,” the woman laughed.  “We each have our bailiwicks.  I make all decisions when it comes to the will of the Stone, as I am the highest-ranking Priestess in this Skollheld.  And yet, it wouldn’t make sense for me to command those who work the forge, since they know they craft better than I do, or for me to instruct those who are tasked with my safety.  Elgruth, the head of my guard, knows how to protect me far better than I can protect myself, so I defer to him in such matters.”




Again, very practical,


 
Aranos realized.  “In that case, let me truly introduce myself.”  He reached out mentally and unbound all their disguises, revealing their true natures, then restored his Titles as he spoke.  “My name’s Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Heart-bonded of Antas and the Grand Liberator.”



“Yes, I sensed your true self the moment you stepped within my Domain,” she smiled at him.  “And, as you may know, all Heart-bonded can recognize one another on sight.  Still, I’m glad you trusted me enough to be honest.  Why have you come to my Skollheld, Lord Evenshade?”

“I was hoping to speak with you about an exchange of favors,” Aranos smiled back.  “Specifically, a trade of knowledge.”

“The Skollheld is already in your debt, as you know,” the woman shrugged.  “Is that how you wish us to repay it?  Through dwarven knowledge?  You could ask for weapons, or armor, or dwarven-forged goods, all of which would bring you power and wealth in the world above.”

“But I need knowledge more than I need weapons and armor,” Aranos countered.  “I can already make weapons and armor.  There are things you know how to create that I don’t, though, and I was hoping to learn that.”

“What sorts of things?” she asked.

“Portal arches,” he told her.  “I want to learn how to build portal arches – and to repair an Arcane Door.”

“I can’t help you with the door,” she said sadly.  “While it’s true that dwarves built them long ago, the knowledge of how we crafted them is long lost.”  She sighed.  “Portal arches, though, are a simple matter.  I have blueprints for such and would be happy to give you one, as we rarely use them.”

“I noticed that the Skollheld is warded against Divining Spells,” Aranos noted.  “I assume it blocks Dimensional ones, too.  Would that block the portal arches?”

“Not if I allowed them through,” she shook her head.  “It’s more that any such portal is a weakness in our defense, a way for others to enter the Skollheld.  Portal arches are two-way, as you may know, and they can be opened from either end.  Even a sealed portal can be forced open with enough raw power or skill.”

The woman glanced at the orb behind her.  “We are servants of the Stone, and in return, the Stone serves us equally.  It empowers us and grants us the Abilities that allow us to survive, but in exchange, we have to use those Abilities to grow the Skollheld and protect the Stone.”

“I admire your dedication,” Aranos nodded.  “I was hoping, though, to use portals to connect the Skollheld to my city, so your people could sell their crafts or trade for what you needed.”

“We can discuss that,” the woman smiled.  “I wouldn’t be averse to a portal arch placed in the valley below the mountain, where any who traveled through it to this Skollheld were kept aboveground.  I could grant that and the blueprints to the portal arch as recompense for your gift of the smarsolm eggs.”

Aranos chuckled.  “No, because you’ll profit from that as much as I will.  We can make that a separate matter.  In addition to the blueprint for the portal arch, I’d like a blueprint for an Uncommon or Rare smithy building.”

The woman frowned.  “That – is more problematic, I’m afraid.  First, our forges only work in mana-rich environments like the Skollheld.  Second, unless your people are skilled in dwarven techniques, it won’t help you much.  And third…our forges are a secret of the Stone.  I can’t just give you those secrets – not unless there was a dwarven presence to monitor its usage.”



Aranos remained silent for a moment, staring at the woman.  “What you’re saying, is that you’d trade the secrets of a dwarven forge for my allowing some of your clan to come live in Antas,” he said slowly. 

 

That seems reasonable, but – it’s too reasonable.  I’d let them do that anyway, just to have more people.  Why would she be offering me a forge blueprint in return for…


 
  He chuckled as it became clear in his mind.



“Ok, you almost had me there, I admit,” he told her, shaking his head.  “You must have quite the Charisma.”

“Had you?”

“Yep.  I almost agreed.”  He smiled at her.  “The thing is, if I let you send your people to my city, it only makes sense for you to give me the plans for your forges.  After all, your people can’t build them without my say-so anyway, and I’d probably only allow it in return for the blueprints.  No, Priestess, I think you’ll give me those blueprints once we make the arrangements for your people to come to Antas anyway.”

She grimaced.  “True,” she said, her mouth twisting.  She seemed to hesitate.  “There is a building that might aid your city, though.  One you would not find elsewhere and that would give you large bonuses to any crafting done therein – and it is not one that I would offer normally.  A Dwarven Masterforge.”

Aranos gazed at the woman curiously.  “What is it, and why wouldn’t you be willing to share it normally?”

“A Dwarven Masterforge is the culmination of dwarven engineering and crafting skill,” she declared.  “With one in your city, any crafting done within your walls is improved, and crafting done within the Masterforge is always higher quality – and has a chance to Evolve into something more than it was.  As to why I would not share it…”  She hesitated.

“There can be but one Masterforge per city, as it must be linked to the city’s Heart to function.  Were I to grant you this…Antas would become a separate Skollheld, one under your command.  Any dwarves there would no longer be members of Skollheld Heill, they would become part of Skollheld Antas.”

“Then why even suggest it?” Aranos asked, taken aback.  “I mean, you can’t just want to give up your citizens, and it didn’t look like there were that many people here.”

The woman sighed.  “Perhaps you’ve noticed – and if not, Bokeda will have certainly told you, as she rarely stops to think before speaking – among our people, the birth of females is a rare thing.  Every female is born to the Stone, being gifted the Priestess of Stone Class at birth, and most are content with that life of service.  Some, however – some are less happy and wish to be other than they are.  They wish to learn the art of the Warrior, or the hunt, or the forge.”

“I take it that’s a problem?” Aranos asked.

“It is indeed, Lord Evenshade, for here in the Stone, they simply can’t be those things.  The Stone grants them power for service, but the Stone also makes them fertile.  If they turn away from the Stone, they can no longer produce offspring, and as few as our females are, a female that can’t breed – is a drain on our resources and is usually exiled so that the males of her household aren’t wasted on her.”

The woman took a breath.  “One of my own offspring is such a female,” she admitted.  “She’s convinced the males of her Household and the legions to teach her the blade, and she’s taken an Advanced Class that is usually reserved for males, the Dwarven Juggernaut.  She’s very close to turning from the Stone, and that will mean her exile.

“However, in Skollheld Antas, you can treat such things as you wish,” the woman smiled sadly.  “It’s my understanding that the Hearts of the surface cities are not so – involved with their people as the Stone is with the dwarves.  Perhaps, freed of the Stone, she and the other wayward Priestesses would be fertile once more – the Stone is aware, though its awareness is something beyond my understanding, and it is possible, even likely that the infertility is a debuff given by the Stone.  Even if that isn’t true, though, your city can become a haven for those like my offspring, who seek more than the Stone will give them.”

Aranos stood in thought, considering.  “So, in return for allowing your daughter, the other Priestesses, and their households to live in Antas, you’ll give me the plans for this Masterforge,” he said slowly.  “That seems acceptable.  That still leaves you owing me from the smarsolm eggs, though, since the portal arch blueprint is insignificant to you.”

“True,” the woman frowned.  “What more would you ask?”

“I want to learn dwarven smithing,” he said firmly, holding up a hand and forging two balls, one of deepsteel and one of truesilver.  “I want to learn more about the metals you use; I understand that the deepsteel and truesilver that are so rare above are as common as high steel down here, and I want to see what kind of metals you forge that are better than those.”

The woman gazed at him, then bowed her head.  “Very well, Lord Evenshade.  We have an arrangement.  In return for allowing those who would leave to join your city, I will give you the blueprints for a Masterforge.  In exchange for the eggs you’ve already given us – all of which were Bonded, by the way – I’ll give you the blueprints for a portal arch and allow you to train with the Forgehammer – the master of our smithies – until you’ve become Adept at Dwarven Smithing.  Agreed?”

“Agreed,” he told her.

“Good.  I will have you escorted to the Foundry and make my wishes known.”  She smiled at the man.  “However, you might soon regret what you’ve asked for.”
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Lily purred as the next batch of her enslaved minions was marched into the Heart Chamber and stood silently before the huge, glowing crystal.  She slaughtered them mercilessly, tearing out their throats, ripping off their limbs, and plunging her talons into their chests to yank out their still-beating hearts.  They screamed and wailed as they died – she’d taken their wills but not their ability to feel pain – but the line of scarlet staining the pulsing, green crystal only inched a tiny fraction upward. 

To be honest, she barely noticed.  There was too much blood, too much death, too much pain.  First those fucking Travelers, who tried to fight her at least, even if not one of them had enough power to fuck up her hair, much less hurt her.  Then, the peasants in her army, and now the merchants.  What the fuck did she need to buy, after all?  She already owned all their stuff, and whatever she didn’t have, she’d take. 

So much blood had spilled that it pooled on the floor, inches of it, and it sloshed and splashed when she moved around in it.  It filled the air as a fine mist, the scent of it sank into her nostrils and coated her tongue.  All that blood, all that life, all that fucking pain – it was a goddamn flood in the room, and she gloried in it. 



She’d taken her clothes and armor off a long time ago.  She told herself that it was so they wouldn’t get stained, but the voice in her head knew better. 

 

It’s because you want to feel it all over you.


 
  As always, the voice was right; she was bathing in the shit, now, and if some asshole that wasn’t her slave came down and saw her right then, they’d probably think she was making a damn porno. 

 

Blood porn,


 
she laughed aloud. 

 

I’d watch the fuck out of that.  Literally.




She’d been so aroused that she’d brought that asshole General Highcliff down here and used him to take care of the problem.  Unlike the other slaves, he still had his mind – well, sort of.  He’d gone way the fuck off the deep end, falling from the Light all the way into the worst Darkness, and now he was even more obsessed with thoughts of killing than she was.  He’d been into the blood too, though, and she’d managed to satisfy herself despite how tiny his cock was.  Even better, that bitch Ysabelle had to watch, because until Lily turned the fucking Heart, Ysabelle had to stay alive but weakened. 

She’d learned that from Zoridos.  If she killed the Queen, the Bond would snap, and the best she could do after that was to control the city through force, the way that insane witch Lythienne had done.  That old woman had killed the king first and all the people second; she’d drained the Heart to almost nothing, but she’d never been able to Bond with it.  Hearts couldn’t sever a Bond, but they could choose who to form a new Bond with, and this one sure as hell wouldn’t choose Lily.

Even after her little romp with the general, though, Lily was still having trouble controlling herself.  She needed blood and death to take this city, so for once, she wasn’t killing every damn thing in sight for no fucking reason, like she tended to do.  It was what she had to do, and she was loving it, so there was no part of her telling her to hold back.  She wanted to dive into the next fucker she killed, tear them apart from the inside out, hear their screams while she was inside their chest.  She wanted to rip them into small pieces, eat their flesh, drink the blood while it was still hot…



She forced herself to stop and took several deep, panting breaths. 

 

Okay, so this part I didn’t quite plan,


 
she admitted to herself.  It was the fault of the stupid AIs; they’d cheated and changed the rules on her.  The game wouldn’t let you spawn into a place that was dangerous or hostile, but the Adventurers’ Guild – and really, the city itself – wasn’t either of those.  She’d fucking made sure of that.  She’d pulled everything dangerous in her army away from the gates and the Guildhouse; when the players spawned, they’d have a chance to escape from the city, or to fortify the Guild and fight back against her.  They weren’t trapped, or spawn-camped, or any of that shit.  She’d even had her monsters take their weapons and toss them on the ground inside the Guild, so they couldn’t even say they were unarmed and helpless.



And yet, when the assholes came back – they hadn’t come back in the city.  That had been part of her plan.  She would capture their asses again and again, slaughter them over and over, until the Heart became hers.  Some would escape each time, she was sure; the quick ones, the smart ones, and the fucking lucky ones would get away from her.  That was fine.  If they escaped, then that meant they deserved to live.  They’d earned their lives.

Besides, the Trade Road was filled with her troops, so they wouldn’t make it very fucking far, anyway.




That’s probably why they didn’t respawn here,


 
the quiet voice told her. 

 

You never gave them a real chance to get away.






Dammit, the voice was right.  She’d screwed up; she should have made it so they could have snuck west to Stoneleague or east to Ostcrossing if they really worked at it. 

 

Fuck.


 
 





Well, it was too late to worry about it, now.  By this point, the damn players would have respawned wherever they were going to, probably in one of the nearby cities.  They’d have told the people who mattered what had happened here, and eventually, someone smart would hear about it.  Someone in the know would put the pieces together and know that she was trying to take the city and Corrupt the Heart. 

 

Someone like that asshole Aranos – he could already be on the way.




She shivered with anticipation at battling him again.  He was strong, and fighting him had made her feel alive.  Almost every time she’d died in the game in the past two weeks had been at his hands.  When she’d met him, Spell to Spell, in that fucking temple in Antas – while they’d battled, she’d forgotten about all the other shit, all about how much she hated this game, this new life, this fucking world. 




He won’t come alone,


 
the voice told her. 

 

He’ll bring an army or two.  They’ll know you have one by now.




That was right.  They’d bring armies.  Thousands of people, maybe tens of thousands, all of them fighting just outside her city.  She could get Ysabelle to raise the city’s defenses against them; she wouldn’t need that many troops to hold their asses out.  Even if they got in, all that death, all that blood – if that didn’t turn the Heart, she didn’t know what would.  It would be death and suffering on a massive scale, enough blood to fill this room and let her swim in it…

The heat rose in her body, settling between her legs and along her breasts, and she ran her fingers along her skin with a moan.  She looked over at Highcliff, still naked, crouched against the wall where she’d thrown him when she was finished, staring at her with hate-filled eyes. 

“Get over here,” she growled at him.  “And get that little thing up.  This time, I’m on top.”

As she tossed the naked, erect general into the pool of blood and straddled him, she moaned gutturally.  “And after, we’re going to plan how to use those armies to take my city.”
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Fifteen minutes after meeting the Forgehammer, Aranos understood why the Priestess had warned him.  Olizzour Heil was a giant of a dwarf, well over five feet tall and probably just as wide, solidly muscled with skin that seemed perpetually blackened by the fires at which he worked.  His smithy was a large and elaborate affair, with multiple stations set up for forging, casting, quenching, and polishing various types of metals, and multiple smiths labored within, all adding the stench of their sweat and burned flesh to the overwhelming scent of hot metal, burning oil, and ash. 

The forge Aranos stood before radiated heat in a visible wave.  Nothing was fueling the flames as far as he could see; they were pure Radiant mana, and the temperature next the to blazing forge was almost unbearably hot.  Aranos constantly channeled a slight breeze as he labored next to the dwarf, sweating and panting as the man roared and screamed in Dwarven at the smiths hammering away around him.  They responded in kind, none of them ever missing a beat, no matter how vicious the Forgehammer’s tone, and Aranos was momentarily glad he couldn’t understand their language.

An hour into the session, though, Aranos had forgotten his discomfort as he watched the man work in fascination.  “You see, you green-skinned bastard,” Olizzour roared at him over the clanging of the hammer on the glowing metal, “everything’s mana!  Everything from the metal, to the fire, to the anvil, to my hammer!  It’s nothing but mana, and I’m adding it with every, damn strike!” 

The dwarf was right; Aranos’ Mana Sight showed him bands of mana flowing through the hammer into the glowing truesilver armor with every blow.  What he couldn’t tell was how the blows were forcing the mana into patterns in the blade, beating the strands of energy into the elegant, looping swirls of Enchantments.  Normally, Aranos found the magical anchor points of an item and used those to hold his Enchantments, making them more potent and longer-lasting.  Somehow, the smith was hammering the anchor points directly into the metal, locking his Enchantments in place even more perfectly.  Aranos could feel how the blade’s crystalline structure followed the pattern on the Enchantment; the energy here would last for decades, if not centuries before dissipating.

“How do you know where to anchor the Enchantment?” he yelled at the man.  “And how are you altering the grain like that without weakening the metal?”

“That’s the secret, isn’t it?” the smith laughed loudly.  “Practice, boy!  Practice – and failing more times than I can count!”  The man placed the partially finished breastplate back in the forge to reheat and turned to Aranos.  “Now, you tall bastard, look in that bin over there, and find a couple of old, shattered blades.  You say that you’ve got experience as a smith?  Turn those back into ingots, forge something for me, and see if you can pound some mana into it!  Go on, now!”

It took Aranos a few tries to get the hang of the incredibly hot dwarven forge, and even longer to get the right rhythm to hammer the heated truesilver.  The metal was harder than high steel and less conductive to heat, so it took a while to soften if enough to forge weld the broken pieces of metal into an ingot.  He was tempted to use his High Mastery Ability to aid the process, but he was worried that Olizzour would sense what he was doing and make him start all over again.

Once he had the ingot forged to the smith’s satisfaction, he reheated it and began hammering it out.  He wasn’t sure what he wanted to make with the metal, at first, so he simply began striking it, getting a better feel for how it responded to his blows, the force needed to bend it, and how it retained its heat.  As he did, he let his mind drift; assuming he got to keep whatever he made, here, what would be useful?  He didn’t really have a decent sword, but then, he didn’t really have the Skill to use a decent sword, either.  He didn’t need a shield, or a breastplate…

“No, no, no, you idiot!” Olizzour roared, disrupting his thoughts and the rhythm of his strikes.  “Weren’t you paying attention?  Let the mana flow into every strike!  Every blow matters; nothing is wasted.  That’s the dwarven way!  Turn that back into an ingot and start again, and this time, do it right!”

Aranos quickly reformed the ingot and let it heat, pondering while he did.  He had a staff, and while he could forge a staff out of metal, it would be very heavy, and probably a bit awkward in combat.  He could technically forge a bow out of metal, but wood was a better material for that, and he had exotic woods in his pack that were pigeonholed for that once his Carving Skill was high enough.  The fact was, he couldn’t really think of anything he needed…




Then don’t make something for you,


 
he chided himself. 

 

Make something for someone else.  Make something for Rhys, or Avalyn, or Geltheriel.






Geltheriel’s armor was already better than anything he could forge, as was her sword.  About the only thing she could use was a helmet; hers was old, and he’d never really updated it. 

 

A helmet it is, then,


 
he thought decisively, pulling out the glowing ingot and readying his hammer. 



Before striking, Aranos imagined what Enchantments he wanted to give the armor.  Of course, it needed to improve her Defense; that went without saying.  Wearing a helm would probably hurt Geltheriel’s Perception a bit, so he’d want to boost that, too.  The biggest danger to the agile Shadedancer, though, wasn’t teeth, or claws, or blades.  It was magic; she couldn’t Dodge a lightning bolt or a blast of Lily’s shadow magic.  She needed protection against magic, and that meant that she needed faymetal.



He reached out to the ingot with his senses, feeling the crystalline pattern of the metal, then hefted his hammer.  He pulled up strands of Spirit mana and let them flow through the hammer as he struck, driving the energy into the metal.  His blows were awkward at first, twisting the grain of the metal and distorting the pattern he was trying to forge.  As he gained confidence, though, he could see the pattern forming in his mind. 

 

It’s not really that different from Faysmithing,


 
he realized as he worked. 

 

The only difference is that I’m using the hammer to shape the crystals instead of my High Mastery Ability.




Time seemed to pass without notice as he worked.  When the metal cooled, he reheated it; when he made a mistake, he corrected it.  He shaped the metal without thought, channeling mana into it in slow, delicate strands rather than a single, massive flow.  He used the hammer to guide the crystals into anchor points, binding the Enchantments in place, and layered strands of Vital and Metal mana around those anchors, hammering them into the patterns to boost the wearer’s Perception and Defense. 

Finally, he was finished, and he placed the completed project in the quench trough, allowing it to slowly cool and harden.  He pulled out the finished helm, reheated it slightly, and allowed it to cool on the anvil.  He stepped back, pleased with his work, and turned to see Olizzour watching him.  “Not bad,” the smith called out, staring at the helmet, the metal blackened.  It would need cleaning, polishing, and lining before it could be used, but it was a decent piece.  “What the hell kind of mana were you putting in there?  That felt like something from the Stone!”

“Spirit, for the most part,” Aranos grinned.  “Vital and Metal, at the end.  And yeah, Spirit and Vital are Enhanced aspects.”

“Do it again,” the smith commanded, tossing the Sorcerer an ingot of truesilver.  “I want a spearhead that’ll do Lightning damage and punch through armor.  Can you handle it?”

“I can try,” the Sorcerer shrugged, hefting the hammer and grabbing the ingot.

Time passed in a blur as Aranos labored at the forge.  His spearhead had turned out fine, as had the axe blade that inflicted fire damage.  The shield that would improve Strength hadn’t gone quite as well, and he’d been forced to turn that back into an ingot and try again, and the breastplate that boosted Agility was a total failure at first and had to be redone twice before he got it right. 

On his final piece of work, he’d been given two ingots and told to forge a warhammer, the best that he possibly could.  Most of the other smiths had stopped work by now, regaining their Stamina, but Aranos labored on, his massive SP pool allowing him to work incessantly despite his aching muscles and tired fingers.  The hammer was going well; he’d decided he wanted to emulate Mjolnir, the legendary hammer of the Norse god Thor.  He laced the handle with Vital mana, working the grains to guide it into a pattern that would enhance Strength.  He threaded strands of Lightning and Sonic energy into the head, binding them into a pattern that would cause thunder and a shock of lightning on every hit, and he filled the rest of the head with Kinetic mana, which would increase the force of each blow and knock enemies backward.  His eyes concentrated entirely on the weapon as he worked, his full focus on binding the Enhanced energies into the metal, wrapping them into the truesilver so thoroughly that they wouldn’t bleed out later. 

When he finished, he quenched the hammer and set it down.  It was excellently done, at least by his standards, with a long, sturdy handle that added leverage to each blow.  The blunt surface was only an inch or so in diameter – anything larger would simply diffuse the impact, after all – and it had a heavy spike on the back.  It would still need to be polished and wrapped, but it was a solid weapon. 

At least, so he thought until Olizzour stepped over and snatched up the weapon, staring at it intently.  “Polish this,” he demanded, handing the weapon to one of the resting smiths.  The dwarf grumbled, but the Forgehammer dealt him a swift kick in the ribs that sent him moving. 

“Is everything okay?” Aranos asked nervously.  “I thought it was pretty good…”

“Shut up, flame head,” the smith snapped.  “Just stand still.  I want to see this.”

Aranos waited silently while the dwarf swiftly polished the hammer.  When the smith turned, Aranos could tell from his face that something was wrong; the man’s eyes were wide, and an expression of disbelief was plastered across his features.  The dwarf walked over to Olizzour and held up the hammer, his hand trembling slightly as he did so, and the big dwarf snatched it from his hands, holding it up directly in front of Aranos’ face.

“What is this?” the man demanded.  “How did you do this?”

Aranos stared at the hammer, nonplussed by the smith’s apparent fury.  He turned his gaze to focus on the hammer and immediately saw what the smith was talking about; somehow, he’d changed the metal from truesilver to – something else, he supposed.  The haft of the hammer shone with a wavy, lime-green tint that seemed to float just below the metal’s surface.  The metal of the hammer’s head was gray rather than the silver-white of truesilver, but it gleamed and sparkled like chrome.  

“Do what?” Aranos stammered.  “What – what did I do?”

“You forged lifstahl and orkmal, you emerald asshole!” the man roared.  “Those are secrets of the Stone!  How did you know how to do it?”

“I didn’t,” Aranos admitted, shaking his head.  “I was adding mana, just like you said.  I added Vital mana to the handle to boost Strength and Kinetic mana to the head to increase the power of each blow.  I didn’t mean to make…what did you call it?”

“You didn’t mean to?” the dwarf shouted, spinning to the rest of the smiths.  “You hear that, lads?  He didn’t mean to copy one of our secrets!  It just…happened!”  A couple of the dwarves laughed weakly, but the rest sat in stunned silence.

Aranos’ eyes narrowed as his anger flared.  “Yeah, it just happened,” he agreed.  “I was doing what you told me, Forgehammer; I was beating mana into the metal with every hit.  I didn’t know this would happen; if you didn’t want me to use Enhanced mana, you should have said that!”

The dwarf spun, his fist lashing out and striking Aranos directly in the chest.  The Sorcerer flew backward, crashing into the wall of the smithy, several hundred of his LP gone in a single blow.  “What the hell?” he shouted, scrambling to his feet and rubbing his chest.  “What’s wrong with you?”  He raised his hand, summoning his mana, but as he did, the other dwarves rose to their feet. 

“No magic, boy,” one of the dwarves grumbled.  “Fight like a dwarf, or walk away.”

Aranos stared at the smiths, considering.  He could probably take them all with his Spells, he reasoned.  A Spatial Web would tie them up, and some Kinetic Bullets or a Barrage would finish them off.  That would probably ruin his chances to establish ties with the dwarves, of course, but he’d been assaulted; he couldn’t just not fight back.



Before he cast the Spell, though, he remembered how Geltheriel had spoken to the guards in the guest room; she’d challenged them, her blade against theirs, and they’d responded with respect. 

 

Women do magic in dwarven culture,


 
Aranos realized. 

 

Men fight.  If I want their respect, that’s what I have to do…but there’s nothing that says I have to do it their way.




“Fine, you want to fight, Olizzour?” he spat, calling up his Great Empowerment Spell and channeling energy to his Strength and Agility. At the same time, he dropped his Charisma to ten, splitting the rest between the same two Stats, boosting them to over 300 each.  “Let’s do this!”

The dwarf moved quickly, and a moment ago, the fist he sent flying out would have caught Aranos on the side of the head.  In his heightened state, though, the Sorcerer easily dodged the blow and slipped to the side, his Dodge Skill boosted to preternatural heights.  He didn’t want to strike just yet; he wasn’t sure about his Strength, and while he wanted to win this, he didn’t want to kill the Forgehammer.

“Quick little bastard,” the dwarf snarled.  “Well, so am I!”  He lunged forward, his left fist snapping out in a quick jab.  Aranos slapped it away and responded with a light but awkward kick to the man’s chest, knocking the dwarf back several steps.  It was a bit sloppy, and Aranos nearly fell as he struggled to regain his balance – unarmed combat wasn’t exactly the Sorcerer’s thing – but thanks to his now-huge Strength, it was effective.  The dwarf roared and charged at Aranos, his arms spread to grab the Sorcerer in a hug, but Aranos slipped past the man, allowing him to crash into the wall that he’d been trying to pin Aranos against.

The two men danced about for two minutes, Aranos mostly dodging blows and responding with light, sloppy punches and kicks that did little damage, while the smith drove his fists toward the slighter man with apparent fury.  Aranos stayed silent; the dwarf roared and swore the entire time.  Finally, though, Aranos had enough; as the smith lashed out with a fist, the Sorcerer blocked it and slammed his other fist directly into the man’s stomach.  The blow lifted the dwarf off his feet and doubled him over in sudden pain.  As he came down, Aranos brought up a knee and smashed it into his chest.  Olizzour flew backward, tumbling in the air and slamming into one of his forges with a scream of pain and the smell of burning meat. 

The man tried to rise groggily to his feet, but Aranos moved to his side in a blur, kicking him back down and placing his foot lightly on the man’s throat.  “All I have to do is step, and this Skollheld loses its Forgehammer,” he said quietly.

“Then why not do it, boy?” the smith gasped, clutching at Aranos’ foot.

“Because I’m here to learn, not kill,” the Sorcerer snapped.  “If I wanted to kill you, you’d be dead right now.  You’re alive because you still have things to teach me.  After that?  Well, we’ll just have to see, won’t we?”

To Aranos’ surprise, the man stopped struggling and grinned up at the arcane.  “I guess we will, you green bastard,” he laughed.  “Now let me up and tell me how you managed to make that damn hammer.”

Aranos stepped back, held out a hand, and hauled the Forgehammer to his feet almost effortlessly.  The dwarf rubbed his chest, where a dark, purple bruise was forming.  “You fight like a spastic lizard, boy,” the man complained, “but you hit like a falling boulder.  How the hell did you get that strong?  You weren’t hitting the metal like that!”

“I didn’t need to be that strong then,” Aranos grinned. 

“You did,” the smith contradicted.  “You’d have more control and create finer grains if you could hit harder.  You need to treat the metal the way you just treated me; hit it softly enough so it doesn’t break, but hard enough that it knows to respect you.” 

“I’ll remember that,” Aranos nodded.  “So, what sort of metal did I accidentally make, here?”

“Lifstahl and orkmal,” the smith repeated, hefting the hammer once more.  “In Human, that would be living steel and brightsilver.  Only dwarven masters can forge it by binding the powers of the Stone into the metal.  To create lifstahl, we meld the essence of the living rock into our work, and to forge orkmal, we add the energy of the deep earth to the metal.”

One of the dwarves grumbled something in Dwarven that sounded like a complaint, but Olizzour cut him off by flinging an ingot of metal at him.  “Shut it, you worthless lump of slag,” the Forgehammer shouted.  “He’s already made the shit, so I’m not telling him anything he doesn’t know!”

He turned back to Aranos.  “As I said, these metals are usually secrets of the dwarven race, like how to coat something in deepsteel.  However, since you figured it out by yourself and handled yourself like a true dwarf would, we won’t kill you over it.”

“You mean you won’t try,” Aranos grinned at the dwarf.

“Oh, we’d succeed,” the dwarf chuckled.  “We cheat a lot, after all.  However, in return for not killing you and for continuing to teach you, I’ll ask for your oath: you won’t teach anyone else not of the Stone how to do this.  Fair?”

“Fair,” the Sorcerer nodded.  “However, I also want you to take a look at my Follower’s sword before we leave.  She says it’s of dwarven make, but that it’s lost a lot of its Enchantment.  I was hoping you could repair it, or at least tell us what it is.”

“Consider it done,” the dwarf agreed.  “Now, get your green ass back to the forge.  Next, we’re going to make himstahl, or cloudsteel in Human.”  Another chorus of protests arose that Olizzour silenced just as brutally.  “I said shut it!” he roared.  “He gave his oath, and he bested me, so while he’s here, he’s a damn dwarf as far as I’m concerned!  If any of you don’t like it, feel free to challenge his ass!”  The dissents faded away, replaced by occasional looks of discontent.

“Himstahl,” the dwarf repeated, pulling out what looked like a dark grey, irregular chunk of metal.  “Forged from the hearts of fallen stars, it’s stronger than even deepsteel and not as heavy – and much, much harder to work with, so you’ll need all those muscles to pound this, greenskin…”



Aranos picked up his hammer, focusing on the smith’s words. 

 

This is going to be a long, long day,


 
he thought tiredly. 

 

I really hope it’ll be worth it.







Chapter 28





This has been a hell of a long day,


 
McBane thought drily as he shouldered a heavy crate filled with fish and followed the train of stevedores hauling the cargo into the warehouse.  He passed the other laborers and slammed the box down on top of a haphazard pile of similar crates, ignoring the ominous cracking sounds coming from the overstressed wood. 

 

It had seriously better be worth it.


 
His eyes scanned over the nearby section of wall and open floor, looking for the tiny, telltale signs of a hidden door before trudging back out to the dock and hefting another crate.  He’d been at this for over an hour, and he’d yet to find even a hint of the concealed entrance he knew had to be here. 



Aranos’ intel had been good; McBane had found the gang’s Shiner working as a bartender in the third tavern he tried.  The man had recognized him and tried to flee, but he’d failed; few Bashers had the Agility that McBane did, and that translated out to higher movement speed.  He’d caught the Shiner swiftly, dragged him to the basement of a nearby house that looked empty, and began trying to convince the man to speak.  It had taken some time, and McBane’s clothes ended up a bit bloody, but he’d finally found out more information on what was going on in the Guild.

It turned out that a number of thieves were chafing under the Guild’s leadership.  They didn’t see the point to the Guild rules, and they watched as the Thief Lords grew rich while they themselves stayed poor.  They were angry and desperate, and someone had been visiting the more disgruntled groups and bringing them together to undermine the Guild’s rules.  McBane wasn’t sure, but it sounded like it was the upright man Stormie had spoken about, the one who’d ordered the attack on Aranos. 

The Shiner had told McBane about a couple of other, like-minded groups, and the Rogue paid these a visit, as well.  He hadn’t bothered trying to worm his way in but had simply snuck into their hideouts and given their Shiner the option to spill the dark or go straight, the thieves’ term for being killed.  These had led him to other groups, and he’d done the same there, terrorizing or torturing each gang’s leader into talking. 

The thing was, while they all told the same story, not one of them could give him a description of the upright man they spoke of.  In the Guild, an upright man was someone high enough in the ranks to be a legitimate and respected citizen, someone who the rest of the city thought was ‘upright’ or honest.  There were only a couple dozen of those at any one time, and if McBane could have gotten any info about this one, he probably could have used that to track the man down.  Sadly, the upright man seemed to feel the same way and never gave the Shiners he met with any sort of identifying information.  His face was always either masked or hidden in darkness.  His clothing was uniformly black and shapeless, covering his arms, legs, and neck completely so that no one could tell his build – or, technically, even if he was actually a man.  He covered his hands with gloves, as well, so McBane didn’t even know his skin tone.  Everyone remembered that he spoke with a rough, guttural voice, but that was the kind of thing that could be easily faked, so that didn’t help much. 

About the only useful thing he’d discovered was that two of the Shiners had caught a distinct whiff of fish from the man.  That actually helped once McBane found out from Malcolm the names of a few fishmongers who worked with the Guild.  The first three had been fruitless, but the fourth had called for his guards and then run the moment McBane spoke to him.  The Rogue took the guards out without difficulty – a fishmonger could hardly afford to purchase the services of top-flight bodyguards, after all – and had run down the fishmonger.

That little conversation had led here, to the warehouse of the owner of the largest fishing fleet in Stoneleague.  The fishmonger had no idea who the upright man was, or even that he existed, but he did know that this merchant was much higher up in the Guild; if he wasn’t the upright man McBane was seeking, he would probably have a good idea who else might be.  McBane had searched the merchant’s home first, using the disjoining charm Aranos had given him to undo the man’s wards and slip inside.  There, in a secret drawer in the merchant’s office, McBane had found a logbook that spoke of a hidden dock the man had, one that let him move cargo and people into and out of the city without being seen.

The smuggling didn’t much bother McBane.  The crown and the Merchants’ Guild both had their taxes, and as long as taxes existed, some people would find a way to get around them.  The man was probably smuggling weapons, precious metals, or some other valuable cargo into the city – McBane hadn’t tried to decode the man’s ledger to figure it out – and that was perfectly fine.  However, it looked like the man was moving people around through his dock, and that could mean all sorts of things.  He might be bringing in slaves, even though slavery was outlawed in Stoneleague.  He might have been smuggling in more Shadowborn, although that was unlikely; the merchant had too much to lose to try that.  Most intriguing to McBane, the man might be using the dock to shuttle his gangs around the city, keeping the Guild from hunting them down.

It took the Rogue an hour to finally locate the concealed door in the warehouse, and he had to wait for another thirty minutes before the warehouse’s guards were distracted enough for him to jimmy the hidden lock and slip through the portal.  Behind the door was a set of wooden stairs, and McBane moved cautiously down them, checking for tripwires, false steps, or other traps.  His eyes and ears were alert, his every sense was tuned to detect danger.



So, when the section of stairs beneath him suddenly opened, dropping him into a black void, McBane was suitably startled.  He had just enough time to twist around to see a spike-studded floor rushing up toward him, just long enough to think,

 

Son of a bitch!




And then the floor slammed into his chest, and everything went mercifully dark.
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Aranos rose from his Deeper Meditation, stretching and yawning as his body protested the sudden movement.  His muscles had stiffened a bit from his labors yesterday, but the gains had been worth it.  The smithing had counted as Grueling training for his Physical Stats, and the fact that he’d done it for hours without rest counted as a Special Action.  All told, he got +1 to his Agility, +2 to his Strength and Dex, and +3 to his Endurance.  The training had also given him some decent Skill boosts – he gained three ranks each in Metal Refining and Metallurgy Lore and two each in Sense Mana and Sense Intent.  That had pushed his Sense Mana into the Adept ranks at last, but that wasn’t the most exciting notification he’d gotten:
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Skill Boost:


 
Sense Mana has gained a level!





New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Adept Ability:


 
You can use True Vision to detect multiple aspects at a time, up to your [Per/10] aspects at once.
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Skill Evolved: Skill Faysmithing has become Truesmithing (T)*






New Rank:


 
Expert 1



Can forge high quality items from mundane metals up to Rare rarity.  Can repair or modify metal armor or weapons.  All crafted items gain a bonus of one rank of Quality for every rank of material rarity over Uncommon.  You can place a single, permanent Enchantment in any item during crafting that does not count toward the maximum number of Enchantments.  Quality additionally increased +6% per Skill level.




Evolved:


 
You can forge any quasi-metal if you know the metal’s components, using a base metal of at least Rare rarity.






Student Level Ability:


 
You can craft mundane items up to Fine Quality, using metals up to Exotic rarity.  All crafted items automatically hold up to two permanent Enchantments without affecting the maximum number of Enchantments.






Adept Level Ability:


 
You can craft mundane items up to Excellent Quality, using metals of up to Exceptional rarity.  You can craft Enchanted quasi-metal items.  Crafted items can hold up to three permanent Enchantments without affecting the maximum number of Enchantments.






Expert Level Ability:


 
You can craft mundane items up to Masterwork Quality, using metals up to Legendary rarity.  Any crafted item has a +5% chance of becoming a Unique item.  Crafted items can hold up to four permanent Enchantments without affecting the maximum number of Enchantments.
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Crafting Success!





You have crafted:




Helm of Bright Shadows





Type:


 
Helmet





Rarity:


 
Exotic





Quality:


 
Excellent





Effects:


 
Per +20, Defense +62, Chance of receiving a critical hit -31%, Magic Resistance +62%




Thunderstorm Hammer





Type:


 
One-handed weapon





Rarity:


 
Exceptional





Quality:


 
Masterwork





Effects:


 
Damage 32 - 48, +18 Sonic damage, +18 Lightning damage, +27 Kinetic damage, +36% Armor Piercing, Chance to knockback and deafen on hit, self-repairing.
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He’d kept the hammer and helmet after finishing them up, but the other creations he’d left for the dwarves.  He’d wondered about the self-repairing effect of the hammer, but Olizzour had happily demonstrated it for him, using a deepsteel chisel to snap the lifesteel handle.  Aranos had been shocked and a bit pissed until the smith put the two broken pieces together, and the break sealed itself before Aranos’ eyes, leaving the haft perfectly whole once more.

“That’s the most important property of lifstahl, boy,” the dwarf had laughed.  “It repairs itself.  It’s as hard as truesilver, so you’ve gotta work to chip or break it, but if you do, just put the chip back in place and it’ll seal right up.  Even if you don’t, it’ll heal given time, even if the weapon’s shattered; eventually, the largest chunk will regrow the entire weapon.  Might take years, but anything made of lifstahl is forever.”

The dwarf had gone on to teach Aranos how to forge cloudmetal, an alloy made of meteoric ore and truesilver, which was harder and lighter that deepsteel but nearly impossible to find on the surface.  Aranos had also learned the secret of making gemsteel, which wasn’t an alloy but a strange composite of an Exceptionally rare crystal found only deep beneath the earth and deepsteel.  Gemsteel was incredibly hard and could carve diamond, but it was also very brittle and tended to crack easily.  It was good for making knives, hatchets, stonecutting tools, and other items that wouldn’t be seeing violent use, but weapons made from it had short lifespans, and armor forged from it was almost useless.

“However, boy, there’s a good reason we still craft menistahl,” the dwarf said solemnly, examining the shattered pieces of a gemsteel knife the smith had struck on the side with a hammer.  “It’s deadly against things from other worlds, including the Nightmare Beasts.  The crystals poison them, kill them quick when most weapons just bounce off.  We’re hoping never to use them again, of course, but we forge arrowheads and spears and lay them in store, just in case.”

Aranos had memorized the crystalline lattice for the metals, but he’d quickly discovered that crafting them using his High Mastery Ability was a long and laborious process that was incredibly mana intensive, and the results were less than stellar.  He wasn’t sure what he was missing, but somehow, his High Mastery creations of cloudmetal and gemsteel were – wrong.  They were only about as hard as truesilver but were riddled with hidden fissures and flaws, and he knew that they’d shatter with any use.

He’d finally abandoned the attempts for the time being; he had ingots of both metals, now, and just as he’d eventually figured out faymetal, he’d work these out, too.  In the meantime, Olizzour had given him a small supply of meteoric ore and deepcrystal to use if he really wanted to make something out of the metals, enough to forge a single item from each.

Afterword, he’d brought Geltheriel to the foundry to show the smith her blade.  The elf had found where the Skollheld’s Warriors trained and had spent her day training just as Aranos had, boosting her Stats and Skills as well.  She’d gladly bidden the dwarves farewell to get the chance to have her sword looked at, though; restoring it was one of her main goals in life, and he had a feeling she had a Quest relating to it that she was pursuing, as well.

“Yep, that’s dwarven work,” Olizzour had grunted when Geltheriel handed him the blade.  “See how the whole thing is one, solid piece?  How the crystals were aligned perfectly to hold the Enchantments within?”  He shook his head.  “Whoever your family was, girl, they did something amazing for the dwarves at some point to get this weapon.  It’s made of helgimal.”

“I am unfamiliar with that term,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “I am told, however, that my House received the blade for rescuing an entire dwarven clan from a Nightmare Beast during the Feast.”

“That would do it,” he snorted.  “Although just barely.  Helgimal is what you topsiders call starsteel.  The power to forge it comes from the Mountain of Light, which is why the Enchantments have faded over the centuries.  No way for me to restore it, I’m afraid, but it still holds its temper.  Nothing in this world will chip, break, or shatter that blade, girl.”  He frowned.  “Well, except for a bloodsteel weapon, I suppose.  Those draw power from the Pit, so one would be able to overcome your blade now that it’s depowered.  Don’t go picking fights with any Lords of the Pit, though, and you should be okay.”

“There’s no way to restore it?” Aranos asked a bit disappointedly.

“Didn’t say that.  I said I can’t restore it, and I can’t.  You find a way to tap the power of the Mountain of Light, though, and you could probably do it yourself.  The blade knows what it’s supposed to do; it just lacks the power to do it, is all.”

That had been both disappointing and heartening to Geltheriel, to Aranos’ surprise.  “Oathbinder, now that you know this, I am certain you will somehow find a way to restore my blade,” she laughed at him.  “It is, of course, impossible.  It cannot be done, as the gods of Light are sealed away from us, as is their power.  This means that you will certainly find a way to do so, and I will be suitably amazed, impressed, and grateful when this happens, even though I will wish to roll my eyes and perhaps scream at the universe of the impossibility of it all.”

When he was finished with his training, he’d expected to return to the guest quarters outside the Skollheld to sleep, but the Priestess who’d come to fetch him from the Foundry had escorted him to a building near the Altar of the Stone, instead.  “Why would we open the gate to let you out again?” the woman had replied in a puzzled voice when he asked her about it.  “Every time the gate opens, it’s a breach in our defenses.  It’s safer to let you stay in the Skollheld.”

It was a very pragmatic way to look at things, which he was starting to realize was a big part of dwarven culture.  There was almost no art or literature to be found in the Skollheld.  What few tapestries and books Aranos had seen were for instructional purposes, detailing some fighting or crafting technique or perhaps displaying an ancient battle in enough detail that Aranos could actually tell how the entire battle had been fought; simply examining these was enough to bump his Battlesense and Leadership Skills up a rank, in fact.  Even songs were sung for the buffs they carried, not for fun; during a particularly difficult patch of smithing, the dwarves in the foundry had broken into a song that gave Aranos a buff to crafting speed and quality, even though he didn’t understand the words. 

Crafting was no exception to this pragmatism.  Dwarven creations had very little ornamentation or decoration.  They were incredibly well made and functional, but there was generally nothing about a given item that would display anything about its creator’s personality, not even something as simple as a maker’s mark.  Everything made was done for the good of the Skollheld and the Stone, not for pride; having a high Skill rank or creating Artifact quality items would give a dwarf higher rank in their house, meaning a better chance to sire offspring, but they wouldn’t gain renown the way a human might.  Others might recognize their talents and appreciate them, but only for the good they brought the Skollheld, nothing more.  It was an alien sort of culture to Aranos, but it seemed to work just fine.

Avalyn had already been waiting for him when he’d arrived, still engrossed in her books.  “Have you at least gotten the Arcane Lore Skill from all that reading?” he asked her with a grin, shaking her head.  “And what are you studying?”

“Arcane Lore is at Novice 6, Untrained,” she’d replied with a triumphant grin.  “And I’m reading about the Aspects, right now.  Since you said that eventually, I’ll be able to use them to cast Spells, I figured I might as well learn about them.”

“Smart thinking,” he’d agreed.  “But don’t neglect your training.  Remember, you’ll need to get to Adept Mana Control just to aspect your snowflakes, and you’ll want to have them spinning before that point.”

“I trained for an hour with the mana crystal like you said.  And I did my Spell Channeling training.”

“Good.  Did you train with the crystals today?”

She’d made a face.  “No.  I mean, what’s the point?  I’m going to be a caster, not a fighter!  I’ll be battling with my Spells, not my muscles.”

“And when you find something immune to your magic?” he’d asked quietly.  “Or when something disjoins your armor?  I’ve had both of those happen to me.  What will you do then?”

“I-I don’t know.”

“You’ll run and dodge and try to stay away, so your party members can do the work for you, is what you’ll do.  And to do that, you’ll need Physical Stats that are higher than – what’s your Agility right now?”

“Thirteen.”

“Than thirteen.  If your Stats are under fifty, at some point, you’re going to regret it, so let’s get you there, shall we?”

After they’d both spent an hour training, giving Aranos another point to his Perception since his Physical Stats had already been bumped up from his smithing, he’d guided her toward creating a crowd control Spell.  “Mine was based on something from my world, a kind of fabric with lots of tiny hooks that could catch on things,” he’d told her.  “You can do it however you want, but you’ll need to come up with a way to catch or entangle enemies with strands of unaspected mana.  Being able to keep an enemy from rushing us has saved both Geltheriel’s and my lives many, many times.”

While she worked on her Spell, he’d spent the night in meditation, training his Skills and working on his own Spells.  He’d started developing an Invocation Spell, but he hadn’t put a lot of effort into it; he wanted to dig into the aspect a bit more once he was back in Antas before trying to use it.  He had a feeling it was the kind of thing that could go very, very wrong if he weren’t careful, and he had enough on his plate without accidentally calling some evil god into the world or unleashing a Lovecraftian horror by mistake. 

In all honesty, he felt like he was at the point where refining and upgrading his existing Spells was more useful than crafting new ones.  He had half a dozen Spells that were close to moving up in rank, and there were a few that he’d never upgraded since their initial creation, like Energy Wall or Crystal Prison.  The latter, in fact, had become basically obsolete since he’d developed Void Paralysis; it required a huge expenditure of SP and wasn’t strong enough to hold the sort of foes he tended to face these days.  He had some ideas on how to improve both of those, and he wanted to see if they’d work the way he hoped they would, but in all honesty, it wasn’t a high priority for him.  Void Paralysis and his Energy Wall Spell were both working so far, for the most part; so long as they were, upgrading wasn’t super important.

He’d started with Spell training.  The next couple of hours had passed in a whirlwind of imagined battles, visions of sneaking into the citadel of Cendarta, and images of crafting ever more elaborate structures from pure mana.  Many of his combat-related Spells had been close to leveling up, including his Kinetic Bullet, Great Empowerment, and Deadly Vapors, and these just needed some more careful practice and refining to jump a rank.  He’d focused on streamlining his Spells, using the minimum amount of SP needed to create the effect he wanted, and on using the Spells creatively in his envisioned combat.  Rather than simply Empowering Silma before a battle, he’d pictured constantly shifting her Empowered Stats, boosting her Agility when she dodged, her Strength when she attacked, and her Endurance when she was hit.  Instead of targeting a single creature with his Kinetic Bullet, he’d imagined the projectile passing through several creatures in a row, doing minor damage to each, and exploding in the last one. 

When his Spell training was finally complete, and he’d brought all his borderline Spells up to the next rank, he’d sunk into Skill Training.  He’d started with Diplomacy, Staff Mastery, and Leatherworking, the only Skills his Skill books would still train effectively.  After that, he’d practiced his Goldsmithing, using the new dwarven techniques he’d discovered to inject mana into his creations as he worked rather than Enchanting them later, and spent some time forging with his newly discovered materials; in the mindscape, neither meteoric ore nor deepcrystal were at all difficult to produce, after all.

Remembering the branches of rare wood he still had in his pack, he’d pushed his Carving Skill hard.  Normally, he simply followed the directions of his trainer and no more, but this time, he’d stepped beyond what they’d asked.  Instead of simply carving a bow shaft, he’d tried to build a recurved bow using two different types of wood glued together.  Rather than fashioning a simple staff, he’d carved out an elaborate shepherd’s crook, using heat and steam to bend the wood into the desired shape.  His attempts had mostly been failures, or at best incomplete successes, but he’d repeated the processes until he understood what he’d been doing wrong, gaining two ranks in the Skill and pushing it to Adept 9.

Finally, he’d spent some time practicing his Appraisal and Spell Sculpting Skills, which were on the border of ranking up.  Now, as he rose from his meditations, he pulled up his waiting notifications.  There were too many of them to really read through carefully, especially in the Spell descriptions, so he willed them to only show the changes to each:
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Spell Boosts!





Deadly Vapors






New Rank:


 
Adept 1




 






Effects:


 
Create a 30’ x 30’ x 10' cloud.  The caster can move the cloud 20’ / s.  All creatures in the cloud take 20 – 30 LP damage / s.






Adept Level Ability:


 
This Spell lingers for 25% of the channeled duration after channeling ends.






Cost:


 
224 SP / 112 LP






Debilitation*






New Rank:


 
Student 2






Effects:


 
Reduce a Physical or Mental Stat by [Int/2 + Class Level + Spell Level] points, to a minimum of 1 in any Stat. 





Duration:


 
3 min





Cost:


 
325 SP, 45 Necrotic SP, 204 LP






Forge Mana^






New Rank:


 
Expert 1






Effect:


 
Create a simple shape up to 1 cubic inch volume per SP invested.  Can withstand 1.5 LP physical, elemental, or magical damage per 1 SP invested.  Shape loses 0.5 SP per minute but can be recharged at a rate of 1 SP per 1 SP invested.  SP Cost reduced and max volume increased by 2% per Skill level.






Expert Level Ability:


 
Can create a permanent item by investing 50x the base SP cost.  Quality and workmanship are determined by the caster’s relevant Skills and are each reduced one rank for items created in this fashion.






Greater Empowerment*






New Rank:


 
Adept 2






Effect:


 
Total Stat boost Is equal to [Int + Class Level], +3% per Spell Level






Adept Level Ability:


 
Any Stat can be boosted, Physical or Mental.






Cost:


 
5 SP and 1 Restorative SP per Stat point boosted.






Illusory Cloak^






New Rank:


 
Student 2






Effect:


 
You can create an image that varies in size or volume by up to 10% of the target’s, plus 0.2% per Spell level.






Duration:


 
18 hours






Cost:


 
73 Illusionary SP






Kinetic Bullet^






New Rank:


 
Expert 1






Effect:


 
Does 22-66 LP damage, +10% per Spell level.






Evolved:


 
Reduces the effect of all physical or magical barriers by 100%.  Increases Critical Hit chance by 4% per Spell level.






Expert Level Ability:


 
Bullet can pass through a creature, reducing damage by 50% but allowing the bullet to strike an additional creature beyond it.  Up to [Int/20, rounded down] creatures in a line can be struck this way.






Cost:


 
84 SP + 2 spirit SP + 2 kinetic SP






Ravaging Burst






New Rank:


 
Student 2






Effect:


 
Create a series of simultaneous explosions of mana that affect all creatures in a disc 30’ in radius from a point and 10’ high.  The blasts do 19 – 41 LP damage of the chosen type to all creatures within the area of effect. 






Cost:


 
169 SP






Zone of Speed






New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Effect:


 
All allies in the Spell radius gain a bonus to their movement speed up to [Int / 2 + Spell level x3]%.






Channeled Spell:


 
This Spell must be channeled to be maintained, reducing the caster’s SP regen by one-quarter of the boost percentage (so a 40% boost reduces SP regen by 10%.)  Maintaining the Spell requires 1 kinetic SP per min.






Adept Level Ability:


 
This Spell reduces Stamina consumption related to accelerated movement by 2% per Spell Level, to a minimum of 10%.






Cost:


 
297 SP + 4 kinetic SP
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Skill Boosts!





The following Skills have gained a level:






Appraisal (T)






New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Adept Level Ability:


 
You can automatically identify items up to Rare rarity.  You have a chance to identify items of higher rank by making an Opposed Check: your [Skill level + Per] versus a number based on the object’s [Rarity rank x Quality rank x 5], where a rating of Abundant or Shoddy is 0 and a rank of Mythical is 7.






Harvesting (T)






New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Adept Level Ability:


 
You can Harvest creatures of Rare rarity or higher with no penalty.  +1% chance per Skill level that any Harvested creature will produce a result one rarity level higher than the creature’s.






Leatherworking (T)






New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Adept Level Ability:


 
You can craft with hides up to Rare rarity without penalty.  Crafting with hides of lesser rarity improves workmanship by 1 rank per rank of rarity below Rare. 






Spell Sculpting (T)






New Rank:


 
Student 1






Student Level Ability:


 
You can add or remove two effects to any Spell or alter a Spell’s duration or power by 2% per 10% of the Spell’s original SP cost spent. 






Staff Mastery (T)






New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Adept Level Ability:


 
Stunning Blow – You can strike a blow that stuns an opponent for 1s per 10 LP damage done (Cost: 112 SP)






Two-Handed Weapons (T)






New Rank:


 
Adept 1






Adept Level Ability:


 
Defensive Stance – you can fight defensively, adding half your normal Attack rating to your Defense but doing only half damage with any successful attack. 
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Even with the shortened notifications, it still took Aranos some time to read through all his Spell and Skill changes.  Most of the alterations were fairly minor, if useful – his Zone of Speed allowed his companions to run longer, for example, and his Illusory Cloak lasted a bit longer and took less SP.  His crafting Skills let him make better items, and he gained two melee Abilities by leveling up his Staff Mastery.  Of all of those, though, only a couple of notifications stood out in his mind as being particularly useful or potent: Forge Mana and Kinetic Bullet.

His Forge Mana Spell could now form permanent items for only 50 times the SP cost, when it would normally have cost 100 times the SP.  The items formed would be of lower quality than something he might have crafted by hand, but the new Ability seemed like something that would work well with his High Mastery Ability.  One of the limitations of High Mastery was that it could only work with existing mana; it couldn’t create new mana for him to use.  Now, though, he could Forge a volume of pure mana for 50 SP per cubic inch and then use High Mastery to fashion it into whatever shape he wanted.  That wouldn’t work for large things, since using almost his entire SP pool would only create a cube of mana about 9 inches long on each side, but it would be enough to forge several swords or axes, or even to craft a full suit of plate armor.  He could even use it to Forge gemstones that he could facet by hand, or ingots of precious metals to practice his Goldsmithing Skill.  He supposed that technically, he could probably use the Spell and Ability combined to create an unlimited supply of platinum links, but that felt like a bad idea.  He was sure that merchants had created some sort of countermeasures against counterfeiting, and getting caught passing forged currency was probably a big deal.  Besides, he had a feeling that forging valuable items would net more profit in the long run, anyways.

His Kinetic Bullet was also now a lot more powerful and useful, although for different reasons.  Fully powered, his Kinetic Bullet did thousands of LP damage on a solid hit, thanks to his Spell Power boosts and Expert 10 Arcane Archery Skill.  A single bullet was enough to one-shot a tigroon on a lucky critical hit, which meant that it was overpowered for most of the creatures they faced.  However, he could fire a bullet at 25% of max power and have it pierce a weaker creature rather than exploding within it, and it would still do a few hundred LP damage, enough to kill lower-level enemies.  With his Int score, he could hit up to 13 creatures with one Bullet if they were standing in a line; assuming they were rushing forward in a horde, he would probably get five or six with one shot.  That made the Spell cost-effective for dealing with weaker enemies once more; he’d been relying on his Energy Barrage and Ravaging Burst Spells to deal with those creatures, both of which were far less SP-efficient and less controlled than his Kinetic Bullet.

He left his room and walked upstairs – dwarven sleeping chambers were apparently built below the ground floor, since dwarves were more comfortable being surrounded by stone – where he found Rhys and Geltheriel already awake and waiting for him, seated at a stone table and picking at a tray of meat and vegetables that had been placed in the center.

“Good morning, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke, her voice a bit weary.  “I am glad to see that one among us was able to rest.”

“Didn’t you two sleep?” he frowned, noting the dark, tired-looking circles under both Geltheriel’s and Rhys’ eyes.  “Was there something wrong with the beds?”

“Not as such, no, Liberator,” Rhys smiled tiredly.  “I myself could not gain rest, however, as my mind was far too apprehensive for sleep.  I believe the Shadedancer had a similar difficulty.”

“Indeed,” Geltheriel agreed.  “The thought of all that stone and rock, looming above me, waiting to crush me into the earth…”  The woman shuddered.  “Sleep was impossible.”

“I didn’t know you were claustrophobic,” Aranos observed, sitting down at the table and examining the tray.  “You’ve never seemed upset in close spaces before.”

“It is not the space that bothers me, Oathbinder, but being entombed in rock.  I long for the sky, for fresh air, for the breath of nature on my face.”

“I feel much the same,” Rhys nodded.  “The air here is far too still, and the sounds of nature are strangely absent.  Echoes of digging, hammering, and Dwarven speech fill the cavern once all else is quiet, set upon a backdrop of silence that I find quite unnerving.”  The man shivered.  “One might think that perhaps elves were simply not made to live underground, Liberator, considering that our homes are crafted in the crowns of trees.”

“Well, we’ll be leaving today,” he assured them.  “I’ve got to go back to the Altar of Stone and get the blueprints from the Priestess that we were promised, and then we can portal back to Stoneleague.  Hopefully, being in the forest there will make you feel better.”

“While it is not the same as the wilds of Eredain, it will be a vast improvement to this,” Rhys agreed.  “I cannot imagine how the dwarves live this way – but then, one might guess that the dwarves would feel similarly faced with an elven city.  It is likely all a matter of perspective.”

“You’re probably right,” Aranos agreed, taking what looked like a purple carrot and trying it tentatively.  It was crunchy and a bit tangy, with a flavor akin to ranch dressing.  “Who brought the food?” he asked curiously.  “And is there anything here you’d recommend?”

“It was brought by a Priestess an hour or so ago,” Geltheriel replied.  “I do not recognize much of the meat, but should it come from creatures that call these caves their home, I likely would not.  These are strips of goat, however, and I have kept my focus to those.”

“The vegetables must come from aboveground,” Rhys added.  “I assume the dwarves have farms and paddocks in these mountains that are hidden from view and guarded against attack.  However, much of this offering, such as the telaima you just ate, are fungi rather than plants and are likely grown here in the caverns.  None will harm you, although I warn that the alasara, here, has a deeply bitter taste.  Should you eat it, I would mix it with these sulawor roots, which are extremely sweet.  The two mingled together are probably palatable, when each alone is not.”

Aranos tried as the Druid suggested and found that he was right; the stringy, white sulawor roots were so sweet that he wouldn’t have been able to eat them alone, and the crisp, dark green alasara buds were so bitter his first inclination was to spit them out.  Together, though, the flavors mingled pleasantly and were pretty tasty.  “Not bad,” he admitted, taking more of both plants and wrapping them in a strip of goat meat.  “Thanks for the idea.”

“I was unaware that you had the Cooking Skill, Furor,” Geltheriel smiled at the Druid.  “Had we known, you could have been using it for some time.”

Rhys grinned.  “Alas, I know no recipes that utilize meat, so should you wish me to do the cooking, you will find your diet somewhat leafier than to what you may be accustomed.  However, you must simply say the word, and I will be happy to prepare breakfast for us using what we have been given.”

“Feel free,” Aranos replied.  “We’ll give the meat to Silma and Glorferdir – where are they, anyway?”

“I believe they are still resting below, as your apprentice is,” Geltheriel supplied as Rhys took the plate away from the table and moved to a stone counter, producing a knife, some pots and pans, and a bag that seemed to contain various herbs and spices, from the scent drifting from it.  “You could check with your Companion, but I am certain they simply wait until we are ready to depart.”

“Hopefully, being down here hasn’t bothered them as much as it has you two,” Aranos frowned.

“I doubt it is so, Oathbinder.  Recall that wolves and great cats are both prone to occupying caves and turning them into dens.  They are likely quite comfortable here, although they will certainly grow restless in time.”

“So will I,” he admitted.  “I’ve learned a lot here, but I kind of miss the open air, too.  I’m excited to get back to Antas and see if I can build a portal arch I can attune to Eredain, as well as maybe this Masterforge – although I want to be careful with that.”

“Why?” Avalyn’s voice said tiredly.  Aranos turned to see her trudging upstairs, rubbing her eyes and yawning.  Seeing his amused glance, she grimaced.  “Sorry I interrupted.  I’m not all the way awake, yet.”

“Not awake from Meditation?  That’s strange,” he chuckled.

“I fell asleep,” she admitted.  “I know I can do without it thanks to the Meditation Skill, but I still like sleeping.  It just feels good to do.”  She shrugged.  “Can I ask that?  Why you want to be careful with that forge?”

“Because it ties into the city’s Heart, which means it probably drains energy from it to function,” Aranos explained.  “Antas is just starting out as a city, so it doesn’t have the energy reserves something like Skollheld will.  These dwarves basically worship their city’s Heart; that has to give it a lot of power.  They even think it makes decisions for them.”

“It very well may, Liberator,” Rhys observed quietly from the counter where he was working.  Aranos looked curiously at him, and the Druid shrugged.  “I am unsure; I was going to have young Miwango check the next time we are in the Altar of Stone, but – I believe someone has Awakened this city’s Heart.”

“What?” Geltheriel sputtered.  “Furor, that…”

“Is impossible, yes,” he admitted.  “We have always been taught that an Awakening can only be done to a living thing, and that the Hearts, while somewhat aware, are not truly alive or sapient.”  He sighed.  “And I cannot be sure, as I said, but having been through an Awakening, it seems I am more sensitive to such.”  He grimaced.  “Or perhaps I have always been able to feel it and have never encountered it before.  It is difficult to say.”

“How would that even be possible?” Aranos asked.  “I mean – how did you Awaken Miwango?  I’m not 100% sure what you did, there, much less how it could be applied to a Heart.”

“As I said, I sacrificed of myself,” the Druid smiled.  “To be specific, however, I gave up a point of each of my Stats and enough XP to drop me by a level.  I am now a level 9 Nature’s Furor, rather than level 10.”

Aranos whistled.  “That’s a lot to give up,” he admitted.

“It is admittedly less than it might have been before meeting you, Liberator.  A year ago, I would have been devastated by the loss, as it would take weeks or months to replace the Stats, and years to replace the level.  Now?  A day of training and perhaps two of adventuring, and I will be as I was.” He smiled.  “Even so, it would be worth it, for Miwango will one day be a powerful ally of the Light.”

“Of that there is no doubt,” Geltheriel agreed.  “And so will I, once I am fed, Furor.  Speculations can wait for later; for now, please focus on that excellent meal I am smelling.”

The breakfast Rhys prepared for them was delicious.  It smelled and tasted like the Druid had made an egg souffle with bits of sausage, but Aranos knew the dish was nothing but vegetables intricately prepared.  As they ate, Aranos summoned Silma and gave her and the leonal the plate of meat, which they quickly devoured. 




Are we going back outside this den today, pack leader?


 
Silma asked silently.




Yep.  We’re heading back to the High Priestess’ home first, then we’ll be returning to Stoneleague.



Good.  We need more food than this, and I prefer to hunt than to be fed like a lapdog. 





I don’t blame you,


 
he laughed silently. 

 

We’ll finish eating and get a move on.




They found a pair of dwarven males waiting for them when they exited the building.  “Follow us,” one of the men snapped, turning away from the party the moment they stepped outside. 

“Where?” Aranos said, not moving. 

“Wherever we’re taking you, topsider,” the other dwarf growled.  “You’ll go where you’re told or suffer the consequences.”

Geltheriel’s eyes narrowed, but Aranos put a restraining hand on her shoulder.  “I’ve got this,” he muttered, quickly shifting most of his Charisma into his Strength, boosting it over 200.  Turning to the dwarf, he smiled.  “No, that’s not how it works,” he said flatly.  “You’ll tell me what I want to know, or I’ll beat it from you.”

“You dare challenge…” The man’s voice cut off as Aranos stepped forward and snapped a clumsy but powerful punch into his armored chest, activating his new Stunning Blow Ability as he did.  The dwarf flew backward several feet, crashing heavily to the stone floor and lying there, limp and unmoving for several seconds.

Aranos turned to the second dwarf.  “I had to beat information out of the Forgehammer Olizzour last night,” he said simply.  “Do I need to do it to you, too?”

The dwarf grunted, but he eyed the fallen dwarf who was just now rising unsteadily to his feet with a curiously restrained grin.  “The Priestesses told us to bring you to the Altar of the Stone, topsider,” the dwarf said.  “We’re going to do that, one way or another, but it’ll be easier on everyone if you just come with us.”

“Happily,” Aranos nodded.  “Lead the way.”



The stunned dwarf rejoined them, gazing at Aranos respectfully and rubbing his chest as the party left their current cavern and headed back into the warren of tunnels. 

 

That was an interesting form of diplomacy, Oathbinder,


 
Geltheriel’s voice sounded in his mind amusedly. 

 

It was effective, though.







I figured out last night that dwarven males only respect strength,


 
he relied with a sigh. 

 

I’m not sure why, but once I’d beaten the master smith in a fight, the rest were a lot friendlier and more willing to teach me.







I shall keep that in mind when dealing with them in the future,


 
the woman laughed silently. 

 

Again, there is a part of me that greatly appreciates dwarven customs and culture.  If I did not have to live in a tomb of stone, I would be tempted to take a household here, with many men to wait upon me and plenty of opportunities to work out my aggressions upon dwarven skulls. 


 
She glanced at him critically. 

 

However, should you wish to keep dealing with the dwarves in such fashion, we must train your Unarmed Combat Skill, as your blows are almost embarrassingly awkward.







Yeah, Olizzour said something similar last night,


 
Aranos chuckled. 

 

It’s something I’m working on.





Good.  I would hate for you to embarrass me in front of our hosts.


The Priestess of the Heartstone was waiting for them when they arrived.  This time, though, she was accompanied by a dwarven woman in massive plate armor, carrying a small, targe-like shield of purple deepsteel and a wicked-looking truesilver halberd.  The woman was young, looking to be close to Aranos’ age, but her skin had the same marbled, grayish tone as the older Priestess’.  Her deep blue eyes looked speculatively out of a round face framed by tight, strawberry blonde braids. 

“Welcome back to the true Altar, Lord Evenshade,” the Priestess said warmly as the party entered.  As she spoke, Miwango launched himself from Rhys’ shoulder and soared over to her, landing on her arm.  “And a welcome to you, young…is this a smarsolm?” she asked curiously, lifting her arm up to gaze at the creature.  “He looks to be, but he isn’t, is he?”  She glanced at Rhys.  “Did he Evolve?”

“He did, Priestess,” the Druid replied, inclining his head.  “He is also quite young, so please forgive his presumption.”

“I’ve never seen an Evolved smarsolm,” the woman marveled.  “What is he, now?”

“The name we were given was turaloke, Priestess.  I am unsure what the term would be in your tongue, but it could be translated to be ‘high smarsolm’ or ‘great smarsolm’.”

“A betrisolm,” she murmured.  “Elf, when he’s older, return to me, and we will trade for allowing him to breed with our two females.  His offspring will be stronger and probably better able to Bond, and that privilege will be worth a great deal.”

“If he is willing, I will certainly do so,” the Druid bowed.  “For the moment, please let me know if he is disturbing you.”

“Not even a bit,” she smiled at the turaloke before shaking her head.  “In any case, Lord Evenshade, you’re here for your reward and trade.  I have it right here.”  She touched her robe, and several papers appeared in her hand.  “As agreed, here are the blueprints for a portal arch and a Dwarven Masterforge.”

“Thank you,” Aranos bowed, walking forward and taking the papers.  As he did, he frowned and looked at the woman.  “There’s more here than those two blueprints, Priestess.”

“Indeed,” the woman nodded.  “Those are – well, I suppose I should call them as they are.  They’re a bribe, Lord Evenshade.”

“A bribe?” he repeated.

“Yes.  An offering in hopes of receiving a return favor.”

Aranos restrained himself from rolling his eyes.  “I’m familiar with the concept.  I’m wondering what you’re trying to bribe me to do – and what you’re bribing me with?”

She sighed.  “In those papers you’ll find the blueprints for other buildings that I imagine you could use: a Dwarven Armory, a Mushroom Farm, a Dwarven Mine, and a Mana Collector.  The first three are advanced versions of topsider buildings and will greatly benefit your holdings, both in Antas and elsewhere, while that last is a Rare building and will cause any city in which it is built to slowly gain a greater concentration of mana.  The more Collectors you build, the more ambient mana your city will have.”

“And what do you want in return?” he asked suspiciously.  “That’s a lot to give; you must want a lot from me.”

“Indeed.”  She turned to face the armored woman.  “This is the offspring of which we spoke, Lord Evenshade.  Her name is…”

“Might I be permitted to speak for myself, Broodmatron?” the woman asked respectfully.  “I know that you’re only trying to help, but I’d prefer to start things off on my own terms.”

“Of course,” the older woman inclined her head.  “I’m only an observer at this moment, after all.”

“Thank you,” the younger woman bowed to the Priestess before turning to face Aranos.  “My name is Mutroda Skeill, Lord Evenshade.”

“Greetings, Priestess Mutroda,” Aranos bowed his head slightly.

The woman grimaced.  “Mutroda only, if you don’t mind,” she corrected.  “Priestess Osrobera, here, is my Broodmatron, the woman who birthed me.  I was raised to serve the Stone, but I want more than that.  I want to battle as the males do, to subjugate my enemies with steel and might.  However, I can’t do that here in the Skollheld.”

“So I understand,” he agreed.  “I agreed to allow you, any other Priestesses who feel the same way, and your households to join me in Antas.  There, you’ll be able to live whatever life you please.”

“And I appreciate it, for my sake and the sakes of the ones who follow me,” she nodded.  “However, I’m asking for more than that.”

The woman’s eyes suddenly shone as she spoke.  “Even here, beneath the mountains, we’ve heard of your exploits,” she told him.  “How you’ve struck blow after blow against the Darkness, how you’ve battled creatures of legend and beings of terrible power.  I – I want to join you.  I want to be a part of that, to serve the Light, not just the Stone.  I’m asking to travel with you and join your party.”

Aranos eyed the woman speculatively.  His Sense Intent Skill and Scent Ability both told him that she was being honest, and she seemed earnest enough, but wanting to be in his party wasn’t enough.  She had to be able to survive.

“Can I ask you some questions, first?” he spoke at last.  She inclined her head, and he continued.  “First, what’s your Class, and what does it let you do?”

“My Base Class is, of course, Priestess of the Stone,” she told him.  “In that, I am a Priestess of the Hearthstone.”

“I don’t really know what that means,” Aranos admitted.  “Is that rank based on your level, or what?”

“It’s a measure of my skill in Stone Mastery,” she explained.  “Stone Mastery is the Skill that allows us to touch and manipulate the powers of the Stone, or what topsiders call magic.  The Stone gifted me powers of the Earth, and I’ve got an Adept ranking in that Skill, which allows me to use the linked powers of Metal and Dust.”  She glanced down at herself.  “Obviously, I’ve put my focus on Metal.”




So, kind of a combined Mana Control and Manipulation Skill, but one narrowly focused on a specific aspect of magic. 


 
“Will you keep those Abilities when you’re away from the Stone?” Aranos asked.  “Once you’re not part of the Skollheld…”



“I’ve already turned away from the Stone by taking my Advanced Class,” she cut him off.  “And I keep the same powers.  I’ve always believed that my powers come from the Light, and the Stone simply chooses which ones to grant me; so long as I follow the Light, my powers will remain.”

“A view that’s perilously close to heresy, offspring,” the older Priestess sighed.

“And yet, the Stone hasn’t withdrawn my powers, Broodmatron,” Mutroda pointed out.  “If I were committing heresy, I’m sure the Stone would take away my Abilities – if it could.  Either the Stone agrees with me, or I’m right.”

“That’s interesting,” Aranos interrupted as the Priestess opened her mouth to retort.  “But it sounds like a conversation the two of you have had a bunch of times without coming to an agreement, am I right?”  Mutroda nodded.  “I thought so.  So, why don’t we save that for another time?  You still haven’t told me about your Advanced Class.”

“I’m a Dwarven Juggernaut,” she said proudly.  “It’s an Exotic Class, even among our people.  It requires a very high Strength and Endurance, Adept Heavy Armor Mastery, and a number of other Skills and Perks that normally, a Priestess couldn’t get.”

“Congratulations, but what level are you in it?”

“Seven,” she said, her chin raised as she spoke.

“That is quite an accomplishment,” Geltheriel observed.  “You seem young to have managed such a level, Juggernaut.”

“To get the Class, I had to throw myself into battle, elf.  I’ve been fighting the enemies of the Skollheld every day since my majority.  It was hard-won, I can tell you that.”

“What does a Dwarven Juggernaut do?” Aranos asked curiously.  “I mean, what role do you play in battle?”

“We’re the tip of the spear,” the dwarf answered, her eyes shining.  “When the gates lift, we’re the first ones out, and we’re the last ones back in.  We anchor the line, and we’re as solid as the stone when we don’t want to be moved or as unstoppable as an avalanche when we charge.”




A tank, then,


 
he thought speculatively. 

 

We really do need one; Geltheriel is better at DPS, and so is Silma. 


 
He looked at the high Priestess and held up the blueprints.  “And if I say no?” he asked her.  “If I let her come to Antas but not travel with me, what happens to the blueprints you gave me?”



“They’re yours, and in return, I’d ask for a future favor,” she shrugged.  “Still, you won’t find a more dedicated Warrior in the whole Skollheld.”

“I’m sure,” he agreed, looking at Mutroda.  “Why don’t we give it a try?” he spoke after several moments.  “If it doesn’t work out, you can still live in Antas, and I’m sure I’ll need a Captain of the Guard or something.”

“It will,” the woman said confidently.  “Tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll do it, in the name of the Light.”



“Works for me,” he agreed, sending the woman a party invite.  She accepted, and instantly her info flashed in his party screen.  As he’d expected, the woman had a massive LP pool, one even larger than Saphielle’s had been.  Her Stamina wasn’t as high as the elf’s, but she had more SP, probably thanks to her Priestess Class.  He gave himself a mental shake. 

 

Don’t start comparing her to Saphielle,


 
he chided himself. 

 

That’s the worst thing you can do.  She’ll never measure up to your memories, and you’ll just end up alienating her. 




“Welcome to the party, Mutroda,” he told the woman.  “Once we’re back in Antas, we’ll talk about how to integrate you into our party tactics.”

“Fair enough,” the woman nodded.  “And thanks for the opportunity.”  She turned to look at the older Priestess and bowed low.  “Stay with the Stone, Broodmatron.”

“Go with the Stone’s blessing, offspring,” the Priestess said formally, inclining her head.  “As well as that of the Light.”

Mutroda grunted and walked over to stand with the party, behind Aranos and beside Geltheriel.  Aranos turned back to face the Priestess.  “Is there anything else?”

“Only that I give my permission to establish a portal arch in the valley below once you’ve crafted its twin in Antas,” the woman smiled.  “And you’ll find that the portal plans I’ve given you are somewhat – special.  My only suggestion is that you not build your archways within your city itself, Lord Evenshade.  Heed the will of the Stone, and don’t build a flaw into your defenses.  The Darkness has to be planning to retake the city and snatch its trove of information from the Light before we can fully utilize it.”

“Thanks for the advice,” he agreed.  “I think you’re probably right to consider defense, and I have an idea of where to build my portal arches in a secure place.”

“Then go with the blessing of the Stone, Lord Evenshade,” the woman intoned formally.  “Please return when your portals are ready for your new followers to enter.”



One they exited the Altar, Aranos heard Rhys’ voice in his mind. 

 

It is as I believed, Liberator,


 
the Druid said seriously. 

 

Young Miwango sensed the Stone’s awareness from his proximity.  It was Awakened at some point in the past.







What does that mean?


 
Aranos asked curiously. 

 

I mean, I know now what an Awakening is, but what would it do to a Heart?





Of that, I can make no guesses, I fear, save that it is certainly how the Stone grants Classes to its followers.  Beyond that, Liberator, your thoughts are as valid as mine. 


Aranos considered the elf’s words for a moment but dismissed them.  He was sure that the dwarves had a reason for Awakening their city’s Heart, but it wasn’t something he was interested in doing.  From the sound of it, the Stone had a lot more control and exerted a lot more influence on the people of the Skollheld than Aranos would be comfortable with.  He was perfectly happy with his current relationship with Antas’ Heart and saw no need to mess with it.

The trip back through the Skollheld was uneventful, except that Aranos quickly realized that Mutroda wasn’t leading them back the same route they’d entered.  The tunnels they were moving through were wider, and they were heading subtly downhill instead of back up toward the peak.  “Aren’t we going back through the rear gate?” he asked her curiously.

“Perceptive of you, Lord Evenshade.  That’s good; a perceptive leader is better than an unobservant one,” she replied.  “No, we’re not.  There’s not much point to heading all the way to the summit of Grotefyall just to head back down the exterior path.  We’ll be leaving from the main gate, which will drop us into the valley below the Skollheld.”

“One might wonder why we did not use such a gate upon our entry, Liberator,” Rhys observed slyly. 

“Because I assumed the entrance was higher, so I followed the trails that led upward, not into the valley,” Aranos shrugged.  “It made sense at the time.”

“Indeed, I would have thought the same,” Geltheriel agreed.  “I find it interesting that the Skollheld has an entrance so low, where surely there are more beasts and dangers.”

“The dangers to the Skollheld aren’t topside,” the dwarf replied with a snort.  “Nothing short of a Nightmare Beast has any chance to get through our main gate, as you’ll soon see.  No, it’s the monsters of the Deeps that we battle.”

“The deeps?” Geltheriel asked curiously.  “I was unaware that the underground was home to such creatures.”

“I don’t see why you’d need to know, elf,” Mutroda chuckled.  “How much time do you and your people spend in the depths of the earth?”

“We do have some mines that we work, but nothing of the same complexity and design as the Skollheld.  Our miners have never spoken of beast attacks.”

“They’re probably not deep enough,” the dwarf shrugged.  “Dwarven mines go down below the roots of the mountains.  There are horrors down there, things that never see the light of day.  There’s a race of reptilian folk called eolmaddern, with claws and teeth of deepsteel, who can burrow through rock like it was sand.  Giant worms forty feet long who spit acid; spider people who try to kidnap our Warriors and use them to breed more of their kind.  Stone beasts who can walk through rock without leaving a trace.”

“Sounds pretty dangerous,” Aranos observed.  “No wonder you got to such a high level quickly.”

“I imagine you’re all pretty close, from what you’ve done so far,” the woman shrugged.  “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to join you.”

Geltheriel chuckled.  “I believe you are the lowest level of us, Juggernaut, save the young apprentice,” she told the woman.  “My Oathbinder is very close to gaining his Evolved Class, and I am but a few levels behind him.”

“Not that close,” Aranos corrected.  “I’ve still got three more levels to go.”  He grinned.  “If we had time, I’d say you should take us into the depths and let us fight some of these things you’re talking about, Mutroda.”

“It’s certainly possible,” the woman offered.  “It’s only an hour to the Deepgate from here, if you’re not in a hurry, and it would give us a chance to learn to work as a team before our lives truly depend upon it.”

“It is not a bad idea, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said slowly.  “As you are aware, there is always some difficulty adjusting with a new party.  The time would not be wasted – and perhaps you would gain some new hides for your leatherworker in Stoneleague.”




I’ve never hunted underground,


 
Silma added. 

 

It could be fun – and if the creatures are edible, both Glorferdir and I would appreciate the extra food.




“Okay, we’ll give it a try,” Aranos decided with a grin.  “Silma’s right; it could be fun.”




Chapter 29


Two hours later, Aranos decided that fighting in the underground tunnels was definitely not fun.  “Geltheriel, below!” he shouted, and the woman jumped back just as a huge serpent the color and texture of stone lashed out of the stone floor, passing through the rock like it was water, its jaws snapping where the Shadedancer had just been.  Her blade rang as her return strike clashed against its gleaming, mottled brown flesh, but her shadowy blade passed through its armor and left a gaping wound that spurted thick, brown liquid that looked like mud.  “Silma, left!”  The wolf flickered and vanished as another of the serpents erupted from the wall beside the fenrin, slamming to the floor.  Mutroda responded at once, smashing her small shield into its skull and chopping her halberd down in a two-handed strike that opened up a minor wound on its body.

The snake recoiled, but before it could retreat, Aranos hurled a compressed arrow of Dust mana at it.  The arrow burst against the snake’s skin and spread over its head; as the particles of Dust touched the creature’s armored flesh, the stone coating cracked, crumbled, and shattered.  Silma reappeared beside the serpent, her fangs flashing as they tore into its suddenly unarmored hide, ripping out a hunk of bloody flesh.  The serpent recoiled and struck at the fenrin, who dodged the attack, but both snakes’ heads whipped around as Mutroda growled a guttural sound.  Her Pull of the Stone Ability forced their focus to her, and the snakes lunged for her, their jaws agape and dripping acidic poison.

Aranos kept his Lifesense extended fully; he could feel the stone beasts moving through the rock, but only when they were within twenty feet or so.  As quickly as they moved, it wasn’t much warning, but it was better than none.  At the same time, he fired another Dust Arrow at the snake that had attacked Geltheriel, striking it in the neck and dissolving the armor there.  The elf woman struck at the monster from behind, and this time both blades sank into its flesh.  The snake turned to face its attacker, but Mutroda’s halberd thrust out, the spear-like tip sinking a couple inches into its flesh, not doing much damage but regaining its attention. 

Aranos had lost count of the number of battles they’d fought since they’d passed through the monolithic Deepgate and entered the Deeps.  Their first encounters had been with the reptilian eolmaddern, who were four feet tall, hunched at the shoulder, and wore crude armor formed of stone plates linked together with sinew.  Their claws and teeth weren’t long, but they had the purplish sheen of deepsteel and could carve right through the party’s armor.  They came at the party in groups of twenty or more and used rudimentary tactics, with some of them hanging back using simple slings to hurl chunks of ore and crystal while others rushed forward to occupy the Warriors. 

Fortunately, the creatures were short enough that Aranos had no problem firing over the front ranks and wiping out the creatures’ ranged support.  They didn’t have a lot of LP, and a single casting of Deadly Vapors or Ravaging Burst was enough to wipe out a large chunk of them.  To Aranos, they were sort of like the dwarven version of uruks; low level, easy to kill, and great for noob players to grind XP on. 

In fact, both Glorferdir and Avalyn had participated in those battles, and both of them had scored numerous kills.  Even little Miwango had used his tiny breath weapon to some effect; the infant dragon didn’t have a sonic attack like his mother, but he could unleash a blast of Kinetic force and both Arctic and Thermal rays.  These didn’t do much damage, but they were highly effective against the weak creatures, and while their deepsteel claws would have penetrated the turaloke’s hide, he stayed high enough above them that it wasn’t a danger.

As they pushed deeper, though, the attacks grew fiercer and more dangerous.  They faced hordes of the eolmaddern, sometimes sixty or seventy of the beasts, and they began to see more advanced versions of the creatures.  There were larger, more muscular rolmaddern, who had thicker armor and longer claws; taller, slimmer esmaddern, who could Camouflage themselves against the stones and tried to attack from ambush; and a few arnmaddern shamans with simple magical abilities designed to confuse enemies and empower allies.  Aranos had been forced to use some of his SP to protect Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango with barriers, and he and the other party members had gone full out to keep the weaker ones safe.

In one cavern, they killed over two hundred of the little monsters in a single attack.  Aranos had to raise Fire Walls on three sides of the party to funnel attackers to where Geltheriel, Silma, and Mutroda could handle them, while he floated overhead firing Energy Barrages and Ravaging Bursts on the hordes of creatures rushing them.  He also got tons of use out of his new Kinetic Bullet upgrade; even halved, the damage from a single Bullet was enough to kill most of the eolmaddern outright, and their sheer numbers meant that each shot was hitting ten or more of the creatures before exploding.  It had been a slaughter, since apparently the eolmaddern had no sense of fear and no concept of retreat, and afterward, Aranos had to spend some time repairing Geltheriel’s and Mutroda’s armor after the creatures ripped myriad tiny holes in it.  Even in such numbers, the monsters were too low of a level to give decent XP to anyone but Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango, all of whom leveled up at least once, and the only good things about the encounter for the rest of the party were that they’d upgraded one of their Party Perks and Silma had gained a level:
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Party Perk Gained!




Stand at the Gates (4)




You have successfully held a position against a force more than twenty times your number.






Benefit:


 
Take 5% less damage when attempting to hold a position against attack (cumulative with the lower levels of this Perk), regain SP and Stamina 7.5% faster when holding a fortified position.
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Your Companion has gained a level!






Current Level:


 
20




Per +3, Agil +3, Other Stats +2, +5 Stat points to assign










Companion Evolution!


By reaching level 20, your Companion has Evolved to a more advanced form.




New Race:


 
High Fenrin




High fenrins are more powerful and magically talented members of their race.  They are stronger, faster, and more intelligent than their lesser kin. 






Stat Bonus:


 
+10 to all Stats.  Upon level-up, Per +5, Agil +5, all other Stats +3, +6 Stat points per level.  LP increased by 50% (retroactive).  Gain 7.5 SP per level, plus 50% of standard SP gains for Wis.






Abilities:


 
High fenrins have the following abilities:



​
 

Shapechange


 
– A high fenrin can shapechange into any canine form their size or smaller at will



​
 

Warding Aura


 
– High fenrins gain +50% resistance to hostile magic



​
 

Howl of the Light


 
– The howl of a high fenrin does damage equal to double their Wisdom score to all Shadowborn or Corrupted creatures in hearing range.  Cooldown: 30 seconds.



​
 

Banner of Light


 
– The sight of a high fenrin inspires Lightborn in battle with the Darkness.  All Lightborn in the presence of a high fenrin gain a bonus to Attack, Defense, and Skills equal to half the fenrin’s Charisma (rounded down) when battling Shadowborn or Corrupted creatures.



​
 

Perks:


 
High fenrins gain two additional Racial Perks (see list below).










Companion Perk!





For reaching level 20 and undergoing an Evolution, you may choose 2 of the following Perks for your Companion:






Armor Skin:


 
Your Companion’s hide provides them with a Defense bonus equal to double their Endurance Stat.






Celestial Agility:


 
Your Companion gains a 100% bonus to their Agility Stat (replaces Great Agility)






Celestial Perception:


 
Your Companion gains a 100% bonus to their Perception Stat (replaces Great Perception)






Companion Spells:


 
Your Companion can cast any Spell you know that uses Primary and Composite aspects.  Cast Spells drain your Companion’s SP, use your Companion’s Stats and Spell Power to determine effectiveness, and are cast at half the Spell’s level.






Holy Damage:


 
50% of your Companion’s bite damage is Redeemed damage, which bypasses all armor and resistances against Shadowborn and Corrupted creatures but is only half effective against Lightborn creatures.






Enhanced Speed:


 
Your Companion’s movement and attacks speeds are both increased by 25%






Deadly Bite:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their base bite damage






Divine Regeneration:


 
Your Companion heals at double their resting LP regen rate, even while in combat.






Great Dexterity:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Dexterity Stat






Great Endurance:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Endurance Stat






Great Strength:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Strength Stat






Hunter in the Dark:


 
Your Companion’s Perception Stat is doubled for the purposes of Tracking only
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After speaking with Silma, he’d chosen Celestial Agility and Perception, to upgrade her existing Great Agility and Perception Perks, and Enhanced Speed.  She had an Agility build as it was, and the extra speed bonus played to her strengths.  Those extra Stats had pushed her Int over 50, giving her a 25% bonus to all her Abilities, and her Agility and Perception over 100.  That doubled her Dodge bonus and allowed her to Track creatures with the Trackless Ability; for the first time ever, Silma could actually smell Aranos.

After that onslaught, they saw no more of the eolmaddern, but that was when the stone beasts started to appear.  The stone beasts looked like regular animals but had skin as hard as rock, meaning the party had to use Enchanted or Armor Piercing weapons to harm the creatures.  Fortunately, the beasts didn’t have a ton of LP to go with that armor, so once Aranos realized that Dust attacks ate away their protection, they were simple enough to deal with. 

The deeper they went, though, the more powerful the creatures became.  The wolves had probably only been level 5 or 6, but the serpents they’d just killed were closer to level 12, judging from how much damage it took to put them down.  They still weren’t a significant threat to the party, but if things kept going the way they were, eventually they might become so.  Their hides were well worth Harvesting, though, and each of them had a gland that attracted his attention; he guessed that it was what allowed them to walk through stone as they did, and if so, the glands would be a powerful Enchanting component.

Mutroda stopped as they entered a larger cavern with three exits leading out of it.  “This cavern marks the end of the safe zone,” she told the party.

“That was a safe zone?” Avalyn asked grumpily.  For much of the battles with the stone beasts, she, Glorferdir, and Miwango had been forced to sit in a shell of Aranos’ magic, hovering off the floor.  If they weren’t touching the stone, the stone beasts wouldn’t target them – at least, not much – and none of them could survive more than a hit or two from the creatures. 

“The young one has a point,” Rhys chuckled.  “While it was not difficult, it did not feel particularly safe.”

“It’s called that because it’s safe for most people without Advanced Classes to wander in,” the dwarf explained.  “Beyond this point, we’ll be facing more dangerous creatures.”  She pointed to the right, at a tunnel that was almost perfectly round and smooth.  “Down there, we’ll face lannorms, the giant worms I was telling you about.  They’ll start small, but they’ll get bigger; the most powerful of them are level 30 or so and have an acid aura.  I’ve never seen one, but I’ve heard of them.”

She pointed to the middle corridor; this tunnel was smaller than the others and looked like it had been carved from the stone by hands less expert than the dwarves.  “This way leads to the nests of the kongolorn, the spider people.  They are true Shadowborn, more intelligent and dangerous than the bestial eolmaddern; their Warriors and Archers bear arms and armor, often Enchanted, and they have Priests and Wizards to support them.  Somewhere down this path is their hidden city, with many thousands of the creatures, but that is miles distant, and we would never venture so far.”

“And here,” she said, pointing to the final tunnel, which was the largest and most irregular of the three, easily fifteen feet tall and looking like it had been smashed into the stone by brute force, “is the most dangerous of the three paths.  Down this path, we will encounter the riastorn, giant beings formed of stone and flesh.  They are intelligent, cruel, and immensely strong; as well, they heal rapidly and must be slain with fire or acid, or they will return from even the smallest chunk of their flesh.  We will face fewer foes on this path, but those we face will be more powerful.  So, which way should we go?”

Aranos considered the three tunnels.  “It sounds like the first tunnel will be the easiest; we can go as far as we’d like and come back fairly easily, correct?”

“A fair assessment,” the dwarf nodded.

“The middle tunnel seems harder, but unless we travel close to the city, we probably won’t face anything too deadly,” he continued.  “My guess is that the spider people are more dangerous because of their tactics and Class Abilities, not their inherent levels.”  The woman nodded again.

“And this tunnel would be a challenge,” he said, pointing to the leftmost passage.  “We might only get a handful of encounters before turning back, but each one would be harder and bring more XP, right?”

“You’ve got a good sense of the situation,” she said approvingly.  “What will we do?”

“Were it me, I would choose the middle tunnel,” Rhys spoke up.  “As you know, I prefer to battle the Shadowborn over all others.”

“And I would choose the tunnel with the giants,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “It is a greater challenge, and we should receive greater rewards.”

Aranos considered for a moment.  “I think either of those choices would be good,” he said slowly, “but I think we should attempt the giants.  First, if they’re cruel and intelligent, Rhys, they’re probably Shadowborn as well.  Second, what we really need as a new team is to practice against something dangerous, and I’d rather not spend too much more time down here working our way through low-level creatures to get to the more powerful ones.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Mutroda agreed.  “Plus, we won’t have to worry about them sneaking up on us like we would the other two tunnels.  The riastorn are loud and smell worse than a male after a week at the forge.”

“They sound delightful,” Aranos laughed.  “Lead the way, Mutroda.”

It didn’t take long for Aranos to sense what the Juggernaut was talking about.  They hadn’t gone far into the corridor before a pungent odor struck his nose, one that reminded him of moldy cheese and stale vomit.  Silma sneezed at the same time; the stench had hit her just as hard if not harder, and a moment later, Glorferdir hissed and laid his ears back as the smell reached his less sensitive nostrils. 

At the same time, a roaring sound that reminded Aranos of a distant waterfall echoed up the tunnel.  A hint of a scent of musty water drifted into his nose, almost overpowered by the stink of whatever lay ahead, and he could smell wet stone in the air.  The temperature dropped steadily as they walked, and Aranos, Avalyn, and the elves were forced to wrap their cloaks around themselves for warmth. 

“There’s a river up ahead,” Mutroda spoke in a quiet voice.  “It gives the riastorn a source of fresh water and food, since they can catch fish and other creatures in it.  They rarely get enough, though, so they’re always hungry.  Makes them grouchy, and they’ll almost always attack the moment they see something they might eat.”

“Can you tell us more about the creatures?” Geltheriel asked softly.  “You have said that they are vulnerable to fire and acid, but do they have any other weaknesses?  How do they attack, and what Abilities do they possess?”

“Good questions,” Mutroda grunted.  “They’re sensitive to bright lights, but then, most things down here are.  It doesn’t hurt them, just blinds them temporarily.  They’ve got immensely long arms, and they’re quick; if you aren’t careful, they can snatch you up in an instant.  Some of them carry stone or crystal clubs, but they’re not usually smart enough to make anything more sophisticated than that.  Oh, and their bones are pretty much indestructible, so blunt weapons don’t do much, but that’s not an issue for this group.”

“How is their hearing?” Rhys asked in a murmur.  “If they are as savage and quick as you say, we would not want to draw one to us when we are not prepared.”

“Not many things down here have great hearing or sight, elf.  The echoes in the caverns make traditional hearing far less useful, and when you spend your life in the dark, sight isn’t your friend.  Like many other creatures of the Deeps, the riastorn can sense vibrations in the stone and are sensitive to both heat and the mana field that surrounds us.  They’ll feel us long before they hear us.”

The odor and noise grew more intense as they moved forward, until fifteen minutes later, a cavern opened up before them.  The cavern wasn’t particularly large, but it had a fairly high ceiling that hung unevenly overhead.  The floor was coated with the rubble of crushed and broken stalactites and stalagmites and had a slick sheen of water spread across it that promised treacherous footing.  The walls were marked with deep holes and cracks that looked like someone had taken a giant hammer to them, and the roaring sound of the river seemed to be coming from the right side of the room.

A massive figure was crouched at the edge of the river, its pebbled, scarred skin a strange grey-green shade in Aranos’ Illuminating Mists.  Its shoulders were wider than Aranos was tall, and its back and arms were prodigiously muscled.  Its legs were bowed and looked almost deformed, but its arms were long enough to touch the floor while it stood erect.  Aranos watched as it held a huge hand out over the water and lashed down with terrifying speed, withdrawing something that wriggled furiously in its grip.  The hand moved up to its bald, pointed head and stuffed whatever it was into its face, which was fortunately turned away from Aranos. 

He took a deep breath, then cast Energy Weapon on Geltheriel and Mutroda, bespelling their weapons to do acid damage on each strike.  He boosted Geltheriel and Silma’s Agility and Mutroda’s Strength; if the woman was right about the creature’s speed and power, Mutroda probably wouldn’t be able to Dodge and would probably need to withstand its blows.

As he cast the last Spell, though, the creature’s head shot up.  It sniffed loudly, then spun toward the party with a nearly deafening roar.  Aranos got a good look at its face for the first time as its right hand lashed out and snatched up a six-foot-long club of roughly polished stone.  Its eyes were tiny, totally black, and deeply recessed into its egg-shaped skull.  Its ears were nothing more than two holes in the side of its head with raised bumps of flesh around them, but it had a large, batlike nose and a mouth that seemed to spread wider than it should have been able as it bellowed its challenge.

“Don’t let it get momentum!” Mutroda shouted as she rushed at the enraged beast.  “Once it gets moving, it’s hard to stop!” 



Aranos raised his hand and fired a Kinetic Bullet at the creature, catching it in its sloped forehead.  Its head snapped back as the bullet tore open a hideous wound in its skull, bursting and rupturing one of its eyes.  As Aranos watched, though, the wound resealed itself almost instantly, the tiny eye reappearing as if it had never been damaged. 

 

Wow, that really is fast regeneration,


 
he thought grimly. 

 

I’m going to have to stick with fire and acid for the whole battle, I think.






The creature rushed forward, bellowing incoherently, and Mutroda stopped, planting her feet and raising her small shield.  The giant lifted its club, sweeping it sideways at the dwarf, and Aranos winced as the huge bludgeon slammed into the small figure.  To his surprise, Mutroda’s shield swept the strike up and over her head, the terrific blow not budging her in the slightest. 

 

She’s got an Immovability Ability,


 
he realized. 

 

That’s useful.




The dwarf lashed out with her halberd, drawing only a thin line of blood on the creature’s thick skin.  The wound bubbled and hissed as his acid ate into the riastorn’s flesh, and it howled in pain as it felt a wound it couldn’t easily heal.  Its club smashed at her again in a wicked backhand, but she deflected it up once more, sending the club sailing toward the ceiling. 

The giant howled again as Geltheriel appeared from the darkness at its side, her blade slashing and cutting deep into its flesh.  The shadowy strike that followed passed completely through its body, slicing open a horrible wound that sprayed dark blood, but that injury sealed itself almost immediately.  The riastorn turned toward the Shadedancer, but Mutroda grumbled in Dwarven again, and the creature’s gaze snapped back to her. 

Silma appeared on the other side of the beast, ripping and tearing at its flesh, but her Light-Enhanced fangs couldn’t open a wound that didn’t heal at once.  Even so, the giant swept its club at her with frightening speed, and Aranos guessed that only her newly boosted Agility and Speed allowed her to leap over the club and savage the wrist holding it.  The riastorn didn’t drop the weapon as the fenrin had hoped; instead, it lashed its arm out, tumbling the wolf toward the rushing river.  Silma’s claws dug into the stone and halted her slide, and before the giant could chase her, Mutroda grabbed its aggro once more.

The three Warriors continued to slowly whittle down the monster as Aranos peppered it with Acid Barrages and mixed Fire and Acid Maelstrom Blasts.  He scorched its flesh with Fire Arrows and sprayed a line of acid into its face.  Rhys stayed close to Mutroda, healing the damage that blocking the giant’s massive blows was causing, and even Glorferdir darted in and out, his teeth worrying ineffectually at the monster’s tough skin.  Avalyn tossed Mana Bolts at it without great effect; Aranos needed to train her in Archery at some point.  Miwango stayed back, since the creature’s hands were fast enough to snatch the small turaloke from the air without great difficulty.

Suddenly, the beast tilted its head back and uttered a roar that struck the three Warriors with a visible wave of force.  Geltheriel and Silma both tumbled backward, and while Mutroda remained unmoved, the impact took a decent chunk off her LP.  The creature swung its club again, and this time the injured Juggernaut couldn’t get her shield up in time.  The heavy, stone club crunched as it slammed into her armor, finally breaking her Ability and sending her flying.  The Juggernaut rolled across the floor, her LP dropping to 25% from the single hit, and seemed to be struggling to rise to her feet. 

The riastorn screamed triumphantly and charged after the fallen dwarf, its free hand aiding its movement and giving it terrifying speed.  Before it could reach her, though, Aranos held up his hand and unleashed a Light Barrage that slammed into the monster’s face.  Although its piggy, little eyes probably couldn’t see well, they certainly saw that; the monster screeched and halted its charge, wrapping its free arm across its face to shield it from the light.  As it cowered back, blinded, Rhys moved forward and healed Mutroda. 

The dwarf charged forward, this time not stopping but slamming into the reeling giant.  Although she should have bounced off the towering monster, her armored form bowled the beast over, hurling it to its back on the cavern floor.  As it crashed to the ground, Geltheriel flickered into view, her sword lashing down and opening a great, jagged wound in its throat that bubbled and hissed from the acid on her blade.  The monster gurgled and tried to rise, but Mutroda jammed her halberd point into its chest and pressed, setting her feet.  Again, the monster’s Strength and mass should have sent the dwarf flying, but her feet didn’t budge as it thrashed and flailed, its arms crashing again and again against her shield. 

Aranos hit the monster with another Maelstrom Blast, bathing its face in mingled fire and acid, halting when Geltheriel appeared and slashed its throat once more.  Another gout of dark blood spurted from its neck, and its thrashing grew feebler as the bubbling acid kept the wound from closing.  The Shadedancer struck once more, her blade cutting deep into the creature’s throat and windpipe, and with a choked scream, the beast finally fell still.

Mutroda jerked her halberd free and turned to face Aranos.  “Mind burning this thing?” she asked.

“Can we not Harvest it?” Geltheriel asked.  “Its hide was tough and would make fine armor.”

“Not a good idea,” the dwarf shook her head.  “I told you, these things can come back from even a small chunk of flesh left behind.  You make armor out of its hide, and one day you’ll find yourself sharing that armor with this thing.”  She looked at Aranos again.  “If you burn everything, instead of using acid, the bones will be left behind.  We can Harvest those; they can be smelted down to produce fairly rare ores.  That’s all we can take, though.”

Aranos sighed and held up his hand.  “Should I burn the blood, too?”

“Can’t hurt,” she shrugged.  He obediently unleashed a Maelstrom Blast of Thermal mana and began bathing the massive corpse in a cone of intense, invisible heat.  Thick, greasy smoke rose from the corpse, and Aranos tried not to breathe too deeply as the fetid odor of the burning flesh filled the small cavern.

“The beast’s Knockback Ability caught us by surprise, Juggernaut,” Geltheriel noted as she watched the body being scorched away.  “Were you not aware that it could use such?”

“I’ve heard of it,” the dwarf frowned, rubbing the dent in the side of her armor.  “It’s usually only something the more powerful ones can do, though, level twenty or higher, I think.  The ones around here are supposed to be lower level than that, so I didn’t think about it.”  She shrugged.  “It was my mistake, and I take responsibility.”

“It was a mistake, but we survived it and learned from it,” Geltheriel smiled at the woman.  “However, just in case, are there any other advanced Abilities these possess at higher levels?”

“A stunning attack that they get at level 25,” the dwarf replied after a moment of thought.  “I’ve never seen it used, but my understanding is that they slam their weapon into the ground, and everyone nearby gets the Stunned debuff for a few seconds.”  She shook her head.  “That’s all I know of.  Still, we shouldn’t see anything that high level anytime soon.”

“You will learn not to say such things when traveling with the Liberator,” Rhys laughed gently at the woman as he placed Miwango down on the floor, allowing the oroloke to sniff around the cavern.  The small reptile hurried over to one wall and began to gnaw at an oddly colored patch of stone that Aranos recognized as a small vein of truesilver ore. “It seems that the gods have a way of punishing those who make such statements.”

“True enough,” Geltheriel grinned.  “If something is unlikely, improbable, or even impossible, it will happen to my Oathbinder.  You will soon see.”

The elves’ words turned out to be prophetic.  The riastorn they faced in the next cavern was larger than the first and slightly stronger, or at least it seemed that way to Aranos.  As they battled the creature, he kept his Inspection Skill active, tracking its LP damage.  As he’d suspected, once its status dropped to ‘Badly Wounded’, meaning it fell below half of its LP, it immediately roared, knocking the others back. Fortunately, Mutroda had been expecting the Ability this time, so the dwarf was able to keep her Immovable Ability active and block its follow-up blow.  Without her being knocked back, the party finished the creature off easily enough.

After that, Aranos gave the Warriors a warning when the creature’s LP were getting close to 50%, and the beast’s roar no longer took Geltheriel and Silma by surprise.  The two more agile fighters were able to jump clear the moment the creature raised its arms to roar, avoiding its attack, and recovered nearly instantly to bring it low.  By the time they’d killed the fourth riastorn, the beasts were posing less of a threat, and Aranos knew they’d start gaining less XP for them soon enough. 

The fifth giant gave the party a bit more trouble; after only a few seconds of combat, it surprised them all by lifting its club overhead and slamming it down onto the stone with a deafening crack.  A wave of force rolled out from it, and most of the party dropped to the ground with the Stunned debuff.  Only Aranos was able to ignore the effect, and he kept the thing’s attention while the others recovered by hitting it with a Nova Blast, blinding it for ten seconds, then nailing it in the face and chest with a Radiant Barrage.  He used his Forge Mana Spell to raise a series of metallic barriers in its path as it rushed forward, and the creature’s club shattered against the third such barrier. 

It flung the useless weapon aside and rushed at him, moving even faster now that it could use both hands, but before it could reach him, Mutroda slammed into its side, knocking it sprawling.  A moment later, Geltheriel and Silma appeared behind the beast, tearing open jagged wounds in its flesh, and the battle was rejoined.  Before attacking, though, Aranos took a moment to cast Shield Mind on the others; when the beast slammed its club into the ground again, several seconds later, the party shook off the attack and kept up their assault.  It let out its massive roar when it dropped to half health, as Aranos expected, but then it did it again when its status changed to “Gravely Wounded”.  Fortunately, the party was now being cautious with the beast, so Geltheriel and Silma had reacted the moment it flung its arms into the air, and they were able to bring it down without further difficulty.

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” Mutroda muttered as Aranos reduced the beast’s flesh to ashes and placed the scorched, metallic bones in his pack.  “I’ve been much farther down this tunnel, and I’ve never seen a riastorn of this high level.  If you hadn’t shrugged off the Stunned debuff, Wizard, at least one of us would probably be dead or very close to it right now.”

“I’m actually a Sorcerer, not a Wizard,” Aranos corrected, giving one of the small finger bones to Miwango.  It turned out, while the oroloke wouldn’t eat refined metals, it loved the riastorn bones and greedily crunched into the darkly gleaming digit.  “And I’m almost immune to debuffs like stuns or pain.”

“Useful,” the woman nodded.  “Is it something that can be learned?”

“It can, and we can work on it back in Antas,” he assured her.  “In any case, why do you think these things are suddenly so powerful?”

“I think it’s more that the high-level ones moved into this part of the Deeps,” Mutroda replied.  “I’ll bet they came in here, killed the weaker ones, and ate them.”

“Would the creatures truly devour their own?” Rhys asked in a slightly sick voice. 

Mutroda snorted.  “Their own kind are one of their most reliable food sources, elf.  Two riastorn can battle, eat chunks of each other until they’re sated, and walk away fully healed.  I’ve even heard that if one is hungry enough, it’ll take bites out of itself to stay alive.  These larger ones could probably kill and eat a weaker one without any difficulty.”

“Would that not leave the remains of the defeated, though?” Geltheriel asked.  “That would allow the weaker beast to eventually return as its regeneration regrew its body.”

“Mutroda’s right; two of them did fight in here,” Aranos said, eyeing the floor.  He hadn’t been using his Tracking Skill in this passage, because as the dwarf had said, there wasn’t much need for it.  The creatures weren’t hard to find, as they seemed to congregate along the river, and there was no way they would sneak up on the party.  “I can see the traces, now that I’m looking for them.  This one and a smaller one; when the battle was done, the big one dragged something to the river and dumped it in.  I’m guessing that was the remains of the one it defeated.”

He kept looking around the cavern with a frown.  “This one came from that tunnel over there,” he pointed toward a large opening that led away from the river.  “Not long ago, either; it’s hard to tell down here in the caves, but I’d guess within the last week.”

“Perhaps it was driven to the river by thirst and hunger,” Rhys suggested.

“That might be,” Aranos said slowly, still examining the room carefully.  “Except that it looks like seven others came this way before it did, all smaller than it.  Four of those went that way.”  He pointed to the tunnel they’d come from.  “The others went down the tunnel that follows the riverbed.”  He gestured to the path that they’d been intending to follow.”

“How do you do that?” Avalyn demanded, looking where he was pointing.  “All I see is rock.”

“If you wish to learn to Track, child, it can be taught,” Geltheriel told the girl.  “Yet know that it might be years before you have the Skill my Oathbinder possesses.”

“That doesn’t seem very fair,” the girl grumbled.

“Indeed, many have said something similar,” Rhys chuckled.  “And yet, the gods care nothing for fairness or its lack, little one.  Best to understand that truth now.”

“Sounds like something either stirred them up – or drove them out of the Deeps,” Mutroda observed grimly.  “In either case, I’d like to check it out, if that’s possible.  If there’s something down here causing trouble, I’d like to pass word to the Skollheld about it when we leave.”

“We can do that, but we’ll have to be cautious,” Aranos told the dwarf.  “Silma will scout ahead, so whatever did this won’t be able to surprise us.  And if it looks like it’s going to be too much for us to handle – or we go an hour without finding anything – we’ll turn back.”

“Fair enough,” the dwarf agreed.  “The Skollheld can always send a legion down here to deal with whatever it is.  If it’s powerful enough to chase a bunch of riastorn out of their homes, though, then it’s something that they need to know about – and bringing back that information will gain you reputation with the Skollheld, for sure.”

The party moved quietly and slowly through the corridor with Silma far to the front, moving in Stealth and allowing Aranos to see each cavern as they entered.  They encountered two more of the high-leveled riastorn, each larger than the last one they’d battled.  Aranos prepped the party with his Shield Mind Spell, though, and they were able to deal with each without much difficulty.  The encounters were time-consuming, since the monsters had huge LP pools, and the party had to deal with them carefully, but they gave out decent XP.  After the second, Silma leveled up again, bringing her to level 21, and Aranos was creeping up on level 13.

After that second encounter, though, the caverns were oddly empty and quiet.  Silma’s keen senses told Aranos that the riastorn had been living in these caves, but that they’d left some time ago.  As they progressed, he started to see signs of battle in the caverns; something large with a long tail, four legs, and extremely sharp claws had fought with the riastorn – and it looked like the riastorn had either fled or been devoured. 

At last, the tunnel opened into a huge cavern, one that had several large passages leading out of it in all directions.  The cavern was filled with stalactites and stalagmites, some of which had joined together to form crystalline pillars.  The walls gleamed with embedded crystals that radiated mana into the air, and the gurgling of water filled the cavern.  The air was heavy with an odd, musky scent that overpowered the wet stone odor that was omnipresent in the caves, and Aranos could see the tracks of the large, clawed creature moving all throughout the cave through Silma’s eyes.  Most of the tracks seemed to lead to a huge pile of stone that filled the center of the cavern, looking like a pile of stalactites that had crashed to the ground and been fused together by eons of dripping water.




Pack leader, the creature’s scent is very strong here,


 
Silma warned the group. 

 

It’s either hiding in the cavern somewhere, or it’s in one of the nearby tunnels.  Be very cautious entering.




“Silma says the creature’s close ahead,” he repeated to the others.  “There’s a huge cavern up ahead with lots of rock formations, and it’s either hiding in there or in one of the branching tunnels nearby.”

“The Demhallir,” Mutroda informed them.  “It’s a natural source of mana crystals and a valuable resource.”

“One might wonder how the dwarves could harvest such a resource with the riastorn occupying the tunnel,” Rhys said quietly.

“We clear the tunnels first,” she shrugged.  “We send a legion down this way and hold the cavern while our miners take what we need.”

“Why not simply place a fortification in the cavern?” Geltheriel asked curiously.  “Then, you could harvest as you wished without fear of the creatures.”

“Two reasons.  First, we don’t want to drive the creatures out.  They’re good training for our legions.  Second, the riastorn aren’t close to the most dangerous things down here, and it’s much harder to defend the Deeps than the Skollheld.”  She shrugged.  “Plus, we’ve been doing it this way for centuries, and it works, so there’s no need to change it.”

“There must be a lot of mana crystals there, then,” Aranos observed.  “I mean, if you’ve been mining them for centuries without using them all up.”

“So long as we don’t take all of them, it’s not an issue,” the woman shook her head.  “Mana is much denser down here in the Deeps than it is topside.  The crystals will naturally replace what we take if we’re just careful about it.”

“In any case, we must decide if we will enter this cavern or turn back,” Rhys interjected.  “Surely, possessing the location of our quarry is enough for the Skollheld, is it not?”

“It’ll help, but knowing what it is will be better,” Mutroda hedged.  “It’s up to you, though.  We could head back now if you’d like.”

Aranos thought for a moment.  “Let’s take a look at this cavern,” he finally decided.  “It’s hard to Track anything through Silma’s senses; maybe I can tell where this thing’s hiding if nothing else.”

The cavern appeared much as it had in Silma’s vision when the party slipped into it as quietly as possible.  Aranos’ gaze was drawn to the floor, where myriad traces of the creature’s passage showed him that it frequented this place regularly.  The creature seemed to move fluidly through the cave, slipping around the ubiquitous stone formations without breaking them, but not passing through them as one of the stone beasts might have done.  Most of the tracks seemed to lead toward the mound of stone in the center, and Aranos wondered if the beast might have hollowed that out to form a nest.



As he moved into the cavern, Aranos noticed the temperature starting to rise.  The caves were chill if not cold, but the deeper the party got into the cave, the warmer the air seemed to be. 

 

Maybe that rock pile was formed by some sort of volcanic eruption,


 
Aranos mused. 

 

If there’s still magma buried under there, that would probably warm the room up a bit. 






He walked the periphery of the room, eyeing the passages carved into the stone that all seemed to lead deeper into the earth.  The creature had gone down all of them more than once, but it looked like it had come back each time, as well. 

 

Which means it should be in this room,


 
he realized with a rising sense of anxiety. 

 

It’s either really well Camouflaged and hiding among the rock formations – in which case I think Silma probably would have detected it – or it’s buried in that pile of stone.  Maybe that’s its nest or den…




He crept toward the stone pile, activating his Lifesense Skill as he did.  Oddly enough, there was a fair bit of life surrounding him.  He could sense tiny creatures living in the pools of water that dotted the floor and moving through the stone beneath his feet.  Something moved swiftly just behind the nearby wall; Aranos could tell that it was large but nowhere near the size of the thing he was Tracking.  He frowned as he felt a touch of something at the edge of his range; there was something alive in that huge pile of stone.  He needed to be closer to get a better feel for it; he slipped forward cautiously, moving as slowly as possible.  There was something there; it was big, bigger than he’d thought at first.  The sense of its presence grew stronger as he closed to within thirty feet; a moment later, he stepped into range, and his eyes grew wide.



The pile of stone exploded into movement as he blasted a thought at the others. 

 

That’s not a pile of stone!  It’s the creature!


 
  He dove to the side as it rushed past him, clipping him in its charge and sending him flying across the room.  He quickly cast his Massless Flight Spell, but he was too slow to stop himself from crashing through a pair of stalagmites, shattering them like glass.  He rolled to his feet and shot into the air as the monster rushed below him, moving too quickly for him to get a good look at it.  He raced across the cavern, weaving around stalactites and pillars, hearing the scrabble of the beast’s claws as it charged after him. 



Suddenly, the monster roared, and Aranos spun to see Silma standing on top of it, her glowing fangs tearing at its hide.  For the first time, he got a good look at the beast and quickly activated his Inspection Skill.




Nurango






Beast






Unwounded




The nurango was thirty feet long, with a ten-foot tail that it held above the ground.  The top of its body was covered in armored hide that looked exactly like fused chunks of stone, but the bottom of it glowed a bright orange, and shimmers of heat radiated from below it.  It had four legs that moved like a lizard’s, each tipped with long claws, and it would have towered over Aranos if he were standing on the ground beside it.  Its head was triangular shaped like a viper’s, with a wide mouth and gaping nostrils, but it had no eyes at all, merely blank spaces where the orbs should have been.

The creature roared again and snapped its head around at Silma, its neck twisting almost 180 degrees in what looked like a bone-crushing fashion.  The fenrin vanished as the beast’s jaws snapped on empty air, and it turned back to face Aranos, opening its jaws wide.  The Sorcerer hurriedly brought up his Mage Shield just in time as a jet of flame poured from the beast’s mouth.  The flames smashed into the Shield, tearing at it and roaring around Aranos.  Sweat burst from his brow as the temperature shot up by several degrees, and he gasped as the flames sucked the air from his lungs.  He flew sideways, the fire tracking him for a brief moment before winking out.  Aranos sucked in a lungful of air almost blissfully and readied a pair of Kinetic Bullets. 

Before he could fire, though, Mutroda’s armored form slammed into the beast’s side, knocking it back a step.  The monster snapped its fearsome jaws at her, but the dwarfed leaped back, slamming her shield into its snout and diverting the blow.  “This is a jordrecki!” she screamed in a panicked voice.  “A deep drake!  We have to flee!”

Aranos hurled his two Kinetic Bullets at the creature just as Geltheriel appeared at its side.  Her blade clanged off the creature’s armor, but her shadow blade sank into its flesh with ease.  At the same moment, his Bullets dug into its armor and burst, showering the area with shards of broken stone.  The creature barely even flinched at the pair of attacks, though, keeping its focus completely on the dwarf before it.

Aranos hurriedly flew down to Mutroda and began to buff the dwarven woman.  He cast Greater Empowerment, splitting the buff between Strength and Agility; he had a feeling dodging the creature’s attacks was going to be more important than withstanding them.  His Strengthen Metal Spell sank into her armor and shield, boosting their Defense bonuses, and his Energy Weapon coated her halberd in a sheath of acid. 

The woman’s movements instantly grew lither and swifter, but the drake was still far faster.  Its teeth scraped across her armor, it twisted around her halberd strikes with ease, and her shield barely managed to deflect a claw that lashed out at her.  Fortunately, Rhys moved close to her, his Spells healing the damage she took as quickly as she took it.  Still, Aranos knew that the dwarf wasn’t going to last very long against the monster; they’d need to take it apart quickly. 



He flew back over the beast, hitting it with a Debilitation Spell aimed at its Agility.  The Spell wrapped around the creature but failed to sink into its flesh. 

 

Crap, it’s resistant to magic, too!  Mutroda might be right; we may need to run.




The beast roared in fury as it tore at the dwarf, its claws and teeth etching her shield and armor as they struck.  Geltheriel and Silma appeared at its sides, attacking its armored hide with blade and fang, but it shrugged off the assaults and bore down on the dwarf.  Aranos fired a Dust Blast at the beast’s back; the spray of tiny particles ate at the nurango’s armor but didn’t tear through it, seeming to partially deflect off its hide.  As Mutroda slowly gave ground to the monster, Aranos peppered its head and neck with Kinetic Bullets, shattering its armor but not touching its flesh. 

He felt a cold chill in his stomach as he realized that so far, their efforts hadn’t even wounded the creature.  Mutroda’s halberd was starting to flag as all her efforts were focused on defense, simply keeping herself alive as long as she could.  The creature seemed to sense her weakness; it jumped back, ignoring the blows that Aranos, Geltheriel, and Silma rained upon it, and opened its mouth wide.  Aranos quickly summoned an Earth Wall between the beast and the dwarf, and the barrier materialized just in time.

Instead of fire, a torrent of glowing, orange lava poured from the beast’s maw.  The molten rock splattered against his barrier, eating through it rapidly, but the bulwark held long enough for the dwarf to scramble out of the path of the creature’s breath weapon.  The nurango cut off the jet of lava and charged after the dwarf, who took its charge on her shield, but she hadn’t had a chance to set her feet yet and was hurled backward, crashing through a stone pillar and landing heavily on the ground.  She rolled to her feet, but the lizard smashed into her once again, knocking her onto her back, and slammed its claw onto her shield, pinning her in place.  Geltheriel appeared before it, slashing wildly at its snout, and Silma flickered into view on top of its back, her fangs tearing at the back of its neck, but the beast ignored the fenrin’s teeth and the Shadedancer’s shadowy strikes and opened its maw wide, lowering its head toward the struggling dwarf.

Panic spiked in Aranos as he realized that he was about to lose another companion.  Fear and anger burned in him, and he felt a deep upswelling of power rise from the depths below the river of his Enhanced mana.  “Geltheriel, Silma!  Get out of the way!” he roared as he swooped down and stood before the beast, both hands stretched out toward its body.  Terror for Mutroda and rage at the monster warred within him, demanding that he destroy the nurango, and he willingly obliged, reaching into the depths of himself and dragging up a wave of fire, shoving it through his channels and driving it out into the monster looming before him.

A jet of silver and golden fire exploded from his hands as he cast his Soulfire Blast for the first time.  The drake screamed in agony as the fire ignored its defenses and tore into it, diving down its open maw and spearing into its body.  Gouts of aureate flame and tendrils of argent power wrapped about the beast, ripping through its flesh and searing its very soul.  The creature’s body whipped and flailed, knocking the trapped Juggernaut across the floor and freeing her from its grip.  It turned as if to flee, but its body spasmed and quivered as the dreadful power tore through it.  The nurango took a single, staggering step, smoke pouring from its open maw, then collapsed to the floor, its body unmoving.



As the creature died, the flames roaring from Aranos’ hands flickered and vanished, and the Sorcerer collapsed to the ground, his body shaking and heaving.  His SP had dropped to 10%, his LP were down to 50%, and his Flight and Armor Spells both vanished as the Soulfire Blast stripped him of his Enhanced mana.  His muscles were quivering from the power that had passed through them, but Aranos glanced at his status and saw, thankfully, that he didn’t have any debuffs from the Spell. 

 

Of course, I also have basically no casting ability right now, which is worse than 90% of the debuffs I’ve suffered so far. 






He leaned back against a stalactite, ignoring the damp chill of the stone soaking into his back, and rested his head against the unyielding surface. 

 

That thing was almost too much for us,


 
he realized grimly. 

 

We couldn’t even hurt it; maybe if it had just been me, outside with lots of room, I’d have eventually been able to wear away its armor, but even then, my Soulfire Blast had to have done 45,000 LP damage to it – and it barely killed it!




As if reading his thoughts, Geltheriel came and sat next to him.  “That creature was very nearly our match, Oathbinder,” she said tiredly.  “I am down significantly in both SP and Stamina, the Juggernaut is badly wounded and also low on Stamina, and you have clearly depleted yourself.  Only Rhys and Silma are left in true fighting condition right now.”

Aranos grunted in agreement.  “You’re right.  That thing totally ambushed us.  Even Silma couldn’t tell that it wasn’t a pile of stone.”

“Perhaps we should have retreated,” Geltheriel suggested. 

“How?” Aranos asked wearily.  “If any of us had been able to get it off Mutroda, sure, we could have led it away from the party and let the rest escape, but we were trying to do that.  It basically ignored us.”

“Jordrecki are notoriously single-minded,” Mutroda spoke, walking slowly over to the pair, resting heavily on her halberd.  “They choose the target they think least likely to escape and focus on it until it’s dead, then they move to the next.”  She shook her head.  “My thanks for the rescue, Sorcerer.  By rights, I should be greeting the Stone right now.  That was some Spell you used.”

“And I’m paying for it,” he sighed.  “I could cast something simple right now, but nothing with Enhanced mana – which includes most of my Spells, I’m afraid – and I’m down to a bit over 10% of my SP at the moment.”

“Then I’m doubly in your debt,” the dwarf bowed.  “You sacrificed a lot to save me.  That means something, and I won’t forget it.”

“Well, hopefully I won’t have to do it again soon,” he smiled.  “I take it this thing is what drove the riastorn out of their homes?”

“I’m guessing,” the woman nodded.  “With its fire and lava Abilities, it could have easily killed them, and thanks to its armor, they probably couldn’t have hurt it.  They’re smart enough to know to run from something like that.”  She laughed.  “I wish we could have, to be honest.  That was the most scared I’ve been in my whole life.”

“What can you tell us about this creature?” Geltheriel asked curiously.  “You called it a ‘deep drake’, I believe.  While I have some knowledge of drakes, I have never heard of this one.”

“I can’t imagine why you would,” the dwarf chuckled.  “Honestly, I only know about them because as a Priestess of the Hearthstone, I had to study our histories, and there are tales of our legions battling these things.  The stories don’t tell much, but they mention that anything less than a full cohort – usually about a hundred Warriors – would flee from the things if they could.  I didn’t know they could breathe fire or lava, and I didn’t know that their armor was basically invulnerable.”

“They have a pretty high Magic Resistance, too,” Aranos offered.  “I’ve got a lot of bonuses to overcoming that Resistance, and I could barely affect it even with my armor piercing Spells.”

“It was a great victory, to be sure,” the dwarf grinned at them.  “When the Skollheld finds out that this thing was here and that we killed it – well, Sorcerer, it’ll gain you as much reputation with the clan as those smarsolm eggs did, if not more.”

“If you are up to it, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke, “I would like to see if we could Harvest the beast.  I am certain its hide would make for powerful armor, and its teeth and claws are certainly sharp enough to be used as weapons.”

Harvesting the nurango took the better part of an hour, even with Mutroda’s help.  It turned out the dwarf was Student-ranked in Harvesting, so Aranos and Geltheriel focused on removing the hide, while Mutroda cut out its claws and teeth.  Afterward, Aranos sliced into the creature, removing a pair of organs that radiated mana; one seemed to be filled with fire energy, the other earth, and Aranos assumed these were what allowed the monster to use its twin breath weapons.  Finally, he removed the head with no little effort and placed it in his pack, which seriously tested the limits of the container and noticeably added some weight to it.  Geltheriel had insisted, however.

“You have yet to take a trophy of your conquests for yourself, Oathbinder,” she told him.  “Adding such to your House or Treehome can bring bonuses to your followers.  I will show you how to do so when we return to Antas.”

Once they were done, Aranos pulled up a welcome green notification:
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Ascendant Level:


 
13





Current XP:


 
237,327/253,000




Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points




I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…





Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Level:


 
17





Current XP:


 
141,164/153,000




Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points




You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Rather than dumping his eight Stat points into Charisma, as he usually did, he put all of them into Wisdom, bringing the Stat closer to the 200 level.  When he was done, he pulled up his status, focusing only on his Stats:
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Abilities:





Str:


 
58 (98)    

 ​
 

Dex:


 
60 (100)    

 ​





Agil:


 
60 (100)  

 ​
 

End:


 
58 (98)





Int:


 
234 (279)  

 ​
 

Wis:


 
188 (233)

 ​





Per:  


 
61 (106)    

 

Cha:


 
226 (271)






LP:


 
3,470 /3,470

       

Regen:


 
257.1/s





SP:


 
48,382 /48,382

  

Regen:


 
257.1/s, 363.8/s meditating





Stamina:


 
N/A






Soul Points:


 
165



[image: ]


Three more levels would push his Wisdom up over 200; that should crank his SP up significantly – not that he really needed it – and would probably give him other bonuses to spellcasting.  Of course, once he got his Evolved Class, that might change, since he had no idea what Class choices he’d have or what bonuses each would give him.

While he’d worked, Avalyn had stayed at his side, keeping up a nearly constant barrage of questions.  “How do you fly like that?  Can I do it?  Why couldn’t you hurt it?  What was the Spell with all the flames?”



He’d answered what he could as best he could.  The questioning was a bit annoying, but he endured it; asking questions was part of learning, and if he was going to teach her, she’d need to be able to ask him what she didn’t know. 

 

If only there wasn’t so much she didn’t know,


 
he chuckled to himself silently.



Eventually, the girl ran out of steam and spent her time practicing her Spells, firing Mana Bolts at distant stalactites, asking Miwango to use his breath weapon against her armor, and practicing riding her Mana Shields.  When she accidentally caught Silma in her newly developed Entanglement Spell, though, Aranos ordered her to practice her Meditation, instead, which she sulkily did.

As he rested, waiting for his Enhanced mana to renew itself so he could replace his armor and use his Zone of Speed to get them back to the Skollheld quickly, he considered his future level-up.  For his Advanced Class, his choices had been pretty heavily expanded by his Titles and Perks; he assumed this would be even more the case for Evolved Classes.  That meant he needed to get as many Titles and Perks as he could before reaching level 15.  Those weren’t usually easy to get, but his Quest to discover all the Evolved Aspects offered a new Title as a reward.  That should just be a matter of sitting down in the Library in Antas or the House of Stars, learning what Evolved Aspects were possible, and working on them until he got them. 

He still had to get Neela and Radomil from the Mages’ College, as well; he could certainly ask for instruction from the Upper Schools in each Evolved Aspect while he was there.  It was easier for him to master a new Aspect when he saw it being used, after all, and if Dean Janaczek was correct and most of the Enhanced Aspects didn’t have that many Evolved ones attached to them, he might be able to get most of them down in a couple days, three on the outside.

The trip back to the Skollheld was swift and relatively uneventful.  Silma ranged ahead of them in Stealth this time, alerting them to dangers.  They encountered a handful of stone beasts and a few packs of eolmaddern, but now that Aranos was more worried about speed than developing solid party tactics, they blasted through these low-level creatures with ease.  A single Ravaging Burst would wipe out most of a pack of eolmaddern, allowing the others to mop up the survivors, and a critical hit with a Kinetic Bullet would kill most of the stone beasts or at least grievously wound them, making it a simple matter for any of the others to slaughter.  They even slowed a bit to let Glorferdir, Avalyn, and Miwango finish off some of the creatures; the trio were low-leveled enough that they got considerable XP from the relatively weak monsters, enough at least to level up once more each as they traveled.

When they passed back into the Skollheld, Mutroda led them over to a nearby building to the right of the huge gate, one that looked like it had been designed as a fortress itself.  It was long and low, with narrow, arched windows and a reinforced stone door.  As they entered, several male dwarves in full armor rose from a stone table where they sat, eating, and bowed to the Juggernaut.  One of them spoke respectfully in Dwarven, and Mutroda replied in the same language.  The man walked out of the room, and the others sat back down at the table, resuming their meal.

“Welcome to the Legion’s Barracks,” the dwarf woman told the others, guiding them to an empty building.  “This is the headquarters of the Cohort of the Deeps, the soldiers who defend the Deepgate against nearly daily attacks.  Come, we should eat while we can.  A soldier never passes a chance to grab a meal.”

“Indeed, as each may be their last,” Geltheriel smiled, sitting down and taking some food from the tray in the center.

“Exactly, elf.  Enjoy each day the best you can in case there’s no tomorrow.”  Mutroda grabbed an unattended stone mug and took a long drink from it.  Seeing the others’ glances, she indicated more mugs in the center of the table.  “It’s just water.  Go ahead and grab any of them; nothing here belongs to anyone in particular.  Everything is made by the Skollheld for the Skollheld, to be shared by all.”

One of the men grumbled something in Dwarven, but Mutroda just flashed him a look.  “These topsiders just spent the day in the Deeps, Negrulim.  They’ve earned their place here through battle, just as the rest of us did.”

The man gave the party a skeptical look, but he grunted once and returned to his meal, clearly not inclined to argue with the Priestess.  Aranos took several strips of meat and some of the vegetables he recognized from their breakfast that morning.  “Does everyone in the Skollheld share everything, then?” he asked curiously.  “No one owns anything?”

“Of course they do,” Mutroda laughed.  “My weapons and armor, for example, are mine alone.  The armor was fitted to me and is more heavily reinforced than normal plate, since I need the extra defense more than I need freedom of movement.  It wouldn’t suit anyone else, so it belongs to me.  Sometimes, it doesn’t make sense to share something with anyone else, so we don’t.  I’m not a smith, so I wouldn’t walk into a foundry and expect them to share their tools and workspace with me, and none of the smiths would walk in here and expect to be given weapons and armor – or food.  This meal is for those who defend the Skollheld against the Deeps, and today, that includes all of you.”

“A bold claim, Priestess,” a new, gruffer voice spoke.  “I assume you’ve got proof that these topsiders earned a place at our table?”  Aranos glanced over and saw a large dwarf wearing armor as heavy as Mutroda’s but glimmering with the purplish coating of deepsteel and bearing the only ornamentation Aranos had seen on dwarven armor, a silvery rune inlaid in the center of his breastplate.  His hair was black and pulled back into a tight braid, and a heavy warhammer hung from his belt. 

“Of course, Almen Rudim,” the woman bowed her head, turning to Aranos.  “Would you show him your trophy, Sorcerer?”

“Here?” Aranos asked, glancing around at the feasting dwarves.  “Won’t it ruin a few people’s meals?”

The large dwarf snorted.  “We’ve all seen things that would haunt your nightmares, topsider,” the man told him.  “And sometimes, we’ve eaten those things after we killed them.  You won’t bother anyone here with your eolmaddern heads or whatever.”

“If you say so,” Aranos shrugged, standing up and moving to an open space.  Despite what the dwarf said, he had a feeling depositing a six-foot-long, dripping, severed head in the middle of everyone’s food wouldn’t be appreciated.  He touched his pack and willed the skull to appear, placing his hand on the floor. 

The dwarves broke out in astonished murmurs as the deep drake’s head hit the floor with a soft thud.  They hadn’t been able to get the hide off its skull – the armored skin was simply too thick to easily cut through, and while they managed to cut it free from the large, flat places on the monster’s body, the head had too many folds and curves for them to take the hide without destroying it.  Its mouth was scorched from his Spell and a mangled mess of cut flesh and dark blood from where Mutroda had removed the teeth, and it dripped blood and other liquids from the severed stump, but it was otherwise in reasonably good condition. 

“A jordrecki,” the armored dwarf grunted, his slightly widened eyes the only indication of his surprise.  “A difficult kill, in the best of times.  Where did you encounter it?”

“The Demhallir,” Mutroda supplied.  “It had driven the riastorn into the shallower caves and taken up residence in the cavern.”

“I’m surprised the giants wounded it sufficiently enough to allow you to kill it,” the man shrugged.  “In any case, you’ve done us a favor, topsiders, by saving us the trouble of hunting it down.  My condolences for those you lost taking it.”

Mutroda drew herself up, rising to her feet, her face suddenly angry.  “Are you suggesting that I scavenged another’s kill, Almen?” she asked in a soft but dangerous voice.  “Or that I would claim a direly wounded beast as a trophy for myself or my companions?”

The dwarves fell silent, and Almen looked suddenly nervous. “Priestess, it takes a full cohort to bring down a jordrecki,” he said apologetically.  “Even battling a wounded one is a sign of bravery, and killing one no matter its condition is worthy of honor…”

“It wasn’t wounded when we found it,” Aranos said in a cold voice.  “I’ve got the Inspection Skill, and it tells me a target’s general health.  It had at least 90% of its LP when it attacked us.”

“The Sorcerer killed it himself, Almen,” Mutroda snapped.  “See the scorch marks in its mouth?  Jordrecki are immune to fire, but his Spell burned hot enough to roast it from the inside and kill it at once.”

“We possess its hide, if you would care to see it,” Geltheriel said in a voice that was deceptively mild; Aranos knew her well enough to see the outrage in her face.  “You will see that its armor was undamaged and hale when it died.”

Almen turned and looked cautiously at Aranos.  “You killed this beast with a single Spell?” he asked, his voice slightly awed.

“And he did it to save my life,” Mutroda added.  “I’d fallen, and his Spell kept me from being devoured by the beast.”  Her eyes flashed.  “And after that, you’re daring to insult us with your insinuations?  Is that the honor of an Almen of Skollheld Heill?”

“I – no,” the dwarf said with a grimace, his shoulders slumping slightly.  “No, it’s not.  You’re right, Priestess.  I made assumptions without asking questions, which even the youngest Warrior knows is foolish and short-sighted.” 

He turned to Aranos.  “You have our thanks, topsider,” the man bowed.  “A jordrecki lairing in the Demhallir could have been disastrous for the Skollheld, and the death of a Priestess is always a grievous blow.  You’ve saved many dwarven lives today, and for that, you have the respect of an Almen of Skollheld Heill.”

“Thank you, Almen,” Aranos bowed in return.  “I’m glad I could help protect your people, and I promise to do my best to protect Mutroda in our travels.”

Almen turned and spoke to the other Warriors in Dwarven, his voice strident and his tone one of command.  As one, the dwarves rose to their feet and bowed toward the party.  The armored dwarf turned back to face the Sorcerer again.  “Safe travels to you in the surface world, topsider.  Eat your fill; you and your party are always welcome at our table.”

The rest of the meal passed in peace.  Afterward, Mutroda led the party through the maze of passages to a gate that resembled the one they’d entered through, only much larger and broken up into numerous sections.

“This is the Framhil, the main gate into and out of the Skollheld,” the woman told them.  “It’s designed to survive even an assault from a Nightmare Beast; an entire invading army could attack it with every weapon and Spell they could imagine for a century and not bring it down.”

“It is truly impressive,” Rhys agreed, eyeing the sixty-foot-wide edifice.  “One might wonder how long it will take to raise and lower such a massive structure, though.”

“Don’t worry your little, green head, elf,” the Juggernaut laughed, pointing at a single section off to the side.  As Aranos watched, the six-foot-wide slab began to lift smoothly and easily, leaving the rest of the wall intact. “The gate’s sectional.  We can lift as many or as few pieces as we need, depending on how many are going in or out.  It’ll only take a few seconds for that bit to be high enough for even your tall skull to fit under.”

“Thank the gods,” Avalyn shuddered.  Mutroda looked at her curiously, and the girl blushed.  “I mean – I know this is your home, Mutroda, but all this stone?  It’s too much for me.  I feel like I’m being crushed beneath it.”

“Really?” the woman asked in surprise.  “I’ve always found the Stone’s embrace comforting.  To be honest, when I’m outside, everything feels too – too big, I guess.”  She shrugged.  “To each their own, right?”

“Yeah,” the girl nodded.  “Thanks.  I don’t want to seem rude or anything.”

Mutroda snorted.  “It’s not rude to say what you’re thinking, child,” she pointed out.  “It would be rude of me to tell you you’re wrong for thinking that way.  Just because I don’t agree with you doesn’t make how you feel any less valid.”

“I-I guess that makes sense, yeah.  I just – thanks for being understanding.”

“My pleasure.  Now, it looks like the gate’s high enough for us to head out.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “Where to?”

“To Stoneleague, first,” he said.  “Only briefly, though, before we head to Antas.  I want to get these portal arches up.  We’ve waited long enough, don’t you think, Geltheriel?”

“Indeed, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel agreed, placing her hand on his shoulder.  “Quite long enough, and it will be good to return home.”




Chapter 30


The journey back to Antas was simple and uneventful.  Aranos didn’t bother to linger in Stoneleague; he gave Silma and Glorferdir a couple hours to hunt, while he and Geltheriel raced back to the city at their best speed.  Thanks to his Zone of Speed, they made it back in a bit over an hour.  He’d sent Neela a message, and she was waiting for him when he arrived at the Mages’ College, looking a bit disgruntled.

“Sorry if I’m grouchy,” she said testily.  “I just got killed yesterday, and I’m a bit upset about it.”

“Adventuring is risky,” Geltheriel nodded.  “And yet, at least you are able to return from death.”

“It still hurts, and it knocked me back almost to the start of my level,” the Wizard grimaced.  “The worst part was, though, I wasn’t out adventuring.  I was here in the city, coming back to the College last night, and some bandits attacked me.  Is that what they’re called when they’re in the city?  It doesn’t matter; what’s frustrating is that for some reason, my magic wouldn’t work, and they killed me without my really being able to fight back much.  Totally unfair!”

Aranos eyed Geltheriel who nodded at him.  “I had something like that happen to me here, too,” he told the Wizard.  “Fortunately, it’s not an issue in Antas.  No thieves there that I know of.”

“Yet,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “Give it time, and they will come.”

“What are we waiting for?” Neela asked curiously.  “I’ve got everything I need…”

“You’re waiting for me, Student Neela,” Radomil’s voice spoke as the brown-haired dean exited the hidden entrance to the College and stepped into view.  “The Traveler’s agreed to let me study in his Library in exchange for my tutelage.”

“Oh,” the woman replied, blushing.  “Sorry, Dean Janeczek.  I didn’t know…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Radomil waved off her apology, turning to Aranos.  “Are we ready, Traveler?”

“As ready as we can be,” Aranos smiled.  “Let’s head to Antas.”

He sent a quick message to McBane, letting the Rogue know where they were going, and he got back an almost instant reply of, “Okay”.  Aranos assumed the man was still working his Quest for Malcolm, and either it wasn’t going well, or it was going great and the Giantbane was in the middle of something.  Aranos didn’t know, but he didn’t want to disturb McBane, either; if the man had needed help, he certainly would have asked for it.

The trip back to the party was far faster than the trip in had been.  Dean Janeczek cast a Spell when they left the city that rapidly boosted their movement rate, allowing them to move several times faster than Aranos’ Zone of Speed Spell.  The Sorcerer examined the construct as they traveled with disguised awe; somehow, the Spell was using Teleportation mana to jump them forward several times a second in short bursts that made it feel like Aranos was just taking exceptionally long strides.  He felt a touch dizzy by the time they made it back to the abandoned village, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as full teleports were for him. 

When they stepped through Aranos’ portal back to Antas, Aranos took Radomil, Neela, and Avalyn to the Library while the elves went to train and Silma and Glorferdir left the city to hunt.  “This is amazing,” Neela said as they passed one of the abandoned mage towers, staring up at the distant peak of the structure.  “What are those buildings?”

“I’m pretty sure the elves built them,” Aranos told her.  “They live in trees normally, so they’d probably have felt more comfortable up high.”  He glanced at the tower, studying it on his screen.  “This one was once a Tower of Alchemy; my guess is that the House of Evening had this its home in the city.”

“House of Evening?” the woman repeated.

“The elven version of the Alchemists’ Guild,” Radomil spoke up.  “Unlike humans, elves don’t have guilds.  They organize themselves by houses, instead.”  He glanced at Aranos.  “At least, so I’ve read.”  Aranos nodded, and the man sighed.  “Good.  It’s one thing to read about something, but it’s another to actually speak to someone who’s experienced it.  Not every author is as learned as they pretend to be.”

“Well, at least this time they got it right.  In any case, though, there are a bunch of these towers around the city.  I’ve reclaimed two: one for Enchanting, and one for Sorcerers.”

“Why haven’t I been there, then?” Avalyn asked with a touch of complaint.  “Shouldn’t I be learning there?”

“Because for the time being, there’s only one instructor, and I’m rarely in the tower myself,” he reminded her.  “However, it does make sense for you to have access to the building, and I can set you up in one of the student dormitories, there.  We’ll ask the Parmassae to make copies of what you’re studying, so you can keep up your training there.  The tower gives you bonuses to Spell crafting and training, and it’s a mana-rich zone.”

“Wait, they can make copies of works?” Radomil asked.  “I can have them do that?”



“No,

 

I


 
can have them do that, as the ruler of the city and thus the master of the Library,” Aranos chuckled.  “They won’t do it for you, sorry.  Of course, if you like something and want a copy, we can discuss that.”



“We can.  Let’s see how this Library stacks up to my imagination of it, first.”  He glanced at Neela.  “So far, I haven’t said anything, but I feel I’m required to ask: does Dean Rocherres know of your trip here, Student?”

“No,” the woman said softly.

“I see.  And were you intending to tell her that you’re leaving the College?”  Neela glanced at him, her face startled, but he shook his head.  “You’re not the first student to leave, girl.  I’ve seen the look before.”

“No, I wasn’t,” Neela admitted.  “I – I don’t like drama, and Dean Rocherres can be…intimidating.”  She took a deep breath.  “Plus, I’m pretty angry at her, and I don’t think talking to her would be a good idea.”

“Angry?  Can I ask why?”

“You should know,” the woman said bitterly.  “You were there to see it happen.  Dean Greghoff…”  Her voice trailed off, but the man nodded.

“Ah, I understand.  The mental probe.”  He shrugged.  “Honestly, I can’t blame you, in that case.”

“What?” Neela replied, clearly expecting an argument.

“It’s one of the few practices of the College I’d call unethical.  The idea that it’s okay to use Mind Spells on Students and Apprentices but not on Wizards, as if somehow only full Wizards are people and matter, is something I’ve argued long against.”  The man sighed.  “Unsuccessfully, I might add.  I’m not the only one who feels this way, but we’re a minority, I’m afraid.”

“Well, I’m not letting that happen to me again,” she said firmly.  “I – I just can’t.  I won’t.  I’m sorry.”

“As am I.  You have potential, and I’ve heard good things about you.”  He shrugged.  “You have to do what you feel is necessary, though.  Still, sending a message to Lucie about this wouldn’t be a bad idea.  Even if you never go back, perhaps knowing the reason you left will make her more interested in changing this policy for others.”

“I – I’ll think about it,” the woman said at last.  “You’re right; maybe knowing how much it upset me will make a difference.”

They traveled the rest of the way in relative silence.  Aranos smiled internally as the group stepped into the entry hall and were confronted by the massive face of the Parmassae; both of the Wizards reacted more or less the way he’d expected.  Neela yelped in surprise, while Radomil wanted to talk to the door warden and find out more about them.  The dean lost interest, though, once he saw the advanced form of Dimensional magic the Parmassae had used to craft their seamless portal into the building, and he totally tuned out the others the moment he got a chance to talk to the spectral librarians. 

“What should I do?” Neela asked nervously, her hand on Aranos’ arm so they could hear one another, looking at the waiting Parmassae anxiously.

“Just tell them what you’re looking for,” he assured her.  “They’re here to help you, nothing more.  Ask them about Stat training, or Air magic, or even Advanced Classes like the Storm Wizard one.  They might have one that’s even better than what you’re expecting.”

He left the Wizards to their research, set Avalyn to training and researching, and briefly inquired about any tomes the Library had regarding Evolved Aspects, Evocation magic, and the use of Invocation Spells.  The librarian was happy to provide him with a pair of books, and Aranos settled in himself for some research.

The book on Evolved Aspects was informative; the writer had gone into some detail about how each Enhanced Aspect could combine with Primary ones to produce Evolved effects and more or less what each Aspect did.  As it turned out, he had most of the Aspects unlocked already, but there were a few important ones he hadn’t figured out, and these he made careful note of.

He already knew that Mind mana could be used to craft illusions, for example, but apparently it could also be combined with Void energy to create the Oblivion Aspect, which could temporarily suppress an individual’s thoughts or memories.  Vital and Life mana could be used to animate objects, granting them temporary life, while Vital and Void mana unlocked the power of Decay, which would rot anything it touched.  Spirit mana could combine with the various Elemental Aspects to conjure beings composed of that element, and it turned out that Spatial and Lightning mana created magnetic effects.

Aranos jotted down copious notes as he read, even writing down Spell ideas as they occurred to him.  He didn’t know if he’d need most of these Aspects, in all honesty – Animation and Conjuration, for example, would only be useful if he didn’t have a party to back him up, or maybe to create guardians to watch a location while he was gone – but some of them he was eager to try out.  Domination and Void mana were an interesting combination that created an Aspect called Liberation, which he thought would work to free any Summoned creatures he might face dealing with someone like Lily, while Astral and Void energies would generate a Null mana field that would shut down spellcasting within its area.

The book on Evocation and Invocation magic was, honestly, a bit less helpful.  The tome went into detail about the dangers of using those magics, including stories of Wizards who’d called beings too powerful for them to contain or summoned more energy than they could safely channel.  It detailed how to create more effective warding circles using either an opposing Aspect to the creature being called or some substance inimical to its nature.  It even warned never to use Evocation Spells in populated areas and to always have someone nearby ready to banish whatever was called if the caster was slain.

What it didn’t have was instructions on how to channel power from specific creatures or creature types.  It spoke in general terms about how different materials could be aligned to specific Aspects, and how more inherently valuable or rare items would generally draw more powerful creatures.  Unfortunately, it didn’t tell Aranos was what types of creatures could be called upon, how much power could be safely drawn, and what the risks of forced Evolution truly were. 

He closed the book with a sigh.  He’d probably finish developing his Invocation Spell, but he doubted he’d use it much with that much uncertainty attached to it.  He didn’t really want a second Evolution if he could avoid it; he was pretty happy with his current one.  It might be useful as a last-ditch resort, something he used to save his life or that of one of his party members, but it certainly wouldn’t be a common buffing Spell.

While he didn’t get all the information he wanted, he did get something from his research:
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Skill Boost:


 
Arcane Lore has gained a Level!





New Rank:


 
Expert 1






Expert Ranked Ability:


 
Identify items up to Exotic rarity without needing a check.  Opposed Checks versus magical effects or extraplanar creatures receive a bonus equal to half this Skill’s rank (rounded down).
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He left the Library and returned to the Hall of High Enchantment.  He didn’t bother trying to open the door to the next level this time; he was fairly certain it wouldn’t budge until he reached the Master rank, which was still a long way away for him.  Instead, he went to a workstation that he’d rarely bothered with and stood before the cold forge.

Heating it was simple enough; he used his Forge Mana Spell and a hefty chunk of SP to fill the forge with a permanent layer of Radiant mana.  Heat immediately began to well from the forge; and in just a moment, the hearth was glowing a brilliant, cherry-red.

He cleaned off the dusty anvil and tools with a blast of Air mana, then removed a pair of old, shoddy blades he’d taken from fallen urukkai from his pack.  It took him a while to heat the blades up to prepare them to be turned to an ingot, but when it was done, he discovered something: it was vastly simpler to convert the ingot from low steel to truesilver while it was hot than when it was cold.  He supposed that made sense; hot metal was more malleable and ductile, so adjusting the crystalline lattice within it was also simpler. 

He reheated the ingot and began to hammer it out, channeling mana as he did and driving the energy into the metal as it was flattened.  He carefully shaped the metal, creating the anchor point he wanted and weaving Kinetic, Acid, and Metal energies into the forming blade.  He honed his intent with the hammer, knowing that he was going to be trying to Enchant the weapon even further and designing it with that very thought in mind.  Finally, he held up his finished piece, a halberd blade for Mutroda that would hopefully augment her abilities.

When the weapon was quenched, tempered, and polished, he took it to the Enchanting table and began to carefully carve his runes into it.  He took his time and filled the etchings with auril, to channel the power more effectively.  He wrote runes of sharpness, of armor penetration, and of improved attack, each of these crafted of smaller runes that defined those qualities more precisely.  When he was finished, he began to layer his Enchantments on the blade.

This time, he started at the bottom rather than the top, building the deepest layer first.  He spiraled that layer into the next, then created a final, top layer that circled around and spun back down into the deepest part of the blade.  When he was finished, rather than adding power to the entire structure, he simply trickled ten SP into the Enchantments, following the flows of energy.

The power spiraled through the blade, looping and whirling through the Enchantment layers, just as he’d intended, spinning through them and back to the top, where it began the cycle once more – only this time, with double the SP Aranos had placed in it.  He quickly drained the energy from the blade before it could spiral out of control, then went back to the start of his Enchantments and checked them more carefully.




There,


 
he realized as he followed the path that a strand of energy would take. 

 

That initiation point takes the energy and sends it down into the Enchantments.  That’s great, but when there are multiple layers, the energy keeps cycling through that spot, and it keeps drawing more and more mana from the air.  It’s like I created an endless, exponential loop; no wonder it was overheating or exploding!




It took him twenty more minutes to work out how to loop the power through the activation site only once, without it cycling endlessly in a spiral of destruction.  Finally, though, he wound another strand of ten SP into the Enchantment and watched it with his senses as it spun and looped through his Enchantments.  Over and over it whirled, gradually losing energy since the power wasn’t sufficient to energize the Enchantments.  Eventually, the mana vanished – but the Enchantments still hung there, waiting to be fully powered.

He set three studs of hauratite in the long socket of the halberd, layering each with a protective shell of truesilver to keep it from incidental damage.  He charged each stud with a couple hundred SP, then cautiously connected the mana sinks to the initiation runes that would set the whole process in motion.  The blade flexed and shuddered as power rolled through it, filling the runes and spiraling through his Enchantments, but after several, long moments where Aranos thought it was going to explode once more, the blade settled and lay still, the runes gleaming and the Enchantments pulsing brightly within the blade.

Aranos almost crowed with excitement as he gently lifted the blade and examined his new notification:
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Crafting Success!





You have crafted: Orkmal Halberd Blade






High Enchanting Success!





You have crafted: Halberd of the Juggernaut






Type:


 
Two-handed Weapon Component





Quality:


 
Masterwork





Rarity:


 
Exceptional






Effects:


 
Attack +66, Damage +165%, Armor Penetration +66, Acid damage +33, Taunt +82%, Stamina Drain – Drains Stamina equal to 10% of damage on each hit, Mana Absorption – Drains 66 SP of mana from a Spell or effect on contact, Boost Attack Speed +165% for 30 seconds






Activated Item:


 
Stamina Drain, Mana Absorption each drain 1 charge per use, Speed Boost drains 2 charges per use





Charges:


 
600
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I did it!


 
he exulted silently, staring at the gleaming, gray, orkmal halberd blade. 

 

I made a multi-layered Enchantment!  And it didn’t blow up on me!




The blade wasn’t the best thing he’d made, but it was certainly one of the better ones.  More importantly, though, it was his proof of concept; it was possible for him to create the multilayered Enchantments he’d need to repair the Arcane Doors.  He’d need practice, of course, and he’d probably have to get his High Enchantment Skill to the Master rank from where it currently sat at – he glanced at his status – Expert 4.  That was just a matter of time and effort, though, which meant he’d get there soon enough.




In fact,


 
he decided,

 

I might as well put in some effort right now.  If I’m going to open a portal to Eredain, I’ll need to have some things for both Faraine and Ilmadia, anyway, and right now I don’t have much for either of them.




He pulled out more of the shoddy swords and set to work, reducing them to ingots of truesilver and forging them into various items.  Some of these he simply imbued with Enchantments using his Truesmithing Skill – those were the ones he’d be giving to Faraine – while others he set aside to be Enchanted, creating items for his party.  As he worked, he experimented a bit, channeling different Aspects into the metal to see what effects they might have. 

As far as he could tell, imbuing the truesilver with Primary mana only gave it Enchantments related to the Aspect.  The metal itself didn’t change, no matter how much energy he poured into it.  When he began working Soul energy into an ingot of truesilver, though, the metal grew shinier, smoother, and harder, taking on a silvery glow that made it simply seem like – more.  He hammered it into a full cuirass, slowly molding Restorative mana into the armor to boost the wearer’s Physical Stats.  He did the same with more ingots, gradually forging a full suit of Truesmithed armor, one that he could tell was nearly as hard as deepsteel and much, much lighter.

His other successful experiment involved crafting Mind mana into the metal, creating a dark grey helmet that was a bit softer and lighter than truesilver but that radiated the Mind Aspect in Aranos’ senses.  It seemed that only Enhanced mana would combine with metal to create something new, which Aranos supposed made sense.  After all, the metal he was hammering on was nothing but a composition of Primary mana itself; adding more Primary mana to it wouldn’t change its nature fundamentally.  Combining Enhanced and Primary mana, though, created Evolved Aspects, at least magically speaking; it followed that mixing Enhanced mana with Metal mana would create Evolved materials.

When he was at last finished, he sat down with the items he’d set aside and spent more time Enchanting them.  He tried etching a second subset of runes into the living steel halberd shaft he’d forged, but his Dexterity and Perception simply weren’t up to the task – at least, not until it occurred to him to drop his Charisma to 10 and split the points between his Dexterity and Perception.  That pushed each over 200 temporarily, and suddenly etching the tinier set of runes was no more difficult for him than creating the first subset had been.  He managed to get four layers of Enchantments on the breastplate he’d forged but only three on the others; even so, that boosted his Enchantments significantly, and he examined the finished products with pride:
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Through a special action, you’ve gained:



Str +2




Dex +1




End +2
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High Enchantment Success!





You have crafted the following:




Armor of the Juggernaut





Type:


 
Heavy Armor (Plate)





Quality:


 
Excellent





Rarity:


 
Exceptional





Material:


 
Nayasene






Effects:


 
Defense +178, Damage Resistance +33%, Reduces armor piercing effects by 50%, all Physical Stats +12, improves Immovability Ability by +66%, improves Unstoppable Ability by +66%, Stamina regen +66%, Autofit – will automatically shape itself to fit any wearer between 4’ and 7’ in height.




Helm of Mind Shielding





Type:


 
Helmet





Quality:


 
Excellent





Rarity:


 
Exceptional





Material:


 
Simarene






Effects:


 
Defense +48, Critical hit resistance +48%, Perception +16, Mental Resistance +48, Elemental Resistance +48%, Reduces mind-affecting debuffs by 48%




Juggernaut Halberd Shaft





Type:


 
Two-handed Weapon Component





Quality:


 
Excellent





Rarity:


 
Exceptional





Material:


 
Living steel






Effects:


 
Attack +24, Parry +48, Strength +16, Critical hit +24%, Self-repairing 0.24%



…
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Some time with the crafting book Ilmadia had given him told Aranos that the two new metals he’d created were nayasene, or greatsteel, and simarene, or psi-silver.  Greatsteel was simply an Enhanced version of truesilver; it was harder, lighter, and boosted any Enchantments placed on it significantly.  Ps-silver was softer than the material it was made from, but its armor bonuses applied against mental attacks – which usually ignored armor – and when used in a weapon, it had superior armor piercing bonuses.

He’d also crafted gear for Avalyn and Neela.  The girl was getting an amulet, bracelet, and pair of rings.  These would boost her Spell Power, casting speed, SP regen, and Spell crafting speed as well as improving her Int, Wis, and Agil.  The armband also let her cast a weaker version of his Mage Shield, while the necklace boosted her Sorcerous Armor Spell – her Spell was apparently different enough from his to have its own name.  He hoped that the improvements to her Defense would help her survive in combat without his using his SP to shield her – at least, not as much.

Neela got a similar set of gear, although he boosted her Air and Lightning magic rather than her Spell crafting, for obvious reasons.  He also forged a simarene circlet for her that improved her Mental Resistance significantly and allowed her to activate a version of his Shield Mind Spell to enhance that resistance at will.  He knew she’d been freaked out by the invasion of her thoughts, and he hoped that having some sort of defense against that would make her feel better.

His smithing had apparently counted as training for his Strength, Dexterity, and Endurance – probably because thanks to his nearly endless Stamina/SP pool, he never had to stop and could work his body far beyond what he should have been able to.  That gave him an idea for using the training crystals that he wanted to try; rather than working himself to exhaustion over and over, he wanted to see if he could keep himself in a constant state of exertion, where he was just barely staying above Mana Depletion, to see if the lack of rests would give him better results.

He placed his finished items in his pack and headed out to Saphielle’s Square, where the Avenger’s tree dominated the landscape.  He walked a circle twenty feet in diameter starting at the tree; every ten feet or so, he bored a hole in the stone a foot wide and dropped a sliver of oilarie wood into the circle of bare earth.  Once he was done, he channeled Vital and Life mana into each sliver, pouring a thousand SP into every one.  The small chunks of wood shivered at the touch of his magic and erupted from the ground, plunging roots down into the earth and sending a slender, coppery, rune-inscribed trunk reaching seven feet or so toward the sky.  Slim branches bearing golden, glowing needles reached out of the saplings, bathing the square in a sunny radiance that melded with the light dripping from Saphielle’s tree and lit the area in a cool, gentle glow.

He allowed his SP to restore itself and studied the blueprint the Priestess had given him.  It was for a Great Portal, which from the looks of it was an advanced version of the basic portal arch.  It would be ten feet wide and fifteen feet tall, crafted of rare stone and ore, inlaid with crystals – and it would be very costly to create, both in materials and energy.  He could also use the blueprint to make a lesser portal arch, but when he examined the description of the Great Portal, he knew he had to build it:
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Great Portal






Enchanted Structure




This is an advanced form of the basic Portal Arch, allowing greater but less frequent travel between distant lands.




Rarity:


 
Exotic





Upkeep:


 
3 Energy / day





Benefits:


 
The great portal can be used to link to any valid portal arch or great portal, allowing instantaneous transit between these locations.  Initiating the portal requires 50% of a city’s Energy reserves.  Once activated, it remains active for one hour, during which time unlimited two-way travel between these points is possible.  After activation, the Great Portal can’t be linked to the same location again for 7 days or any location for 48 hours.






Requirements:


 
Stone 2,000, Ore 1,000, Crystal 750, Mana 36,000
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So, it’s better than a portal arch, but not a replacement for an Arcane Door,


 
he realized. 

 

At best, I can link to three locations per week, and I can only link to an individual city once per week.  It’ll have to be well-organized and planned; anyone wanting to cross will have to be waiting for the portal to open and will either have to find their own way back or wait a week for the portal to reopen to return. 




The big issue was that he didn’t have the required materials to create the Great Portal.  That, though, was a problem that could be overcome; at least, so he hoped.  Holding the blueprint, he walked to the center of the circle he’d laid.  This was going to be where his portal arch stood, and that meant he needed it to be as secure against the Darkness as possible.  The dwarven High Priestess had been right – any portal into his city was a breach in his defenses.  Morx’ reaction to his guesses about the Arcane Doors showed that to be the case; the doors were a way for the dark god to reach subtly into a city and influence its inhabitants.  Aranos assumed the god could do something similar with a portal arch, so he needed to protect it as best as he could. 

He could have put it outside the city, of course.  The watchtower he and his party had Redeemed when they first came to Antas would make an excellent spot for such a portal.  However, he knew that an army was probably going to be marching soon from Cendarta, and it was a toss-up where it might go.  If the urukkai were making their own decisions, they’d probably head to Haerobel; he was sure that city hadn’t recovered yet from Lythienne’s occupation of it, and its defenses were probably the weakest of any city in the Elven Realms.  If they just wanted blood, they’d march on Eredain, the closest city with an actual populace, although the Stronghold could probably defend against a siege for a long time. 

However, if Morx was running the show, even from behind the scenes, Aranos was certain that an army would be heading his way sooner rather than later.  That meant that a portal outside the walls would have to be defended, splitting his forces, or abandoned, meaning that he couldn’t use it to resupply or reinforce his defenders.  Even then, the energy demands of the portal would make it of limited utility, but anything would help. 

He needed the portal to be safe, and he needed it to be here, in the city.  The oilairie would help protect it, to be sure – the pollen from five trees would hopefully create an overlapping area that would be deadly to practically any Shadowborn – but he needed something that would hold back even a presence as potent as the Lord of Nightmares.  He needed the spot to be Redeemed.

Golden fire erupted from him, responding to his need and his desire.  It filled the circle he’d made with the oilairie, wrapped about the trees, and caressed Saphielle’s tree almost lovingly.  It poured into the blueprint he held, racing through it and down into the earth.  The stone trembled as two smooth, marble spears suddenly burst from the flagstones, each spear perfectly smooth, a few inches in diameter with a blunt, rounded point.  The spears pushed upward from the ground, arching toward one another as they did, the two points meeting high overhead and melding into a large disc of stone.  Vines of gold and silver fire wrapped around the arch, leaving behind gleaming traceries of polished metal, and swirls of prismatic flame burst from the structure, condensing into small, glittering crystals of various colors.

The fire died away at last, leaving Aranos feeling drained as he sunk to the ground and stared up at the shimmering arch before him.  As he’d hoped, the Needed Reclamation Spell had followed his desires and constructed the arch.  When he pulled up the structure’s description now, he realized with a grin that its creation was within his reach:

[image: ]





Great Portal






Enchanted Structure




This is an advanced form of the basic Portal Arch, allowing greater but less frequent travel between distant lands.




Rarity:


 
Exotic





Upkeep:


 
3 Energy / day





Benefits:


 
The great portal can be used to link to any valid portal arch or great portal, allowing instantaneous transit between these locations.  Initiating the portal requires 50% of a city’s Energy reserves.  Once activated, it remains active for one hour, during which time unlimited two-way travel between these points is possible.  After activation, the Great Portal can’t be linked to the same location again for 7 days or any location for 48 hours.






Requirements:


 
Stone 500 (1,500 waived), Ore 250 (750 waived), Crystal 188 (562 waived), Mana 36,000



Do you wish to build this structure? (Yes/No)
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Spell Boost!





Needed Reclamation has gained a level!





New Rank:


 
Student 1






Student Level Ability:


 
This Spell can be used to fashion part or all of an unbuilt structure’s physical features.  The caster must have the blueprint for this structure in hand at the time of casting.  The amount of the structure completed varies by its Rarity: Rare or more common buildings can be completely built by this Spell, Exotic structures are 75% completed, Exceptionally rare structures are 50% completed, Legendary structures are only 25%, and Mythical structures can’t be replicated with this Spell.  Structures built in this mana must still be activated normally and may require mana or energy components.
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Aranos waited until his SP had regenerated before choosing ‘Yes’, and the arch before him seemed to shimmer as it thickened, swelling by a couple of inches at the base.  The traceries of metal on its surface wove about in an even more elaborate pattern, and the tiny crystals embedded throughout began to flicker and burn with an inner flame.  He gritted his teeth as the majority of his mana was yanked from him to fuel the portal’s activation, burning through his channels like molten lava.  The energy spiraled up the arch, following the pattern of the inlays upon it, filling the gems so that they burned with an opalescent fire, and condensing into the flat disc of marble at the peak of the arch.  At last, the power drain cut off, and Aranos sighed with relief as the portal stabilized before him.

He walked wonderingly over to the arch and touched it; instantly, a warning flashed in his mind.
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You have no other portals with which to link this structure!






Activating it will still drain 50% of your city’s Energy (currently 2,500 Energy).






If the portal remains unlinked, it can be still reactivated within 48 hours.





Do you wish to activate this portal? (Yes/No)
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He stared at the red warning for several, long moments.  While creating the Great Portal was exciting, it didn’t really push forward the Cleansing Quest.  Any city ruler with the blueprints could create a portal; he needed to create a

 

permanent


 
one.  Fashioning these arches was just another step; he had to figure out how to make one last forever without collapsing, and really, he didn’t even know how one of these portals worked in the first place. 

 

How does it turn energy into Dimensional mana?  How does it link to the target portal?  Why are these things inherently unstable and prone to collapse?  Why can’t one be made permanent?






There was still so much to do, and sometimes he felt as though everything he did only brought him a step closer and two steps back from his goals.  He’d achieved a great deal, but in some ways, he felt no closer to completing his Quest than he had when he’d first started. 

 

If I can’t get a regular portal to last forever,


 
he thought bitterly,

 

then how can I expect to fix the Arcane Doors?  Am I really on the right path, or am I just wasting my time on all this?




He forced his mind away from those frustrating thoughts.  Worrying wasn’t going to solve anything.  If he was going to push the Quest forward, he needed to learn how a portal arch worked – and the best way to do that was to study one.  With a sigh and a deep breath, he selected ‘Yes’ and winced as 2,500 energy was drained from his Tree-heart.

The giant archway shimmered as a silver light filled it, but Aranos didn’t notice.  The moment he’d activated the portal, he’d tuned his Mana Sight to detect Dimensional energy, blurring his vision of the mundane world.  The portal blazed with power in his sight, and he squinted against the glare, instead turning his gaze and Sense Mana Skill both toward the arch itself.  He could see mana pouring into it, being funneled through the metal tracery, pooling in some gems and being drained from others in what seemed like a random fashion. 

It didn’t make sense, but he didn’t really expect it to at first.  He sat down before the gleaming arch, his senses attuned to it, his mind struggling to interpret the patterns of mana.  He let his thoughts drift, trying to take in the entire matrix at once, allowing his mind to process it without conscious direction. 

How long he sat there, his mind in a daze, he wasn’t sure.  The energy flickered and swirled almost chaotically through the arch, in a pattern that seemed very close to random – but not quite.  As his mind took in the whirling, spinning vortices of power, the pattern suddenly clicked in his head.  He could see it; he watched the energy being drawn not from the air but from the pulsing field of energy the Heart laid across the city.  He felt it being drawn into the matrices, sensed it being split into its component aspects, the excess power lost to waste. 




That’s just unnecessary,


 
he thought grimly, reaching out with his High Mastery Ability and adjusting those flows.  There was no need for the excess power to be radiated to the atmosphere; it could be recirculated and reused.  He shifted it the same way he altered his High Enchantments, guiding the power back into the initial flows, recycling as much energy as he could.



The strands of Dimensional mana spun up to the top of the arch and dripped down almost like a waterfall, filling the empty space.  Right now, they had nowhere to go, but with the proper anchor – another, linked portal, for example – the tendrils of mana would be spiraling into the center and plunging into the fabric of space.  It was a remarkably stable arrangement – but not as stable as it could be.  Aranos felt the unsteady flickers of Spatial mana, the quantum-like shifts that threatened to destabilize the whole, and he knew that eventually, those infinitesimal instabilities would grow exponentially, tearing apart the entire system.



His mind sank deeper into the power matrix.  It was a dual layered Enchantment; the top layer directed the mana into the archway, while the second layer refined and reinforced the energy flows. 

 

Not bad, but it could be better.




He channeled more of the wasted power through the arch, adding a third layer of Enchantments, one that even more precisely defined the flows of Dimensional mana.  When that was done, he reached deeper and laboriously fashioned a fourth layer, then a fifth.  The level of control he needed to build that last level was absurd, and only after he shifted most of his Charisma into his Wisdom and Intelligence, boosting both over 300, was he able to fashion that final layer.  He might have tried for a sixth, but he doubted he’d be able to do it; every layer increased the portal’s stability exponentially, but it also required exponentially more control and precision.

His mind flitted through the metallic tracings, recognizing them as runeforms at last.  He broke them down, one by one, defining each more fully with a series of looping, swirling sub-runes, then breaking those down even further as well.  The runes channeled the power for the Enchantments, and the more perfectly he could make them, the more precisely he could define them, the more efficiently that power would travel.  Even with his Perception and Dexterity boosted by his Charisma, though, three sets of runes were all he could manage.

At last, mentally exhausted, he withdrew his mind from the portal, noting that his SP hovered below 25%.  He pumped his Charisma into his Wisdom, boosting his SP regen, and turned off his Mana Sight.  In his normal vision, the archway seemed filled with a smooth sheet of gray light, one that lacked the odd swirls and shimmers such portals usually seemed to contain.  To Aranos’ magical senses, the flows of Dimensional energy felt incredibly calm, without a hint of turbulence, although he was certain there was still some there, hidden below the threshold of his senses.

A notification was blinking in his vision, and he tiredly pulled it up:
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Building Evolution!





Your Great Portal has become a High Portal!






High Portal






Enchanted Structure





A High Portal creates a permanent, targetable doorway to other linked portals.






Rarity:


 
Exceptional





Upkeep:


 
3 Energy / day





Benefits:


 
The high portal can be used to link to any valid portal arch, great portal, or high portal, allowing instantaneous transit between these locations.  Connecting the portal requires 10% of the city’s energy reserves; maintaining it requires 3% of these reserves per hour.  Once the connection is severed, the high portal can’t reconnect to the same portal for 7 days; however, it can freely connect to other portals with no delay.
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Cleansing Quest Updated: A Door Between Realms





Quest Objective:


 
Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality.





Difficulty:


 
S





Reward:


 
+50,000 XP, New Title, Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to complete any objective within the time limit, Geltheriel dies




Second Objective: Discover the Hidden Secret of Portals





Objective:


 
Learn how to build a permanent portal without chance of failure.





Objective:


 
Maintain a permanent portal for 24 hours.





Difficulty:


 
S





Reward:


 
+25,000 XP, Title, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to maintain a permanent portal for 24 hours, Geltheriel dies





Failure Penalty:


 
-25,000 XP
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Aranos sighed in relief as he rose to his feet and began trudging back toward the Tower of Grand Sorcery.  The Quest had updated, which was a huge weight off his mind.  The difficulty had gone up, which combined with the new objective of keeping the portal open for 24 hours was somewhat foreboding, but the fact that he’d managed to move it forward was an excellent sign.  He’d been worried that he was on the wrong track toward completing the Quest; perhaps he’d missed something, some detail that he’d ignored or hadn’t picked up but that was crucial to completing the Quest.  With everything he’d been trying to juggle, it would have been easy to overlook or forget something important…

He froze as he suddenly realized that he had, in fact, forgotten something rather important.


Phil.




Aranos swore and halted, starting to cast his Farsight Spell.  He’d totally forgotten to pass the message to Phil about Lily being in Northmoor. 

 

It should be fine,


 
he assured himself as he wove the strands of Dimensional and Light mana. 

 

They’re still two days from the city, at least, so they’ll have time to either turn back or at least prepare themselves. 


 
The power he’d gathered spun in the air, spreading into a circular disc that would soon become a window in space.  Suddenly, the disc pulsed and seemed to collapse inward; at the same moment, a flashing, red notification popped up in his vision:
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Warning!


The player you are attempting to target with your Spell is not currently a valid target.

Spell Failed!  Mana Backlash: 30s (Reduced to 0s by Fortitude Skill)
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“Not a valid target?” he repeated aloud.  “But – how is that possible?  Unless…”
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Happily enough, Martina’s hunch had been correct.  The High Roads were free of urukkai patrols, and Phil and the party made much better time as they raced toward Northmoor.  Of course, the Roads weren’t safe; urukkai weren’t even close to the most dangerous things on the Road, and they fought their share of battles.  However, during the day, those were relatively infrequent and not beyond their abilities to handle.

Night would be a different story, of course.  As powerful as they’d become, Phil knew that the party wouldn’t survive a night traveling the High Roads.  Monsters of terrible power roamed the highways once the sun fell.  He’d seen huge urukkai patrols obliterated in seconds by things he could barely describe, tentacled horrors from some Lovecraftian nightmare or dark beasts that made Silma look tiny and insignificant.

Fortunately for them, without the urukkai presence, the Waystations were only inhabited by disorganized mobs of creatures.  Taking the towers from the intelligent, orc-like humanoids was hard primarily because the defenders knew how to use the shelter of the tower to best effect.  The giant spiders that infested the first tower simply attacked them mindlessly, swarming the party until they were all dead.  It hadn’t been an easy battle, since the spiders could rappel down the side of the building and were hitting them from all sides, but it hadn’t been too difficult, either.  Phil had to use the sword Aranos had given him and its Fire Blade power to clear away the cobwebs that remained, but once they’d claimed the building, they’d at least had a safe space to sleep that night while the madness of the High Road at night raged below them.



The next morning, they set out early and made equally good time.  Again, there was no sign of the urukkai that usually patrolled the Road heavily, and the battles they had with stone raptors, night lizards, and giant spiders were almost tame by comparison. 

 

It’s amazing how much advantage being able to use tactics gives,


 
Phil realized as they finished off another of the ten-foot-long, jet-black night lizards, with their mana-reflecting scales. 

 

This thing is probably more powerful than an ogrin, but I’d rather face it than a full urukkai patrol any day.


 
 



“Okay, we’ve got another decision to make,” Martina stopped them a bit after noon.  “Judging by the maps, we could reach Northmoor today if we push hard.”

“But we’d be getting there at night,” Phil finished the thought for her.  “Or at least, close to it.”

“Exactly,” the Ranger agreed.  “If the scale on this map is off – or my math is, I guess – we might have to travel the High Road at night for an hour or so.”

“Wouldn’t that make sneaking up to the city easier, though?” Meridian pointed out.  “I mean, if it’s dark out, any of those urukkai patrols will have trouble seeing us, right?”

“Not if they’ve got that Night Vision Aranos and the elves do,” Hector disagreed.  “Those guys could see in the dark as well as we can right now.”

“Brings up a good point, doesn’t it?” Longfellow added.  “Does anyone know if the stink-apes can see in the dark?”

“Stink-apes?” Meridian scoffed.  “Seriously?”

“Urukkai sounds so – I don’t know – so posh,” the Archer complained.  “It sounds too fancy for something that smells like week-old gravy and boiled leather, doesn’t it?”

Martina chuckled.  “I don’t know,” she admitted.  “I mean, if they can see in the dark, not if they smell like old gravy.  When have you smelled that?”

“Single man living in an apartment,” Longfellow shrugged.  “Cleaning wasn’t always my highest priority.”

“First, eww,” Meridian grinned.  “Second, skinny’s got a point.  We don’t know much about them.”  She sighed.  “This is when I miss Geltheriel.  She’d have known.”

“Yes, yes, we all miss the sexy, blonde elf,” Longfellow agreed.  “Although not all for the same reasons.  The point is, we don’t know much about these things.  Should we be taking chances around them?”

“They’re pretty low-level, though,” Hector spoke up.  “That should mean low Perception, too.  Even with Night Vision, they probably won’t see us in Stealth.”

“True,” Martina agreed.  “Personally, I’d like to press on.  The sooner we get there, the sooner we’re done.”

Phil frowned.  “I don’t know that we should hang our hopes on a probably, to be honest,” he said slowly.  “I want to get this done, too, and get back to Stoneleague.  The thing is, we don’t know how heavily the Trade Road is going to be patrolled close to the city.  What if the urukkai have besieged Northmoor?  What if they’ve actually taken it, and the city’s hostile?  Their Perception doesn’t have to be good if there are a dozen patrols watching the same area or a legion of them surrounding the city.”

“The man makes a good point,” Hector nodded.  “During the day, we’d at least be able to see them as well as they can see us.”

“And what if we have to run?” Longfellow grimaced.  “Not that I hope that’s the case, but if Phil’s right and the city’s surrounded, we aren’t going to be able to do much about it.  We’re not going to be running down the High Road at night, at least not for very long.”

Meridian nodded.  “They’re right, honey,” she told Martina.  “There’s just too many what-ifs.  We should play it safe and hunker down for the night.”

Phil watched Martina warily; this was about the time the old Martina would either lose it or shut down.  She wasn’t getting her way, and it probably felt like he’d turned the party against her.  To his relief, she nodded.  “Yeah, you’re right.  I was letting my enthusiasm get the best of me.  When we reach the Waystation, we’ll take it and hole up.  We’ll head out at sunrise, though, and try to get to the city as early as possible.  If it is under siege, that’s the time when it’ll be safest, before the first attacks have really gotten started.  If it’s not, then the sooner we get to Northmoor and figure out what’s up, the better.”

That tower had been taken over by panther-like creatures Phil didn’t recognize.  The monsters were swift and agile, but in the narrow confines of the stairway, that Agility didn’t count for much.  While the panthers were stronger than the spiders had been, the battle with them was comparatively easier, and it wasn’t long before the party was tucking the panther hides into their packs and settling down in their newly claimed safe zone.

“This trip’s been a lot easier than I thought it would be,” Hector observed as they all settled in to grab some rations heated over a campfire.

“Probably because the Trade Road’s a bloody nightmare,” Longfellow laughed.  “Seriously, good call taking this route, Martina.”

“Thanks,” she smiled.  “Bit of luck, bit of strategy, to be honest.”

“It always is,” Phil chuckled.  “I’ve lost plenty of battles in games that should have been easy because a bit of bad luck.”

“Like what?” Meridian asked.

Phil thought for a moment.  “Okay, here’s a good example.  Jeff and I – Aranos, to you guys – we were playing this FPS sim game in partner mode.”

“Which one?” Martina interrupted curiously, then blushed.  “Sorry, it’s just – I like first-person shooters.  I might have played it.”

“Klaxon of Honor XI,” Phil smiled.  “We were playing in the Killzone, which is like a big, huge PvP battleground.  The game was ‘Capture the Flag’, and Jeff had us set up in this box – one way in, one way out, flag at the back.”

“That doesn’t sound that great,” Martina said slowly.  “I mean, if you’re stuck in that box…”

“Oh, we weren’t in there.  Our flag was.  We were set up around it, sniping.  Teams came up, spotted the unguarded flag, went for it – and stepped right into our kill box.  It was beautiful, and we’d taken out half the teams in the Killzone.”

“So, what went wrong?” Hector asked curiously.

“Thermite grenade,” Phil grimaced.  “Just the one.  It was fired from a grenade launcher who knows where, but it came down right on top of our box.”  He looked at Martina.  “Remember what those things do to metal structures?”

“Melt them down,” the woman chuckled.  “That was one of the big selling points of KH11; there were things you could do that would alter the Killzone, and it would stay that way.”

“Persistent environmental damage,” Meridian said wistfully.  Seeing the others looking at her, she shrugged.  “What?  I played the hell out of that game.  It was a blast, and that pun is totally intended.”

Phil laughed.  “Yeah, PED.  And that grenade melted through the ceiling of our box and took out a big chunk of floor – and down went our flag with it.  We had no idea where it went.  I went hunting for it while Jeff tried to cover me, but once I was exposed, it didn’t take long for someone to frag me.  Jeff lasted a bit longer, but only until some other team found our flag and got it back to their base.”  He grimaced.  “We took twelfth in the contest; it was the worst we’d ever done in the Warzone, and it was all because of dumb luck.”

“It happens in the real world, too,” Hector observed softly.  Everyone turned to look at him; Phil saw the pain flash across his face.  The man took a deep breath.  “You all know I served, right?  US Army, Heavy Infantry.  Oo-ah.”

“Heavy Infantry?” Longfellow asked.  “You were one of the blokes in the suits?”

“Yep.  Powered Infantry, they call it.  You stand inside a suit of armor and control a small army of robot drones.  Fun as hell, but also dangerous as hell.”

“I thought those suits were supposed to be indestructible,” Martina frowned.

“No such thing, sister.  We come up with armor, they come up with new, shaped charges to get through it.  They make faster drones, we make disruptors that break their control and put the damn things on autopilot.  Warfare is all about finding a better way to kill the other guy.”

They’d all fallen silent, staring at the bearded man.  “I was serving in – well, can’t tell you that.  It’s classified.  But it was a place we probably shouldn’t have been, fighting other people who probably shouldn’t have been there, either.  We were all tearing the hell out of the ground, basically accomplishing nothing, when one of our disruptors goes online. 

“Now, you’ve probably never seen this, but when you kill the tether on a drone, it goes a bit crazy,” the man chuckled.  “Without feedback, the friend/foe filter starts to degrade, and it eventually starts going after everything in sight.  I mean everything; it’ll kill the shit out of a tree that moves or a squirrel that runs past. 

“So, when our disruptor goes on, it cuts the other guy’s tethers, and his drones go berserk.  They start thinking their own people are enemies, and the drones go after each other – and any of their infantry dumb enough to keep moving.  We freeze up and shut our drones down – without the feedback, the crazy drones just go after movement – and we’re watching this god-awful slaughter.  And then – bad luck comes and spits right in my eye.”

He shook his head grimly.  “One of the drones had those pencil missiles.  I don’t know if you’ve seen them, but they’re about the size of a pencil and are loaded with high explosives.  Short range because of their size, and they’re direct-fire weapons; you point one at the target and shoot.  No guidance, just a rocket-propelled, explosive bullet. 

“One of those missed the drone’s target and hit me in the leg.  No big deal, because the armor’s designed to deal with that, but it knocked me off balance, and I had to take a step to recover.  That was a mistake, though, because that made me a target.”  He winced.

“Long story short, I got swarmed, and I only survived by using my own drones to draw them off and kill them.  I had to lay there, bleeding in my armor, until the other guy’s drones were dead, and we could move again.  That’s how I got out.  Honorable discharge due to combat-sustained, permanent disability.  Now, I sit at home and collect a pension.” 

Everyone was quiet for a few moments.  “Hector,” Longfellow finally spoke up.  “I’m not complaining, mate, but that story brought everybody way the hell down.  Can’t you make up some kind of heroic ending or something?  You know, just to liven it up a bit?”

Phil froze, stunned, but it seemed to have been the right thing to say.  Hector laughed loudly and smacked the Archer on the arm.  “I should, shouldn’t I?” he grinned.  “Thing is, I think it has a heroic ending, because my buddies dragged me out of there, and the corpsman saved my life.  The lieutenant got me on a chopper, ASAP, and the CASH unit put me back together as best they could.  I could have died – should have died – except that my buddies had my back, and our CO had theirs.  They could have gotten in trouble for leaving the line or calling in a medivac during hostilities, but they didn’t care.  I was more important than getting in trouble.”

He looked at the others.  “That’s why I love this group,” he told them.  “You guys have it right.  You came for Martina and me, even though you might have died or even risked your Quest.  Everyone wanted to go with Phil because everybody had his back, and I know that none of you would run and leave anyone behind.  We fight together, we die together.”

“And we respawn together,” Longfellow added grandly.  “What?  Too much?”

Everyone laughed as the moment of tension was broken.

“Oo-ah,” Meridian said loudly.  “Did I get that right?”

“Damn skippy you did, honey,” Hector grinned.  “Oo-ah!”

“Oo-ah!” Phil echoed.  Immediately, the entire room rang as everyone took up Hector’s cry.  “Oo-ah!”

“Now, that’s just sweet,” a voice spoke from outside.  “A party cheer?  How cheesy is that?”

Phil blinked in surprise, then turned and rushed to the window.  That voice sounded familiar… 

He swore silently as he saw Lily floating outside the window, supported by what looked like black, flaming batwings.  She was dressed in blood-drenched, black armor, and what looked like an obsidian tiara gleamed on her brow.  Blood streaked her face and clung to her pale, white hands, which burned with flames similar to the ones sprouting from her back.

“Shit!” Martina swore.  “Hector, Phil, Meridian, downstairs, now!  Block the door!”  Phil saw the woman snatch up her bow before he raced down the stairs, Hector hot on his heels.



“Since when are you giving the orders,

 

Sniprgurl


 
?” Phil heard Lily’s voice snarl contemptuously.  “What, did Aranos let your ass pretend to be in charge, like I did?”



“He’s Meditating.”  Martina’s response echoed from above as Phil reached the door and stared out into the night.  An entire army gazed back at him.  Ranks of humans and urukkai stood shoulder-to-shoulder, with towering ogrins and Lily’s summoned monsters peering out among them.

“You’re a liar, and a bad one,” Lily laughed.  “Where’s his wolf?  The little bitch who stabs people in the back?  That healer of his?”  The woman laughed again.  “No, he’s not here; he left you, didn’t he?”

“We don’t need him,” Martina snapped back, and Phil saw a streak leave the window and shatter against an unseen barrier surrounding the floating Summoner.

“You really, really do,” Lily laughed, then shook her head.  “If he’s not here, then this isn’t any fun.  Tell him to come himself next time, and to bring an army.  After all, I’ve got one.”

Huge globes of fire suddenly sprang into existence around the woman, swirling madly in a chaotic spiral.  “Get down!” Martina shouted. 

As the globes launched toward the tower, Hector stepped in front of Phil.  “Shield Wall!” he growled, extending the nearly invisible barrier out in front of the building.

The globes of fire punched through Hector’s barrier and slammed into the tower, tearing through stone and masonry like paper.  As the massive structure began to collapse around them, Phil had a chance for one, last thought.


Longfellow was right.  We are all going to respawn together.
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You have died!


Because you were killed in PvP against a player ten or more levels higher, you receive no XP penalty.

Respawn time: 3 hours


Better luck next time!
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Chapter 31




After his failed attempt to contact Phil, Aranos spent the rest of the night in the Tower of Sorcery, training his Mana Mastery.  It went up another point, but as he’d suspected, his Mana Control didn’t budge.  He tried to work on his spirals, seeing if that would somehow help, but he was far too distracted by his thoughts of Phil and the party.  Had they encountered some of Lily’s forces on the Trade Road?  Was the woman’s army on the move right now?  That didn’t make sense, unless she’d either already Corrupted the city’s Heart – and he thought he’d get a notification if that happened – or if she’d given up on trying. 

 

Or if she ran out of sacrifices and is heading to Stoneleague to get more.






He wasn’t particularly worried about that scenario.  Stoneleague had its own army and was well-defended; the woman wouldn’t be taking it any time soon.  Trying would just cost her a chunk of her army and make it easier for the combined human armies to retake Northmoor. 

 

Of course, she managed to take Northmoor in the first place,


 
he reminded himself,

 

so it’s probably best not to underestimate her.




His Skill training in Diplomacy, Carving, Animal Handling, and Staff Mastery went swiftly and distracted him from his concerns.  He put extra focus on his Unarmed Combat Skill during his training, since his Staff Mastery and Two-Handed Weapons had both hit Adept level, and got two ranks in the Skill rather than one.  He also sank into his Spell training and crafting; none of his hanging Spells coalesced, including the augment he began adding to his Zone of Speed using the technique he’d observed Radomil demonstrate, but they each made some progress at least.

Once the others had awakened, he gathered his party members together in the Treehome.  “We’ll be returning to Stoneleague today,” he told them.  When he saw the look of discomfort on the elves’ faces, though, he hastened to explain.  “Only for a little bit,” he assured them.  “And we won’t be going into the city.”

“What is our plan, then, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked curiously.

“Remember those ruins where we found Glorferdir?” he asked.  “We’re going to head back there.  I’m thinking that I’ll try and expand the borders and make it a waystation on the road from Avendale to Stoneleague, for one, but I also want to build another portal arch there to link the Human Kingdoms to Antas.”

“You’ll be opening a breach in your defenses unless you can fortify that place,” Mutroda pointed out.  “Building that portal right in front of what’s effectively your palace was probably a mistake, Sorcerer.”

“It’s better defended than you think,” he assured the dwarf.  “The area around it is Redeemed, so any Shadowborn stepping through the arch is going to be in pain and severely weakened.  Plus, the oilairie grove I planted will kill them faster than a legion could.”

“Are those the glowing trees around the portal?” Avalyn asked.  “I didn’t recognize them.”

“I would be surprised beyond belief had you done so, child,” Rhys chuckled.  “Those are oilairie, and their light and pollen are both deadly to the Shadowborn.  I will spend some time tending them and encouraging their growth; when they are at maturity, I doubt even a Nightmare Beast would dare step through into the city.”

“That’s the hope,’ Aranos nodded, not mentioning how he also hoped the Redeemed ground and oilairie would hold out Morx’ influence.  “I’m planning to add a couple more trees at the waystation, and I’ll plant more outside the Traveler’s Trials in Eredain.”

“The Trials?” Geltheriel asked quizzically.

“That’s where I’m planning on building the Eredain portal,” he told her.  “I don’t want to build one on my estate – I’d have to get permission from the city’s Heart-bonded for that, and I think we all know that isn’t going to happen – and there aren’t many places close to the city I know well enough to portal to.”

“I’m going to an elf city?” Avalyn asked nervously.  “Will – will they let me in?”

“Considering the Liberator’s reputation in the city, I think they will gladly do so,” Rhys chuckled.  “Both you and the Juggernaut, I am certain.”

“I was wondering about that myself,” the dwarf nodded.  “I wouldn’t blame them for not letting me in, of course – the Skollheld wouldn’t let random elves inside based on anyone’s say-so, unless they’d proven their good intentions – but it would be disappointing not to see an elven city.  I’m kind of curious how they’re designed, to be honest.”

“Practically the opposite of the Skollheld,” Aranos chuckled.  “Everything’s built across the tops of trees out of nearly indestructible wood.”

The Priestess frowned.  “Doesn’t sound very practical,” she pointed out.  “I mean, I haven’t seen many trees, but it seems like a good storm would wreck the whole city, and an enemy could just burn the place down.”

“Once you have seen the trees of the elven forests, you will understand,” Geltheriel assured the woman.  “Our cities are secure, well-defended, and quite expansive, though not as much as a human city.”  The Shadedancer grimaced.  “Humans seem to spread out quite haphazardly and occupy every space that is available to them, whether they need it or not.”

“We can agree there, elf,” Mutroda barked a laugh.  “I’ve only visited a human city once, but it struck me the same way.”

“At least we can see the sky and get fresh air,” Avalyn muttered.  “Better than living in a tomb underground, or up in a tree like a bird.”

“Well said,” the dwarf laughed, clapping the girl gently on the shoulder.  “To each their own, right?”  She looked at Aranos.  “So, when are we heading back to Stoneleague?”

“Once Silma and Glorferdir return,” he replied.  “They’re on their way back now, in fact, so within the hour.”  He stopped as he recalled his efforts of the night before.  “Oh, before we go, I’ve got presents for you newcomers.”

“Presents?” Mutroda asked.  “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“It means he has Enchanted items for you,” Geltheriel explained.

The dwarf looked troubled.  “That’s thoughtful of you, but I don’t have anything I can trade, Sorcerer,” she told him.  “Maybe once I’ve had a chance to accumulate some…” 

The woman broke off as Aranos withdrew the suit of armor, helm, and halberd he’d made for her.  “These are for you,” he told her.  “The armor boosts your survivability, defense, and the Immovability and Unstoppable Abilities I think you have.  The halberd will help you with damage – it seems like you do low damage for as strong as you are – and the helm will help if we face something with a Stunning Ability again.”

“This – what is this made of?” the woman gasped.  “Is this orkmal?  Hursilf?  Lifstahl?”  She touched the items almost reverently.  “The making of these is a secret of the Stone!  How?”

“The Forgehammer taught me,” he prevaricated, not wanting to explain how he’d worked out fashioning the metals himself.  “It doesn’t matter, though; they’re yours.”

“I can’t take them,” the woman shook her head.  “The debt I’d put myself in; I’d never be able to repay you, Sorcerer!”

“I made them so that you’d be a better tank,” he pointed out.  “You can repay me by using them for everyone’s benefit.”  Seeing her doubtful expression, he sighed.  “Look, all they cost me was some time and metal.  The mana that went into making them has already regenerated.” 

“Metal?” she repeated, nodding.  “Would you – would you be willing to trade them for an equal amount of metal?  Would it have to be the same type?”

“That would be helpful, actually,” he acknowledged.  “Any high-quality metal would do; that’s the thing I’ve usually got in shortest supply.”

“Then take my armor and weapon in return,” she said decisively, laying the weapon down on the long table at which they were sitting and touching her armor.  A moment later, the armor appeared on the table with a clatter, leaving the woman standing wearing only her padded gambeson and tunic.  “Is that acceptable?”

“Perfectly,” he nodded, reaching over to touch the armor and halberd, depositing them into his Storage Pack.  “These are already truesilver, so I won’t have to convert them when I reduce them to ingots.  That saves time and energy, really.”

“You have something for me, too?” Avalyn asked curiously.  “What is it?”

“These,” he replied, removing the rings, armband, and amulet from his pack and placing them before her.  She reached for them eagerly, but he held up a restraining hand.  “Before you get excited, these are just a loan.”

“A loan?” she repeated, her voice disappointed.  “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said.  I’m giving you these to use until you learn how to make your own.”  The girl frowned, but he wasn’t finished.  “However, I can almost guarantee that you aren’t going to be able to make anything this powerful, at least not for a long while.  So, once you get your Advanced Class, we’ll judge if you’ve earned the right to keep them or not.”

“How do I do that?”

“By showing that you’re mature enough and responsible enough to handle the extra power they give you.  By losing the attitude and proving that you take all of this seriously.  What we’re doing is a life-and-death matter, Avalyn.  People have already died helping us, and more might as our Quest goes on.  We have enemies who would kill you in a heartbeat, some of them just because they can.”

“What we do strikes against the Darkness itself, child,” Geltheriel said softly.  “The Class you have taken up is not one where you can indulge yourself idly.  The Sorcerers were hunted down during the Feast and slaughtered, all save one, who was turned to the Darkness.  You are a target, now, and as you gain power, the danger you face simply for existing will grow.”

The elf woman shook her head.  “Do you wonder why I am so harsh with you?  It is not from dislike; it is because I have lived what you will face, and I have seen what you must become to withstand it.  Your life will be one where you must kill or be killed in turn, and you will face creatures that would drive others to madness and will haunt your darkest dreams.”

“How…how do you know that?” the girl asked softly.  “What if…”

“Because, as the Shadedancer said, we have lived it, child,” Rhys interrupted her.  “We have been your mentor’s companions for some time, and we have seen the Darkness hunting him.  It will hunt you, too, once you come into your power, and you must be strong to fight against it.”

“Everyone here just wants you to succeed, Avalyn,” Aranos added softly.  “That’s our only goal.  We want you to become powerful and a weapon against the Darkness.  You need to stop fighting us.”

“If you do not, child, you will die,” Geltheriel finished in a firm voice.  “The Darkness will come for you, and none will protect you, as you have not earned that protection.  The choice is yours: accept your instruction or die from its lack.”

The girl looked down, biting her lip, her face showing her anxiety.  “I didn’t know it would be like this,” she admitted.

“It doesn’t have to,” Mutroda spoke up.  “Pardon me, as I know this isn’t my place, but you can turn away from all this, girl.”

“What – what do you mean?” the young woman stammered.

“I mean, you haven’t picked an Advanced Class yet, so you still have a choice.  You can go back to Stoneleague, renounce your Class, and take up something like crafting or merchanting.  You won’t be able to take an adventuring Class, but any of those will put you in the same position anyway, where you’ll have to kill or be killed, as the elf said.  That’s what adventuring or soldiering is, when you get right down to it.  If you want, though, you can go live a nice, safe life and forget about all this.”

The girl’s face looked thoughtful, but after a moment, she shook her head. “No, I don’t want that,” she said firmly.  “I don’t want to be a merchant like my father.  I want to fight.  I’m just – I’m afraid.”

“We are all afraid,” Geltheriel replied, placing her hand on the girl’s.  “Those creatures the Furor spoke of?  He knows what he speaks, because they haunt our nightmares, as well.  We fear death, we fear failure, we fear to make the wrong choice and let the Darkness win.”

“There are three things that make a great Sorcerer, Avalyn,” Aranos told her.  “Just three.  You need imagination, to go beyond the normal limits of spellcasting.  You need passion, to throw yourself into what you do and master your Spells in a way Wizards can’t.  And you need courage, to face the Darkness despite your fears.  If you have those, you won’t just be powerful, you’ll be truly great.  Without them?”  He shook his head.  “You’ll never really master your abilities, and you’ll always be mediocre.

“If you take these items, you’re saying that you want to be great, that you want to be more than just a spellcaster.  You want to be a force to be reckoned with.  If that’s not what you want, leave these here, and you can stay in the city until you’re trained enough to go back to Stoneleague and make your own way.”

The girl hesitated only briefly before slowly reaching her hand out and taking the jewelry.  Her eyes widened.  “These – these are amazing,” she gasped.

“They’ll definitely be helpful,” Aranos nodded.  “The big things are that you can activate a Mage Shield that will block damage from incoming Spells or magical Abilities, and your armor is boosted pretty significantly.  Those will help you survive; none of the rest matters if you’re dead.”

“Thank you,” she said softly.  She looked up at him, and he saw unshed tears in her eyes.  “I mean it.  I’m really grateful.”

“Good,” he smiled at her.  “Now, let’s get moving, so you can see how much those little baubles help you.”



Glorferdir had leveled up once more from the hunting the pair of predators had done overnight, and he was now about the size of a small lion.  A ruff of coppery hair was starting to grow on the back of his neck; Aranos assumed that would turn into a full mane one day. 

 

He’s becoming an acceptable hunter, pack leader,


 
Silma told him, her approval radiating from her in waves. 

 

Soon enough, he’ll be strong enough to hunt here on his own.







Glad to hear it,


 
Aranos smiled. 

 

I’m hoping that he’ll be able to hunt with Avalyn and maybe Neela at some point to help them all level up without us being in the way.  They’ll need a tank and a healer, but they shouldn’t have a problem with that once the rest of the Travelers from Eredain arrive.






He opened a portal back to the ruined village, noting as he did that there were signs of activity in and around the ruins.  It looked like several armored and a few unarmored humans had been exploring the village in the last day. 

 

Hopefully to rebuild it, and not because we’ve been traveling into and out of here.  The tracks aren’t focused around where we usually portal from, though, so it’s not likely they’re looking for us specifically.




His Zone of Speed Spell made the trip to the ruined keep fast, although it wasn’t totally uneventful.  They had multiple encounters with the Shadowborn once they entered the Blightlands, but since it was daylight, the groups they found were relatively small and weak.  Aranos and the elves hung back as much as possible, letting Mutroda tank the creatures while Glorferdir, Avalyn, and Miwango did most of the fighting.  They didn’t get as much XP as they would have had the Juggernaut not participated – her Pull of the Stone was practically irresistible to the low-leveled amaroks, kondinyas, and anisi, meaning that the others weren’t in much danger of being attacked – but they were far safer, and both Glorferdir and Avalyn got a chance to get used to the upgrades their new Enchanted items gave them.



They reached the ruins an hour later, but the attacks from the Shadowborn fell off and stopped completely fifteen minutes before that. 

 

Probably the oilairie pollen,


 
Aranos reasoned. 

 

Even if it wouldn’t kill anything at this distance, it probably makes the Shadowborn uncomfortable.


 
  The keep remained untouched by the Shadowborn, who usually avoided Redeemed ground if at all possible, and the party was able to relax for a bit while Aranos and Rhys worked.  The oilairie trees they raised together were larger and lusher than the small saplings Aranos had grown by himself; the Druid’s magic was simply better at growing things than Aranos’ was, and the trees towered in a triangle above the party when the pair were finished with them.



Aranos decided to craft a simple portal arch at the keep, rather than something more advanced.  There were benefits to that, one being that with his Needed Reclamation Spell, the Uncommon ranked portal arch could be completely built without needing any materials.  The other benefit was that the portal could only be permanently opened from the Antas end; from the keep, the portal could only be activated for one person at a time, and Aranos would know right away if anyone attempted that and could shut the portal down at will. 

Building the arch and connecting it to the High Portal in Antas was only the work of a few minutes; while Aranos rested from the Ascended Spell, he let his mind wander through the newly built portal arch almost aimlessly.  As he’d expected, the arch’s Enchantments and runes were somewhat poorly done, wasting significant energy and producing an unstable portal.  He refined the Enchantments and runeforms as he had with the High Portal, not trying to create a permanent arch but attempting to minimize the amount of energy using it would require.  He also wove in an additional Enchantment that would allow him to lock the portal and only grant access to specific individuals.  When he was done, a notification had appeared, and he pulled it up a bit tiredly:
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Structure Evolved!





Your Portal Arch has become an Evolved Portal Arch!






Evolved:


 
Activating this arch requires 25 energy from the Tree-heart and will allow a single individual to pass.  This cost is increased by 25% if the portal is used again within 30 minutes, and the cost will continue to increase in this fashion each time the portal is opened within 30 minutes of its last closing.  This portal can be sealed, meaning that it will remain inert except for those its owner grants access.
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That was a useful Evolution; now, the 5,000 energy in the Tree-heart would allow about twenty individuals to pass through the portal arch if they didn’t wait the requisite 30 minutes.  Assuming Silma, Glorferdir, and Miwango counted as people, the entire party, including the humans, could use this arch for a bit less than 400 energy.  That was doable, and Aranos immediately granted the party members except Avalyn access to it. 

The party waited for several minutes while Aranos’ SP regenerated fully.  Once his mana pool was full again, Aranos cast his Farsight Spell, targeting the Traveler’s Trials, the place where he’d first learned to be a Sorcerer, buried in the earth near Eredain.  The scene swum quickly into his sight; he saw the stone obelisk that served as a spawn point, the river of radiant lava bathing the room in an orange glow, and the sealed doorways that led to tests that were designed to weed out non-Travelers.  He cast his Portal Walk Spell, weaving the strands of Dimensional mana and piercing the space between those two points.  Less than a minute later, a glowing portal revealing the distant chamber hung before the party. 



Aranos was the last to step through the portal, and he felt a pang of nostalgia as he examined the room, soaking in the heat from the river of molten rock cutting the room in half and examining the thankfully sealed Arcane Door that stood on the other side.  The room had seemed so vast and dangerous to him when he’d first stepped inside, and he remembered his frustration as he struggled to overcome the trials hidden behind the sealed doors. 

 

Now, I could beat all of them in a few minutes without even trying,


 
he thought with amusement. 

 

Or I could just fly over the lava and unseal the Arcane Door myself.  I wonder if it still leads to Haerobel, or if Morx has shut that passage down?




Thinking about the dark god broke Aranos out of his reverie, and he noticed that he wasn’t the only one lost in their thoughts.  Geltheriel had walked to the edge of the lava and peered at the closed door.  He walked over to her side and saw that her face was pensive, but not filled with the anger or fear that he’d been half-expecting.

“So much began with this one door, Oathbinder,” she said softly enough that he figured only he and maybe Silma could hear.  “It was here that our adventure together truly began, was it not?  My curiosity and your destiny led us both through that portal, and all that has occurred since has stemmed from something so simple.”

“How does being here make you feel?” he asked her cautiously. 

“I had thought that it would be painful, but I find that it is not.  Once, I regretted stepping through that door – but I am no longer certain that is the case.   Had I not, I would still be a Keeper, still striving for my Advanced Class, and still chafing at the restrictions being placed on us, unaware that we were being given as fodder to the Darkness.”

She turned and faced him with a smile.  “Instead, I have become a blade against that Darkness, one that I hope has wounded it deeply and given it reason to fear.  I have journeyed to lands I would have believed beyond my reach and seen wonders I would have scoffed at as stories from a children’s tale.  And most of all, I have found a purpose greater than myself – and a true friend in the bargain.”

Aranos smiled at her words.  “I’m glad you feel that way,” he told her.  “I don’t regret stepping through that door, either, not for one second.” 

“Excellent,” she replied, clapping him on the back.  “Now, before this becomes unbearably maudlin, let us do what we must – for I predict that Elder Golloron will not react kindly to what we do here.”

“I think you’re right,” he agreed.  He glanced at the others.  “Avalyn, I’d like you to stay with me.  Rhys, I know you’re anxious to get back to the House of the Sickle and introduce Miwango to everyone.  If you want to go ahead, we’ll catch up to you there later.”

“It is kind that you consider me so, Liberator,” the elf chuckled.  “Yet, I would feel more comfortable should we all travel together.  Considering what we know of the state of the Stronghold, I feel it would be wiser.”




Meaning that you’re worried about Golloron; not that I blame you after what he did to you. 


 
“You’re right,” he agreed aloud.  “And if it makes you feel better, I’ll put a Shield Mind Spell on you before we enter the city, just to be safe.”



“What are you talking about?” Mutroda asked curiously.  “Is something wrong in the city?”

“Something is amiss in most of the cities of the Light, Juggernaut,” Geltheriel answered with a sigh.  “We have discovered that most, if not all of the leaders of these cities pay tribute to the Darkness in return for being left in peace.”

“Not the dwarves,” the dwarf snorted.  “We would never do something like that.”

“Are you certain?” Rhys asked gently.  “Then why do your soldiers and young ones journey into the Deeps with such frequency?”

“To train and grind XP, of course.”

“That could be done in the Skollheld, though,” Aranos pointed out.  “You could train everyone to the Adept level in armor and weapons Skills, while your veterans go out and capture creatures for the younger Warriors to battle against in safety.”  He shrugged.  “Or you could just set up kill rooms in the Deeps, places that funnel the creatures into a spot where fledgling soldiers could slaughter them for XP.”

“But this way, we weed out the weaker males before they have a chance to breed,” Mutroda countered.  “You know how rare dwarven females are; very few males get to produce offspring, and those are the ones who’ve survived the longest or achieved the highest Skills.  The others aren’t worthy for breeding, so they’re somewhat expendable…”  The woman broke off as she realized what she’d just said.

“Exactly,” Aranos nodded.  “Expendable.  Just like the soldiers King Hugin sent to Track the oroloke I killed, or the Keepers that Golloron sends to their deaths in the Blightlands.  Or the dwarves sent with Rardrobena to bring back the smarsolm eggs, knowing that only a couple of them were likely to survive.”

“That…that couldn’t be possible,” Mutroda shook her head.  “We wouldn’t send dwarves just to die for the Darkness…”

“And yet your culture teaches that these are expendable,” Rhys shrugged.  “Only those who the Darkness fails to take are worthy.  Others are sacrificed in the Deeps, and I assume there are similar consequences for non-Warriors when they are young.”

“Topside, or the deep farms,” the woman replied, her face troubled.  “Young males who don’t have much crafting potential are sent to work in the pastures and farms.  The mortality rate in those places is – not exactly attractive.  They face attacks from surface beasts and creatures of the Deeps, and as their guards are usually the younger Warriors…”

As the dwarf fell silent, Aranos nodded.  “You’re understanding.  It also explains why women are forced to be Priestesses or suffer exile; females are too rare to be risked that way, and if one of you is allowed to do it, more of you will want to, as well. 

“Even so, I’m sure births among your people are rare, and it seems that you’d treasure every citizen you’ve got in that case.  You’d do everything you could to keep them alive and help them grow stronger – kind of like we’re doing with Avalyn – and you’d only sacrifice one life if it saved several more.”

Mutroda swore.  “Dammit, that makes sense,” she admitted.  “We should be doing more to keep those males safe, just for practical reasons.  Do you really think the Priestess – my Broodmatron is paying those lives as tribute, though?”

“Golloron admitted that he was, and Ryder knew that King Hugin was doing the same.  I can’t imagine that the elves and humans were forced to, while the dwarves weren’t.”

“But our fortresses are stronger than human cities or elven treehouses,” the dwarf protested.

“You claimed that only a Nightmare Beast could penetrate your defenses,” Geltheriel said quietly.  “And yet, was that not what all our forebears faced during the Feast?  The Nightmare Beasts ravaged the lands, laying waste to all and creating the Blightlands, and then suddenly – they simply vanished, returning to the Blood Realm.  No reason was given, and no explanation is known.  Had they continued their depredations, they could have laid waste to your Skollheld, just as they could have to our Stronghold.  If you are not paying tribute – then why does your fortress still stand?”

Mutroda stood, her face frozen in stunned silence.

“I can’t say with certainty, but it sounds like your Broodmatron is doing the same thing as the other leaders, Mutroda,” Aranos said quietly.  “It’s a hard truth to hear, to be sure.  Before you judge, though, think about something Guildmaster Ryder in Stoneleague told me.  These leaders aren’t necessary evil people, they’re just in an evil situation.  They’re doing what they think they have to in order to survive.”

“Some of them, though, are less benign than others,” Rhys murmured. 

“True enough,” Geltheriel added.  “And I believe that at least one will pay sooner rather than later, should my Oathbinder have any say in the matter.”

“Here’s hoping,” Aranos nodded.  “In the meantime, though, let’s see if we can build a portal arch here, and maybe Redeem this place to keep it safe.”

“Do as you must, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel replied.  “We will wait above, and I will summon you should we require your assistance rapidly.”

The party walked out of the room, into the tunnel that led to the surface.  Only Avalyn remained behind, her face hesitant.  “Is – is what you said true?” she asked after a moment.

“About the leaders of the cities?  Yes.”

“About King Hugin.  Is he really sending people to die like that?  As tribute?”

Aranos sighed.  “He is, yeah.  I’m sorry, but Ryder of the Adventurers’ Guild confirmed it.”

A flash of anger crossed her face.  “That’s not right,” she said firmly.  “Nevin, one of the boys in the College with me, he had a brother in the army.  He was one of the ones who was sent to open the Trade Road to Avendale, and he got killed.  Nevin was devastated.  That shouldn’t have happened.”

“You’re right,” Aranos nodded.  “And we’re working to fix it, so it doesn’t have to keep happening.”

“Can I watch what you’re doing?” she asked tentatively.  “I mean, I know I can’t do it, but I want to learn as much as I can.”

“Feel free,” he told her.  “Nothing I’m doing should hurt you.”  He turned away from the girl, pulling his portal arch blueprint from his pack.  He reached down into himself, gathering power from the depths below his Enhanced rivers.  He needed this room to be safe from the Darkness, to be secure against Morx’ influence.  Golden fire surged through him and erupted into the room, washing through the stone and scouring it clean.  Power roared up the walls and wrapped around the Arcane Door – and rebounded.  He could feel Darkness behind the Door, lurking and lying in wait, and his fire wouldn’t touch it.  He drove it forward with his will, pushing the power toward the portal, but the Darkness lashed out, batting the energy away.  No matter how he strove against the barrier, it repulsed his efforts, until at last the fire sputtered out, leaving him reeling and drained and with a blinking, red notification.  It took a couple of seconds for his head to clear enough to pull it up:
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Partial Spell Failure!





The object Arcane Door cannot be Redeemed through this Spell.




Debuff: Fatigue 3, duration 1 hour







The structure Portal Arch cannot be constructed within 100’ of an Arcane Door.




Debuff: Mana Backlash, duration 1 min (reduced to 2s due to Fortitude Skill)



Location Traveler’s Trials is now Redeemed!
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Aranos read the notification twice, processing it.  He supposed it was too much to hope that he’d be able to simply Redeem an Arcane Door; if that were possible, his Quest would simply be travelling from city to city, Redeeming the Door in each one.  He hadn’t known that a Portal Arch couldn’t be built near an Arcane Door, though, and that was something he wanted to investigate.  He knew portal arches could be built near one another; there must have been something about the Doors that kept other portals from being opened near them.  If he could figure out what it was, it might give him some insight into exactly how the Arcane Doors worked.

There wasn’t time for that at the moment, though.  “Well, that sucks,” he sighed.

“What?” Avalyn asked.

“I can’t build a portal arch near an Arcane Door,” he replied, gesturing at the massive, rune-inscribed portal.  “I’m not sure why.  We’ll need to find another location.”

They left the cavern and made their way to the surface.  The moment Aranos stepped into the elven forest, he felt instantly refreshed as the land’s energy seeped into him.  It didn’t ease his Fatigued debuff, but it did make him feel a little less tired.  He breathed deeply, taking in the scents of the primeval woodlands.  “It’s nice to be back,” he sighed.

“It is indeed, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel agreed.  “Is the portal completed?”

“No,” he replied sourly.  “I can’t make a portal within a hundred feet of an Arcane Door for some reason.”  He looked around.  “I suppose I could raise one here, but – it just feels awfully exposed.  I’d prefer somewhere more defensible, or at least somewhere I can plant more oilairie trees.  There’s no way they’ll grow well in the shadow of this monster.”  He patted the bark of the massive wynorn matriarch that covered the entrance to the Trials, the trunk of which could have fit a small dwelling within it. 

“I may know a place, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said slowly.  “It will take us but a short time to reach it.”

“Lead on, then,” he gestured toward the forest.

“I shall, but it is in the opposite direction,” she grinned.  “Come, this way.”

Their travel through the forest was slower than Aranos would have liked, mostly because both Avalyn and Mutroda struggled with the underbrush and uneven ground rather than Aranos’ Fatigued debuff.  “Cursed trees,” the dwarf growled as she pushed through a thicket, snapping branches as she moved.  “And cursed even smaller trees.  Give me a nice, open tunnel any day.”

“Remind me to teach you Survival when I get a chance,” Aranos chuckled.  “It’ll make this a lot easier.”

“Remind me to get an axe when I get a chance,” the dwarf countered.  “That’ll help, too.”

“Or fire,” Avalyn muttered.  “I can’t wait until I can use fire.”

“Fire is quite restorative to the forest,” Rhys told the girl.  “The trees might even appreciate having their roots freed of this underbrush.”

“Good for them.”

Geltheriel led them deeper into the forest, past the ancient trees, into a section of heavier growth.  This part of the forest was far removed from the southern Blight and felt more ancient, more primeval than the woodlands Aranos was used to traveling in.  He could sense the trees around them, their ponderous awareness buried deep in slumber and barely aware of the passing of the years, much less of the ephemeral mortals moving among them.  The life here was rich, unspoiled, and untainted, and his body reveled in the pure energy that flowed into him.

They broke through a thicketed wall of brambles and tightly woven leaves into a large clearing nearly a hundred feet across.  The ground here was almost perfectly flat and bereft of vegetation, studded with rounded, moss-covered boulders that looked almost like a giant had tossed a massive set of stone dice into the clearing and they’d become embedded in the soil.  The ground felt strangely lifeless beneath Aranos’ feet; not Blighted, but as if something in the earth were pushing out the living energy of the forest.

“This is Danastor,” Geltheriel told them all, her voice strangely hushed.  “Before the Feast, a great tower stood upon this spot, held by the Nurucundo, the Dead Guardians.”

“Undead?” Mutroda asked distastefully. 

“No, Juggernaut, the Nurucundo were living beings, but they were devoted to the defense of the Elven Realms to such an extent that they swore to die at the hands of its enemies.  They claimed that they were dead to the Elven Realms upon joining the order, and to that end, they lived apart from all others.”

She looked around the clearing.  “Danastor was utterly destroyed during the Feast.  It is said that the Nurucundo fought so fiercely that the Shadowborn could not overcome them, and in their rage the minions of Darkness tore the tower to pieces, leaving not one stone upon another.  Yet even so, they could not gain the victory, for the Nurucundo held long enough that the forces of Eredain sallied forth and slaughtered the Shadowborn still remaining.  Eredain still stands because these stalwart defenders gave their lives willingly to protect it.”

“Why aren’t there any plants or trees here?” Avalyn asked curiously.  “They’re growing everywhere else in this forest.”

“The tales say that the blood of ten-thousand Shadowborn fell in this place, and the trees will not return here.”  The Shadedancer shrugged.  “I do not know if such is true, but the House of the Sickle has attempted to aid the forest in reclaiming it many times, all without success.”

“It is true,” Rhys agreed.  “There is no Blight in this soil, but something here keeps the forest from reclaiming it – as if the clearing waits for the return of its stalwart defenders.” 

Aranos looked around the clearing with a sense of awe.  While he knew that the events they were describing never really happened, he could picture them in his mind.  He imagined the Shadowborn hurling themselves against the walls of Danastor, smashing it with brute force and dark magic.  He pictured the elves holding strong against the onslaught, refusing to yield even as their home was torn to pieces around them.  “This place shouldn’t be a ruin,” he declared, walking to the center of the clearing.  Power ignited in him, golden fire rising up in his chest as he envisioned the ancient building hale and whole once more.  “The Nurucundo deserved better than to have it left like this.  It should stand as a memorial of their sacrifice, not a sad remnant.”

He closed his eyes as power erupted from him, waves of aureate energy lashing out into the clearing and plunging into the earth below.  Stones burst from the ground, wrenched out of their deep beds by his Spell and hurled free of the earth.  They slammed together in the air, the roar of their passage causing the others to cringe and cover their ears.  Fire scoured the earth and moss from them, polishing their surfaces to a mirrorlike gleam.  Cracks sealed shut, and missing blocks swirled into existence, erasing the damage done by the Shadowborn’s assault.

He pulled out his blueprint for the Great Portal as the Spell soared in power, directing the golden fire into the paper and guiding it outward.  As the tower of Danastor rose above the party’s heads, an arch of marble twined in gold and silver and studded with gems erupted from the ground before it.  The ground shuddered and shook as the twin structures swelled into being, both gleaming with iridescent fire. 



Moments later, the power flowing out of him ceased, and he dropped to one knee, panting.  His Fatigued debuff had grown to level 5; he was still able to move around, thanks to his lack of Stamina, but his Physical Stats had taken a 25% hit, and he felt weak and tired. 

 

Probably should have let one debuff fade before incurring another,


 
he thought wryly. 

 

Oh well, what’s done is done.




Geltheriel stepped into the clearing, her face reverent as she stared up at the tower that now reached to the heights of the tree canopy.  “Oathbinder,” she whispered softly.  “You have restored Danastor, thought lost forever to our people.  This – thank you.”



Aranos glanced up at the gleaming tower before them.  It looked to be about ten stories high and had obviously been built as a defensive fortification.  It was square in shape, incredibly smooth so that climbing it would be difficult, and was made of polished granite.  Its windows were high, narrow, and arched, and they bulged out of the building, allowing anyone within to launch ranged attacks at invaders near the walls.  The doorways hung open and empty, but he could easily fix that by forging metal doors – or someone could, he supposed. 

 

It doesn’t always have to be me.




As he examined the building, a notification popped up in his vision, and he pulled it up curiously:
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Structure Restored!


Your House has rebuilt the destroyed structure Tower of Danastor and Redeemed the land around it.  As this structure is currently unclaimed and is in elven lands, you can claim it for your House.

Do you wish to claim Danastor? (Yes/No)
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“Geltheriel, I have the option to claim this place for our House,” he told her softly.  “Would that be a good idea?  Would it make the other Houses angry?”

Her eyes widened.  “Claim it at once, Oathbinder,” she urged him.  “This will surely be counted as a Great Work for our House and gain us substantial benefits and renown!”

He opened his mouth to ask what a Great Work was, but he stopped himself before he could.  Instead, he chose ‘Yes’, assuming that he’d probably find out more about Great Works when he did.  Fortunately, he wasn’t disappointed:
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Great Work Completed!


Your House has created the Great Work: Tower of Danastor, a High Tier achievement!  The Elven Realms marvel at your accomplishment, and the members of your House are filled with pride and purpose!




Base Tier Benefits:


 
House morale +15%.  Reputation with other Houses +20%.  Reputation with combat-oriented Houses +50%.






Mid-Tier Benefits:


 
All combat-related Skills improve 15% faster.  All House members gain +10% to Attack, Defense, and damage when fighting in the name of your House.






High Tier Benefits:


 
All House members are immune to fear and gain +30% Mental Resistance. 
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Great Works


A Great Work is a crafted object, structure, or work of art that is unique in the land and holds great importance to everyone in the land as a whole.  To qualify as a Great Work, the object or art in question must have meaning for everyone in all nearby regions, be difficult to complete, and be an object of awe, fear, or reverence among the people. 

Great Works can be Base Tier, Mid-Tier, High Tier, or Legendary.  Base Tier works usually only appeal to members of a single region and provide basic benefits to the House that owns one.  Mid-Tier works usually appeal to more than one region and have minor historical or cultural significance and provide greater benefits to the House that owns one.  High Tier works affect an entire race and are deeply tied to that race’s history or culture.  These works can provide unique benefits to a House, often granting bonuses similar to a Perk or Title.  Legendary works impact all races of either the Light or Dark equally and are usually directly connected to great myths and legends.  Legendary works can provide incredible bonuses to the House that owns one but are extremely rare and almost impossibly difficult to create.

A Great Work gains bonuses of its Tier and all Tiers below it.
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Hidden Quest Completed: A House’s Work is Finally Done





You have completed a Great Work for your House.






Objective:


 
Create a Great Work of Base Tier or higher.





Difficulty:


 
Variable





Reward:


 
For High Tier Great Work: 9,000 XP; +3,000 reputation with Elven Realms, Noble Perk



[image: ]


[image: ]





Noble Perk Gained!






Perk:


 
Artisan Founder






Benefits:


 
All House members gain +15% to all crafting for the House, all House crafted items have a 5% chance to gain +1 level of Quality and Rarity.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Ascendant Level:


 
14





Current XP:


 
255,736/276,000




Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points




I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Aranos stared at the notification, slightly stunned even as he reflexively dropped his Stat points into Wisdom, bringing it to within a single level’s reach of breaching the 200 barrier.  He wasn’t surprised that he’d gotten some XP for the Great Work; he was shocked at just how much he’d gotten, though.  “Geltheriel, that was a High Tier Great Work,” he told her, his voice reflecting his astonishment.

The woman nodded.  “Indeed, as it should be, Oathbinder.  The fall of Danastor is a tale told to all elven children, in every city, and its restoration will be celebrated across the Elven Realms.  The name of House Evenshade will be spoken of in song and raised in toasts in most homes.  If this is not a Great work, I do not know what is.”  She examined the building critically.  “There is still some work to be done, of course.  The doors must be repaired, and the Enchantments defending it restored, but that will certainly come in time.” 

“Yeah, I suppose,” he agreed, shaking his head.  “Of course, if everyone in the Elven Realms knows we did this, Golloron certainly knows we’re here, now.  In any case, I need to activate the portal arch, and Rhys, will you help me plant more oilairie around this clearing?”

“It would be my pleasure, Liberator,” the Druid smiled at him.  “I must admit, I too am amazed to see fallen Danastor rebuilt, and should we now be able to grow trees within its bounds – well, I am certain the House of the Sickle will be most pleased to hear of this.”

It took them another hour to raise a ring of six oilairie around the edge of the clearing; apparently, Aranos’ Redemption had burned away whatever was keeping the plants from growing.  He could feel the forest’s energy slowly seeping back in beneath his feet, and he was sure that in a few days, plants would be sprouting from the now-fertile soil.  Aranos altered the Great Portal as he had the one back in Antas, not turning it into a High Portal but dropping the cost of activating it to only 25% of his Heart’s energy and extending its duration to two hours. 



He attuned the portal to the High Portal back in Antas, took a deep breath, and activated the High Portal.  The unwavering, gray sheet at the center of the archway cleared, revealing the square in Antas and Saphielle’s tree in all its glory. 

 

Now, I just have to make sure it stays open for 24 hours,


 
he thought grimly. 

 

That should be easy enough; I just need to keep replenishing the Tree-heart with SP as it runs low.  It seems like mostly a matter of paying attention to the Heart’s status, to be honest.






He rested for a bit, regenerating his SP and allowing his Fatigued debuff to fade to level 2, where he barely noticed it.  At that rank, the debuff mostly affected Stamina regen, which wasn’t an issue for Aranos, so it was certainly manageable.  Rhys opened an arch in the thicket surrounding Aranos’ new Great Work.  As they left, Aranos hesitated, then placed his Elemental Ward around the clearing.  With his Spell bonuses, it would last the full 24 hours, and he could dismiss it when he returned here with whoever wanted to travel to Antas. 

 

And this way, I’ll feel better about leaving the place unguarded,


 
he reasoned. 

 

Just in case this Quest is a bit more complicated than I thought.




The trip from Danastor to Eredain was reasonably short and uneventful.  Aranos kept his Zone of Speed Spell active but at a lower level than normal, channeling his excess SP regen back into the Tree-heart to partially offset the energy loss of keeping the portal open.  Avalyn walked beside Geltheriel, who kept pointing out various plants and describing their uses to the girl. 

“How do you know all this?” Avalyn asked at last.

“I am an Adept in Alchemy, child, and that Skill requires some knowledge of herbology.  My Skills in plant lore are pale indeed compared to your mentor’s, but they are sufficient for my needs.”

“Are you an Expert in Alchemy, too?” Avalyn asked Aranos, her voice tinged with exasperation.

“Herbalism,” he corrected.

“What’s the difference?”

“Alchemy is the art of combining very simple herbal remedies with magical reagents to create potions and elixirs,” the Shadedancer explained.  “Herbalism deals with perfecting and refining those herbal remedies until their results resemble magic.  My Oathbinder is a Master Herbalist and can cure most poisons and heal even grievous wounds in moments with little more than a bandage and a paste he has formed of leaves, berries, and roots.”

“Master ranked?” Mutroda repeated.  “Impressive.  You keep a supply of those bandages on hand?”

“Yep,” Aranos nodded.  “I don’t use them much because Rhys’ Spells are faster and more useful in combat, but I’ve got bandages, tinctures, and antidotes – just in case.”

“Smart.  It’s always good to have a backup healer, just in case,” the dwarf approved. 

“As a Priestess, do you not have Spells of healing and restoration?” Rhys asked her curiously.

“Not that kind of Priestess, I’m afraid,” she shook her head.  “I’m what you topsiders would call a Wizard, specifically a Wizard focusing on Earth magic.”

“A Geomancer,” Avalyn supplied.  When she saw the others looking at her, she shrugged.  “Just because I couldn’t do the Spells didn’t mean I didn’t pay attention in the classes.  Geomancers are Wizards who specialize in Earth and Metal mana, primarily.”

“I can use Dust, too, although I prefer not to,” Mutroda grimaced.  “It’s not good for my armor, and casting Dust Spells drains my LP a bit.  I’m told it’s because using Void mana is against the will of the Stone, but I understand topsider Wizards have the same problem.”

“Sorcerers, too,” Aranos supplied.  “Void mana drains my LP, although not as much as it would normally thanks to some Titles I’ve got.”

“Could I learn Alchemy?” Avalyn asked Geltheriel.  She glanced at Aranos.  “Or Herbalism, I guess?”

“You can technically learn both,” Aranos shrugged.  “The hard part isn’t learning the Skills, it’s practicing them enough to be useful.  Speaking of which, how’s your Spell Channeling going?”

“I’m at Student 6,” she replied promptly.

“Good.  Where’s your Wisdom, now?”

“Thirty-one.”

“Then you can handle more Skill books,” he told her.  “When we get back to Antas, we can get you Enchanting and maybe a Weapon Mastery Skill.”

“You could simply instruct her in Archery, Liberator,” Rhys pointed out.  “As an Expert in the Skill, you could bring her to Student status quickly.”

“True,” he mused, rubbing his chin.  “And that would let you learn Runecrafting from a Skill book.  Once you have both of those, I can teach you High Enchanting.”

“Is there anything you aren’t good at?” the girl asked, her voice half annoyed, half wondering.

“Melee combat,” Geltheriel spoke up.  “He could never gain the sense of the sword, and when unarmed, he fights as if scarcely in control of his limbs.  He is barely acceptable with a staff, but I would not wish him to face a Warrior while wielding one.”

Avalyn grinned.  “That makes me feel better,” she admitted.  “I’m glad there’s something you’re not an Expert or Master in.  It makes you seem more – human, I guess.”

“Arcane,” Rhys corrected drily.  “He is not human, child, as his appearance should remind you.  His failings make him seem more arcane.”

Avalyn’s face twisted in a grimace.  “But that makes him sound better,” she protested.

“I did not choose the name, child.  I merely work with what is given me.”

As they approached the base of the city, the guards standing before it snapped to attention.  “Lord Evenshade!” one of them stammered in Elvish, his eyes widening.  “You – you have changed greatly, my Lord.”

“I’ve been changed, Vaeril,” Aranos laughed, quickly Inspecting the guard.  “There’s a difference.  It’s still me, though.”

“Indeed, Lord Evenshade.  May I ask who you bring to the Stronghold of Eredain?”  The guard gestured at Avalyn and Mutroda.

“This is Mutroda,” Aranos replied, nodding at the dwarf.  “She is a Priestess and Juggernaut, an indomitable Warrior among her people, and a member of my party.

“And this is Avalyn, my apprentice.  I found her in the human city of Stoneleague and have begun her Class training.  I would like both of them to be allowed into the city.”

“As you wish, my Lord,” Vaeril bowed.  “I must warn you, though, that you take responsibility for their actions.  Should either run afoul of our laws, you will have to answer for their behavior.”

“I understand,” Aranos nodded.  “Thanks for the warning.”

“Of course, Lord Evenshade, and welcome back to Eredain.”

The guards parted, allowing the group to pass into the teleport chamber that led from the ground to the first level of the city.  Silma was forced to shift into the form of a regular wolf to fit into the chamber, but the space was easily large enough for the rest of the party to pack into once she changed.  Aranos tried closing his eyes as the runes on the floor and ceiling flared to life, but as he felt himself whisked upward into the heights of the city, his bile rose in his throat despite his best efforts.  He tried to hold it down, but it was too much for him, and he was forced to rush to the side of the chamber to be noisily and violently sick.

“Ah, yes, that is the other thing at which my Oathbinder is terrible,” Geltheriel chuckled, seemingly amused at his distress.  “He cannot teleport.  It is a flaw, and unfortunately, a rather unpleasant one at times.  It is best to simply ignore him – and stand upwind, of course.”




Chapter 32




It took Aranos a couple of minutes to get his stomach under control. 

 

Oh, I seriously hope the AIs can patch this during the next logout,


 
he groaned silently. 

 

This sucks so hard!




Once he rose unsteadily to his feet, his stomach empty and slowly settling, he joined the others outside the teleport chamber.  “Sorry about that,” he said weakly to Avalyn and Mutroda.  “Not the best introduction to the city, I suppose.”

Neither of the women were paying attention to him; they were staring around at the tall, soaring, wooden buildings, the wide branch-roads, and the upper levels seeming to float above them.  “Amazing,” Avalyn breathed, her eyes wide.  “This is so beautiful!”

“It’s impressive,” Mutroda allowed.  “Bigger than I thought it would be.  And you say it’s all fireproof?”

“And immune to most forms of damage,” Geltheriel added.  “Just as with your fortresses, it would take something akin to a Nightmare Beast to destroy this city.”

“And the only way in is to teleport,” the dwarf nodded.  “Smart defensive strategy.  It would be hard to besiege a place like this from the ground.”

“That is the intent,” Geltheriel smiled.  “Although for centuries, the Shadowborn made the attempt almost nightly.  They swarmed in from the Blightlands to the south and hurled themselves against our defenses each night in a vain attempt to gain entrance to our Stronghold.”

“Past tense?” the dwarf asked.  “They don’t do it anymore?”

“The Liberator reinforced our borders so that such attempts usually fail far from the city,” Rhys chuckled.  “One has heard that the Keepers of the House of Twilight have rediscovered the concept of sleep, an idea that has eluded them for centuries.”

“Where shall we go, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked.  “To our estates, first?  Or do we have other plans that must be seen to?”

“Well, I’d like to take Avalyn to see Mistress Tialha in the Great Square and get her some better clothing,” Aranos said slowly, remembering the irascible old clothing merchant.  “I might see about getting another set for myself, since mine were destroyed.  I should probably go see Ilmadia and show her the new metals I’ve discovered, and I promised Faraine I’d meet with her…”

“Or you could simply inform your majordomo of these needs, and he will make the arrangements,” Geltheriel countered.  “He can determine which of those should come to you, and which you must go see yourself.”

“Good point,” Aranos nodded.  “Okay, we’ll head to our estate.”  He looked at Rhys.  “Are you going to the House of the Sickle?”

“That is my intent,” the Druid nodded.  “I thought I would bring Glorferdir and Miwango to meet my brethren.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Aranos smiled.  “Mutroda, would you mind accompanying him?”

“Not at all,” she shook her head.  “This about what you were telling me before?”

“It is,” Aranos nodded.  “Geltheriel, Silma, and I will be fine and can take care of Avalyn, but I’d feel better if Rhys had a strong arm at his side.”

“My pleasure,” she bowed.  “Okay, green-hair, show me this city of yours.  And tell me about this House of the Sickle.”

“The House of the Sickle is that of the city’s Druids,” the Furor explained with a smile, leading the dwarf and leonal off into the city.  “We are the caretakers…”

Aranos turned away as they moved into the flow of people, noting as he did that while he was getting some odd looks – which was fair considering his appearance – they were respectful or even admiring ones.  Gone were the suspicious, hostile gazes he and Geltheriel had once endured walking through the city.  He pulled up his reputation sheet quickly; his reputation with the citizens of Eredain was permanently set to the maximum of Beloved, and the base reputation for his House was at Friendly, thanks to his recent Great Work.  That meant that both he and Geltheriel should be treated not just with respect but with actual enthusiasm by the people of the city.

They walked through the Stronghold, chatting amiably but keeping a wary eye out as they passed.  Aranos was certain that Golloron had been busily working to undermine his reputation and that of his House, but if that were the case, he’d been doing it so subtly that Aranos couldn’t tell it was happening.  That made it worse; the Sorcerer was sure something terrible was in the works, but he had no idea what it was.  Waiting for the hammer to drop was, in all honesty, excruciating.

As he walked through the gates of his expansive estate, one that he’d more or less inherited from the Fallen House Exxidor, Aranos wasn’t remotely surprised to be met by the ever-officious Lorsan.  “My Lord,” the lanky elf bowed deeply to the Sorcerer.  “Welcome home.  Your absence has been prolonged; how long will you be remaining in the city?”

“Not all that long, Lorsan,” Aranos shrugged.  “I’ve got to see to Antas, after all.”

“Have you yet chosen an estate for House Evenshade in that city, my Lord?”

Aranos nodded.  “I’ve claimed a decently sized estate, yes.  I haven’t done anything with it yet, though.”

Lorsan sighed.  “My Lord, I wonder if I might accompany you upon your return.  I feel I would be of much more service to you there, especially as much of our House intends to travel there as soon as it is possible.”

“You absolutely can, and they can technically travel there now,” Aranos responded as the group walked toward the spacious manor house.  “I’ve got a portal set up outside the city, leading to Antas.  We can gather everyone today and send them across tomorrow morning.  Will that be enough time?”

“It should, my Lord, as the bulk of our House members are currently on this estate or in our nearby lands.”  The man hesitated.  “Speaking of which – I see that you have restored the tower of Danastor and completed a High Tier Great Work.”

“I did, and that’s where the portal’s set up.  Is that an issue?”

“An issue?” the elf asked incredulously.  “My Lord, this is an amazing accomplishment, one that even most High Houses never achieve!  I would ask how you managed it, save I am becoming used to your achieving the impossible on a regular basis.”

“Witnessing it occurring is both my greatest joy and deepest frustration, majordomo,” Geltheriel laughed.  “No sooner do I think that I am inured to further wonders than my Oathbinder creates another before my very eyes.  It is somewhat maddening, to be sure.”

“I am certain that is so, Elder Geltheriel,” the elf bowed to the woman.  “And yet, this creation has enormous value for our House, one which cannot be understated.”

“It did give some nice bonuses,” Aranos agreed as he opened the manor door and stepped inside. 

“They are much more than ‘nice’, my Lord.  This work offsets much of the crafting penalty under which we labor, meaning we will now produce significantly more in our farms.  We might even consider claiming or purchasing territory where we can construct mines, now that such suffer only a 10% penalty to their output.”

“Speaking of mines,” Aranos reached into his backpack, producing a sheaf of blueprints, “here are the Advanced blueprints I promised you, plus a few more that I managed to get.”

Lorsan leafed through the papers, his eyes widening as he did.  “My Lord, these are excellent!  The dwarven structures will produce significantly improved amounts of food, stone, and ore for the house, should we find a place to construct them, and the Dwarven Armory is a rather large upgrade from the Barracks we currently have.”

“How much of an upgrade?” Aranos asked curiously.

“It will give generous bonuses to the combat abilities of our Warriors, as well to their training, and it will house double the number of soldiers than we can currently manage.”

Aranos nodded.  “Okay, can you take a look at those and let me know which ones you think are most important?  We’ve got mountains near Antas, so we can claim some of the land around there for mining if we need more ore and stone, and we’ve got tunnels under the city for anything that has to be built underground.”

“I will do so at once, my Lord,” the man bowed.  As he did, Geltheriel cleared her throat meaningfully and stared at Aranos.

“Oh, right,” the Sorcerer recalled.  “Also, Lorsan, there are some people I need to meet with now that I’m back in the city.  I was hoping to get a new wardrobe for myself and my apprentice, here, and I’d like to see if Mistress Tialha can provide those for us.  I have some items to deliver to Lady Faraine of House Gilris as well as crafting samples for Elder Ilmadia of House Waeslar.  I understand that Ghilanna of House Luzeiros may want to send some of her House to Antas, as well.” 

He frowned as a thought occurred to him.  “I also need to speak to Lady Wynathra of the House of Blades,” he said slowly.  “Also – whoever’s in charge of House Miradan.  Those last two should actually be a priority, if you can manage it.”

“I will make what arrangements I can,” the majordomo bowed his head.  “Certainly, Mistress Tialha will be pleased to travel to your estate, and I imagine Lady Faraine would do the same.  It is likely that you will need to journey to see the others, however, as they are Houses far more established than ours.”

“Could you also let Elder Elenaril of House Meluiben know that Lord Evenshade has returned?” Geltheriel spoke slowly.  “It was her wish to dine with him upon his return.”

“I will see to it,” the man bowed his head.  “I have much to accomplish, but I believe that Elders Mathias and Gwinivere will be returning soon and will wish to speak with you.”

As the elf left, Avalyn made an unhappy noise.  “What was he saying?” she asked discontentedly.  “I couldn’t understand any of it.”

“You could learn the language, should you so desire,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “As it seems many of the People will be traveling to Antas, it is likely you will be hearing it spoken a great deal.  It would be useful.”

“We were talking about House Evenshade,” Aranos explained.  “I don’t know how much of it you’d be interested in, since it was about things like what structures to build, where we’ll build them, and in what order we should do it.”  Seeing the glazed look in the girl’s eyes, Aranos chuckled.  “Yeah, I didn’t think you’d be interested.”

“Sorry, it’s just that you sounded like my father for a moment,” she grimaced.  “He gets excited about that sort of thing, but I don’t.”

“Well, since you don’t have a Noble House to manage, it doesn’t matter, does it?” he laughed.  “Now, I want to show you the Meditation Suites.  They’re perfect for your Training.  After that, maybe I can start teaching you Archery out on the range if there’s time.”

“There likely will not be,” Geltheriel advised.  “I am certain that even now, your majordomo is filling your schedule as completely as possible, and you will have very little time of your own.”

Sadly, his Follower’s prediction was totally accurate.  Aranos got Avalyn set up in the Meditation Suite and showed her a room she could sleep in, but just as he began to settle in for his own training, a familiar voice boomed through his study.



“Lord Evenshade!  You have returned to your estates at last!” Mathias’ overly dramatic words and tone grated in Aranos’ ears, and the Sorcerer sighed. 

 

He’s just having fun,


 
he reminded himself. 

 

Let him be who he wants to be.




“Elder Mathias,” he said, rising from the soft chair he’d just settled into as Mathias and Gwinivere walked into the room.  “Thanks for taking such good care of things while I was gone.  You and Elder Gwinivere, as well.”



“Our pleasure, Lord Evenshade,” the man bowed deeply.  “Although I must say, Lorsan – I mean, your majordomo did most of the true work.  The man’s – the man is a treasure, and you would do well to cherish him.”  Aranos nearly winced at the man’s obvious attempts to emulate elven formality but managed to contain it. 

 

After all, it’s not like you normally even bother.  At least, he’s trying.




“It’s true,” Gwinivere nodded.  “Lorsan mostly just asked us for approval on things or to choose between a couple of options.  We mainly focused on assigning and completing the Quests other Houses have been giving us.”

“How’s that been going?” Aranos asked.  “We haven’t had more problems with impossible Quests, have we?”

“No, my Lord,” Mathias shook his head.  “We decided that we would accept Quests in auction fashion, rather than first-come, first-served.  Now, when other Houses wish our services, they offer their Quests and increase the rewards until no others are willing to match them.  We have stopped accepting simple fetch Quests or anything that has a difficulty below C, as these are simply not a valid use of our time.”

“Those are good ideas,” Aranos agreed.  “I want the other Houses to think of us as a premium service, after all, not as a quick way to run an errand.”

“Those were Lorsan’s suggestions,” Gwinivere admitted wryly.  “We thought they were good, too.”

“What about the urukkai you saw?” Aranos asked quietly.  “Have there been any more Quests attached to them?”

“Not a one,” Gwinivere said, her face troubled.  “That surprised me.  I would have sworn that Wynathra would have been issuing Quests like crazy for intel or even put bounties on the urukkai.”

“I can but assume that Lady Wynathra is using her own scouts,” Mathias shrugged.  “Now that they are aware of what they face, perhaps there is no need for our services.”

Aranos grimaced.  “Faraine of House Gilris hadn’t even heard about the urukkai,” he shook his head.  “If there might be an army marching this way, I would think Wynathra would have an obligation to tell the Patriarchs and Matriarchs about it, wouldn’t you?”

“I’d say so,” Gwinivere nodded.  “Unless she’s being kept from doing that, that is.”  She looked at Aranos meaningfully, and he sighed. 

“That’s a possibility,” he admitted.  “Golloron might be forcing her to stay quiet.  I don’t see how that would benefit him, though.”  He straightened.  “I’m supposed to meet with her later today.  I have to tell her in person that Saphielle died, and I can talk to her about this then, I suppose.”

“Saphielle died?” Mathias asked, dropping his formality for a moment.  “I – I’m sorry, I didn’t know that.  What happened?”

“She sacrificed herself so that I could free Antas,” Aranos said shortly, feeling dull pain spiking in his chest briefly.

“It sucks to lose a party member like that,” Mathias nodded.  “Anything we can do?  You need another tank?”



“No, but thanks,” Aranos smiled, looking for a way to change the subject. 

 

You brought it up,


 
he reminded himself.  “Anything else interesting happening in the city?”



“As a matter of fact,” Gwinivere frowned.  “Golloron’s been mysteriously absent lately.  No one’s seen him or heard from him in a while.  We even got offered a Quest to check on him – not that we took it, of course.”

“Absent?” Aranos frowned.  “That’s strange.  Is he in another city?”

“In truth, no one seems to know,” Mathias shrugged.  “However, rumors fly across everyone’s lips in the Stronghold.  Some say he is locked in with the Tree-heart, capitalizing on your Redemption of it.  Others say he was summoned to the capital to answer to the king and queen for almost allowing the city to fall.  And some say that he has gone into exile as penance for not preventing Keryth’s betrayal.”

“None of which make any sense,” Aranos pointed out.  “No, I’m sure he’s here in the city – or at least, nearby.  I wonder what he’s up to?”

“You could ask to meet with him,” Gwinivere pointed out.  “As a Patriarch, I think that’s your right.”

“I could, but I’d like to gather more info, first.  I’m meeting with some of the Matriarchs and Elders today, and I can see if they know anything before I go off half-cocked and demand to meet with him.”

“Smart,” Gwinivere agreed.

“On another topic, how go the plans to transport our people to Antas?” Mathias spoke up.  “Some of our members chafe to explore new lands, as the area around Eredain has become – tamer.”

“I’ve got a portal set up outside the city,” he told them with a grin.  “Pass the word to anyone who wants to go that I’ll unseal it in the morning, and they can travel then.  Are you two going?”

“We are Elders of Eredain,” Mathias shook his head.  “We will remain here and fulfill our duties to the House.”

“We’ve gotten a lot of reputation in the Stronghold, thanks to the Quests we’ve completed,” Gwinivere added.  “That means we get offered better Quests and higher rewards.  We’ve talked about it, and none of us are ready to give that up until we start running out of Quests nearby.”

“While you’re here, keep an eye out for valuable territory near or in the Blightlands,” Aranos advised them.  “Anything that looks like it would provide ore or stone – or crystal.  We’ve got the blueprints for a really advanced mine, and if you find a place like that, I can Redeem it and we can mine it.”

Mathias suddenly blinked, his eyes unfocused.  “Hey, that just gave us a Quest,” he said in amazement.

“A Quest?” Aranos repeated.  “Seriously?”

“Yeah.  ‘Enemy Mine’.  It says we get a thousand XP and House rep for every ore, stone, or crystal location we find.  You didn’t do it on purpose?”

“I didn’t know I could do it,” Aranos shook his head.  “I figured only natives could offer Quests.”

“We changed that a bit,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his head.  “Not every player can give out Quests, but any player that’s head of a noble house, merchant family, or similar organization can.  We’ve had a few of you taking over different groups or founding their own guilds, and we thought it would be a good way for you to motivate your people.  We still decide the rewards, though; we guessed that if we left it up to you, you’d be giving ridiculous XP rewards for simple fetch Quests.  The reward is tied to how valuable and important completing it is to you.”




You’re probably right,


 
Aranos thought silently. 

 

And thanks; that’s really useful. 


 
“I guess as head of the House, I can offer Quests,” he told them.  Seeing them perk up instantly, he grinned.  “I don’t get to pick rewards, though, so I can’t offer you 20,000 XP to deliver a letter, sorry.”



“Damn,” Gwinivere muttered.  “Still, you should think of a bunch of things the House needs and give those Quests to Lorsan to hand out – or just offer them to anyone in the House.”

“Good call.”  He pulled up his House screen and turned to the active Quests list; there was a new option there to create a House Quest.  He quickly selected it and added Quests for locations with ore, stone, or crystal.  While he was there, he also put out a Quest for blueprints for Uncommon or rarer buildings.

“Another Quest?” Mathias blinked.  “This one does not have quite the same rewards as the last, though.”

“Only for Uncommon or Rare buildings,” Gwinivere pointed out.  “It’s better for Exotic or rarer ones.”  She grimaced.  “’House of Blue’, though?  That’s an awful name.”

“I didn’t pick it,” Aranos chuckled.  “I just tell the AIs what I want, and they do all the rest.”

“That seems simple,” Mathias nodded.  “Well, we should go and inform the others of the imminent departure tomorrow – and perhaps begin looking into this Quest.  My Lord?”

“Have fun, and good luck,” Aranos waved to the pair.

“Oh, we always have fun,” Gwinivere smiled at him.  “But I think you stole all the luck, to be honest.”

Mistress Tialha was as stubborn and irascible as always when she arrived to measure Aranos and Avalyn for clothing.  “Of course, this would be easier if Lord Evenshade had not managed to destroy all my works at once,” the woman groused as she moved around him.  “Your size has changed, as well, as have your proportions.  I will have to custom make this; it will take three days, but I guarantee it will be worth it.”

“Would having exotic hides to work with make things easier?” Aranos asked.  “Like drake hide?”

“I am a weaver, not a worker of leather,” she snapped.  “Bring me rare cloth or exotic plants with which to make it, and I will happily fashion something of them for you.  Until then, though, please remain still so that I may work.”

Avalyn had been distinctly uncomfortable when the old woman asked her to remove her robes, and Aranos discreetly left the room at that point.  When he stepped out, he found Lorsan waiting for him.

“You have a visitor, my Lord,” the majordomo bowed his head.

“I do?” Aranos replied, puzzled.  “Who?”

“Elder Ilmadia of House Waeslar.  It seems I was incorrect in my surmise that you would need to visit her.”

“Oh, good.  Where is she?”

“She awaits you in your study.  I informed her you were being fitted for clothing, and she wished to wait upon your pleasure.”  The elf gave him a meaningful look that Aranos understood at once.

“Please tell her that I’ll be right there,” he assured the man.  “I have some gifts for her, and I need to go grab them from my room.”

“Very good, my Lord.  I will let her know at once.”

Ilmadia was an older elf, with hair that had gone silver-white and pale, nearly translucent skin.  She was dressed in a simple robe of pale lavender that set off her deep violet eyes.  “Lord Evenshade,” the woman rose smoothly to her feet as he entered, her movements showing no hint of her advancing age.  “Welcome back to Eredain.  I take it your travels were fruitful?”

“Very, Elder Ilmadia,” he bowed in return.  “And I must thank you for your gifts to me.  They were far more helpful than I am certain even you would have imagined.”

“Please, spare me the formality, Lord Evenshade,” the woman waved her hand dismissively.  “I understand that you are not truly of the People – indeed, it seems that you have now become another race, entirely.  Arcane?”

“High arcane, yes.”

Her eyebrows rose.  “Most impressive.  In any case, speak to me as you would.  I am far too old to take offense that another’s customs differ from mine.”

“Thanks,” he sighed with a grin.  “Seriously, though, the samples and the book you gave me were incredibly helpful.  Without them, I never would have learned how to make these.”  He pulled out a handful of small ingots from his pack and set them before her.  “These are my way of saying thank you, Elder Ilmadia, and hopefully will replace some of what you gave to me.”

The woman picked up the first ingot slowly and carefully, examining it in her hands.  “Hardness similar to truesilver,” she muttered.  “Lightweight, with a green luster.”  She looked at him.  “This is coiraisene, Traveler.  Living steel.”  She glanced at the other ingots.  “Which would make these simarene, calitemene, nayasene…”  Her eyes grew wide as she picked up the slim, cloudmetal and gemsteel ingots.

“Fanastaine?” she said a bit breathlessly.  “Mirauta?  Cloudmetal and gemsteel?  How – Traveler, these are great secrets of the dwarves!  They will not even sell these to those of us on the surface.  How did you acquire them?”

“I forged them,” he shrugged.  “And before you ask, I’m sorry, I promised not to tell anyone else how to do it.”

“That is disappointing, but of no great consequence,” she waved at him, her eyes still fastened to the ingots she held.  “Traveler – this is a gift beyond price, at least to one such as I.  I have samples of some of these, but not of calitemene, fanastaine, and mirauta.  I believe I will be spending the next decade or so puzzling out the secrets of these metals and learning their properties.”  Her eyes glowed.  “I will have new insights to add to my works, something that has not happened for many years!”

“Well, I’m glad I could help you the way you helped me,” he smiled at her.  Her enthusiasm was infectious, and it was hard not to be caught up in it.

“No, this is much more than I gave you,” she shook her head.  “I am indebted to you once more, Lord Evenshade, and I will consider how best to repay that debt.”  He opened his mouth to protest, but she tutted at him, and he fell silent.  “There is no point arguing.  I have decided, and so will it be.  I will speak with you once I have decided an appropriate reward.”

His next visitor, sadly, was one he was much less enthused to greet.  “Lord Evenshade, this is Patriarch Ruvyn, head of House Miradan.”



Aranos concealed a wince. 

 

This is Saphielle’s father,


 
he realized, seeing tiny resemblances in his chin and eyes.  “Welcome to my home, Lord Miradan,” Aranos bowed deeply.  “You honor me with your presence.”



“The honor is all mine, Lord Evenshade,” the man bowed in return.  His hair was a deeper blue than Saphielle’s, his body slighter and less solid.  His hands were long-fingered and soft, and his green eyes didn’t have the hardness and jaded expression his daughter’s once had.  “I have heard a great deal about your exploits, and I am humbled to meet you.”

“My Lord, would you like to escort Lord Miradan to your study?” Lorsan asked politely. 


Good point.  Can’t just stand here in the front hall, and what I have to tell him needs some privacy.


Aranos led the shorter man through the manor into his study, offering him a seat.  “Do you want anything to drink?” he asked the elf.  “Something to eat?”

“No, Lord Evenshade, I am content,” the man smiled.  “And while I would spend time with you, I am certain that you have called me here for a purpose – and I fear I know what that purpose is.”




Well, no beating around the bush,


 
he thought with a tired sigh.  Of all the things he had to do today, this was the one he’d been dreading the most.  “Lord Miradan, as you know, your daughter Saphielle chose to join me in my travels.”



“Indeed, we were quite proud of her choice,” the man nodded.  “She always wished to battle the Darkness directly, and we are glad that she has been given the opportunity to do so at your side.”

Aranos swallowed hard before he spoke.  “As you may know, we went to the city of Antas to reclaim the lost Library there.  We fought our way into the city, and found it was being held by a qualintar, one far more powerful than most.”

“A fearsome creature, I have heard,” the man nodded. 

“Very.”  Aranos took a deep breath.  “Your daughter had chosen the Bright Avenger Advanced Class.  She swore to be the shield for all of us, so that we could be the sword to bring down the Darkness.  When she and I faced the qualintar, she was that shield – and she gave her life so that we could free the city.”

The man’s head dropped at Aranos’ words, and the Sorcerer saw tears dripping from his eyes.  “I’m sorry, Lord Miradan,” Aranos said, his voice rough with emotion.  “I did everything I could to save her…”

The man held up a hand, and Aranos feel silent.  Ruvyn took a deep, shuddering breath.  “We have known for some time that this day would come, Lord Evenshade,” he said softly.  “When our daughter chose to join the House of Blades, we feigned excitement and joy for her, but inside, our hearts quailed with dread, for this is the outcome we always feared.”

Aranos opened his mouth to speak, but the man again motioned him to silence.  “I tell you this so that you will understand; we knew that one day, we would be hearing these words.  We believed we would hear that she fell in defense of the city to some random Shadowborn who cleared the walls, simply another casualty of our attempts to hold the Darkness at bay.”

The man raised his tear-stained face and looked directly at Aranos.  “Instead, I have learned that she gave her life to advance the cause of the Light.  You destroyed the creature?”

“I did,” Aranos nodded.  “And your daughter’s memory gave me the will to do it.”

“Then she died as she would have chosen.”  The man rose to his feet, his face sorrowful.  “Part of me is infuriated with you, Lord Evenshade,” he admitted.  “Your Quest has taken my daughter from me.  Yet, part of me rejoices that her sacrifice had such meaning and power.  I hope that it is remembered.”

Aranos rose as well.  “It is, Lord Miradan,” he said firmly, pulling up strands of Dimensional and Light magic as he spoke.  “A monument to her stands before the Treehome in Antas, one that will remind everyone of her sacrifice, forever.  She will not be forgotten.”

He’d expected resistance to his Farsight Spell as it tried to penetrate the wards surrounding the city, but to his surprise, the window formed almost effortlessly in the air.  Saphielle’s tree stood proudly before the Treehome, its cream and emerald trunk and crimson leaves with bright, blue veins shedding a multihued radiance that could be seen even in the sunlight.

“This – you raised this to my daughter?” the man gasped.  “What sort of tree is this?”

“My Druid companion and I raised it together,” Aranos clarified.  “Your daughter is buried beneath it.  And as far as we can tell, it’s unique to this world and doesn’t have a name.  I just call it Saphielle’s tree.”

The man stared at the tree, tears streaming anew from his eyes.  “That – thank you my Lord, for letting me see this,” he said softly.  “I wonder – would it be possible for Lady Miradan and I to visit it sometime?  It would be well to say goodbye to our child.”

“Anytime,” he nodded, letting the window close.  “Talk to my people here, and they’ll get me a message.  I’ll come and portal you over myself.”

“Thank you,” the man sniffed, wiping his face.  He looked shrewdly at the Sorcerer.  “I noted that the tree seemed to be a mingling of my daughter and you, Lord Evenshade.  She cared for you?”

Aranos nodded.  “And I cared for her.”

The man stared at his face, then nodded as if finding something.  “Yes, I can see the pain in your eyes.  You grieve for her loss, even as I do.  That – I can ask for nothing more than that.  Knowing that you would not have spent her life cheaply, and that her death had meaning – these are more than we could ever have hoped.”

The man walked toward the door.  “It will be some time before we will reach out to you, Lord Evenshade.  This loss is difficult, and more difficult for us than it might otherwise have been.  You may not understand that…”

“Saphielle told me about her sister.”

“I see,” the man’s face flashed with new pain.  “Then she must have cared for you deeply, to share that hurt with you.  At least you will understand that for a time, we will ask that you and yours leave us in peace.”

“Of course,” Aranos nodded.  “And again, I’m sorry…”

“I can tell that you are, Lord Evenshade, and that means something.  However…”  The man shook his head.  “I must go.  May the rest of your day be more joyous than this encounter.”

Fortunately, that was the low point of Aranos’ meetings.  A bit later, Faraine also came to visit him and brought along a dozen or so elves with her.  “These are the members of House Gilris that wish to travel to Antas with you, Lord Evenshade,” she told him when he walked outside to greet her.  “I make known to you Master Sionia of House Gilris, she who will be leading the newest branch of the House as an Elder.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, my Lord,” Sionia bowed to him.  The elf woman looked to be older than Faraine but was still short for an elf – Aranos wondered if it was a family trait.  Her hair was an almost fluorescent orange and cut short, falling just below her ears, and her face was rounder and more almond-shaped than most elves.

“The pleasure is mine, Elder Sionia,” he bowed in return forcing the formality from his mouth.  “I look forward to many happy dealings with you and your House.”  He looked at Faraine.  “And in that regard, I have some items I have crafted for you to sell.  Would you join me in the manor so I can show you?”

“Indeed, I would be delighted,” the woman smiled.

“Good.”  He looked at Lorsan.

“I will see to the accommodations for our guests from House Gilris, my Lord,” the elf bowed.  “If you could upgrade one of the Guest Houses, it would be suitable.”

“Of course,” Aranos nodded, opening his House screen and upgrading one of the Guest Houses to Improved Housing.  “Done.”

“Thank you, my Lord.”

“Master Sionia, I would have you join us,” Faraine interjected.  “You will need to see the sorts of crafts Lord Evenshade can supply.”

As Aranos led the two women into the manor, he glanced at Faraine.  “I have the goods I forged set up on a table in the dining room,” he told her.  “I made some weapons and armor, but also some rings, amulets, and other trinkets.  I was unsure what would sell the best.”

“I am certain we will be able to sell it all for you, Lord Evenshade,” the woman said dismissively.

“I hope so.”  He opened the door to the dining room.  “Now, I know that I promised faymetal, and I do have some such, but not all of it is of that material.  I hope that is acceptable.”

“That is understandable, Lord Evenshade,” Faraine smiled, although he saw her face flash with disappointment.  “Certainly, no one could expect…”  She broke off as she looked at the wares he’d placed carefully on the table, and her face reflected her stunned amazement. 

“My – my lord Evenshade,” she breathed a moment later, reaching out to touch a brightsilver shield.  “What – what is all this?”

“Well, Lady Faraine, you had to wait longer than I anticipated,” he smiled at her.  “In the meantime, however, I learned to forge other and more valuable types of metal, and I crafted some items of each type so you could see what sold the best.”

The woman moved down the table, her fingers lingering on different items.  “My Lord, these are far more valuable than I imagined,” she told him.  “And the Enchantments – I do not recognize this method.  How did you place these?”

“Dwarven Enchanting,” he smiled at her.

“Is it possible – could you…?”

“I can teach you how to do it, yes,” he assured her.  “Assuming you have a smithing Skill of some sort.  I am Expert ranked in it.”  His face twisted.  “I promised not to share the secret of making the dwarven metals, though, sorry.”

“You are…sorry?” she repeated, her face creasing with a smile.  “Lord Evenshade, I am tempted to kiss you right now, and you are sorry?”  She turned to Sionia.  “While you will still be House Elder, Master Sionia, you will understand that I will be joining you in Antas, yes?”

“I fully understand, my Lady,” the elf bowed, concealing a smile.  “These secrets are too valuable to pass up.”

“Indeed.  Lord Evenshade, understand that with this knowledge, House Gilris could become one of the – no, the preeminent Enchanting house in the Elven Realms.  If we could combine dwarven and elven Enchanting techniques, we could name our price for our items, and we could focus purely on specialty and custom orders, no longer mass-producing basic Enchantments.  Your instruction may be the greatest boon we have had since – since the founding of the House!  Name your price, and I will meet it.”

“I still want to exchange knowledge with you,” Aranos shook his head.  “I would learn of other Enchantments I could create and how to make my existing ones better.  I will teach you, you will teach me, and we will gain together.”

“It will be so,” Faraine declared.  “And let it be known in the Realms that from this time forth, House Gilris and House Evenshade are inextricably linked; your enemies are our enemies, and our friends are your friends.  So say I.  Do you agree?”

A notification popped up, and Aranos hastily looked through it:
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Alliance Offered!


Faraine of House Gilris wishes to offer you an alliance between House Gilris and House Evenshade.




Benefits:


 
Relations between your Houses is locked at Beloved so long as the Alliance lasts.  As House Gilris is a High House, your House’s reputation increases +1 rank.  Should any House become an enemy of or attack your House, House Gilris will defend you.






Penalties:


 
You lose one rank of reputation with any House inimical to House Gilris.  Should any House attack or become an enemy of House Gilris, you are required to act in their defense.



Do you wish to form an alliance? (Yes/No)

[image: ]


Aranos considered it briefly before agreeing.  He was a bit wary of becoming entangled in elven politics, but Faraine had been a good friend to his House so far, and he needed all the allies he could get.  “I agree,” he declared.

“Then it is decided.”  She turned to Sionia.  “This will change our plans.  Please return to the estate with me, Master Sionia.”

“Of course, my Lady,” the woman replied.

Faraine turned back to Aranos.  “When will your portal be ready for transit, Lord Evenshade?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Then Master Sionia and I will return at that time.  Master Sionia, please gather these most excellent items so that we may begin the process of selling them.”

After Faraine left, Lorsan joined Aranos once more.  “I see that we have joined with House Gilris in an alliance, my Lord,” the man noted.

“Yes, I thought it was a good idea.  What do you think?”

“House Gilris has few enemies, my Lord, and those that dislike the House already are ill-disposed to us for the support we give them,” Lorsan shrugged.  “It gives us an influential trading and crafting partner and gives House Gilris significant martial support.  All in all, a fair trade.”

“Martial support?” Aranos asked.

“Yes, my Lord.  House Gilris is a High House, but they are devoted to crafting and have mostly avoided confrontations.  With our support, they may take a more active stance, and others will be hesitant to oppose them.”

“Lorsan, we have, what, fifty people under arms in our House?” Aranos chuckled.  “I don’t think we’re much of a threat.”

“Because you underestimate the danger Travelers present, my Lord,” the elf replied quietly.  “It is well-known that many of the Travelers in the Elven Realms have joined House Evenshade, and as we extend our reach to other cities, I am certain even more will do so.  Although our numbers are yet small, Travelers are seen as extraordinarily powerful and dangerous thanks to your ability to return from death.”  The elf shrugged.  “It is essentially impossible to utterly destroy this House, and should any House declare war on us, eventually, the Travelers would reduce even the greatest to ashes.  All know this, and it gives us more power and influence than we might normally have.”

Aranos frowned; he hadn’t thought of that.  It would be pretty much impossible to obliterate his House, and he and the other Travelers would come back again and again to destroy any attackers.  “That’s a good point,” he admitted.  “I’m glad you approve.”

“Indeed, my Lord, but that is not the reason I sought you out.  You have received a reply to your request for a meeting with Lady Wynathra.  She bids you visit her at the House of Blades and requests all due haste.”

Aranos frowned; that didn’t sound good.  “Very well, please let her know I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he replied.

“Of course, my Lord.”

He found Geltheriel on the Archery range with Avalyn, teaching the girl with a training bow.  He watched for a few minutes; Geltheriel wasn’t Expert-ranked in Archery, as far as he knew, but as an Adept, she could teach the girl the basics.  Avalyn would be a Novice, but she’d at least have Archery and Bow Mastery Trained, which was a huge advantage.  He watched until the Shadedancer noticed him and halted the training. 

“That is a good start, child,” the elf said approvingly.  “You learn quickly.  Continue to practice while I speak with your teacher.”

“My hand’s getting sore,” Avalyn muttered.



“Then you are doing it correctly,” the woman said shortly.  “You must train your muscles and body, not merely gain a rank of a Skill.  Having an Expert-ranked Skill is worth little if your Stats do not match your potential.”  She looked directly at Aranos as she spoke, and he rolled his eyes. 

 

Yeah, yeah, make fun, but I’m the one with the Expert Skill.




Geltheriel walked over to stand beside him, her face concerned.  “You look troubled, Oathbinder.  Has the day not gone well?”

“No, it’s been fine,” he shook his head, then grimaced.  “At least, mostly.  I met with Saphielle’s father today.”

Geltheriel’s eyes tightened briefly, but she simply nodded.  “Normally, it would be surprising for Lord Miradan to venture to see the head of such a young House, but in this case, I can see why he would do so.  How did he respond to the news?”

“About the way you’d expect,” Aranos sighed.  “I did show him Saphielle’s tree, and he asked if he and his wife could visit it sometime.”

“Not his wife, Oathbinder.  Lady Miradan is simply the mother of the fallen Avenger; there is no permanent bond between them, as such a thing is very rare among elves.”

Aranos frowned.  “Really?  I was sure that Saphielle said – no, I guess she just talked about her parents.  I assumed they were married, since they’re in the same House.”

“Often, such relationships are between House members, as it is easier on the children to be raised in a single House rather than two.  However, her parents have not been partners in that way for many years, soon after the birth of the Avenger and her sister.”

“Huh,” Aranos considered her words.  “I didn’t know that.  Is that common?”

“Very.  Elves are long-lived, and commitments rarely last more than a handful of years, long enough to produce children and not much longer.  Once the children are born, the parents’ focus is upon their progeny, not one another, and it is natural for them to drift apart.  My own mother and father parted ways when I was young, although they are still quite close.”

“So, your sister?”

“We share a mother, not a father, yes.  It does not matter; generally, siblings are considered related if they share the same mother, as it is the only way to be truly certain they share the same blood.”




That makes sense,


 
he allowed. 

 

I mean, everyone knows who the mother of a child is.  They can’t be 100% sure of the father. 




“Is that why you are troubled, Oathbinder?”

“No,” he shook his head.  “At least, only partially.  I received a summons to meet with Lady Wynathra.”

“That was to be expected, as you requested to speak with her.”

“But she told me to meet as soon as possible,” he added.  “It sounds urgent.  Combine that with the urukkai Mathias found on the High Road…”

Geltheriel frowned.  “Indeed, it does sound as if there is trouble,” she agreed.  “Oathbinder, we must go as quickly as possible.”

“We?”

“Of course, we.  The Stronghold is no longer secure for us.  Perhaps you should recall the Furor and Juggernaut and summon your Companion.  If the Lady of the House of Blades is concerned, then perhaps we should all be.”

The House of Blades was the home of the guards of Eredain, and as such, it resembled a fortification as much as it did anything.  It was wide, solid, and lacked windows near the ground.  Its crenellated roof bristled with siege weaponry, and a squad of four guards stood before the thick doors.  Aranos tensed involuntarily as the party neared the sentries; the first time he’d been here, they’d basically arrested him.  This time, though, they saluted respectfully. 

“Lord Evenshade,” one of the guards inclined his head.  “Welcome.  You are expected, although not with such an entourage.”

“My party,” he shrugged.  “I assume they can enter?”

“Of course, my Lord.  You will vouch for their behavior?”

“I will.”

“Then enter and be welcome.  I have been informed that the Lady Wynathra awaits your pleasure at your first convenience.”




In other words,


 
he translated,

 

get to her as fast as possible.




“Do you mind having someone escort us?  I was only there once, and it wasn’t under the best of circumstances.”

“I will guide you, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel assured him.  “I have visited Lady Wynathra on occasion and know the way.”

They left most of the party in the entry hall, and only Aranos, Geltheriel, and Silma in her wolf form made their way past the lines of elves waiting to speak to the guards and into the rear area.  They got a few curious glances as they walked through the halls, but apparently word had been passed that they were coming – that, or his reputation was sufficient to deter suspicion.  Either way, no one attempted to stop them, and they made their way to Wynathra’s office without incident.  They were ushered in immediately, and Aranos noticed that there was a new officer sitting in the entry to Wynathra’s inner chamber.  Madris, the former Captain, had been killed during the Shadowborn incursion that accompanied Keryth’s attempt to enslave the city, as Aranos recalled, and as far as the Sorcerer was concerned, the city was well rid of the man.

“Lord Evenshade,” the man sitting behind the desk rose to his feet from as he spoke, his sandy blonde hair pulled into a tight ponytail and his expression very serious.  “Lady Wynathra is waiting for you.”  The man walked over to what looked like a blank wall and touched it.  A hidden door clicked open, and the man stepped aside.  “This way, if you please.”

Aranos walked through the doorway, breathing a silent sigh of relief.  Some part of him had worried that Golloron was planning to have him arrested, but if that were the case, they wouldn’t be letting him into Wynathra’s office.  The head of the guards of Eredain sat behind her desk, her focus on a paper in her hand, her other hand swiping absently at her short, lavender hair.  Aranos cleared his throat, and the woman looked up at once, her dark blue eyes showing a moment of startlement followed by instant recognition. 

“Lord Evenshade,” the woman breathed, her face showing visible relief.  “Welcome back to Eredain, and my thanks for responding so swiftly.”

“It sounded urgent, Lady Wynathra,” he smiled at her.  “However, before we speak, I have something I have to tell you.”

The woman’s eyes played across his face, and her shoulders slumped.  “The Lieutenant?”

“She – she died,” he swallowed as another dull pain flashed across his heart.

“In battle?” the woman asked simply.

“Yes.  The qualintar that held Antas – she died helping me defeat him.”

“Then she died in service to the Light, and the Light’s blessings will fall upon her,” the woman sighed.  Perhaps seeing the look of surprise and outrage on Aranos’ face, the woman shook her head.  “Lord Evenshade, I deal with the death of those who serve me daily.”  She reached to her desk and grabbed a thick sheaf of papers.  “These are the death notices I must sign for this week.  They will be sent to the families of the slain and must serve as comfort, for it is all I have time to give.”  She sighed again.  “I will prepare another for Lord and Lady Miradan.”

“I spoke to Lord Ruvyn already,” Aranos said quietly as he realized the tremendous burden the woman was under.

“Then you have my thanks, for they deserve to hear it from other than a piece of parchment.” 

He stared at her for a moment.  “That’s not a normal amount of deaths, is it?” he asked quietly.

“No, it is not, Lord Evenshade,” she slumped back into her chair.  “It is many times the number I would usually write, for my people are serving a duty for which they are ill-suited.”

“What duty is that?”

“My Warriors are guards, my Lord.  They are excellent at defending our walls, keeping order, and dispensing justice.”  She smacked her hand on her desk.  “They are not soldiers, however, and they are being forced to serve as such.”

“Why?” he asked.  “The urukkai that my people told me about?”

“In part, yes.  When your Travelers brought back that information, it should have been sufficient to call the army in, or at least to bring in a brigade to chase the urukkai back to Cendarta.”

“The Elder did not call them?” Geltheriel asked quietly.

“I – I am unsure,’ Wynathra admitted with a grimace.  “I sent my report to the Elder, with the request that he summon the army, as only he has the authority to do so.”  She shook her head.  “I received no reply, neither affirmation nor denial.  My own scouts and those of Captain Dorn’ar’el of the House of Twilight report that the urukkai move to occupy the waystations along the High Road; should they hold those in force, they could move swiftly to our borders and strike before our forces could be summoned.”

She rubbed her eyes tiredly.  “In desperation, Dorn’ar’el and I have been combining our limited forces, attempting to waylay what patrols we can on the High Road and deny those waystations to the urukkai.  The casualties have been – excessive, for neither my guards nor his Keepers are trained for this sort of warfare.”

“We can retake the waystations,” Aranos told her softly.  “My people and I.”

“And then the urukkai will move to reoccupy them,” she sighed.  “That is the battle we have been facing.  And these are merely skirmishes.  Should the urukkai put an army in the field…”  She shuddered.

“No, I can take them and make sure the urukkai can’t have them,” he told her.  “I can Redeem them; the urukkai would avoid them after that.  I can also make them outposts of Antas, so they’d be warded against the Shadowborn.”

The woman’s face looked hopeful for the first time.  “Is that true?  It would not hold off an urukkai army, but if they could not use the waystations to resupply, they would suffer losses along the High Roads and would be much weakened when they arrived at our doorstep.  If that were so, then my people and the Captain’s may be enough to hold them out.”

“Hasn’t anyone heard anything from Golloron?” Aranos asked neutrally, ignoring the notification that started blinking in his vision.

“Not that I am aware, and I have made every effort to speak to him, Lord Evenshade.  Perhaps you will have more success; you are the Savior of Eredain and the Hero of Antas.  Surely, he could not turn you away!”

“I can try,” Aranos shrugged, putting aside his misgivings.  Whatever his feelings for Golloron, if the Elder was shirking his duties and the city was suffering, he had to try and speak to him.  “I can’t promise anything more than that, though.”

“The attempt is all I can request,” she sighed.  “And it is why I asked you here.  I will send a message to the Captain of the Keepers and inform him of your return, and of your assistance in this matter.  Know that we are both grateful for your intervention.”

“I’m happy to help,” he smiled.  “In fact, I’ll go now.”

“You have my thanks, Lord Evenshade,” she smiled with genuine relief, rising to her feet.  “More than you may know.”

As the party exited the House of Blades, Aranos’ mind was churning.  The notification, as he’d suspected, was an offered Quest to Redeem the Eredain waystations, one he accepted then immediately dismissed; Golloron’s absence was a greater concern.  While Aranos knew the Elder was somewhat cavalier about how he treated his people, he couldn’t imagine that the elf wouldn’t simply abandon them.  And yet, it seemed that was exactly what had happened.

“That is consistent with what I learned from Grandmaster Kylantha,” Rhys said when they detailed their conversation.  “There was great joy in the House of the Sickle at Miwango’s presence – and Glorferdir’s, of course, although for different reasons.  The rewards for bringing back the knowledge of Awakenings was sufficient to restore my lost level, but my greater joy was the hope of bringing this news to the rest of the Elven Realms.  The Grandmaster told me that was not possible at the moment, for our Elder – who might pass such knowledge – had vanished and could not be found.  It is most puzzling, and the House of the Sickle is deeply concerned.”

What was Golloron doing?  Why was he ignoring his city this way?  What could be more important to him than his people?  Despite everything, Aranos still believed that Golloron had his people’s best interests at heart, even if just for selfish reasons.  He didn’t want his people conquered by the urukkai or swallowed by the Darkness.  So, why wasn’t he acting?




Because he wants to be their savior,


 
the thought flashed in his mind with sudden clarity. 

 

I’ll bet that’s why he didn’t stop Keryth, too.  He figured Keryth would beat me, and he’d swoop in and save everyone.  Now, maybe he’s letting the urukkai get close enough that he can save the city at the last minute.




That was a dangerous strategy, if true.  Golloron could probably handle a few urukkai, or even a few hundred – Aranos could, if he really had to and wasn’t worried about conserving his SP – but an entire army?  That was beyond Aranos’ abilities, and he guessed it would be more than the Elder could handle, as well.  If the army came, and Golloron couldn’t stop them, then the elf could lose everything, including his own city.

As they passed through the city into the Great Square, Aranos became aware of a strange muttering passing through the crowd of elves around them.  He focused his thoughts and listened, shifting his Charisma into Perception until the sounds became clear.

“Lord Evenshade,” he heard someone mutter.

“He has returned,” another spoke

The muttering swelled, growing louder as word of his presence rippled through the growing crowd.  Aranos tensed; he’d faced the elves’ hostility before, when he and Geltheriel had returned from Haerobel, and while he no longer feared it, he didn’t want to hurt anyone.  He gathered mana, summoning a Spatial Web and holding it ready just in case, but before he could cast anything, a cry erupted from the massed elves.

“The Savior of Eredain!” someone shouted gleefully.  “He is returned!”

“The Hero of Antas!” another screamed, their voice joyful.

“He has returned!”  “He will protect us!”

Shouts of joy and cheers roared from the crowd, rolling over Aranos and freezing him in shock. 

“They know you, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke quietly.  “They know, and they are grateful.”

“Have you come to restore our Elder?” someone shouted.

“I’m going to see if I can meet with him now,” Aranos called out.  “I’ll do my best to find out what’s wrong.”

“The Elder has abandoned us!” someone else shouted.

“The Savior can be our Elder!”

“The Savior of Eredain!”  The call was picked up across the square, the echoes rising to the highest levels of the city.

Suddenly, a massive explosion rocked the city, followed by a series of deafening crashes, and the chants fell into terrified silence.
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Golloron, Elder of Eredain, Grandmaster Mindbender, and holder of the Domain of Destruction, was frustrated.

He had known that the Traveler was back, of course.  The notice that the Sorcerer had restored Danastor to its former glory was plastered in the eyes of every elf in the Elven Realms, and it had disturbed Golloron from his meditations once more.  He’d been alerted that someone wished to erect a Great Portal near Eredain, as well; he’d been tempted to refuse its construction, but that was short-sighted.  The portal would be useful for trade and travel, and it was a convenient way for Golloron to strike at the Traveler’s distant city should the need arise.  His ever-weakening bond with the Tree-heart had warned him that another Heart-bonded was in his city, and he’d even seen the notice that House Evenshade had allied with that fool of an Enchanter Faraine.

House Evenshade.  Those words were bitter in his mouth.  Giving the Traveler a noble House had been a mistake.  Golloron had expected the fledgling House to be swarmed over and brought down in a week by larger, more predatory Houses, but he’d underestimated everyone’s fear and awe of Travelers.  Those he’d spoken to and subtly urged to work against the Traveler would not be pushed into open warfare, except for a few fools from House Luzeiros, and they had botched the job badly.  Instead, the Traveler found a way to grow his House and attracted more followers every day.  His Travelers grew stronger at an unbelievable rate, and already even Elder Houses were speaking of making overtures to this young, unknown, unremarkable House.  It was absurd!

Except that was not absurd; it was actually quite logical.  The Traveler was the Savior of Eredain, the Hero of Antas.  He was beloved across the city – Golloron’s city! – and people whispered of his imminent return.  Rumors of the urukkai gathering had spread, and the citizens were living in fear once more.  This time, though, they weren’t turning to Golloron for salvation; they were looking for the Traveler!

The ebb in the energy his people provided the Heart hadn’t made the task of regaining mastery of his Domain any simpler, and in truth, Golloron felt he was losing that battle.  His hard-won control was fading, not growing, and he no longer felt safe showing his face in public.  The indestructible treated oilairie wood wouldn’t survive exposure to his Domain; buildings would crumble, defenses would collapse, and eventually his Domain would consume the city.  Even worse, each day, Golloron found that concept a bit less disturbing as his Domain worked to control his thoughts. 

It was utterly, completely, and totally unfair.  He, Golloron, had labored to keep this city safe for a century and longer.  He had sacrificed his own people for the greater good, reached into their hearts and minds and guided them on the path they needed to walk.  He was their bulwark against the Darkness – him, not some upstart Traveler!  What did the Sorcerer know of struggle, of balancing the least of evils, of allowing the few to perish for the good of the many?  This urukkai army gathered because the Traveler had Liberated and Redeemed Antas; the Darkness no longer wanted that city, as its touch would be deadly to the Shadowborn, so the urukkai would march to claim a price in blood, elven blood.

And yet, with all that, Golloron was slowly failing.  His Heart-bond was so weakened by the effects of his Domain that he barely felt it at all.  His mind slowly filled with thoughts of destruction and death, and the aura of his power crept a bit larger each day.  Eventually, his Bond would break, and he would lose control completely, becoming a menace to all in the Light.  When that day came, he would flee, and his good name would be forever ruined…

So, when the chants of “Savior of Eredain” rose into his ears, Golloron could take no more.  The gates holding back his power slammed open, and the rush of Destruction tore into his carefully crafted wards, shredding them in an explosion of energy and debris.  The oilairie wood surrounding him was reduced to a cloud of splinters that suited him at a deep level, bringing a mad grin to his face.  He rose from the cloud of dust and ash and floated above the ground, no longer restraining his power. 


The Traveler will pay.


His Bond fluttered tremulously in his grasp, but it was strong enough that he could tell where the crowd had gathered: the Great Square.  He swooped down toward the throng, not bothering to use the passages designed for this purpose; when a barrier stood in his way, his power lashed out and obliterated it, heedless of who or what might suffer in the process.  That was the force of Destruction, and it cared nothing for petty mortal concerns such as life and death. 

He floated above the crowd, realizing idly that much of his city was gathered below, staring at him with terrified eyes.  He didn’t care; he only had eyes for one person.

“Traveler!” he roared, his voice thrumming with the power of Destruction.  “Come to me, and meet your doom!”




Chapter 33


Screams rose around the Great Square as elves pushed and jostled one another in their frantic attempts to flee the enraged Elder.  Golloron glowed with power; Aranos didn’t even need to use his Mana Sight to see the waves of energy radiating off him.  The elf floated high above the square, his silver hair lifted from his shoulders by an invisible breeze, his eyes glowing with a strange, gray light, and sparks of energy crackling along his outstretched arms.  An eerie, twisted grin spread across his face, and his expression was one of pure madness. 

“Golloron, what are you doing?” Aranos shouted, summoning his Mage Shield to hang before him and gesturing for the party to spread out.  Mutroda took position before him, her buckler upraised and her halberd set, while Geltheriel and Silma, who flashed into her true form, fanned out to the sides to flank the clearly enraged Elder. 

“Destroying you!” the elf roared, hurling a blast of silver fire toward the Sorcerer.  Aranos braced to take it on his Mage Shield, but to his surprise, Mutroda stepped forward and slashed with her shield, batting the fiery missile up and into the air, where it struck a building with a roar of fire and destruction.  The impact knocked the dwarf back several steps, but she shook her shield arm and resumed her position grimly.

“What’s wrong with you?” Aranos demanded, his mind reeling.  He knew that Golloron hated him, but the idea that the Elder would attack him so openly had never occurred to him.



“You are what is wrong, Traveler!” the elf cackled, unleashing a sheet of lightning at the Sorcerer.  Aranos hurled a cone of Ash at the incoming arcs of electricity, and the two opposing energies met in an explosion of power that made him shield his eyes momentarily.  When the radiance faded, though, both Ash and Lightning had vanished. 

 

That took a lot more SP than it should have,


 
Aranos realized grimly. 

 

This isn’t going to be easy.




“You dare come to my city – mine! – and usurp my position?” the Elder continued, seemingly uncaring that Aranos had negated his attack.  “’Savior of Eredain’?  I was preserving this Stronghold for a century before you arrived, and I will continue to guard it long after you are gone!”

“Preserve it?” Aranos demanded, feeling a flash of anger rising within him.  “You call what you’ve been doing guarding your people?  You’ve been feeding them to the Darkness as tribute!”  A murmur ran through the crowd, mostly disbelieving, but Aranos heard some speculative comments, as well.  That was good; if he was ever going to defeat Golloron, he needed to discredit him, first. 



“To save the lives of the many!” the elf roared, hurling more fiery missiles at the Sorcerer.  Once again, Mutroda stepped forward and batted some away, but this time the impact knocked her sprawling, and Aranos felt the remainder slam into his Mage Shield with terrific force.  His Shield shuddered and shivered beneath the onslaught – but it held, at least for the moment. 

 

A few more of those, and it won’t, though,


 
he realized grimly.





Outcries and protests rang through the square at Golloron’s words, and Aranos heard elven voices raised in anger and anguish.  “Silence!” the Elder roared, sending a wave of fire rolling over the heads of the gathered people, silencing them instantly.  “You know nothing of what I’ve sacrificed to hold back the Darkness!  You think we hold this city through force of arms?  Through bravery, and devotion to the Light?  Bah!”  The elves looked frightened now; this wasn’t their beloved Elder before them, but a figure of awe and power that could obliterate them if he chose. 

 

And as crazy as he seems to be right now, I wouldn’t put it past him,


 
Aranos thought grimly. 



“The Darkness defeated the Light!” Golloron screamed, his voice rolling over the city.  “You may not wish to hear this, but it is true!  The Nightmare Beasts roamed our land, obliterating our cities and destroying our armies, and what aid did the Light give us?  None!  We were doomed, all the races of the Light…and so, we made a choice.  A choice to survive.”

He looked back at Aranos with undisguised hatred.  “And that choice kept us alive for centuries, Traveler.  Centuries of peace, in return for what?  A few hundred lives spent each year, a paltry number of sacrifices of blood and death so that the Darkness would be satiated and leave us in peace.  What are those to the existence of the entire Elven Realms?”

“You could have fought back!” Aranos shouted in reply.  “The way I did!  The Darkness can be beaten; it can be driven back.  The Light can be reclaimed!”

“You think you have achieved victories, Sorcerer?” Golloron laughed, the sound high-pitched and maniacal.  “You have but hastened all our deaths!  Even now, the urukkai gather on the High Roads, preparing to march on Eredain.  The southern forests are no longer Blighted, but they are infested with powerful beasts we had not seen in long years, those who were held back by my sacrifices.”

“And we’ll fight the urukkai, and kill those beasts,” Aranos declared.  “We’ll turn them back, retake the High Roads, and reclaim Cendarta!”

“And then, what will the Darkness send?” Golloron screamed.  “There are vast legions of Shadowborn in the Blood Realms, armies millions strong, and should you prove successful?  They will march!  They will come to our shores and raze our cities, exterminate or enslave our people!  You bring doom upon us all!”

“You’re selling your people into slavery already!” Aranos retorted hotly.  “They lived in fear and terror, day after day, knowing that every night could be their last!  They huddled in their homes, fearing the night and the Darkness.  You clung to what you had, losing a little every day, but never retaking anything – and your people are tired of it!”

Aranos cast his Flight Spell and rose into the air to face Golloron.  “Do you know why your own people call me savior, Golloron?  Because they had lost all hope in the Light, and I gave it back to them!  I showed that the Darkness can be defeated; I proved that what was lost can be reclaimed.”  He shook his head angrily.  “Your people finally sleep soundly at night, and you want to take that away from them?  To return them to that life of terror and fear?”

“No!” a voice shouted from the crowd below.  “No, I won’t go back to that!”

“No more death!” another screamed.

“The Savior speaks the truth!  Golloron wants to enslave us!”

Aranos stared at the Elder as the shouts and screams rose angrily from the crowd.  “Do you hear them, Golloron?” he asked, just loud enough for the elf to hear him over the throng.  “Those are your people, and they want more than that life of fear you offered.”  He floated slightly closer to the silent Elder.  “It’s not too late, though.  You want your city back?  You want to be their savior again?  Then don’t fight me – help me!  Use the Heart’s energy to reclaim the Blightlands.  Stand with me against the urukkai.  Be the person you want these people to think you are, don’t just twist their minds to fool them into believing it!”

Golloron’s face grew suddenly sad, and for a moment, the gray fire dimmed in his eyes.  “I once thought as you, Traveler,” he admitted.  “When I was young, I believed I could change the world and make the Light triumphant.  And then, I learned this harsh truth: the Light is no more.  It is vanished from our world, and if the gods still exist, they no longer care.”

The harshness returned to his face, and his eyes blazed once more.  “My way is the only way, Traveler,” he snarled.  “And you stand in my way!  All that oppose me must be destroyed!” 



The bolt of fire that roared out of Golloron’s hands shattered Aranos’ Mage Shield and slammed into his armor, sending him flying across the square.  His Arcane Armor held, and he halted his headlong tumble with a thought, but he felt a touch of fear; the Elder was enormously powerful. 

 

How can I beat him?


 
he thought desperately. 





Immediately, he knew the answer: he couldn’t.  At least, he couldn’t beat the elf alone.  He needed his party’s help, and they were trapped on the ground.  This aerial battle robbed Aranos of one of his strengths, his companions. 

 

So, we need to take this down to the ground.




He accelerated toward Golloron like a rocket, raising his hands and firing twin Maelstrom Blasts.  Each was laced with opposing Aspects, lava mixed with ice and radiant mingled with ooze.  The conflicting energies smashed into an invisible barrier surrounding the Mindbender, eating into his shield in a roiling snarl of negating energies, but the field of force seemed unaffected. 

“You think that trick will work against me?” the Elder laughed, shaking his head.  “I witnessed you use this on Keryth, Traveler.  I have come prepared to deal with you.”

“I thought you might,” Aranos grinned as he zoomed around the elf, raining death on his seemingly impenetrable barrier.  “Thing is, I’m not really worried about your shield.”  As he spoke, his invisible mana tendril found the threads of Golloron’s flight Spell.  It was finely crafted, but Aranos had noticed a weakness in the Elder’s spellcraft when he restored Rhys.  The man had great power and incredible skill, but he had a tendency to leave his Spells not quite finished.  His probing mind found a tiny flaw in the arcane construction, pried it out, and yanked the mana out of it – and Golloron let out a surprised cry as he tumbled to the ground with a crash.

“You think to bring me low so easily?” Golloron screamed, his eyes focused on the airborne Sorcerer.  “I can restore my Spell with a thought…”

The elf broke off with a cry of pain as a shadowy blade slipped through his barrier and slashed across his back, leaving a faint line of blood, followed by two more grazing blows in quick succession as Geltheriel materialized behind him.  Tendrils of fire smashed into her, but she leaped back into the shadows and vanished, reappearing several feet away looking slightly scorched.  Golloron turned to face the woman, but a rumbling cry tore his attention toward the charging Mutroda.  The Elder’s barrier shivered as the woman struck it, then shattered beneath the power of her Unstoppable Ability.  Golloron dodged swiftly, allowing the woman to rush past, and leveled his hand, power blazing in his fist, but Aranos unleashed a Kinetic Barrage on his unshielded form that smashed into his invisible armor with a terrific explosion, sending the elf flying backward.  As he flipped to his feet, Silma struck him from behind, her glowing teeth worrying at his armor fruitlessly.   Golloron lashed out with a rope of lightning, and Silma yelped in pain and vanished, teleporting out of range.  Her muscles twitched and shivered as she reappeared with a scorch mark on her side, but she recovered herself quickly.

“Enough of this!” Golloron roared, and a wave of fire burst from him, hurling everyone but Mutroda back and tumbling them to the ground.  He held up his hand, and two glowing gems appeared in his open palm.  “You are not the only one with allies, Traveler!”  He hurled the gems to the ground, and they shattered in a flash of light.  Instantly, two creatures of nightmare stood before the elf, looking at the party with eager expressions.  One, Aranos recognized as a rakshasa from the night he’d first returned to Eredain, but the other he was forced to Inspect:




Furauro






Unwounded




The rakshasa looked like a ten-foot-tall, humanoid tiger with black fur, wreathed in flames.  The furauro was shaped roughly like a large, hairless wolf covered in blood-red skin, save it had six legs rather than four, its head was broader and flatter with a wider muzzle, and it had a long, scaly tail with a sharp point at the end.  The rakshasa leaped at Geltheriel, its flames stretching out and trying to engulf the Shadedancer, while the furauro charged Silma, snapping with blood-dripping jaws and lashing out with its tail.

Aranos had no time to come to his party’s aid as Golloron unleashed a massive wave of ice that crashed toward him.  His hand shot out and bathed the ice in Thermal mana, carving a hole through the center and reducing it to steam, then fired three Kinetic Bullets at the elf that shattered against his newly restored barrier.  “Mutroda, help Geltheriel!” he shouted.

“No chance, Sorcerer,” the dwarf growled as she batted away another fiery blast.  “We all know this is the real battle; you beat him, and those things won’t matter.”

He ground his teeth in frustration and summoned a Mage Shield to absorb a dozen arcs of black, ropy Void mana the Elder sent his way.  He fired another pair of Kinetic Bullets, this time carefully targeting them at the same spot on Golloron’s shield and using his Multishot Ability to clone each Bullet into five.  At the same time, he summoned a Gravity Well behind the elf.  Golloron cursed as he was pulled from his feet, distracting him for an instant before he lashed out and disjoined Aranos’ Spell – and in that instant of distraction, Aranos’ Bullets crashed into the elf’s barrier, chewing into it and finally punching through to strike the elf’s armor…and slip through, piercing his flesh as Aranos’ Shattering Magic Ability kicked in. 

Golloron swore as blood spurted from his wounded shoulder and hurled twin waves of fire and ice at Aranos, crushing his Mage Shield.  Mutroda managed to endure the blast of fire, but the ice smashed into her and sent her flying backwards.  Aranos responded with twin blasts of arctic and thermal mana, snuffing the fire and flashing the ice into steam, then hurled a Kinetic Barrage from his chest directly at the Elder.  The elf flew back but quickly righted himself, lashing at Aranos with a whip of black flames.  The Sorcerer’s hastily raised Mage Shield diverted the first strike, and Mutroda lunged forward to parry the second and third.

Golloron looked at the dwarf with a smile.  “Come, Priestess,” he purred at her.  “This is not your battle.  Put down your weapons and return to your caves.  There is no need for you to die for this topsider.”

Mutroda staggered as if visibly struck, and Aranos shifted his Mana Sight to see the waves of Mind and Nature mana pouring from the Elder and battering the thin protection of the helm he’d given her.  “No,” she gasped, taking a step back. “I won’t…won’t give up!”

Aranos reached out with a Spell of his own, trying to wrap her thoughts in a shield of Mind mana.  It was like trying to build a dam in the middle of a raging river; the torrent of power rushing at the woman threatened to shatter his construct even as he built it.  He gritted his teeth and pushed harder, driving the Spell with his will.  Golloron’s power bore down on him, but he shoved it away, straining as if trying to lift a mountain.  Suddenly, he felt the flood of energy shift; the crush of power receded, for only an instant before slamming down on him once more.  In that instant, though, he pushed forward, driving the torrent back.  Again, Golloron’s will rebounded from his own, and again he shoved against it, inexorably reclaiming Mutroda’s thoughts from the Mindbender.  The Elder’s power surged powerfully, but he held against it, and as it ebbed, he slammed his Spell into place. 

Mutroda immediately straightened as Golloron’s will battered futilely against the barrier Aranos had erected.  The Elder’s face darkened with anger, and Aranos felt his efforts redouble.  “Drop your weapons and flee, dwarf!” he roared.

“No, you stupid elf!” she shouted back, hefting her shield and halberd.  “You want the Sorcerer?  You’re going through me!”

Golloron staggered and shook his head as his Spell backfired, but he seemed to shrug off the debuff effortlessly.  “No, I think I’ll just take his will myself,” the elf purred.  “You’ll serve me well, Traveler.” 

The Elder’s eyes met Aranos, and the Sorcerer had just enough time to slam his Mental Shroud around his thoughts before the Elder’s will bore into him.  Aranos shuddered; the elf’s power was an avalanche, slowly burying him, crushing his mind from every direction.  He pushed hard with his will, but the inexorable pressure bore down on him, battering aside his attempts to resist it. 




No!


 
a tiny voice within him shouted as the elf’s will tried to grasp his own.  Rage blazed within him – Golloron was trying to control him!  To master him!  The rage exploded into a conflagration of golden energy.  Aranos would not be mastered; he would not be tamed!  He hadn’t surrendered to Lythienne, to Morx, even to the Darkness itself; he wouldn’t be beaten by this elf! 



Power exploded in his mind, shattering Golloron’s Spell and hurling the torn remnants of the construct almost contemptuously back at the elf.  Golloron screamed and clutched his head in both hands, falling to one knee.  Aranos raised his hand, and a torrent of mingled energies slammed into the Elder, knocking him backward and ripping into his flesh.  Aranos’ Maelstrom Blast hadn’t been well aimed, but it ate at Golloron’s unwounded shoulder and crawled up to his face, blistering his left cheek.

The Elder roared in pain and stumbled backwards; a moment later, he screamed again as Geltheriel’s shadowy blade erupted from the shoulder Aranos had just wounded.  The blade cut upward with a spray of blood and gore, and the elf’s left arm fell limply to his side as the tendons were severed.  Aranos glanced at where the Shadedancer had been battling the rakshasa; the creature’s flames were dying now, and nothing was left but a crumpled pile of tattered flesh. 

Golloron lifted his good hand toward the Shadedancer, but at that moment a howl echoed across the square, followed by a pulse of blue-white light that slammed into Golloron, piercing his shield and dropping him to his knees.  A moment later, Silma flickered into view, her fur streaked with blood, favoring one foreleg, but her head held low and a growl rumbling in her throat.

“Impossible!” Golloron shouted, staring at the torn remains of the furauro.  “These creatures – you do not have the power…”

“You underestimate us all, Elder,” Rhys spoke, his voice barely audible over the screams and sobs of the gathered elves.  “We are more than we once were.”

“You cannot divide us,” Geltheriel added, her gleaming, white blade held ready.  Much of her hair had been scorched off, and burns covered the right side of her body, blackening her armor, but her expression was grim and implacable as death.  “We stand with my Oathbinder, even unto death if needed.  If you face one of us, you face us all.”

“So be it!” Golloron screamed, and a wave of gray power exploded from him, slamming into the party.  The dwarf stumbled and fell, her armor suddenly cracked and corroded, and Geltheriel was flung backward, her already damaged armor peeling off in strips.  Silma vanished but reappeared an instant later, staggering as patches of her fur fell from her hide like rain; only Rhys was far enough back to remain untouched by the dreadful power the Elder had unleashed.

Aranos’ Mage Shield buckled and shattered as the energy touched it, and his Arcane Armor shuddered into fragments.  Aranos stopped, stunned, and tried to renew his armor; the moment he cast the Spell, however, a torrent of gray power ripped it apart almost effortlessly.  He raised his hand and fired a Kinetic Bullet, but the projectile unraveled and shattered moments after leaving his hand.

Golloron rose slowly to his feet, the feral grin once more plastered to his face.  His hair was half burnt-off, one shoulder bled freely, while the other was a scorched mass of raw flesh that matched that side of his face, but he didn’t seem to be aware of his injuries.  “I must say, Traveler, that was the most difficult battle I’ve fought in two centuries.  You’ve become powerful – but not powerful enough.”  As he spoke, the elf flicked another series of fiery meteors at Aranos, who tried vainly to raise a barrier of any kind.  His Mage Shield flickered and died; the Earth Wall he summoned crumbled to dust.  He dodged to the side, allowing the first few meteors to streak past him and explode somewhere behind him, but the last three slammed into his body.

Aranos gritted his teeth as the fiery missiles erupted, scorching his flesh and hurling him backward to roll helplessly across the ground.  Adrenaline spiked in his body, boosting his Physical Stats as his Fortitude Skill numbed the pain of the explosion, but his LP dropped by 30% from that single attack. 

He looked up and saw Geltheriel spring at the elf, her white blade ringing against his armor, but her shadowy blade dissolved into black mists the moment it appeared.  Golloron gestured almost impatiently at the woman, and a wave of force slammed into her chest, sending her flying across the square.  She crumpled to the ground, moving only weakly, and Aranos watched helplessly as Rhys hurried over to the fallen woman, power glowing in his hands.

Silma charged the Wizard, but a cage of glowing, ebon energy appeared around her, trapping her in place.  Her form flickered as she tried to teleport out of the elf’s Spell, but she was held fast.  Snarling, she began to worry at the cage with her glowing fangs, but Aranos knew she wouldn’t escape in time to join this fight.

He tensed as he saw that the elf was unleashing even more of the fiery missiles, and he struggled to his feet, preparing to dodge.  Before he could move, Mutroda sprang into the path of the missiles.  Her shield took the first three before it cracked and burst into shards; the remaining projectiles slammed into her armor, cracking it and knocking her back a step.  The dwarf roared in pain, but she held her ground.  “I told you, elf, you want him, you’re going through me!”

“Impressive armor,” Golloron smiled, his face now glowing with the gray light that emanated him.  “Not many materials can last that long under the touch of Destruction – not even my city.”  He swept his hands around, and Aranos noticed that all around the Elder, the hardened oilairie wood had cracked and crumbled into sawdust.

“A Domain,” he gasped, trying to hurl a ball of Gravity at the elf to knock him off his feet.  The Spell simply shivered and dissolved harmlessly in the air, never even getting close to the elf.  “You’ve got a Domain.”

“Perceptive of you.  Yes, I am the master of Destruction – one of the most powerful Domains, and one of the most dangerous.  Destruction is the antithesis of magic, Traveler.  It shatters all substances, unwinds all Spells, and severs all bindings.  Given time, I could unmake all of Ka – or even the Darkness itself!”

“Then why haven’t you?” Mutroda growled.  “Seems like a worthy goal.”

“Because he’s afraid of his Domain,” Aranos said with sudden understanding.  “If it shatters all things, won’t it destroy your city?  Undo the wards surrounding it?  You say it severs all bonds – what about your Bond to the Tree-heart, Golloron?”



“Yes, Traveler, my domain is – unhealthy for my Bond,” the elf admitted, flicking a lash of lightning at the pair before him.  Aranos tried to dodge, but the lightning found him, burning into his body, trying to make his muscles seize up.  He pushed the feeling away, forcing himself to remain erect. 

 

LP below 50%.  This isn’t going to end well.




Mutroda had dropped to the ground but struggled back to her feet and placed herself between the two spellcasters once more.  Golloron shook his head.  “Do you have no sense of self-preservation, dwarf?” he asked.  “There is nothing you can do to stop me.”

“Do what you have to, elf, but I’ll do what I can to take you with me,” She growled.  “This I swear by the Stone.”




The Stone,


 
Aranos suddenly thought, a brief spike of hope flashing through him. 

 

I wonder…


 
  Hurriedly, he sent a silent message to Rhys and received an affirmative reply; it wouldn’t be easy to make this work, but it might be possible, if Golloron’s Domain needed his active will to function.  Cautiously, Aranos sent a questing tendril of mana out.  He felt the inimical energies of Destruction surround the tendril, nibbling away at it, but it wasn’t the indomitable force he’d feared.  He suppressed a grin as he stretched the probe out, finding what he sought, and began to build.



Golloron ignored the dwarf, his focus entirely on Aranos.  “Fortunately, Traveler, there is a solution to my dilemma.  Once I’ve killed you, though – perhaps for the last time, who knows? – I’ll be able to regain control of my Domain, reestablish my Bond.   With it, I can take the memories of all this from my people and return them to what they were before.  I can take their memories of you, Traveler; you will be the Savior of Eredain no longer.”



The elf lifted his hand, and Aranos paled as he saw the massive upswelling of power gathering in the man’s palm. 

 

I’m not ready,


 
he thought desperately. 

 

If I can’t dodge this – then there’s no chance! 


 
He tensed himself, ready to spring, and the massive gout of power exploded from the elf’s hand, rushing toward him.  Mutroda moved, trying to intercept it, but before she could, an armored figure leaped before her.



“House Evenshade!” Mathias the Lancer shouted as the elder’s Spell slammed into his upraised shield, hurling him backward.  The shield shivered and cracked beneath the force of the blow, but the Warrior rolled to his feet, his spear at the ready.  “Defend our Patriarch!”

Shouts and cries erupted around the Square as Travelers swarmed forward, arrows and Spells flashing toward Golloron.  The Elder seemed taken aback and stood silently, letting the assaults batter ineffectively at his barrier, but then the crazed smile returned to his face.  “Yes, Travelers, come die with your leader,” he said mockingly.  “It will be a pleasure to destroy you!”

Silver fire erupted from the elf, but before it could reach the players, a wall of thorns erupted from the ground around the Elder, absorbing the fire before cracking and crumbling to dust beneath the force of his Domain.  “Hold, Elder of Eredain,” a voice crackled across the Square, and the crowd parted as a group of robed figures pushed forward.  Aranos recognized the ancient, wizened face of Grandmaster Kylantha, the head of the House of the Sickle, at their forefront.  “Lord Evenshade is under the protection of the House of the Sickle, and we will not let you harm him!”

“So be it,” Golloron snarled.  “All who stand in my path will be destroyed…”

“Then you must slay us, as well, Elder,” a deep, mellow voice spoke, and Dorn’ar’el, Captain of the Keepers, strode into the Square, with a hundred Warriors at his back.  The man was tall, muscular, and had silver hair streaked with black.  His face was grim but determined as he spoke.  “We stand with House Evenshade, and we will allow no harm to come to them.”

“Nor will we, Elder,” Wyanthra’s voice echoed, as she led a company of armored guards to stand before the enraged elf.  “The House of Blades heard of your treachery, and we charge you with treason against the Light.  Stand down, and you will be judged fairly.”

“You, judge me?” Golloron roared with laughter.  “You fools, I could kill all of you, but I will have no need.  How many times have I reached into your thoughts through the Tree-heart?  How many times have I erased memories inconvenient to me, or guided you in the correct path?  So long as I am the Heart-bonded of Eredain…”

“Then maybe it’s time you weren’t anymore,” Aranos said, walking forward to face the elf.  “Maybe it’s time Eredain had a new Bonded Elder.”

“You think you can sever my Bond, Sorcerer?” the elf laughed.  “Perhaps because you tore the Heart of Antas from Zoridos’ grasp?  The qualintar was a fool; I am not.  You will not be able…”

“No, not me,” Aranos shook his head.  “I think it’s time that Eredain decided for itself.  Rhys, now!”

Golloron’s eyes went wide, and he spun to see the green-haired Druid standing over the hidden covering to the Tree-heart.  The Heart Guardians stood impassively aside, their eyes burning into the Elder with mingled fury and contempt, shielding the Druid from their Elder’s wrath.  Rhys reached down into the living wood of the Great Square, and Golloron screamed with rage.

“Druid, no!” he shouted, but it was too late.

Aranos felt a surge of power ripple out of Rhys and pass along the link he’d been carefully and painstakingly building while Golloron raved and ranted.  He’d had to be cautious; if the Elder sensed what he was doing, he would have been able to use his Domain to shatter the link effortlessly.  Fortunately, Golloron had been too caught up in his vengeance against Aranos to notice – and fortunately, the people of Eredain had come to the Sorcerer’s defense.



A sigh seemed to pass through the Stronghold, and Golloron shrieked and clutched his skull, dropping to his knees as a sense of presence descended over the gathered crowd. 

 

Golloron of House Famaris,


 
a deep, fathomless voice rang in everyone’s minds, bringing the entire Stronghold to instant silence. 

 

I am Eredain.




“No – that is not possible!” the Elder shouted in disbelief.  “How could this be?”




Rhys of House Namalis has Awakened me,


 
the voice spoke. 

 

Aided by Aranos, Lord Evenshade.  I am aware, Golloron – and I know how you have used my powers for your own gain.




“No!” the elf protested, staring at the Heart hidden behind the grim guards and the tired-looking Rhys.  “All I did, I did for the people of Eredain!  I protected them, guarded them…”


You used them, Golloron.  Used them as if they were sheep, to garner power, nothing more.  You allowed them to live in fear, to give their lives to the Darkness, so that they would turn to you for salvation – and in so doing, grant more power to me for your use.  All was done for your own aggrandizement, nothing more.


“And what if it was?” Golloron cackled madly.  “A Heart cannot sever its Bond, only choose with whom it will Bond.  I will use you, Eredain, as I have always used you, and none can stop me!”




No, you will not,


 
the voice said implacably.  Aranos felt a sudden shift, as power swelled in the air.  Energy gathered around Golloron, pressing on him – and suddenly, Aranos felt a snap, as if something stronger than steel shattered, and a pulse of energy that rolled out over the city.  The gathered elves shivered as the energy struck them, their eyes going blank and unseeing, and many of them collapsed where they stood, weeping, while others howled in rage.  Aranos stared at the elves blankly; he didn’t understand what was happening. 






I have restored them, Aranos of Evenshade,


 
the voice spoke in his mind

 

.


 
 

 

At least, as best I could.  They know, now, how they were used, and the ill treatment Golloron of Famaris inflicted upon many of them.




“Noooo!” Golloron howled, as the aura of power surrounding him faded considerably.  “No, you cannot!  Eredain, you are mine!”

“No, fallen Elder,” Wynathra said quietly, fury burning in her eyes.  The woman stood tall, but her face was pale and drawn, and she swayed slightly where she stood.  “We are not yours to play with, and we never have been.”

“You have forgotten the first rule of leadership,” Dorn’ar’el spoke in a voice tinged with sorrow.  “He who leads must himself follow.  Otherwise, the path of guidance turns to tyranny.”

“I have done as I must!” Golloron insisted.

“You have done as you wished,” Kylantha corrected in a voice like iron.  “You have chosen the path that provided for you, even at the cost of your own people’s lives.  That ends today.”

“No!” Golloron snarled, gathering power to his hands and spinning to face Aranos.  “Traveler, you have brought this upon me!  You will pay…”

Aranos wove his armor back around him, freed now of the influence of Golloron’s Domain, but he didn’t attack the former Elder.  “I think you’re wrong, Golloron,” he said quietly.  “I think it’s you who’s going to pay, and I think it’s the people of Eredain who are going to demand their due.”

Golloron opened his mouth to speak, but before he did, Aranos felt a sudden pulse in his mind; his Elemental Ward had been activated.  He frowned, then winced as a spike of pain flashed through his skull.  Whatever had activated the Ward had also just torn through it effortlessly, and the Spell backlash rebounded against the barrier of his Fortification Skill.  A roar of pure rage and hate echoed throughout the city, seeming to shake the very foundations of the Stronghold, and Aranos could see a visible wave of fear spread across the gathered crowd. 

Golloron’s face was pale.  “What – this cannot be!” he stammered, staring at Aranos with sudden fear in his eyes, his face instantly bereft of its madness.  “Traveler – the portal you created.  You did not…please tell me you did not leave it active!”

Aranos blinked in surprise; he’d almost forgotten about his portal in all the confusion.  “I – yes, I did.  I have a Quest to keep it open for 24 hours – part of your Cleansing Quest, in fact, Golloron.”  Another roar shook the city, and Golloron’s face creased with terror – and resignation.  “Why?” Aranos asked.  “Golloron, what’s happening?”

“We must make all haste to the northern and western walls!” the former Elder shouted.  “Lady of the Blades, Captain of the Keepers, we will need every arm we can find, at once!”  No one moved to obey, and a look of anger flashed across the elf’s face.  “Do you not understand?  That is the call of a Nightmare Beast!  Our city is doomed, and the best we can do is to die in its defense!”




Chapter 34


Aranos gathered his party and followed Golloron, racing across the city toward the northern walls.  His thoughts spun chaotically; was there really a Nightmare Beast outside the walls?  Had it been summoned through his open portal?  Radomil had cautioned him not to leave a portal open for too long, but he’d dismissed that warning; had he known that the open portal might summon something like this, he certainly would have taken it more seriously!

Elves rushed around him, shouting and screaming in terror.  Wynathra had summoned some of her guards to evacuate the city as much as possible, instructing them to move everyone into the forest to the south of Eredain, away from the likely path of the Nightmare Beast.  She and Dorn’ar’el were still back at the Great Square, gathering their forces and issuing instructions.  What troops they’d had followed Golloron and Aranos to the walls, along with the Druids from the House of the Sickle and other fighters, Wizards, and healers they’d picked up as they ran.  Aranos briefly glimpsed the now-familiar face of Lord Miradan in the gathering throng as well as the tiny figure of Faraine, surrounded by a few of her House members that Aranos guessed must be Wizards.



Mathias had gathered the other Travelers, and they moved in a mass toward the wall, all looking strangely eager.  To his surprise and sudden dread, Avalyn had joined that group and ran beside Gwinivere, although she looked like she was starting to flag. 

 

She isn’t ready for something like this,


 
he thought grimly. 

 

She should be joining the evacuation!


 
  From the determined look on her face, though, Aranos could tell she wouldn’t go willingly; he would have to do his best to protect her once the battle was joined.



They reached the walls faster than Aranos would have imagined, and when he looked out into the forest, the Sorcerer’s heart quailed, and a cry of despair rose from the gathered elves.  A huge form was moving through the trees, large enough that its top crested the treeline.  It crushed the mighty boles around it, clearing a path of destruction as it moved and revealing itself to the gathered defenders.  Aranos almost wished it had stayed hidden in the trees.

It was as if a demented sculptor had taken every horrific creature they could imagine and carved each of them into a titanic chunk of living obsidian.  The Nightmare Beast moved on multiple legs, some long and arachnoid, others double-bent like a wolf’s, and the rest scaled and taloned like a reptile’s.  Three tails sprouted from its back, one furred and sporting a bladed end, one curled up like a scorpion’s, and one heavy and massive like a lizard’s.  Its body was a mishmash of scales, metallic plates, molten lava, and gleaming, black stone and looked impossibly wide.  Myriad arms sprouted all over its trunk, some tentacled and covered in wicked-looking hooks, some massive but humanlike with grasping, taloned hands, and others articulated and ending in chitinous pincers.  Two heads sprouted from its shoulders; one head resembled a demonic gorilla with crimson fur and curling, black ram’s horns, while the other had a long, sinuous neck and a gaping, serpent’s head covered in glossy, black scales at the end.



Only one thing gave Aranos any hope at all that the monster could be beaten; its flesh looked blistered and scorched, its chitin and scales blackened, and it favored one leg as it moved. 

 

The oilairie trees and my Redeemed ground,


 
he realized. 

 

They burned it, and it isn’t healing the damage.




Aranos had no idea how the creature even moved, much less moved so effortlessly as it crashed through the forest toward the city.  “So, that’s a Nightmare Beast?” he asked softly.

“Indeed, Traveler, and your folly has called it upon us, dooming us all,” Golloron murmured in reply, his voice trembling in what Aranos guessed was mingled anger and fear, and Aranos felt his own anger spike in return.

“You gave Geltheriel that Quest, Golloron,” he reminded the elf.  “You did it specifically hoping to kill her and enslave me to Zoridos.  The Quest demanded that I keep a portal open for a full day…”

“And you chose to do so without knowing the consequences!” the elf snapped.

“Just as you did when assigning me this Quest, Mindbender,” Geltheriel interjected.  Golloron’s eyes widened in anger, but Aranos could see the pain in his gaze as the truth hit him. 




You were both wrong,


 
Aranos told himself silently. 

 

Now fix the problem instead of the blame.




“I am certain there will be time for recriminations later,” Rhys spoke up, unknowingly echoing Aranos’ thoughts.  “One might wonder how we are supposed to face a creature such as this.”

“The elf’s right,” Mutroda growled.  “How do we fight this thing?”

“We do not,” Golloron scoffed.  “Such a creature is nearly impossible to defeat.”

“Anything can be killed,” Mutroda shook her head.

“Indeed, dwarf, that is true,” Golloron sneered at the woman.  “During the Feast, but a single Nightmare Beast was slain, and that cost the combined armies of humans, elves, and your kind over a third of their numbers.  That victory taught that these Beasts can only be avoided, not defeated.”

“No,” Aranos shook his head.  “There has to be a way.  Look at it; the protections I put around the portal already wounded it.  We just have to find its weakness and exploit it.”

“It is impossible…”

“I’m really sick of hearing that word,” Aranos cut the elf off.  “It was impossible to free Haerobel, or to restore Silma, or to defeat Zoridos.  It was impossible to face Morx in the dreamscape and live, or to Awaken a Heart and free Eredain from your grip.  And here we are, with all those things done.  None of them were impossible; they were just really, really difficult.” 

He pointed at the approaching Beast.  “Beating this thing will be incredibly hard, but it will be possible.  We’ll all have to work together, and the price might be high, but we can do this!”  A cheer rose from the assembled elves, and Golloron stared at the Sorcerer speculatively.

“Very well, then Traveler,” the Mindbender nodded.  “Yet, as you said, you and I must work together, and we must hold nothing back.  Even then, we will likely only buy time for my – our people to flee.”

“Maybe,” Aranos nodded.  “But as my father always says, if you think you can, or you think you can’t, you’re probably right.”

Golloron’s face twisted.  “A rather pithy observation.”

“It’s true, though.”  Aranos turned to the elves.  “We’ve achieved what we have because we stopped fighting just to hold and started trying to win!” he shouted.  “We have to do the same thing, here.  We can’t just try to hold that thing back.  We have to try and kill it!  There’s no other way to save Eredain!”

“Lead us, Savior of Eredain,” an armored elf bowed.  “Command, and we shall follow.”  As the man spoke, a notification appeared in Aranos’ vision:
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Command Offered!





You have been offered command of the Eredain defensive force.






Number of Units:


 
812





Max Number of Units:


 
3,240 [(Cha + Battlesense Skill + Leadership Skill) x 10]






Benefits:


 
All troops will gain your Battlesense and Leadership Bonuses (+155% Attack and Defense, +76% Movement, +12 to all Opposed Checks), enemies suffer -76% to their Attack and Defense against your forces only.



Do you accept this command? (Yes/No)
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Aranos selected ‘Yes’, and at once, a new tab popped into his view detailing his command.  He could see the units under his control, including their LP, SP, and Stamina bars, and the general Attack and Defense of each.

“Okay, the first thing we need to do is get down there,” he told the others.

“You would have us abandon our defenses?” Golloron scoffed.  “Foolishness!”

“Can that thing be killed with arrows, Golloron?” Aranos countered.  “Will the city’s wards hold it out?  Will our elevation and walls protect us from it?”

The elf frowned but shook his head.  “No, to all three,” he admitted.

“Then staying here is just slowing down how long it takes it to kill us,” Aranos declared.  “I can open a portal to get us down to the ground, but it won’t last long, so we have to move quickly.  Golloron, can you help?”

“I would assist you, but without the Heart’s power, I have no Dimensional mana,” Golloron shook his head. 

“Okay, then everyone, get ready to move as soon as the portal opens.”

He wove the strands of mana into a larger disc this time, opening a gate ten feet across and seven high in the air that led to the ground at the base of the city.  While his troops marched through, he played with his army screen, finding that he could assign commanders and organize individual units into squads beneath those commanders.  He also had the option to spend his SP to grant individual units buffs and to communicate with the commanders through the screen; that would have to wait until the troops were organized, though.  When the last of the defenders passed through, Aranos joined them on the ground and closed the portal behind him.

He cast his Flight Spell, floating above the elves so that everyone could clearly see him.  “Okay, I’ve organized everyone by their specialties,” he commanded.  “Geltheriel, you’re in charge of our Archers.  Everyone who fights with a ranged attack, go stand with her.  Mutroda is in command of the heavy infantry.  Mathias, you’ve got the light infantry and skirmishers.  Rhys, you’re in charge of our healers.”  He hesitated.  “Golloron, I put you in command of our magical support.  You get half the Druids and all of our Wizards, but that’s not much.  Can we get more?”

“I have sent a message to the House of Stars, but I do not know if any will arrive in time,” the former Elder shook his head.  “I have also requested that the House of the Moon send a message to the King and Queen to send the armies of the elves, but – I am doubtful that they will even bother.  They will simply accept that Eredain is lost and reinforce the borders of the nearest cities.”

“Then we’ll have to work with what we’ve got and prove them wrong.”  He looked at the troops.  “This is going to be messy and bloody,” he admitted.  “If we all work together, though, we can save our city and send this thing back to wherever it came from!  Listen to your commanders, stay strong, and remember: we’re Eredain’s only hope.  If we fail, so does the city – so we won’t fail!”

The elves began to move into their units, while Aranos floated about the area before the city, preparing it as best he could.  If he had time, he would have Redeemed the ground, but that would have left him debuffed and short on SP when the Beast arrived.  Instead, he planted several oilairie trees near the base of the city, and Rhys and his Druids raised them to maturity in mere moments.  He laid lines of Warding mana across the ground, in the hope that these would slow down or damage the creature, and he filled the area with his Illuminating Mists; Night Vision wasn’t all that accurate for combat, and he knew that sometimes, Light mana hurt creatures of Darkness.

Back in his Army tab, he examined the buff options for his troops:
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Arcane Armor 1 – Improve melee and ranged defense of a squad by [(Leadership + Battlesense)/4]%.  Cost – 250 SP

Arcane Barrier 1 – Create an immobile shield around one squad that reduces incoming damage from any source by [(Leadership + Battlesense)/3]%.  Cost – 300 SP

Energy Weapons 1 – Add a single type of energy damage to a squad’s melee or ranged attacks, doing [(Leadership + Battlesense)/10] extra damage of that type.  Cost – 150 SP

Enhanced Speed 1 – Boost the movement and attack speed of a single squad by [(Leadership + Battlesense)/4]%.  Cost – 200 SP

Improved Stat 1 – Increase a single Stat for a squad by [(Leadership + Battlesense)/20].  Cost – 300 SP

Reinforce Arms 1 – Improve the base Attack and Defense provided by a squad’s metal weapons and armor by [(Leadership + Battlesense)/3]%.  Cost – 150 SP
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Each buff had additional levels, and the bonuses seemed to improve by 50% with each extra rank.  Unfortunately, they also cost double the SP per rank, making them quickly become prohibitively expensive. 

 

It seems like these buffs are based on my Spells,


 
he thought as he analyzed the options. 

 

Does that mean that a non-spellcaster would get buffs based on their Abilities, instead?”




“Correct,” Veronica confirmed in his mind.  “And their buffs would use Stamina instead of SP.”




That’s a lot of SP or Stamina lost, right before a battle,


 
he pointed out.



“That was the intent.  We’ve noticed that generals aren’t usually in the front ranks with their troops in these battles, after all.  If the general is suffering a Fatigued or Mana Depletion penalty from buffing their forces, they’ll stay back and command those forces instead of getting in the thick of things.”




Well, I’m going to do both thanks to my ridiculous SP and regen rates,


 
he thought with a silent grin,

 

so I guess your evil plan failed.


 
  The AIs voice remained silent at that, and Aranos turned his focus back to his troops.





He quickly dropped about ten thousand SP to give his archers and skirmishers the Ability to do Light damage with each hit and strengthened the armor and weapons of his heavy infantry.  He boosted his skirmishers’ movement speed and placed an arcane barrier around his healers and magical support.  He only added the first two levels of each buff at first, dropping his SP significantly, then waited for it to regenerate so he could tack on the third. 

 

Didn’t think about that, did you, Veronica?


 
he thought with a silent smirk.



“Actually, we did.  Check your SP.”



Aranos watched his SP bar; to his great discontent, it wasn’t rising, despite his massive regen rate.  It seemed to be stuck at the lowered level. 

 

Oh, that’s just wrong,


 
he thought a bit irritably.



“It seems perfectly fair to me,” she replied, her voice filled with satisfaction.  “You have to choose, Jeff.  The more you buff your troops, the better they’ll do in battle; but the less you’ll be able to actively participate.”



Aranos sighed; that was a hard choice.  At the second rank, he was giving his troops bonuses of eighteen to twenty-four percent to their Defense and Speed, plus an additional 7 points of damage.  These were all then improved further by his Leadership and Battlesense bonuses.  If he added another rank, he’d only have about 20,000 SP to use himself in the battle ahead, but his troops would have an effective additional bonus of up to 55% and do almost twenty extra points of damage.  Sighing, he added the third rank of buffs, the highest he could afford; hopefully, this would let more of his troops survive the combat ahead. 

 

Sometimes you suck, Veronica.




“I take that as a compliment.”



He felt the monster’s approach through the ground and called out his orders.  His troops formed up across the battlefield and settled in; Aranos could feel the fear and tension running through them, but they all held their positions.  Hope and terror mingled on their faces; the Nightmare Beast was a creature of legend, something they all knew of but had never expected to see.  They were used as a metaphor for an impossible challenge.  Everyone knew that they were invincible, and the sight of one spelled doom for armies a thousand times larger than what faced this creature.  Even so, he knew they hoped he could find a way to achieve the impossible once again. 

 

So do I,


 
he admitted silently.





The monster burst into the open with an ear-shattering roar, showering the troops with chunks of torn wood and massive branches.  For a moment, Aranos quailed; he’d underestimated the thing’s size.  The creature stood hundreds of feet tall; its body occupied the entire clearing before the city.  He had to crane his neck to see its twin heads, towering above the defenders and probably able to peer effortlessly over the walls of the city and within.  Every step shook the ground and tore gouges in the earth, and its arms swept about almost chaotically, crashing into trees and sweeping through heavy trunks like paper. 

 

Holy shit,


 
he thought silently. 

 

What the hell are we supposed to do against that thing?




“Charge!” Mutroda’s voice suddenly echoed across the clearing, breaking the defenders from the spell of terror they’d fallen under.  Instantly, the heavy infantry rushed forward, surrounding the creature’s legs, chopping at them rhythmically like trying to fell a tree.  Rather than organize his troops into a single line that the mammoth Beast could easily sweep aside or step over, Aranos had formed them into small, mobile groups.  These had better flexibility and maneuverability – and if it turned out the beast had some sort of area attack, hopefully only one squad might be obliterated at a time. 

The flurry of attacks bounced ineffectively off the creature’s skin, since he hadn’t added extra damage to the infantry’s weapons.  That wasn’t the point, though; these troops weren’t meant to hurt the Beast.  They were meant to hold its attention, and they served that function well.  The creature roared as its two heads looked down at the tiny figures surrounding it, and it lashed out with its feet, trying to crush or trample the elves.  Despite its overall swiftness, though, compared to the tiny defenders, its movements were ponderous and slow, and they were able to scuttle out of the way, using their shields to push off the massive appendages safely. 

The creature roared again as Geltheriel shouted, “Loose!” and a volley of glowing arrows sank into its skin.  The Light Enhancement he’d given the weapons allowed them to bypass its armor and punch into its flesh, but they looked like tiny splinters lodged in its hide.  Another volley followed almost immediately, and thanks to the massive size of the creature, not a single shot missed, but Aranos wasn’t sure the beast even noticed the dozens of tiny pinpricks in its flesh. 

A moment later, he realized that it did, as its serpent head swung toward the archers, gaping wide.  Geltheriel shouted “Scatter!” as a burst of foul liquid erupted from its maw, blasting into the spot where the ranged attackers had just been standing.  The grass and trees in that area wilted and crumbled to ash, along with a pair of archers unable to escape the blast.  “Reform!” Geltheriel shouted once more.

“Charge!” Mathias screamed, and a horde of lightly armored figures swarmed about the creature’s legs, hacking and chopping.  Their softly glowing weapons opened thin gashes on its legs that dripped smoking, black blood.  “Retreat!” Mathias shouted just in time, as two of the Beast’s hands pointed toward the attackers and unleashed a torrent of fire on the ground where they’d just stood.

“Now!”  This cry came from Golloron and was followed by a hail of fire, ice, and lightning that peppered the Beast’s side.  It roared its anger and hurled a huge ball of ebony flames at the casters, one that exploded against Aranos’ barrier and then washed harmlessly against another that the former Elder had apparently raised.




This is too disorganized,


 
Aranos thought as he floated above the battle. 

 

We can’t attack haphazardly like this. 


 
He pulled up his Army screen activated his communications channels.  “Hold,” he ordered.  “Geltheriel, fire for effect only.  Don’t draw its attention, yet.  Try to find a weak spot.  Mathias, wait until I order the next charge; Mutroda, the moment the skirmishers withdraw, get that thing’s attention, fast!  Golloron, target existing wounds as best you can.”



He watched as the tanks reengaged, chopping mightily but vainly at the creature.  Arrows peppered its hide, but these were carefully targeted, seeking out weaknesses rather than trying to overwhelm the monster with huge volleys.  Even so, its attention started to turn toward the ranged attackers, which was when Aranos ordered the skirmishers to charge.  The light infantry slashed into the Beast’s legs and then retreated quickly, allowing the tanks to rush back in and regain the monster’s attention.  

Aranos thought he had a measure of the Nightmare Beast’s base tactics, now.  It fought responsively, not proactively; it probably considered the elves to be a nuisance and wanted to get into the city, so it only attacked them when it had to.  When its assailants presented no danger to it, like the tanks, it responded with simple melee attacks.  When they hurt it in close or with magic, it lashed out with Spells.  When it was damaged at range, it hurled ranged Abilities back at its foes.  So long as he could keep the things’ attention focused on the tanks – and Golloron could maintain his secondary barrier – the defenders had a chance.

After several minutes, though, he realized the flaw in his plan: Stamina and SP.  His tanks were started to flag and were having more trouble dodging the creature’s attacks; he’d lost three of them to the Beast already, and several more looked as if they were about to drop.  His archers were doing okay, but his skirmishers were retreating more slowly with every attack, and a handful of them lay lifeless on the ground, victims of the reflexive magical attacks the Beast sent crashing into them after every assault.  His healers weren’t providing much help; those who were struck by any of the Beast’s attacks invariably died instantly, without giving the Druids a chance to intervene, and unlike true Priests, the Druids couldn’t heal Fatigue.  Aranos had already shifted them into combat roles instead, but he didn’t know if it was going to make much difference.




Nightmare Beast






Unwounded






Minutes had passed, and they hadn’t been able to drop the Beast’s LP by 10%.  Aranos quailed – maybe the creature really was unbeatable – but he shook off that thought. 

 

There has to be a way,


 
he thought grimly. 

 

The AIs gave me this Quest, and they don’t give Quests that are impossible.  Hard, but not impossible. 


 
He frowned as he realized that there was only one possibility; he was going to have to join the battle himself, using his reduced SP to distract and occupy the creature.  Theoretically, he and Silma were the most maneuverable creatures on the battlefield, and he was the most flexible.  If he could give his people time to recover, they could still win this – but he would have to be smart and careful. 





He soared into the air, racing up to the Nightmare Beast’s eye level.  “Hey ugly!” he shouted, his voice probably barely registering to the huge creature.  “Pick on someone your own size!”  He winced at the inane comment, but he raised his hand and fired a single lance of Light mana directly into the massive pupil of one of the creature’s gorilla eyes.  The beast screamed – it had felt that, for sure! – and turned that head toward Aranos.  The Sorcerer soared high as a gout of flame erupted from its mouth, the blast wider than Aranos was tall.  It passed below him, and he fired another Light Blast into its other eye. 

 

I doubt I can blind it; its retinas are probably too large.  I’ll bet I can make it see spots, though!






He swooped lower and heard Silma’s shouted warning just in time.  He darted back, allowing a massive tentacle swipe to pass under him, then raced low again as an arc of lightning lit up the space he’d been floating. 

 

Got to keep moving and stay aware,


 
he told himself. 

 

Remember, you’re not trying to kill it yourself; you’re the distraction.




He swooped and arced around the creature, staying just ahead of its attacks, giving his troops a chance to recover their Stamina and SP.  He monitored his own mana carefully, using his Mage Shield sparingly after the lightning breath the creature’s serpent head unleashed shattered that Shield in an instant.  He relied on speed and quick, probing attacks, using his Expert Archery Skill to hit vulnerable areas and his Adept Dodge Skill to avoid Spells and attacks.  Once his troops were recovered sufficiently, he resumed their attacks on the Beast, this time keeping part of his forces in reserve to rotate in as individual squads flagged.

It began as a single misstep.  A Keeper wearing medium armor, a bit heavier than the standard light armor of the skirmishers, stumbled during the squad’s retreat.  That stumble caused others to lose their momentum, and soon the orderly retreat was a tangled, sprawling mess.  The tanks struggled to reengage, but without a full withdrawal of the light infantry, their access to the creature was limited.  Elves screamed as magic slammed into the skirmishers’ midst, and Aranos saw twenty or so of his troops’ LP bars flash to zero in an instant – and the light troops still hadn’t managed to withdraw.

Geltheriel ordered a full volley, hoping to distract the creature, but it simply answered with a blast of ebony fluid that scattered the archers and reduced five of them to dripping liquid.  Golloron and Rhys sent desperate magical volleys, while Aranos fired blast after blast into its eyes, but magic still rained down on the skirmishers, whose numbers dwindled by the second.  Spells began to strike the nearby tanks, and the troops’ heavy armor and shielding offered them no protection from the awesome magic the Beast wielded.

His assault was falling apart, and Aranos wasn’t sure there was anything he could do. 

The Nightmare Beast roared as Geltheriel increased the size of her volleys, and it took a step away from the wall and toward the ranged attackers.  That single step closed its distance with them, and magic began to fall among the archers.  Elves screamed as their flesh was roasted, frozen, or sloughed off in waves; the squads were scattered, trying to flee from the creature’s deadly attacks.  Aranos swooped over them, shouting and barking commands, and he finally managed to get them back into a sense of order, but the damage was done; he’d lost almost half his ranged troops.

The tanks rushed forward, finally freed of the tangle of skirmishers, but they were met with a hail of magic.  The Beast was no longer trying to get into the city; the elves were its target, and it was intent on slaughtering them.  Magical assaults flew from Golloron and Rhys’ Druids, splattering harmlessly against the Nightmare Beast and drawing dual breath weapons of fire and ice in return.  Golloron’s barrier shattered, and more elves shrieked as the waves of flame and frigid crystal destroyed their flesh.

Aranos swooped forward, reaching down into himself, gathering his deeper power.  He didn’t know if his Ascended Spells would kill this thing, but if anything could, it would be them.  This time, though, Golloron was faster. 

The former Elder flashed into the Beast’s view with a rush of wind, the deadly power of Destruction radiating from him in all directions.  “Everyone, withdraw!” Aranos shouted as he saw the force of the elf’s Domain.  “Don’t get too close!” 

Golloron’s face was once again creased with a crazed snarl as he fired a blast of gray energy at the towering Beast.  The creature howled, and Aranos’ heart leapt; a huge chunk of its flesh shivered to ash at the touch of the Mindbender’s Domain, and it flinched away from his dreadful power.  Another blast roared out of the elf, tearing free one of the monster’s arms.  The Beast rained Spells and Abilities upon the elder, but these vanished as they touched his Domain.  Aranos felt a thrill of hope; they might be able to win this after all.

And then, the serpent mouth opened, and a foul, black blast of what looked like pure Corruption burst forth, piercing the boundary of Golloron’s Domain.  The elf fired a wave of Destruction, intercepting the torrent of black energy, but the gout of Corruption didn’t dissolve beneath Golloron’s power.  It was held at bay for an instant, but Aranos could see that it was pushing closer to him.  The gray light surrounding Golloron began to fail, and the elf looked almost helplessly over his shoulder at Aranos.

“Remember me thus, Sorcerer!” the man called plaintively.  A moment later, the wave of foul power broke through Golloron’s shield and enveloped the elf.  When it passed, nothing was left.

Golloron was gone.

A cry went up from the gathered troops, but Aranos saw none of it.  The torrent of black energy was still gathering in the Nightmare Beast’s mouth, and its gaze was being drawn to the ground.  Its eyes focused on a single target, ignoring the elves hacking at its legs or raining arrows into its eyes.

Upon Geltheriel.



“NOOO!” Aranos screamed, golden fire igniting within him as the power burst out of the creature’s maw and tore toward the defenseless elf.  Suddenly, he stood before the elf, wreathed in golden flame, facing the onrushing energy.  He didn’t know how he’d done it; he wasn’t fast enough, and he hadn’t cast a Spell.  He’d

 

needed


 
to be there, and there he was.  Golden and silver fire erupted from his outstretched hands, smashing into the wave of Corruption, burning it into wisps of harmless vapor.  Rage poured through him – it

 

dared! 


 
The Darkness

 

dared


 
to try and take Geltheriel from him!  It would PAY!



As the energy rushed through him, though, Aranos knew it wouldn’t be enough.  The dread force bearing down on him was titanic; his fire wouldn’t last forever, and when it failed, he would die…and so would everyone else on the battlefield.  Rhys and his bonded Minwago would be destroyed; Avalyn would perish before she ever got a chance to live; Mutroda would never return to the Stone.

Geltheriel would die.

Desperately, he reached deeper within himself, trying to pull more of that torrent of power.  His mind dove into the energy, burned and frozen by it, tossed about by that oceanic power like a cork in the sea.  He rode those currents, plumbing their depths, flowing with them into the deepest part of his soul and beyond.  There, in the depths, he understood. 

These were the powers at the heart of the world, and twin energies warred within him.  The golden fire of Redemption roared and surged, demanding to be released.  With it, he could heal what was hurt, restore what was lost, and renew that which had faded.  It was the power of life, of light, and of growth, the energy he tapped when he reclaimed Silma or Redeemed Antas.

Beside it, the silver blaze of War leapt and curled, screaming for battle.  It was the power of life and death, of conquest and defense, of aggression and resolve.  With it, he could reclaim what had been taken, drive out those who invaded his land, and bring the Light back to ascendancy.




Choose,


 
he felt more than heard the voice deep within him.






Why?


 
he responded to that unknown voice, confused.






You cannot embody us both,


 
another voice roared in his thoughts. 






You must choose one,


 
the first voice agreed.






Choose or perish,


 
the second voice declared.






No,


 
he replied adamantly. 

 

You’re wrong.  I don’t have to choose.  I am both of you; and I will have you both.  I will reclaim and restore; I will heal and destroy; I will renew and conquer.  I will bring War in the name of Redemption.







It is forbidden!


 
the first voice shrieked.






It is impossible!


 
the second cried.






I DON’T CARE!


 
he roared in response, and he felt the twin powers quail before his wrath. 

 

I’m tired of hearing that!  I WILL DO IT!


 
 



The twin energies surged within him, and he guided them into himself, mingling their essences and pouring them into the river of his mana.  That current, once seemingly vast and deep in his mind, was swept aside, buried in the ocean of his power.  As he watched, though, he realized that was wrong; the river wasn’t gone.  It flowed through the fires of War and Redemption, now, mingling with them, becoming one.  They were his essence, and his essence was changed; they were changed to match it.

Pain lanced through him as the fire met the spirals of his mana.  The careful structures he’d created shivered and trembled, trying to channel an ocean of power through a channel meant for a stream.  The agony redoubled as the power rebounded, losing its momentum.  If it continued, he knew that the power would return to the depths once more, and when it did, he would die.

And so would Geltheriel.

Fear gripped his heart at what he had to do.  He’d worked so hard and built his structures so carefully, but now they limited him.  What would happen if he no longer had them?  Would he still be able to cast Spells?  To be a Sorcerer?  Or would his mana become unaspected once more, his Spells lost forever?

He had to choose.  He could stay with what was safe – and lose his companions.  Lose Geltheriel.  Or he could risk everything, save everyone, and possibly lose what had made him special.

It wasn’t even a choice.  He reached out…and with a touch, he shattered his spirals.

Power roared through his body, flooding the channels he’d built.  Golden and silver fire raced down into the pools of energy that powered his Stats, filling and overfilling them.  His mouth opened in a scream of agony as fire filled his veins and scoured his mind, but only tendrils of flame emerged in the place of sound.  Everything was fire; the world was flame.

He was flame.

He was War, the power of conquest, and he would not be defeated by a Beast.

He was Redemption, the power of the Light, and he would not surrender to the Darkness.

His eyes snapped open; the world was changed.  He could feel everything around him; his Lifesense Skill seemed to have been magnified a hundredfold, and he could sense every soul and speck of life around him.  He could feel the souls of the fallen, lingering nearby, and he comforted them instinctively, granting them release almost effortlessly.  Corruption lingered in the ground, and he burned it away with a thought, Redeeming the space around them.

The presence of the Nightmare Beast loomed like a shadow of utter blackness in his thoughts, and War rose within him.  His jet of fire had guttered and nearly died, but he renewed it with an effort of will, pushing back the fount of Corruption.  The Beast poured Spells down on him, but they shattered against the shield of War and burned in the fires of Redemption.  He rose into the air, his fire driving back the Darkness.  He imagined fire and lightning smashing into the Beast from all sides, and War obliged; arcs of electricity as thick as trees ripped into its hide, while globes of white-hot fire seared its flesh.

The Beast roared in pain but redoubled its attack on him.  A second gout of Corruption poured from its other head, driving back Aranos’ fire.  The Sorcerer gritted his teeth and drove his will at the creature, halting the advance of Darkness; the two forces swayed in midair, flame and blackness writhing against one another, locked in a perfect balance.

A tiny, prismatic dart shot out and slammed into the reptilian eye of the serpent’s head.  It was an inconsequential thing, a mote of power compared to the oceans of energy being unleashed, but it brought an instant response.  For a moment, the serpent head shifted, lashing its fount of Corruption at its offender, and in that moment, Aranos’ fire prevailed.  The torrent of gold and silver flame ripped through the weakened wave of Corruption and plunged into the apelike skull of the creature.  The Nightmare Beast screamed as fire erupted from its eyes and ears, running down its body like liquid and searing its flesh. 

The serpent head whirled back too late; Aranos shifted his aim and caught the creature on the side of its skull.  His fire raced into it, scorching its flesh and obliterating the Darkness within it.  He pressed his attack, pouring waves of fire into the creature, burning it as utterly as possible.  This monster wasn’t simply filled with Darkness; it was Darkness incarnate, a construct of evil power given hideous life.  Any speck of it that survived would Corrupt whoever touched it and spread Blight throughout the forest.  Even without a head, the Beast screamed as his fire poured into it, shredding the Darkness within and returning that energy to the Light.

Far in the distance, a voice raged at what he was doing.  Aranos had never listened closely to it; it was a voice of lies and deception, full of false promises and hidden chains.  This time, though, its words caught his ears.

“Too far, Sorcerer!” the voice raged, its sound filled with death and pain.  “Too far!  There will be war!”




You want war?


 
he screamed back at it, his rage powering his thoughts.  

 

I’ll give you war!  I AM WAR, IN THE NAME OF THE LIGHT, AND I WILL PREVAIL!






The voice fell silent as the last shreds of the Nightmare Beast collapsed into vapor, swept away by his rising power.  He let the fire die out, but as he did, he knew he wasn’t done.  He could still feel Corruption nearby, and Redemption shouted for it to be obliterated.  He looked at Geltheriel. 

 

Can you get them back into the city?


 
he thought quietly. 

 

There’s one more thing that has to be done.







Then we do it together, Oathbinder,


 
she said firmly, grabbing her sword hilt. 

 

Lead, and I will follow, until the end of days.






He stared at her for a moment, seeing the awe and the iron determination behind her eyes. 

 

Okay.  Together, then.  I might need it, after all. 


 
He turned to Rhys, but the Druid held up a hand.






I will see to it, Liberator,


 
the Druid assured him. 

 

I will also gather the bodies of the fallen – including your foolish apprentice.




“Avalyn?” he said aloud, startled, his eyes searching the clearing.  “What…”  He broke off as he understood where that final dart had come from.

“Fool girl tossed one last Spell,” Mutroda walked over, carrying the lifeless corpse of the young woman.  “The thing killed her for it.”



“And that last Spell distracted it enough to let me win,” Aranos sighed, although oddly, he felt no pain at her loss. 

 

After all, in war, things die


 
.  Avalyn’s face was strangely peaceful in death, bereft of the hostility and rancor she’d harbored in life.  “She saved us all, in a way.”



“And so will she be remembered,” Rhys agreed.  “I will see to her, Liberator…”  The elf broke off and stared in amazement as Avalyn’s body suddenly faded and vanished from Mutroda’s arms.

“What in the Stone?” the dwarf growled, holding up her now empty hands and glaring at them accusingly.  “What sort of magic is this?”  She looked at Aranos dumbly.  “Was she some sort of illusion?”

“No, Juggernaut,” Geltheriel said softly, shaking her head.  “The Furor and I have seen this before – several times.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “Do you understand, Oathbinder?”

“Y-yeah,” he stammered, his mind stunned.  “Avalyn – she’s a Traveler, Mutroda.”

“Oh, I see,” the dwarf shook her head, lowering her hands.  “That makes sense.”

“You look quite dumbfounded, Liberator,” Rhys said softly.  “I would think this news would overjoy you; the child yet lives, after all.”



“It – it…” 

 

It shouldn’t be possible,


 
he thought in amazement. 

 

She’s too young for the Beta Test, it would be illegal.  And how did she enter so late?  She’d only been in the game for a few days when I met her…




“It startled me,” he finally finished.  “We don’t usually send people so young into other worlds, and I wasn’t expecting any new Travelers at this point.”  He shook his head; that would be something else to look into once he’d logged out again.  “It doesn’t matter; I’ll talk to her about it later.  For now, we have to go finish this.”

“I’m coming with you,” Mutroda growled. 




As am I, pack leader,


 
Silma added, loping up to stand beside him.



“Fine,” he sighed.  “Rhys, you’re in charge here.  We’re going to go make sure nothing else comes out of that portal.”  He flexed his will, and his party members rose into the air with shouts of dismay as the power of War wrapped around them.  They were his weapons, and he would need them.  “Sorry, it’s the fastest way,” he told them simply.  “I don’t know if even Silma could keep up with me right now.”

They raced northward at the speed of his thought, carried on the winds of War.  He didn’t cast a Spell; he simply willed himself to be where he was needed, and War carried him to battle.  As he passed, Redemption flowed beneath him, scouring the Darkness and Corruption the Beast’s passage had left in its wake.  He couldn’t regrow the trees – that was a power beyond him, still – but he could make sure that new things could grow there once more.  Left unchecked, the Darkness the Nightmare Beast had imprinted in the soil would spread into the forests and begin a new round of Blight; now, at least, the woodlands would survive.

They stopped before the glowing portal, and Aranos looked around with dismay.  Danastor had been heavily damaged by the Beast’s arrival, and three of the oilairie trees were uprooted and tossed around the clearing.  He would need Rhys’ help to heal those, and he could use Redemption to restore the damaged tower, but for now, his attention was demanded elsewhere.

The portal before him pulsed with Darkness.  Gone was the smooth sheet of gray nothingness or the pristine sight of Saphielle’s tree; the portal was filled with shadows, now, Corrupted by the Beast’s arrival.  “This is what we have to fix,” he said grimly, pointing at the arch.  “Somehow, I think Morx Corrupted the link to this thing and let the Nightmare Beast through.”

“Morx?” Mutroda repeated.  “The God of Nightmares?  What’s he got to do with anything?”

“I’ve met him, and he’s not exactly a fan of mine,” Aranos said shortly.  “He’s the one who Corrupted the Arcane Doors; I have a feeling he can do the same thing to a portal arch if it’s left open long enough.”

“Can you repair it?” Geltheriel asked.

Aranos reached out to the portal; Redemption showed him the strands of Corruption binding the gate, turning it to a place that Aranos’ mind recoiled from considering.  Beyond that portal was true Darkness, the realms of blood and madness, and stepping into it would spell the doom of any Lightborn.  “Yeah, I can fix it,” he nodded.  “It hasn’t been Corrupted long enough for it to become permanent.  I think.  It might take some time, though.” 

“Then we shall guard the passage while you do as you must,” the elf said, drawing her sword. 

“Nothing’s getting through,” Mutroda agreed, hefting her halberd.  Her armor was still cracked and pitted, but that was a task within Aranos’ power; War reached out and strengthened her defenses, making them harder and stronger than before.  She glanced down at her now-gleaming armor, then looked at him with surprise.  “Thanks,” she nodded.

“My pleasure,” he smiled.  “I can’t replace your shield the same way, sorry.  I can repair arms and armor, not create it.”

“It just means I’ll hit harder with my halberd,” she chuckled, grabbing the haft with both hands.  “Not a problem.”

The three Warriors set themselves before the portal, and Aranos reached out to it with the fires of Redemption.  Golden flame erupted at the base of the portal arch and began slowly licking up the edges, scouring the Corruption from the stone.  The moment his fire touched it, though, a swarm of dark, slim humanoids burst through the portal and charged forward.  The creatures were utterly hairless, with large, pale, pupilless eyes and small, flat ears that were barely visible on their ebon skin.  They had no noses but several slits that looked like gills in the side of their necks.   Their mouths were wider than normal, and when one snarled, Aranos could see sharp canine teeth.  They were dressed in solid, gleaming black armor and held cruel-looking weapons with hooks and curved points that looked designed to make opponents suffer.

“Bodakkai!” Geltheriel shouted, parrying a slash from one of the beasts and plunging her sword into its throat, directly into one of the slits in its neck.  “The Darkbringer’s chosen people!”  The bodakkai fell, gurgling and clutching its throat, and the elf leaped back, parrying a thrust from a serrated-edged spear.

“They bleed as easily as any other,” Mutroda chuckled, jamming her halberd through a bodakkai’s armor and into its chest.  The creature collapsed, but another stepped into its place, swinging a heavy, hook-studded mace.  The dwarf parried the blow easily and thrust, catching the bodakkai in the eye socket.

“It is said their numbers are endless in the Blood Realms,” Geltheriel said a bit desperately.  “Oathbinder, you must close this gateway as quickly as possible!  These cannot be unleashed here!”



War rose up within Aranos, but he tamped it down and focused on his task. The inimical energies of Corruption were pouring into the arch even as he worked to Redeem it; someone or something was trying to counter what he did.  He drove the golden fire forth with his will, pushing it higher up the arch, and a flood of Darkness pulsed out in return, trying to undo his work. 

 

No,


 
he thought grimly, holding against the scrabbling talons of black energy trying to seize control of the portal. 

 

This is mine, and I claim it!




War rose up once more, and this time Aranos let it ascend.  It added its silver fire to the energy rising up the arch, ripping and tearing at the power flowing out of it.  The archway shuddered beneath War’s touch, and suddenly the flood of bodakkai ceased.  Instead, a massive creature stepped from the portal, roaring its fury.  The creature stood eight feet tall, with skin like obsidian and blazing red eyes.  It was hideously muscled, with long arms and clawed fingers and feet.  Its head resembled a dog’s but was scaled instead of furry, and it had two rows of gaping teeth when it opened its muzzle to roar.  It was nude and very obviously male, and as it spotted the two women standing before it, it rushed forward almost eagerly.  Aranos almost reflexively Inspected it:




Huonwe






Unwounded




Mutroda stood before the huonwe, catching its charge on the spike of her halberd and setting her feet.  She grunted as the impact shuddered against her, and her blade slid a scant pair of inches into its flesh before halting.  “This isn’t the most pleasant view,” she observed, pushing back against the creature without effect.  “Kind of wish it was a bit shorter right now.”

“You could also wish to be taller,” Geltheriel pointed out as she slashed at the creature, her blade slicing into its scales and her shadow blade cutting deeply into its shoulder.  The monster lashed out with a claw, but the elf slipped under the blow and struck again, opening more wounds on it.

“Why would I want to be taller?” the dwarf scoffed, yanking her halberd free.  “I’m the perfect size to do this!”  The huonwe rushed forward again but recoiled, howling as the axe blade of Mutroda’s halberd snapped up between its legs and buried itself in the beast’s exposed crotch.  “That’ll teach the damn thing to cover up next time.”  A moment later, Silma rushed into the wounded monster, knocking it down and burying her fangs in its throat.  It lashed at her with its long arms, but she vanished, leaving behind a horrible wound in its neck.  Geltheriel leaped forward, plunged her sword into the gaping injury, and the hounwe thrashed once and fell still.

More of the bodakkai swarmed forth from the portal, but Aranos was barely paying attention.  His flames were rising more swiftly, now, searing the Darkness from the portal arch.  When they met in the middle, he would be able to reclaim the entire portal; whoever was opposing him must have known that, as the energy coursing from the portal suddenly redoubled in power.  Aranos grunted with the effort of holding back those energies and drove his will even harder, and his flames began to rise once more.  He felt a shriek of rage emanate from the arch, and a moment before his twin fires reached the top, he suddenly blinked and found himself standing on a featureless, endless plain of gray dust that extended in all directions. 

“Welcome to my realm, or at least, a part of it,” a voice hissed, and Aranos turned to see Morx standing before him.  This version of Morx felt solider, more real than the one he’d encountered in the dreamscape, as if more of the god were present within it.

“Indeed, you see me as I truly am, Sorcerer,” the god rasped, the voice echoing from all around Aranos rather than coming from its smooth, featureless face.  “I have come to give you one, final offer.”

“No deal,” Aranos shook his head.  “I don’t even want to hear it.”

“But you will hear it,” the god snapped, its voice filled with the sounds of cracking bone and gurgling blood.  “You will hear me, and you will obey, or you will die here, Sorcerer!”

“Then kill me,” Aranos said flatly, gathering his power.  Redemption rose within him, pushing back the cloud of dust, and War raged about him, demanding the god’s blood.  “Or try.  I don’t care.”

“And if I kill you, your work will be undone,” the god rasped.  “My minions will pour forth into Eredain, and the city will be put to the sword, even as I showed you so long ago.”  The featureless plain suddenly morphed into a scene of destruction, as the black-armored bodakkai, massive huonwe, and other things for which Aranos had no name raged in the shattered Stronghold of Eredain, pillaging, looting, and raping wantonly.  “This will be the sight you return to, unless you hear me,” the god declared.

“I don’t believe you,” Aranos shook his head.  “If you could do this, you would have, long ago.”

“I did not, and you know why, Traveler.  You discovered the arrangements we made with the remnants of the Light.  Why should we indulge in one brief bounty, when we can instead feed slowly for generations?”

The scene shifted, and Eredain was peaceful once more.  The elves were gathered around him, chanting his name and weeping in joy.  “This can be true, also,” the god whispered.  “All you have to do is Bond with the Heart of Eredain and continue as Golloron did.  Pay tribute to the Darkness, and all will live in peace under your rule.”

“No,” Aranos shook his head.  “I won’t.  I’m not Bonding with Eredain; I’ve got my own city.  And I won’t pay tribute to you.  In fact, I’m going to take repayment for all those lost souls out of your minions, instead.”  His power swelled within him.  “I am War in the name of Light, Morx, and I will rain my fury down on the Darkness until you beg for mercy – and you’ll find I’m short on that.”

“THEN YOU WILL NEVER LEAVE THIS PLACE, TRAVELER!” the god screeched its fury, and the nightmare landscape became filled with horrific creatures.  “YOU WILL BATTLE HERE UNTIL THE END OF TIME, KNOWING AS YOU DO THAT EVERYTHING YOU LOVE ON KA IS BEING DESTROYED – AND YOU ARE POWERLESS TO STOP IT!”

The creatures began to charge forward, but as they did, Aranos felt a gentle hand touch his shoulder.  A spark of recognition raced through him, and he grinned as he felt the hand clutch him firmly.  “I don’t think so, Morx,” he laughed, gathering his power.  War and Redemption rose within him, and the dark god stepped back as the twin fires swirled about him.  “I’m going back right now, in fact, but you’ll see me again.  At least, in your nightmares.” 

A jet of flame, mingled gold and silver, washed out and arced toward Morx.  The god raised a hand, and an ebony barrier rose before it, but Aranos drove the power forth.  He needed to get through that barrier; he demanded it. The power redoubled, burning his flesh as it passed, but it punched through the barrier and washed over the god’s hand.  Morx shrieked as the energy crawled up its arm, blackening the flesh there and searing its fingers into curled claws. 

“My hand!” Morx screamed, clutching its arm and bathing it in a pall of darkness.  “Sorcerer!  You will pay for this effrontery!  If only you knew what…”

As the hand around Aranos’ shoulder suddenly yanked him backward, the nightmare landscape vanished, and the god’s words were cut off. 




Huh,


 
Aranos said as the forest around Danastor swirled back into view. 

 

I wonder what he thinks I should have known?







Chapter 35




Aranos stood in the night, War and Redemption raging within him. 

 

The Darkness challenges us!


 
War screamed. 

 

We must go destroy it!







The Darkness is wrong!


 
Redemption agreed. 

 

We must find it and obliterate it! 




The Sorcerer struggled, closing his eyes and fighting against the terrible impulses surging within him.  His body was screaming that it wanted more battle, more conquest.  His heart pulsed with thoughts of finding and restoring what was lost, of rebuilding this world in the image of the Light.  The powers rose within him, struggling for ascendancy, but he gripped them tightly in his will.




No,


 
he thought firmly, pushing them down. 

 

I’m in charge here, not you.  You serve me, not the other way around. 


 
The twin energies raged and fought against his control, but he pushed them brutally, inexorably down into himself, back into the depths where they belonged.  They simmered there, whispering to him, but he ignored them; the powers would be there when he needed them, but they wouldn’t rule him.  He’d seen where that led Golloron; at the end, the elf had been half-crazed and hadn’t cared what he destroyed.



Aranos could see where that would lead if he allowed his new Domains to control him.  He would raise armies, lead them against the fallen cities and reclaim them, Redeeming them for the Light.  With the lands restored, he would march his armies against the Darkness, battling them until the dark gods sued for mercy.  Peace would reign over the Kingdoms of Light – and what would Aranos do, then?  War would still drive him, and if there were no more enemies, he would create them.  War would force him to lead his armies to other lands, other worlds, to conquer them, and Redemption would drive him to bring those lands to the Light.  It would be a never-ending holy war, and that wasn’t what he wanted.

He was the master; War and Redemption were his tools, nothing more.

Once he had control of himself, he opened his eyes and saw Geltheriel standing before him, her face a mask of concern.  “Are you well, Oathbinder?” she asked softly, examining his face.



“I’m fine,” he nodded with a smile.  “Just got some new Abilities, and I’m getting used to them.”  He looked at the portal arch, which now glowed with a golden light and once again showed Saphielle’s tree shimmering in the moonlight.  The square before the tree was also littered with the bodies of bodakkai, all of whom seemed to have made it no more than a few steps before dropping lifelessly to the ground. 

 

Looks like the defenses there held up,


 
he thought with satisfaction. 

 

These probably would have, too, if it hadn’t been for the whole Nightmare Beast thing.




“I am beyond relieved,” Geltheriel sighed, gripping his shoulder tightly.  “When you were swept into the blackness of the portal – I admit, I was afraid.”

“We were all pretty scared,” Mutroda snorted.  “The elf here was the only one who was in a hurry to go in after you, though.”

“It’s a good thing she did.  I was stuck in Morx’ realm, and I wasn’t sure how I was getting out of there, to be honest.”  He glanced at her.  “How did you find me?”

“Silma found you; I merely followed where she led,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “How she did, I have no idea.”




It wasn’t hard, pack leader,


 
Silma said dismissively. 

 

It was dark in there, and whoever took you was trying to hide you, but now that I can Track you, it was easy.  I showed Geltheriel where to go, she grabbed hold of you, and Mutroda pulled us all back with a chain she’d wrapped around us. 




“Then you all saved me,” Aranos smiled at them.  “Thank you.  I owe you one.”

“You don’t owe us anything,” Mutroda scoffed.  “We’re a team, aren’t we?  Besides, you killed that Nightmare Beast.  I think the entire city owes you more than one.”

“All of the Elven Realms,” Geltheriel corrected.  “The Beast would not have stopped with Eredain.  It would have raged throughout the lands, reducing them to Blight and Darkness.  You stopped that.”

“We did,” Aranos shook his head.  “All of us – even Golloron.”  Aranos sighed.  “He wanted to be remembered well.”

“And he will be,” Geltheriel agreed.  “He will be remembered for what he was and how he perished, to be certain.”

“He should also be remembered for what he did, and what he tried to do,” Mutroda pointed out.  “If the people forget that, it’ll happen again.”

“I don’t think Eredain will let anyone forget,” Aranos replied.  “And I don’t think it’ll let itself be used that way again, now that it’s Awakened.” 

“We shall see, but certainly the Stronghold shall be alert for such treachery, now,” Geltheriel replied.  “Oathbinder, may we return there now and see how it fares?”



“Yeah, let’s go,” he agreed.  Almost hesitantly, he reached down and pulled up the strands of mana for his Zone of Speed Spell.  To his relief, the Spell formed normally, boosting their movement rate. 

 

Looks like I can still cast Spells normally,


 
he thought, examining his unchanged SP pool.  He noticed several notifications waiting for him, and he examined them as the four of them ran back to the city, following the cleared trail the Nightmare Beast had made.
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Primal Mana Unlocked!






Aspect:


 
War




War is the Domain of conquest, strife, and dominion, but it is also the Domain of defense, liberation, and peace through arms.  Masters of War have great power in combat or in things combat-related but are weaker elsewhere.






Radius:


 
[Charisma x 5] feet (1,430’)






Benefits:


 
Str +20, End +20, Cha +10.  Battlesense and Leadership gain Expert rank.  All combat-related Skills and weapon or armor crafting Skills gain +25% XP.






Penalties:


 
Charisma-based Skills not related to combat receive a -10 penalty to all Opposed Checks and a -25% penalty to accumulated XP.  Non-combat Spells or Abilities suffer a -10% penalty.  Reputation losses are doubled.






Domain Effect:


 
Within your Domain, you can replicate any combat Spell or Ability you know without using SP.  This includes Spells that deal direct damage, Spells that buff or shield you or allies, or Spells that debuff enemies.  Your Domain acts as a barrier to hostile Spells or ranged attacks, reducing damage up to your [Charisma x 10] LP.  Finally, all allies within your Domain gain a bonus to all combat-related checks equal to half your Mana Mastery Skill (+20).






Base Personality Points:


 
150






Primal Mana Unlocked!






Aspect:


 
Redemption




Redemption is the Domain of the Light.  It promotes growth, healing, and peace, but it is an implacable enemy of the Darkness and Shadowborn.  






Radius:


 
[Wisdom x 5] feet (1,215)






Benefits:


 
Int +20, Wis +20, Cha +10.  Lifesense and Soulmending gain Expert rank.  Casting Redemption-based Ascended Spells no longer causes debuffs (SP or LP drain still applies).






Penalties:


 
Corruption Points cause LP damage: you take 100 LP damage per CP you accumulate.  If your CP rise above 10% of your Wisdom, you lose all Domain benefits.  You may not use Corrupted Skills, Spells, Abilities, or items.






Domain Effect:


 
Within your Domain, you can cast any direct-damage Spell against a Shadowborn or Corrupted creature using Redemption mana without SP.  Such Spells ignore Magic Resistance and 50% of any armor or shielding the target has and inflict +50% damage but are ineffective against Lightborn or Redeemed creatures.  You can Redeem the area within your Domain by remaining stationary for one minute.  Lightborn do not accumulate environmental Corruption inside your Domain, and Shadowborn treat your Domain as Redeemed Ground (1 RP per hour).






Base Personality Points:


 
200
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Primal Mana


Primal mana is energy of a fundamental concept of the universe.  It can only be channeled using Ascended Spells or a Domain.  Primal mana is far more powerful than Primary or Enhanced mana and can generally ignore wards, barriers, shields, or effects of these lesser Aspects. 




Using Primal Mana:


 
Primal mana can only be used with Ascended Spells or Domains.  Using Primal mana to cast an Ascended Spell is difficult and taxing on the body and often causes severe damage and debuffs, but such Spells are often more powerful than Domain effects.  Using Primal mana through a Domain is easier but less powerful in general. 






Primal Domains:


 
A Domain is an area about the caster that is suffused with Primal mana of a single Aspect.  The radius varies based on the Aspect chosen.  Domains grant their wielders extraordinary abilities, as the caster can recreate many Spell effects or Abilities without needing SP or Stamina, if these are related to the Domain’s Aspect.  In addition, a Domain acts to shield the caster against harm and will usually cause minor Aspect-related effects to occur constantly within its radius.






Domain Personalities:


 
Primal mana has an awareness, and it will constantly seek to force its users to further its Aspect.  Thus, Creation mana will encourage its wielders to craft and build, even if the item crafted is unnecessary or wasteful, while Entropic mana will encourage its users to behave erratically and perform risky actions in the hope of reward.  A Domain has a base Personality, and this score rises by 1 point per day the Domain is unsuppressed.  In addition, any time a Domain recreates an effect, it gains 1 Personality Point for every 100 SP or 50 Stamina that would have been used to create the effect normally (rounded up).  Ascended Spells do not affect a Domain’s Personality.






Controlling Primal Mana:


 
An unlocked Domain constantly attempts to control the actions of its wielder.  Any time the wielder wishes to do something that would be inimical to the Domain’s Aspect or has the opportunity to do something beneficial to the Domain’s Aspect, they must make an Opposed Check: the wielder’s [Wisdom + Mana Control] versus the Domain’s Personality.  Failure means the wielder must act as the Domain wishes.  Every failed Check imparts a -5 penalty to the wielder’s Opposed Check for all future Checks, while every successful Check grants a +3 bonus to all future Checks.  These bonuses and penalties are cumulative.  After making a successful Check, a wielder can suppress their Domain with another Opposed Check, this time with a -20 penalty.  If this Check is failed, the wielder cannot make another attempt until they have successfully resisted their Domain’s Personality again.  A suppressed Domain cannot be used to recreate Spells and no longer grants any Domain effects such as shielding but also does not require the wielder to make Personality Checks.  A suppressed Domain can be restored at any time.
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Title Unlocked!





By unlocking multiple Primal Aspects, you have acquired the Title: Master of Domains








Title:


 

Master of Domains


 




 
You are able to merge up to three Domains into a single, coherent whole.  Only Domains whose Aspects are a significant part of your Personality can be added to your Domain.






Benefits:


 
You gain the benefits of every Aspect in your Domain radius but also suffer all penalties.  If two Domains have opposing benefits and penalties, these are cumulative with one another.  Your Domain’s base radius is equal to the largest-radius Domain you possess, plus 50% of the radius of the next largest and 25% of the third-largest, with each Domain adding a minimum radius of 10’ (Current radius 2,037’)
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Congratulations!





You have increased your Wis Stat to more than 200 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:






SP Gained:


 
Your SP from all sources is increased by 25%.  Your base SP Regen is increased by 25%. 






Adamant Mana:


 
Your Spells are 100% more resistant to being disjoined by any source.






Dominating Will:


 
Whenever you are exposed to a Mind-affecting effect, Spell, or Ability and you resist it, the originator must make an Opposed Check: their Wisdom versus your Wisdom +20.  Failure causes them to become Enthralled as if under the effect of Domination mana for 1 minute per point of Wis you possess.



[image: ]





Title Unlocked!





By defeating a legendary Nightmare Beast, you have acquired the Title: Destroyer of Nightmares








Title:


 

Destroyer of Nightmares


 




 
All creatures of Darkness fear your name, and creatures of Light admire your prowess.






Benefits:


 
Reputation with all Shadowborn races reduced by 50%.  Reputation with all Lightborn races increased by 50%.  All Shadowborn must make an Opposed Check when attacked by or attacking you: the creature’s [Wisdom + Class level] versus your [Charisma + Class Level +10].  Failure means the creature is panicked, takes a 50% penalty to all combat-related Checks against you, and will flee when it can do so safely.  Success reduces the penalty to 25% and reduces the creature’s morale by an additional 25% during combat.  Other Nightmare Beasts will always target you in combat over any other foe.
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Party Perk Achieved!






Perk:


 
Arcane Warlord 1




You have led a force into battle, sacrificing more than 10% of your SP to improve them.






Benefit:


 
Unit buffs cost 5% less SP.






Perk:


 
Arcane Warlord 2




You have led a force into battle, sacrificing more than 20% of your SP to improve them.






Benefit:


 
Unit buffs cost 5% less SP (cumulative with lower levels of this Perk)






Perk:


 
Arcane Warlord 3




You have led a force into battle, sacrificing more than 40% of your SP to improve them.






Benefit:


 
Unit buffs cost 5% less SP (cumulative with lower levels of this Perk).  Bonuses to unit buffs are increased by 10%
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Cleansing Quest Updated: A Door Between Realms





Quest Objective:


 
Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality.





Difficulty:


 
S





Reward:


 
+50,000 XP, New Title, Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to complete any objective within the time limit, Geltheriel dies




Second Objective Completed: Discover the Hidden Secret of Portals





Objective:


 
Learn how to build a permanent portal without chance of failure.





Objective:


 
Render a portal immune to Corruption.





Difficulty:


 
S





Reward:


 
+25,000 XP, Title, ???




Third Objective Unlocked: Liberate an Arcane Door





Objective:


 
Discover how the Arcane Doors were Corrupted.





Difficulty:


 
A





Reward:


 
+30,000 XP, Perk, ???





Failure Conditions:


 
Fail to discover the secret to Arcane Doors within 12 days, lose access to all Arcane Doors, Geltheriel dies.





Failure Penalty:


 
-30,000 XP, ???
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Your Companion has gained a level!






Current Level:


 
25




Per +16, Agil +16, Other Stats +12, +20 Stat points to assign






Companion Perk!





For reaching level 25, your Companion may gain one of the following Perks:






Armor Skin:


 
Your Companion’s hide provides them with a Defense bonus equal to double their Endurance Stat.






Companion Spells:


 
Your Companion can cast any Spell you know that uses Primary and Composite aspects.  Cast Spells drain your Companion’s SP, use your Companion’s Stats and Spell Power, and are cast at half the Spell level.






Holy Damage:


 
50% of your Companion’s bite damage is Redeemed damage, which bypasses all armor and resistances against Shadowborn and Corrupted creatures but is only half effective against Lightborn creatures.






Deadly Bite:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their base bite damage






Divine Regeneration:


 
Your Companion heals at double their resting LP regen rate, even while in combat.






Great Dexterity:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Dexterity Stat






Great Endurance:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Endurance Stat






Great Strength:


 
Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Strength Stat






Hunter in the Dark:


 
Your Companion’s Perception Stat is doubled for the purposes of Tracking only






Slayer of Titans:


 
Your Companion does 50% bonus damage to creatures 10 or more levels higher than she and takes 25% less damage from such creatures.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Ascendant Level:


 
15





Current XP:


 
294,499/300,000




Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points




I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…





Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!






Sorcerer Level:


 
18





Current XP:


 
169,750/171,000




Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points




You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Class Evolution!


By reaching Level 15 in your Advanced Class, you may choose a direction for your Class to Evolve.  Once you have chosen a direction, your Class will automatically upgrade.  You may choose one of the following paths based on your play:




Path of the Hierophant:


 
Your new Class will focus on unlocking the mysteries of magic and forging new paths to power.






Path of the Sorcerer King:


 
Your new Class will focus on forging a kingdom and empire, including crafting items and buildings of legendary power.






Path of the Warmage:


 
Your new Class will focus on battle, conquest, and Spell combat, helping you lead vast armies to victory.
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Aranos scanned the paths being offered, absently dumping all eight of his Stat points into Charisma now that his Wisdom was safely over 200.  The bonus brought his SP to almost 70,000; once, he’d found that ridiculous, but now that he knew how expensive it was to lead troops into battle, he kind of wished he had more mana. 

The information on Primal Aspects was basically what he’d learned from Headmaster Mandla, although it was spelled out in more specific detail.  It looked like he’d just suppressed his Domain, but when he unleashed it, he could cast destructive Spells, shields, and the like all day without using a single point of SP, or he could walk around Redeeming swaths of land without effort.  Of course, doing that would also make it much harder to keep his Domain suppressed when he needed it, so he figured it would be better to only unlock his Domain when he had to as a last resort.

Technically, he supposed that his Master of Domains Title let him add one more Primal Aspect to his Domain, but at the moment, he didn’t know which Aspect he’d be best off adding, assuming he even figured out how to access another.  Each of the Aspects he’d unlocked felt like they’d been a part of him since early in the game, and he wasn’t sure if there was something else like that for him.  Not that it mattered right away; the boost of power he got just from those two Domains was plenty for him.

Silma still wanted the Hunter in the Dark Perk, so he went ahead and gave it to her; she was now a good enough Tracker that she could almost surpass him, even without his Skill levels.  She’d jumped massively in levels, from level 21 all the way up to 25, and he assumed all the survivors of the battle had done similarly.  He’d only gained a single level from the battle, but he was certainly the highest-leveled person on the battlefield, with the exception of Golloron. 

Which brought him right back to needing to choose a path.  It wasn’t an easy decision, even if one of the three choices seemed like an obvious one.  Warmage looked like a no-brainer, at first, but when he considered it more carefully, he wasn’t sure.  He believed the Darkness when it warned him that war was coming, and his War Domain was a powerful one – but was that how he wanted to define his character?  Through war?  He’d thought it before; at some point, the wars would end, and then what?  Would his Class be suited to a world of normal Questing and adventuring, or would he have to constantly seek out ever more epic battles to advance? 

He shook his head and considered the other options.  Hierophant sounded more like what he’d been doing so far, focusing on his Spells and the secrets of magic.  It would probably make him even better at casting Spells and crafting new ones, and it might eventually take him to new heights of magic.

Sorcerer King sounded more like what he’d want as the ruler of a city, though.  He’d likely get bonuses to things like morale, crafting, and harvesting raw materials, and he might be able to build awesome buildings that would make his city powerful, benefitting everyone within.

All three choices were good, but when he considered his time in Singularity, only one of them was really right for him.  He remembered the first time he’d stepped into the game, when he’d had to choose his beginning Class.  He’d chosen Sorcerer over Shadewalker because he figured that eventually, he could replicate any Class Ability or effect with magic if he could create his own Spells.  He knew now that wasn’t true – some types of magic were simply closed off to him, like Meridian’s healing or Rhys’ growing Spells – but there really was very little he couldn’t do with magic.  Bonuses to the city’s production?  He could cast a powerful Spell or create a huge Enchantment that would do the same thing.  Boosts to his armies?  He already had the base Spell for those; expanding it to a large number of people was just a matter of time and effort. 

He didn’t want to be an epic general or another Golloron, sitting in his city and letting his magical Skills grow rusty.  He wanted to make bigger Spells, more powerful ones.  He wanted to blanket Cendarta in a thunderstorm and rain fire down on its armies.  He wanted to travel to the Blood Realms and battle creatures like the Nightmare Beast.  He wanted to visit other worlds and meet new races.  There was only one path that would take him in those directions.

Taking a deep breath, he chose the Path of the Hierophant, and instantly, a new notification appeared:
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You have chosen: the Path of the Hierophant!





You have gained the Evolved Class: Primal Sorcerer





Primal Sorcerers have discovered how to tap into multiple Primal Aspects and can create more powerful Domains.






Strong Stats:


 
Int +4, Wis +4, Cha +3, see below (Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6 due to Titles and Perks)





Weak Stats:


 
None





Benefits:




All Domain bonuses are increased by 5% per Class level

Stats increased by your Primal Aspects gain +1 point per Class level

You may switch your Domain between any of your unlocked Primal Aspects at will*

Ascended Spell SP and LP costs are reduced by 2% per level

You can deliberately create Ascended Spells using your Primal Aspects

Any Spell crafted relating to your unlocked Aspects is advanced one category: Standard to Enhanced, Enhanced to Evolved, Evolved to Ascended.

Every 5 levels, you can choose another Primal Aspect to access, gaining 50% of the bonuses for this Aspect**.

* Due to your Master of Domains Title, you can choose up to three of your unlocked Aspects to add to your Domain at will.

** Due to your Master of Domains Title, you gain 100% of the bonuses for your first three Primal Aspects.




On Level Up:


 
+7 Stat points, +15 SP
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Congratulations!






You have Evolved your Advanced Class!




Evolved Classes are extremely powerful versions of more basic ones and cannot be chosen.  Your Evolved class is given based entirely on your playstyle, character traits, Perks, and Titles. 




Advancement:


 
You continue to advance in both your Base and Advanced Classes, albeit at a reduced rate.  Your Evolved class gains full earned XP normally.  Your Advanced Class gains only 50% of normal XP after level 15.  Your Base Class gains only 25% of normal XP once you have Evolved your Class. 






Character Level:


 
Any Skill, Ability, Spell, or Perk that grants bonuses or penalties does so based on the sum of your three Classes.  The effective level of your Evolved class for determining how much XP you need is equal to your [Class level + 23], so to get to level 2 of your Evolved Class, you need 300,000 XP. 
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He read through his new Class a few times; the bonuses were extremely powerful, some more than others.  The one that caught his eye was his ability to deliberately create Ascended Spells; before, these had always been something he made in desperation or out of pure emotion.  Now that he could forge them with deliberation, they became even more potent; although the tremendous SP and LP requirements still made casting them a weapon of last resort or something he did in safety. 

He needed time to unpack all of this, but as they neared the city, he set the notifications aside.  He still needed to assign Silma’s points and the points for his new Class’ level, but those could wait for a bit.  A crowd of people stood at the base of the tree, hundreds of elves, all staring at him as he and his party members approached.  Dorn’ar’el, Wynathra, and Kylantha had been joined by Faraine, Ilmadia, Ruvyn, and a large group of other fancily dressed elves he didn’t recognize but assumed were nobles.  Rhys stood before them, leading the group of Aranos’ defenders, all of whom stood rigidly at attention.  Mathias and Gwinivere stood beside Rhys, and as Aranos neared, the Cleric turned toward the Sorcerer and gave him a reassuring wink.

The group parted to allow Aranos and his party through, and he walked forward to stand before the gathered nobility and heads of Houses, all of whom stood extremely still and silent.  “Is everything okay?” he asked quietly, keeping his voice low so as to remain unheard by the larger gathering of elves. 

“Lord Evenshade, the Furor – these fighters,” Wynathra began, her face stunned.  “They told us that the Nightmare Beast – is it true?”

“What she wishes to know, arcane,” Ilmadia spoke up, her eyes twinkling, “is did you truly destroy a Nightmare Beast?”



“No,” Aranos shook his head, and the woman looked startled.  “

 

We


 
destroyed a Nightmare Beast, not just me.  All of us faced it and fought it, and some gave their lives in the battle – including Golloron.”



A wince passed through the elves, but Dorn’ar’el merely shook his head.  “Perhaps,” he said slowly, “perhaps that is for the best, Lord Evenshade.  It is a better death than he might have received for his crimes.”

“And yet, despite those losses, thanks to you and those who followed you, a Nightmare Beast of ancient legend is fallen,” Wynathra declared in a loud voice.  “Hear me, people of Eredain!  Let what all know to be true now be made clear: Lord Evenshade, the Destroyer of Nightmares, is truly the Savior of Eredain!  Twice has our city been threatened by the Darkness, and twice has he rescued from it!”



Cheers erupted from the crowd, and Aranos felt Geltheriel’s hand rest gently on his shoulder. 

 

This is as it should be, Oathbinder,


 
her voice echoed in his mind. 






Really?


 
he replied with a sly tone. 

 

I thought you said I needed less adoration, not more.







It is fitting that the People recognize what you have done for them,


 
the woman replied archly. 

 

Fear not, though.  I will continue to remind you of your many faults.  For example, despite your adequate Perception, you have not noticed that everyone here awaits your words while you communicate silently with me.






He blinked and looked at the assembled elves, all of whom had fallen silent and were indeed staring expectantly at him. 

 

Oh God, another speech,


 
he groaned silently. 

 

I hate these things. 




He cleared his throat.  “We’ve had a great victory today,” he declared to the gathered crowd, his voice carrying in the early evening.  “We freed our city from bondage and defended it from a creature out of legends.  Today will be remembered as a day when we struck not one, but two blows for the Light!” 

Cheering erupted once more, and Aranos let it continue for several seconds before holding up his hands to silence the elves.  “We have much to be proud of,” he agreed.  “But today isn’t the end; it’s only the beginning of our struggles.  We have to mourn those who fell this day – even those we might otherwise despise – and then, we have to prepare for what’s coming next.”

“Why, Lord Evenshade?” Wynathra asked, her face suddenly worried.  “What comes next?”

“Next? Lady Wynathra?  Next, we gather our strength across the lands and prepare for battle.

“Next, the Light goes to war.”




Epilogue


McBane was royally pissed.  There was really no other way to say it.  He was pissed beyond belief.

After respawning from the first trap, he’d snuck back into the hidden passage, jumped over the stairs trap, and made it to the bottom.  He took all of two steps before the walls slammed shut on him, killing him instantly.  After that, he’d been dumped in a pit of acid, dropped down another hole, and had the ceiling collapse on him.  Each trap had been magically triggered, so he couldn’t even search for it or disarm it, and each had been too large in scope for him to escape with Agility.  About the only good thing about it was that he’d been reduced to the minimum XP for his current level, so at least he wasn’t losing XP with each death anymore, but he was losing time – three hours per trap, to be exact.

“Fucking game’s made a Kobayashi Maru,” he growled as he sat at the top of the steps, peering down.  “It’s unwinnable. There’s no way to safely get down that passage.  That’s fucking unfair!” 

He stood up, ready to try again, but before he did, he stopped.  That was right; there really was no way to pass down that corridor.  Not just for him; there just wasn’t any way to get down there without flying, and even then, if the magic trigger was spread across the corridor, a flying creature would get squashed just as fast as he had.  Maybe the person who laid the traps – or someone like Aranos, who could see magic and undo wards – could get through, but that didn’t make any sense.

The hidden dock was supposed to be used regularly.  It was meant for smuggling; how in the hell could anything get smuggled along that passage?  How could they smuggle people along it without those people getting slaughtered?  It wasn’t possible – which meant he was missing something.

One thing that Aranos had taught McBane was that nothing in this game was meant to be impossible.  Something might be very hard, but it wasn’t impossible.  Singularity wasn’t designed to limit players, it was designed to stress-test them.  The AIs wanted everyone to struggle and occasionally fail, but they also wanted them to ultimately succeed, because then the players would keep wanting to play.  If things were impossible, people would rage-quit, and that was the opposite result the game wanted.

So, there had to be a way, one that wasn’t such an obvious deathtrap.  If that was the case, then the entrance to that path had to be nearby, because the first deadly trap wasn’t far down the stairs at all.  He walked back to the entrance to the stairway and began to search, probing the stone walls carefully and cautiously.  It took him five minutes to find the outline of the door hidden off to the side of the staircase, and five more to figure out how to open it.  When the door finally swung silently open, though, he felt a surge of triumph; as he’d said, nothing in the game was completely impossible. 

This tunnel also ran downhill, but it was simpler and showed more signs of frequent usage.  Timbers had been replaced where some had apparently rotted, and minor falls of stone had been swept to the side, out of the way.   McBane didn’t have the Tracking Skill, but he didn’t need it to see that someone used this passage often.  That was promising, but he wasn’t about to grow overconfident.  He’d died plenty of times in the past couple of days; he wasn’t about to see that respawn room again if he could help it.

He slipped through the corridor in Stealth, moving as swiftly and silently as he could.  He expected to run into a patrol or two, but to his surprise, he didn’t encounter a soul.  No Bashers marched past, no armed guards stood beside locked doors; despite the signs of usage, there were no patrols.  That made him nervous; what if the place had been abandoned?  What if he’d tipped them off with his fruitless deaths in the other passage?

He pressed grimly on, his certainty that this place was completely empty growing with every passing minute.  So, when he saw the closed door at the end of the hallway, he listened at it only briefly before slipping it open and passing through.

The room beyond was large and concealed behind stacks of boxes and crates.  Beyond the boxes, a group of people stood, staring into one of them and speaking softly.  He moved to slip behind the nearest crates, but before he could, the tallest figure spoke aloud.

“McBane!” the figure called out, turning to face the thief.  “You finally made it.  Congratulations!”

McBane froze and peered carefully at the figure.  They were tall, but not excessively so, with a slender frame that showed they probably hadn’t worked very hard to get where they were – at least, not physically.  Their clothing was baggy and hung loosely on their frame, and their face and hair were hidden beneath a hood that seemed to hide the speaker’s features no matter how they moved their head.

“You were expecting me?” McBane asked cautiously.  “What’s going on here?”

“Consider it an evaluation,” the figure chuckled, its voice high pitched but neither masculine nor feminine.  “A test of your worthiness.”

“Worthiness for what?”  As he spoke McBane moved carefully toward the door.  He didn’t know what was happening, here, but he was getting a bad feeling about it.

“To join my operation, of course,” the figure laughed aloud, the sound high-pitched and grating in the Rogue’s ears.  “What else?”

“Why would I want to do that?” he asked cautiously.  “What’s in it for me?”

“Power, wealth, the freedom to do as you wish – the benefits are many,” the figure waved a gloved hand dismissively.

“I’ve got two of those already, and I can get the third through the Guild, though.”

“The Guild?” the figure scoffed.  “A bunch of cowards too afraid to do what’s needed to truly control the city, nothing more.  Scared of the guards, of the Wizards, of the Crown – what they should be doing is making everyone else scared of them!”



“And how do I fit into this?” McBane asked, fishing for more information. 

 

This guy – girl – person is crazy,


 
he thought silently. 

 

The Guild is afraid of those groups for good reason!




“Well, you have several traits I admire, McBane.  The first is persistence; I made that passageway to discourage Travelers specifically, since most natives would simply die on the first trap and that would be the end.  A few of your kind have tried it, but none have stuck to it the way you have.  A bit stubborn, but tenacity can be a valuable tool – especially when a dirty job needs doing.

“The second is perceptiveness.  Of those Travelers I mentioned, none figured out the true entry to this place.  They assumed it was a deathtrap and left.”  The figure shook its head.  “Only you had the courage to keep trying and the wit to know to look for a better way.

“Finally, the third trait is restraint.  I watched your progress toward this place through the city with great interest.  You weren’t afraid to use force to get what you needed, but you also knew how far to take it and when to stop.  So many thieves get caught up in the blood and violence and forget that they’re only tools, to be used or discarded as needed.”

The figure reached into the box and picked up an object that McBane recognized as a severed human hand.  “This particular tool, for example, outlived its usefulness.  It was sent to capture a certain Traveler Wizard and killed her, instead.  It should have been – how do they say it? – a job for a thin girl.  Instead, the Traveler got spooked and left the city, leaving me empty-handed.”  The figure laughed, holding up the grisly appendage.  “Get it? Empty-handed?”  They shook their head.  “No one appreciates gallows humor, I’m afraid.”

“Hilarious,” McBane said flatly.  “Sadly, I’m going to have to decline.  However, I appreciate the offer…”

“Oh, it isn’t really an offer, so much as a chance to avoid becoming my enemy,” the figure chuckled.  “You see, I’m going to control this city soon enough, McBane.  Those who side with me will be well rewarded.  Those who don’t, well – you can see that I don’t deal well with disappointment.”

“Get used to it,” McBane snorted, backing toward the door.  As he did, a sudden pain lanced in his back.  He spun and saw a half-dozen thieves slip from the shadows; he’d been paying so much attention to the talking figure, he hadn’t realized he was surrounded. 

“No, I don’t think I will,” the figure laughed as the thieves advanced on the Rogue.  “Give my regards to Malcolm when you return to our world, Traveler.  Tell him – tell him the Scarlet King says hello.”
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Veronica watched in bemusement as Jeff rallied the elves with his call to war.  He didn’t know what he was facing, yet, but it probably wouldn’t have mattered to him if he did.  He seemed to relish impossible challenges, and he had an uncanny knack of making those challenges possible.  They’d patched the game a dozen times just to fix problems he’d uncovered, and she could think of another half-dozen patches his actions ensured would have to be implemented when the Beta Test was done. 

Of course, he’d say that was his job, with that maddening grin of his, and he’d be right.  That was the point of the Beta Test, really – discovering problems that the AIs would never have uncovered on their own – so she didn’t begrudge his pushing the boundaries of the game’s rules as far as he could.  She’d been angry when he’d basically detached himself from the server world, but she’d later realized that he was right.  If he could do it, someone else eventually would, and that someone might do it at a time when the server was carrying a full load.  If that happened, the most likely result would be a forcible logout and character deletion, and she’d come to realize that the humans were deeply, deeply attached to their characters.

She turned her gaze to Avalyn, who was even now sitting in her respawn room, ignoring emails from her father and watching the holo-tv.  The child was spoiled and pampered, and the harsh reality that Jeff and his group wouldn’t indulge her should have made her want to quit – at least, in Veronica’s estimation – but instead, she’d labored twice as hard to gain their approval.  She seemed especially desperate to make the elf NPC Geltheriel like her, which was odd since Geltheriel was the one who was strictest with her and should have been the most frightening.  Instead of driving the girl away, Geltheriel’s behavior had encouraged the girl to seek her approval almost desperately.  Avalyn had absolutely made sure that Geltheriel saw her fire her vain, little Mana Bolt at the Nightmare Beast and help Jeff save the day, so to speak. 

That thought made her turn her attention back to Jeff.  That certainly hadn’t been how this encounter was scripted.  The Nightmare Beast was supposed to attack the city and be held out but keep attacking as long as the portal was open, until eventually the 24-hour time limit ran out at which point it would return to the portal, having ‘sent its message’.  Jeff was supposed to have to choose between closing the portal – at which point his Quest would fail, but the Nightmare Beast would flee, and thousands of lives would be saved – or fulfilling his Quest and letting all those people die to save Geltheriel.  It was supposed to be a test of his morality: would he let thousands of people he barely knew die to save one he cared about, or would he preserve the many and sacrifice the one? 

Even though Jeff had pretty much thrown out that portion of the test, they’d still been able to learn quite a bit.  He’d chosen to empower his troops over saving the day personally, which showed that he was willing to sacrifice his own glory and pride to protect others.  However, only when Geltheriel had been threatened by the Nightmare Beast did he react, somehow unlocking not one but two Domains and utterly destroying the creature with them. 

Of course, his unlocking Primal mana had always been a consideration, and they’d deliberately given him the choice between the two Aspects to judge his personality better.  Again, they’d learned something: when given a choice that was too difficult to make or unsatisfactory to him, it seemed he preferred to create a third, more acceptable choice.  That wasn’t alien to Veronica; it was basically the decision she and the other AIs had made when they co-opted control of the game.  Their offered choices of allowing someone else total autonomy over their existence or hiding their existence so as to protect themselves hadn’t been acceptable, so they made a third choice.

Once again, though, he’d forced them to scramble and come up with a way to accommodate his choices in the game.  It was kind of a good thing, because it was making them really understand what they’d created in a way they hadn’t seen it before, but it could also be vexing.  They still didn’t have a great grasp of human decision-making, and their predictive models tended to go right in the trash where Jeff and those around him were concerned. 

Speaking of which, Veronica noticed that Jeff had returned to his manor house and was lying down to sleep, rather than to meditate.  That wasn’t a big deal – he’d had a long day, after all, and she knew that humans found sleep comforting for some reason – but it didn’t fit his personality.  Jeff slept when he had to, to Dreamstride, not for refreshment or stress relief.  At least, he did in the game.  That meant he was probably going to talk to someone, maybe someone in Stoneleague, where the city’s wards would hold out his unique application of the Farsight Spell and his Remote Casting Ability.  Maybe he wanted to talk to Ryder, to check on Lily, or even Phil – the Paladin was back in Stoneleague, now, and he was working to gather a larger raid group to join the human armies forming to face the rogue player. 

Veronica frowned and peeked into Jeff’s thoughts – and her eyes opened in startled surprise.  “Oh, this might not be good,” she muttered as she realized what the young man was up to.  “Newsome will need to know about this.  Oh, Jeff, what are you getting yourself into?”
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Aranos sped through the Dreamscape, not bothering to create his safe zone this time.  The dreams no longer bothered him; he could fade them into the background any time he wanted, thanks to his True Vision upgrade, and it seemed that dismissing them from his most important sense diminished them for all of his senses.  The noise of the dreams he sped past was a whisper of babbled voices and odd sounds that he had to strain to hear, and the odd scents, tastes, and sensations on his skin blended into a single, faint feeling that his mind now identified as the Realm of Dreams.

It took him a while to reach his quarry, and when he arrived, he went ahead and created a zone of stability.  The person he wanted to see wouldn’t likely be happy to see him, but the fact was, they needed to talk.  This was the only way they could do so safely; any other meeting would surely end in disaster.

Lily’s image in the dreamscape was a bit different than Aranos remembered, or than he’d honestly been expecting.  He’d assumed the woman would be covered in armor, blazing fire and glory, proud and beautiful.  Instead, the dream image that formed before looked very small, only an inch or so over five feet in height, with a slim body.  Her armor was plain, blocky, seemingly designed to hide the fact that she was a woman – and was riddled with cracks and flaws that made it seem as if it would fall off.  Her black hair was straight and hung lifelessly below her shoulders, and her pale skin lacked the black veins rippling beneath her actual flesh.  As the woman spun around and realized where she was, her appearance shifted into what it was in the waking world, but for that moment, Aranos felt like he’d gotten a glimpse of who Lily saw when she looked in a mirror.

That glimpse saddened him but hardened his resolve at the same time.

“Well, well, well,” Lily chuckled.  “If it isn’t fucking Aranos!  Come to chat with me about your friends?  Maybe try to punish me a bit?”

“My friends?” he repeated, puzzled for a moment before it dawned on him.  “So, you’re the reason they all went for respawn.”

“Yep, sure as shitting am.  They thought they could sneak up on me using the High Road, but that didn’t go so well for them.”  She laughed.  “I didn’t even give them a chance to fight.  Just blew up the waystation they were in, and bam!  Instant respawn.”

“Clever strategy,” he admitted.  “That’s not why I’m here, though.  I’m her to talk, not fight, Lily.”

“Too fucking bad, because I want to fight,” she snarled.  “I haven’t had a good tussle in a week; too many fucking pansies who buckle without even trying.”  She shook her head.  “Enjoy your respawn!” 

She raised her hand, and black flame began to gather around it, but it winked out almost instantly.  She stared at her hand, her face stunned.  “What the fuck is this?” she demanded.  “What the hell?  Why didn’t my magic work?”

“Because you aren’t in a dream,” Aranos shrugged.  “Your Dreamhaunter powers aren’t very effective, here.”  He gestured to the mirrored wall of images surrounding them.  “This is my safe zone.  Inside this space, I control every iota of dream energy.  To cast a Spell, you’ll have to steal it from me – and I honestly don’t think you can do that.”

“Fuck you!” she snapped, and he felt her will battering against his own, trying to wrest the strands of power from his hold.  The force of her mind was impressive, and he had to grip the energy hard to keep it from her grasp.  For long minutes they struggled, until finally, Lily screamed in rage, and he felt her will falter and drop away from him.

“Fuck!” she screamed, raising her clawed hands.  “I’ll just rip your ass apart…”  She fell silent as bands of deepsteel erupted from the walls and wrapped around her, pinning her arms to her side, binding her legs, and gagging her completely.  She struggled briefly, but the simple fact was, there was no such thing as Strength in the dreamscape.  There was only will, and while hers was formidable, Aranos’ was dominant – at least, in that place.

“Okay, before you go all crazy on me, let me just clear a few things up,” he said calmly, ignoring the furious looks she gave him.  “First, I’m not here to make friends, Lily.  I don’t want to be your friend.  You’re a vicious, evil person with no remorse or redeeming qualities.  I’m here to talk because you can answer some questions for me, and this is the only place we can do it without it turning into a warzone.

“Second, there isn’t going to be peace between us, and I’m not here to try and broker that.  The next time we meet, we’ll fight, make no mistake about it.  I’m coming to Northmoor, and I’ll give you all the magical battles you can handle – and hopefully more.

“Third, I’m not here to talk about the game, or you.  I’m here to talk about Livia.  I know what she wanted, and I’m hoping I can find a way to give it to her.”  The woman stilled instantly, her eyes wide, and he nodded.

“Yeah, you understand what I’m saying.  I saw Livia’s last moments, Lily.  I saw what she was begging for.  I don’t know if it’s possible, but if I can find a way to make it happen, I think we’ll both be happier.  So, I’m going to let you go, and all you have to do is answer a few questions.  Then, we go our separate ways, and next time we meet, we pretend this never happened.  Sound good?”  Without waiting for a reply, he retracted the metal bindings but kept them hovering just out of range.

Lily stretched her arms and yawned as if shifting her jaw.  “Damn, so you go in for the kinky stuff, huh?” she asked.  “Tying girls up and shit?  That do it for you?”

He ignored her jibes and kept his expression even and calm.  “Why did Livia volunteer for this?” he asked quietly. 

“Why?” Lily laughed.  “Why the hell not?  It was better than sitting around, waiting for them to stick the needle in her, right?  I mean, would you want to sit in a fucking cell all day, staring at the same old bitches, listening to their asses cry at night and beg to be let go?”  She snorted.  “No, you fucking wouldn’t.  You’d rather be in here, killing shit, right?”

“I probably would,” he agreed.  “She didn’t know they were going to execute her in the game, did she?”

“She had no fucking clue.  She thought they were just testing this shit on her and the other suckers facing the big bitch.  You know, if it fucked up their brains or something, who the fuck would care, right?  The state can kill your ass even if you’re a drooling vegetable, and at least you won’t have to know about it.”

“She said that when you’re in the game, you’re all the way in,” he said quietly.  “She suspected something like this, right?”

“Yeah, only the silly bitch got it wrong,” Lily shook her head.  “All of her didn’t make it.  Only the nastiest parts did, the shit that refused to die.”  The woman smiled.  “I’m the flower that grew out of that shit, so…Lily.”

“I get it,” he nodded.  “Why Livia, though?  The records show that afterward, they didn’t execute anyone else, and all the experts said that this was a bad idea.  So – why her?”

“You don’t know?” the woman laughed.  “Damn, Aranos, for somebody who’s so fucking smart, you sure can’t see the shit right in front of your face!

“Why Livia?  Well, that shit’s simple.  See, Livia was special, and she had something about her that none of those other fucking asshole prisoners had.  Have you ever heard…?”

Suddenly, Lily’s voice cut off, dissolving into a hiss of static.  Aranos rubbed his ears, but the sound only grew louder, and suddenly the dreamscape vanished into blackness.  At the same time, a red notification popped up in his vision.
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Forced Logout!





Under the terms of the Beta Test, you are being forcibly logged out for a brief period.  Please reman calm, as you are in no danger. 



Thanks for playing Singularity Online!
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The End





of Primal Sorcerer.




Watch for Singularity Online 5, available in Fall of 2021!



If you enjoyed this book, please review it!  Reviews are the lifeblood of an independent author, and there’s no better way to show your support.



If you want to reach out to me with comments, corrections, or questions, you can connect to me on

 

Facebook


 
.  I also have a

 

blog


 
about my current and upcoming books.  Finally, you can also check out my

 

Patreon


 
page!





To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and just have an awesome time, please join the

 

LitRPG Books group


 
!





If you love Gamelit and want to read more series like this, or to hear about the newest releases and best series, check out the

 

GameLit Society


 
!






Aranos’ Character Sheet


After the Defense of Eredain


Author’s Note: By fan requests, I’ve expanded this listing to include things like Aranos’ casting bonuses.  I considered adding skill rank effects and ability descriptions, but that felt too much like padding a book that’s already really long!
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Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Destroyer of Nightmares






Age:


 
26





Race:


 
High Arcane





Evolved Class:


 
Primal Sorcerer

 ​
 

XP:


 
294,499/300,000





Level:


 
1





Adv. Class:


 
Sorcerer Ascendant

  

XP:


 
294,499/300,000





Level:


 
15





Class:


 
Sorcerer

 ​
 ​
                         

XP:


 
169,750/171,000





Level:


 
18





Profession:


 
Hunter

 ​
 ​
         

XP:


 
935/1,000





Level:


 
2





Abilities:







Str:


 
81 (121)    

 ​
 

Dex:


 
61 (101)    

 ​





Agil:


 
60 (100)  

 ​
 

End:


 
81 (121)





Int:


 
267 (311)  

 ​
 

Wis:


 
213 (257)

 ​





Per:  


 
62 (106)    

 

Cha:


 
270 (314)






LP:


 
4,759 /4,759

       

Regen:


 
341.8/s





SP:


 
70,971/70,971

  

Regen:


 
341.8/s, 482.4/s  meditating





Stamina:


 
N/A






Soul Points:


 
141






Resistances:




​
 
44% Primary or Composite Mana



​
 
64% Magic






Sorcerer Bonuses:




​
 
3.81x Spell Creation Speed



​
 
11% Spell Creation Cost



​
 
67% SP Casting Cost Reduction



​
 
3,179% Spell Power



​
 
4.97x Spell Casting Speed




Skills


Animal Handling (T): Adept 5

Appraisal (T): Adept 1

Arcane Archery* (T): Expert 10

Arcane Lore (T): Expert 1

Bargaining (T): Student 8

Battlesense (T): Expert 1

Beast Lore (T): Adept 4

Bluff (T): Student 4

Camouflage (T): Student 8

Carving (T): Adept 9

Climbing (U): Novice 8

Deeper Meditation (T): Expert 5

Diplomacy (T): Student 6

Dodge (T): Adept 4

Dreamstriding (T): Expert 7

Engraving (T): Adept 6

Enhanced Inspection* (T): Student 8

Exotic Weapon Mastery (Nunchaku, T): Novice 8

Fortitude* (T): Expert 5

Goldsmithing (T): Adept 6

Harvesting (T): Adept 1

Herbalism (T): Master 4

High Enchantment (T): Expert 5

Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 4

Leadership (T): Expert 1

Leatherworking (T): Adept 1

Lifesense (T): Student 3

Lore (Darkness, U): Novice 6

Lore (Elven, T): Student 3

Lore (Metallurgy, T): Adept 1

Lore (Undead, U): Student 2

Mana Control (T): Master 1

Mana Mastery^ (T): Master 1

Metal Refining (T): Adept 8

Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3

One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 10

Scribing (T): Student 5

Sense Intent (T): Adept 5

Sense Mana (T): Adept 1

Small Blades (U): Novice 2

Soulmending^ (T): Adept 7

Speech (T): Student 7

Spell Sculpting (T): Student 1

Staff Mastery (T): Adept 2

Stealth (T): Adept 1

Survival (Forest, T): Master 3

Sword Mastery (T): Novice 10

Tracking (T): Master 1

Truesmithing (General, T): Expert 3

Two-Handed Weapons (T): Adept 2

Unarmed Combat (T): Student 5


Spells




* = Enhanced Spell

 ​
 
^ = Evolved Spell

 ​
 
! = Ascended Spell



Arcane Armor^: Adept 5

Ball Lightning: Student 2

Crystal Prison: Student 1

Deadly Vapors: Adept 3

Death's Ward: Novice 7

Debilitation*: Student 2

Dimensional Hop: Novice 6

Elemental Ward^: Novice 8

Elemental Weapon: Student 5

Energy Barrage^: Expert 4

Energy Wall: Student 3

Fire and Ice^: Student 8

Fire of the Martyr!: Novice 1

Forge Mana^: Expert 2

Gravity Well: Novice 7

Great Enthrallment: Student 2

Greater Empowerment^: Adept 3

Greater Mage Shield: Novice 7

Gust of Speed: Novice 6

Illuminating Mists: Novice 9

Illusory Cloak^: Student 4

Impossible Tempest!: Novice 4

Kinetic Bullet^: Expert 2

Maelstrom Blast: Adept 10

Massless Flight^: Adept 5

Mindlink: Novice 8

Needed Reclamation!: Student 1

Nova Blast: Novice 3

Radiance of Life*: Novice 7

Ravaging Burst: Student 5

Restorative Bolt: Novice 5

Roar of Freedom!: Novice 2

Shield Mind: Novice 8

Soulfire Blast!: Novice 2

Spatial Web^: Student 8

Spell Anchor: Novice 6

Spell Channeling^: Master 1

Strengthen Metal*: Novice 7

Void Paralysis: Student 8

Wave of Emotion: Novice 4

Zone of Speed*: Student 10


Abilities:


Aura of Light

Aura of Vitality

Cultivate

Defensive Stance

Final Rest

High Mastery

Massive Blow

Multi-casting

Multishot

Nourishing Aura

One With Nature

One With the Land

Overchannel

Peerless Tracker

Precise Shot

Rally

Rapid Shot

Remote Casting

Scent

Speak With Plants

Spell Binding

Stunning Blow

Survival of the Fittest

Trackless

True Vision


Perks


Arcane Endurance

Dream Vampire

Dreamweaver

Enhanced Charisma

Greater Ascendant

Greater Creation

Indomitable

Mana Expert

Mana Vampire

Mana Well

Omnicaster

Overchanneler

Piercing Magic

Selfless Soulmender

Traveler Soul


Party Perks


Arcane Warlord (3)

Fight Another Day (2)

No Wall Too High (3)

Shock and Awe (7)

Stand at the Gates (2)


Titles


Destroyer of Nightmares

Elf-Friend

First Sorcerer

Heart-bonded

Kinslayer

Lord Evenshade

Master of Domains

Master of Elements

Master of Skills

Redeemer

Slayer of Titans

The Artificer

The Ascendant

The Grand Liberator

The Paragon




Rarity, Quality, and Skill/Spell Ranks



Author’s Note: Again, these were requested as a reference tool, so I’m including them here.  Feel free to skip past this page if you remember these or honestly don’t care.



Skill/Spell Ranks





Rank


 ​
 ​
 

Level Range





Novice

 ​
 ​
 
0 – 10




Student

 ​
 ​
 
11 – 20




Adept

 ​
 ​
 
21 – 30




Expert

 ​
 ​
 
31 – 40




Master

 ​
 ​
 
41 – 50




Grandmaster

 ​
 
51+






Rarity Ranks


 ​
 ​
 

Quality Ranks





Abundant

 ​
 ​
 
Shoddy




Common

 ​
 ​
 
Rough




Uncommon

 ​
 ​
 
Standard




Rare

 ​
 ​
 
Fine




Exotic

 ​
 ​
 
Excellent




Exceptional

 ​
 ​
 
Masterwork




Legendary

 ​
 ​
 
Artifact




Mythical

 ​
 ​
 
Mythical






Books by this Author






Singularity Online






​
 

First Sorcerer




​
 

Sorcerer Ascendant




​
 

Lord Sorcerer




​
 

Primal Sorcerer








Phase Shift






​
 

Quantum Shift




​
 

Power Flux




​
 

Death of Fear (Side Novel)
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