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To Keri, who is the only reason I could possibly do this for a living.





Prologue

Lily watched as Aranos’s body vanished.  She’d seen that happen before; it was what it looked like when players logged out.  They just sort of stopped existing as far as the game was concerned, and they blinked out rather than slowly fading away the way they did when they died.  The asshole had looked confused, and maybe even a little shocked, so she figured he hadn’t meant to be logging out right now.  No doubt someone high up had overheard their conversation and wanted to nip that shit in the bud right away.  She shrugged.  That wasn’t her fucking problem, and if Aranos got his ass in trouble and couldn’t come back in the game…
Well, that would fucking suck, she realized.  Not only was he the only player who’d kicked her ass in the game, he was the only one who might have a chance to do what he’d promised.  The thing she wanted more than anything.  He might be able to kill her and make that shit stick.  That was all she wanted, was just to be done, but no, the game kept bringing her back, over and over again, whether or not she liked it.
And there’s nothing you can do about it, so stop whining.
She sighed.  The voice in her head was right, as always.  She couldn’t do anything about it.  Even if she could log out—which she couldn’t because she didn’t have a fucking body to go back to outside the game—it’s not like those assholes at Neo-dyne would have listened to a damn thing she said.  They hadn’t listened to Livia when she’d begged them not to kill her in the game.  Livia had known what might happen, and she’d fought against it.  Lily privately figured that the fighting was the problem.  Livia hadn’t wanted to be here, so the parts of her that were most human… well, that shit didn’t make it into the game permanently. 
Murmuring caught her attention, and she glanced around curiously.  With that asshole Sorcerer out of the game, whatever he’d done to bring her here should have vanished and dumped her back into her body.  It hadn’t, though, and that was weird.  She glanced at the walls surrounding her, walls that looked like holo-tv displays of other people’s dreams.  She could see them, watch them, but when she reached for one, it didn’t let her inside it.  That was weird, because usually when she walked the Realm of Dreams, she just had to touch a dream and she could jump right the fuck into it and start messing shit up inside. 
The dream in front of her had to be a player’s; it looked like a bunch of friends sitting in a boat fishing or some dumb shit, but the boat had an electric motor on the back.  As far as she knew, the only electricity in the game came in the form of lightning bolts.  She knew that real fishing like this was illegal pretty much everywhere thanks to overfishing and water protection laws, but a fucker could dream, she supposed. 
The thing was, even as she watched, the dream was going south on them.  It was like some other Dream Haunter was already inside it, fucking it all up.  First, a nasty storm sprang up, and their boat started filling with water until the damn thing sank.  Then, sharks appeared, and one by one, they pulled the people in the boat under until only one remained.  That one was the dreamer, of course; if they died, the dream would have ended, and they’d have woken up.  She’d learned that the hard way. 
She looked around; all the surrounding dreams were changing and turning darker.  In a way, it was comforting—the images of pain and terror were soothing to her—but, at the same time, it was kind of fucked up.  Someone was screwing with every dream at once, something that Lily certainly couldn’t have done.  In fact, she was pretty sure only one person could…
“Son of a fucking bitch,” she muttered aloud.  “Morx, you fucking asshole, is that you?”
A stab of fear went through her as the black-cloaked, blank-faced image of the God of Nightmares stepped out of hiding and into view.  Its long, black sleeves hid its hands, which was different, but its robe was still covered with tortured, screaming faces, and it still radiated a sense of dread that chilled Lily.
“Indeed, my young protégé,” the god spoke, if you could call that awful shit speaking.  Its voice was a collection of every horrible sound Lily had ever heard, every terrifying noise she could imagine, and just the sound of it made her want to piss herself.  She didn’t, though, because she was a badass bitch, and she wouldn’t wet herself over some stupid-ass white-faced scarecrow.
“What the fuck do you want?” she snapped, trying not to let her fear show on her face.  I’m a badass bitch, not some scared little girl!  “I don’t work for your ass anymore, not after what you fucking did!”
“Oh?” the god said lazily, but Lily saw all the surrounding dreams suddenly take a darker turn just from that single word.  “And what, exactly, have I done to you, girl?”
“I’m not a fucking girl,” she snarled back.  “And you damn well know what you did!  You gave my ass to that fucker Zoridos!  You tricked me into becoming his slave!”
“Did I?  Then why aren’t you serving at his feet, right now?  Why aren’t you screaming in pain as he plays with your soul for his own twisted amusement, hmm?”
“Because that fucker Aranos killed him and took his damn city!”  She was getting angry, now, and the anger was pushing away the fear, the way it always did.  That had always been the key, for her.  Anger had always pushed her to new heights—or new lows, depending on how someone looked at it, she supposed.  “If he hadn’t…”
“Then you would have, given time,” Morx cut her off.  “All you and Zoridos had to do was dispose of one, little Sorcerer, and you would have ultimately dethroned the qualintar and reigned as queen in Antas.”  The dreamscape around her rumbled, and she could tell that Morx was fucking pissed—and she didn’t care.
“I don’t need that shit,” she said dismissively.  “I’ve got my own city—or I will soon enough.  I did that on my own, and I didn’t need your damn help.  You can go to hell for all I care.  We’re fucking done, Morx.”
Lily tried to scream as the god was suddenly before her, lifting her effortlessly by her throat.  Its face wasn’t blank, now; four burning, red eyes glared from it, and it had a mouth that looked like a lamprey’s, filled with saw-like teeth.  The bony hand gripping her neck was covered with worms and maggots, but the other hand—that one was burned, blackened, and unmoving.  Lily had seen Morx’ hands before, and that one had never looked like that. 
“WE ARE DONE WHEN I TELL YOU WE ARE DONE, TRAVELER!” the god roared, and Lily felt a deep, primal fear stir up inside her as its anger hit her like a punch to the chest.  The force of Morx’ rage pressed on her, threatening to crush her bones and tear her flesh.  It was terrifying, mostly because she didn’t think it was deliberate.  The god was out of control, and it was likely to obliterate her just by fucking accident. 
“You think that you claimed Northmoor on your own?” Morx snarled, pulling her closer to its face.  “You don’t have anywhere near the power for such a feat, child!  Who do you think stood beside you in those dreams, adding my power to your intentions?  Who broke the queen’s spirit?  You, with your ridiculous threats of rape?  Or me, by finding her deeper and darker fears and linking them to what you threatened?  Who gave your enthralled creatures the power to walk through the wards of the Mages’ College?”
Lily felt herself flying, and she slammed into the barrier of dreams hard enough that she almost passed out.  The dark god towered over her, now, its presence blackening the Realm of Dreams.  Twisted, dark creatures pulled themselves out of its shadow and went racing off into the dreamscape.  Lily didn’t fucking envy whoever they found. 
“I have arranged EVERYTHING for you!” the god screamed again, and that time, if Lily had been awake, she would have pissed herself.  She was terrified by the looming power of the Lord of Nightmares, and she knew that if it chose to, it could have killed her right then with a thought.  She was basically powerless before it. 
“And you have ruined EVERYTHING!” it raged.  “You have no idea how much power I spent to manipulate the elf elder into ignoring your presence in the city—of which he was aware all along—and then into sending the Sorcerer to Antas to be killed or enslaved!  The divine essence I poured out to rouse the urukkai of Cendarta, intending that they would assault Antas and free you to remove that idiot Zoridos from such a powerful position!  All you had to do was kill that damn Sorcerer, send him back to Eredain in disgrace, and he would have come to me, begging for instruction to save his pathetic Follower. 
“And now,” the god’s voice dropped in volume, but if anything, its presence pressed in even closer about Lily, “I am going to give you one more gift and one more chance to redeem yourself in my eyes.  I will teach you how to unlock a Domain.”
“W—why?” Lily stammered, her brain shutting down in her terror and her mouth working without her conscious thought.  “If I’ve been so fucking useless…”
“Because of all my tools in this area, only you might truly stand against the Sorcerer,” Morx cut her off.  “The others are powerful but limited by their natures.  You, as a Traveler—of sorts—have endless potential, Lily.  And now that the Sorcerer has unlocked his Domains, you will need yours to stand any chance against him.”
Lily felt a surge of excitement and dread.  Morx’ teachings were powerful and useful, but its methods were brutal.  “I took the Headmaster of the Mages’ College,” she offered weakly.  “She can teach me…”
“And in the time that it takes her to teach you, I could have trained you in that and so much more,” Morx snapped, and she fell silent.  “You have many possible Domains that would suit you, Lily, but the one that I will teach you will instill fear beyond reasoning in others. 
“You will come to understand the Domain of Death, foolish child,” it proclaimed.  “And then, you will do as I say—exactly as I say.  War moves across the land, now, and you must be ready.  The Sorcerer will NOT succeed!”
Lily’s heart froze as Morx swept about her, blanketing her in its foul, oozing robes.  Ice poured in her veins, and her breath caught in her throat.  She screamed, soundlessly, as she was plunged into the depths of Darkness, but as she fell, one thought stood out clearly in her mind.
This shit was Aranos’ fault, and that fucker was going to pay!




Chapter 1

Jeff opened his eyes, panic filling him as he saw the inside of the VR pod instead of the expanse of the dreamscape.  The first time he’d ever awoken in the pod he’d felt a similar panic, but this time, it was for a much different reason.  He’d been forcibly logged out of Singularity Online, and it had happened when he was talking to Lily.  Obviously, someone had taken offense to his talking to her and didn’t want him to hear what she had to say, and he’d been logged out as a consequence.  He was probably looking at some sort of disciplinary action, but that wasn’t what frightened him. 
What really terrified him was that he might be pulled from the beta test.  If that happened, everything he’d done in the game so far would collapse.  He’d started a war between the Light and the Darkness, and with or without him, armies were going to march.  It could be another Feast of Virnal, the event that had initially destroyed the Realms of Light and forced them into subservience and tribute to the Darkness.  The only difference was, this time, he doubted the gods of Darkness would stop just because the kingdoms of Light sued for peace…
He forced those thoughts away.  That was the game world, the place where Aranos lived.  This was the real world, where Jeff lived, and out here, it wasn’t likely that anyone was going to be swayed by his quests failing.  For all he knew, once the Darkness destroyed the Light once and for all, Neo-dyne would just do a full reset of the server and return everything to where it had been before he and the other beta players entered it.  No, if he was going to get out of this, he had to start thinking in real-world terms.
The green nano-gel that connected him so intimately to the game drained away, and he remained still while the pod withdrew the IV lines that fed and hydrated him.  Once the pod opened, a technician he didn’t recognize peeked in at him.
“You know the drill,” the man said in a bored tone.  “Stay still so we can hose you down and reuse the nanites.”  Jeff said nothing as the man sprayed him clean, then handed him a towel.  “Dry off and get dressed,” the man instructed.  “They tell me you’re wanted upstairs.”
Jeff dried and dressed himself hurriedly, his mind racing furiously.  He was in trouble, he knew, but he’d played the corporate game for years, now.  He knew how things worked.  To survive in a corporate environment, you either had to stay below anyone’s notice, make yourself irreplaceable, or have some sort of leverage that convinced the company it was better to keep you than to deal with the fallout of letting you go. 
The first choice had always been part of his strategy here at Neo-dyne, but obviously, that wasn’t going to work, now.  He had an idea of how he could use the second to his advantage, but that wasn’t an ideal place from which to negotiate.  If he started by appealing to them how they needed him, he was acknowledging their power and authority.  Even if he were successful, it would end up being on their terms, and that would probably limit his gameplay options. 
No, he needed to start this discussion from a position of strength, and that meant he needed leverage.  He could think of two things immediately that would give him that leverage, and while one of them could get him in trouble, too, the other…
He broke off as he stepped out of the pod room and saw the uniformed security guard waiting for him.  “Jeff Lawing?” the tall man asked in a deep voice.
Jeff hesitated, but oddly enough, it wasn’t out of fear.  He should have been afraid, for sure.  He faced more than just being kicked out of a game.  He could be fired, absolutely, but he’d also violated federal laws in accessing classified information.  If they could prove that he did it, he could be looking at prison time.  And yet, he felt confident and sure.  He knew that he’d be able to talk his way out of this, and he clearly saw the path to do so.  He could imagine what his bosses might say in return, and his mind was already formulating counters for that. 
What’s going on with me?  I’ve never been this confident!  Jeff was usually terrified of meetings with top brass, which was one reason he’d never taken a higher position in the company.  Most executives intimidated him, and he avoided them as much as possible. 
Of course, in the game, he was the total opposite.  There, he faced people and creatures way more powerful than him on a regular basis, and he spit in their eyes.  He’d always thought that was just because, in the game, he wasn’t as worried about the consequences, but—what if it wasn’t?  What if the game was affecting his personality, making him more confident as his in-game charisma went up?  What if it was altering his neurons, making him literally smarter and better able to make connections?  The game had already changed how sensitive his nose was, thanks to his in-game Scent ability—he could smell the security guard’s sweat and shampoo, but he could also smell the gun oil on the pistol holstered at his side, and the faint nervousness the man exuded without even realizing it. 
It’s possible, he realized.  The pod could very well be increasing the number of neural connections in my brain, or shifting some of them to make me behave in a different way.  Or I could be acting that way so much that I’m starting to shift my own personality.  He sighed as he realized that it didn’t matter, at least, not right now.  Obviously, once he was back in the game, he’d be chatting with Veronica very seriously about it, but until then, he had to handle his current situation.
“Excuse me, sir?” the guard spoke up.  “Are you Jeff Lawing?”
“Oh, sorry,” Jeff pulled himself out of his reverie.  “Yeah, that’s me.  Are you my escort?”
“Yes, sir,” the man said, reaching out and taking Jeff’s arm with a grip so firm that it actually hurt.  “Please…”
The man’s voice cut off in surprise as Jeff responded without thinking, twisting his arm toward the man’s thumb to free himself from the grip and dropping into a fighting stance, his feet apart and his hands raised.  The guard’s hand reached toward his pistol, and Jeff’s instinct was to attack before he could draw it, but instead he took a deep breath and lowered his hands.  The guard hadn’t drawn his weapon, but he was staring suspiciously at Jeff, his expression a combination of anger and surprise.
Jeff didn’t move, but he looked directly into the guard’s eyes as he spoke.  “Putting your hands on someone like you just did could be considered assault,” he said quietly but firmly.  “I’m happy to go with you, but you need to keep your hands to yourself, okay?”
The man looked warily at Jeff, but he released his gun slowly.  “Yes, sir,” he finally said in a voice that had equal amounts of anger and respect in it.  “Please, follow me to the elevators.”
“Of course,” Jeff nodded, falling in behind the guard as he led Jeff through the lobby.  He hadn’t been expecting to be grabbed, but he had certainly never reacted that way to someone putting their hands on him, before.  He didn’t even know how he knew to do what he’d done, but somehow, the knowledge had come easily and instinctively.  My unarmed combat skill…it’s at the student ranks in game.  Did the game give me those skills for real, the way it did with my archery skill?
People stopped and looked at him as he passed, and he recognized some of them from his department.  Oddly enough, he wasn’t embarrassed.  The situation reminded him of when the guards at the House of Blades had ‘escorted’ him to see their captain, and he’d handled that about the same way as this.  Actually, he was handling this better.  Then, he’d gotten angry and belligerent.  Now, he was just annoyed and curious how this would all end up.
The pair took the private elevator up to the top floor, and Jeff felt a small wave of butterflies fluttering in his stomach.  He wasn’t going to see his boss, or his boss’ boss.  He was meeting the big boss, the CEO of the whole company.  David Newsome himself was getting involved.  That meant that at the end of this, Jeff would either be in a whole lot of trouble—or he’d be in the best position he’d ever been in this company. 
The guard led Jeff to the closed double doors leading into Newsome’s office.  “Jeff Lawing, here at Mr. Newsome’s instructions,” the guard spoke, seemingly talking to the door.
“Thank you, Officer Lambert,” a smooth female voice that Jeff swore was familiar to him spoke.  Maybe it had been modeled off one of the employees, and he knew the woman who was the base voice for Newsome’s personal AI assistant.  “Mr. Newsome is eager to speak with you, Mr. Lawing.”
Jeff found himself smiling.  “That’s good, because I’m kind of looking forward to talking to him, too.”
The doors swung open, and Jeff walked into the darkened office.  Newsome sat at his desk, surrounded as before by floating holo-screens.  “Good morning, Mr. Lawing,” the man drawled.  “I was just entertaining myself with some of your…exploits.  I’m wondering if they’ll be continuing or not.”
He gestured at his screens, and Jeff realized that each was displaying something he’d done in game.  “Quite the accomplishments,” Newsome said appreciatively.  “Freeing not one but two cities, defeating a lich that was supposed to be an unkillable raid boss, saving Eredain from being enslaved by one elder and freeing it from a different kind of slavery under another.”  The man shook his head.  “Oh, and let’s not forget killing a Nightmare Beast and wounding a god.  Even I’ve never done either of those, and I’ve tried.”
Jeff glanced at the screens.  There, he was talking to Golloron about something, earlier on before he’d discovered that the elf elder was secretly sacrificing his people to the Darkness in exchange for peace.  In that scene, he was fighting the first ursusz he’d ever encountered.  He smiled at how difficult the bear had been for him and his party back then; now, any of them could have handled the beast on their own without difficulty.  And there, he and Saphielle…
He swallowed hard, and anger rose in him, unbidden.  “Turn that one off,” he commanded, pointing to the image of the first time he and the elven warrior had slept together.  “Right now.”
Newsome’s eyebrows rose impressively, and he gazed at Jeff without otherwise changing expression.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Lawing, but are you giving me orders?  I’m not one of your party…”
“It’s a violation of the federal online privacy act to record anyone in a private or personal act in a virtual game without their express consent and permission,” Jeff cut him off, his voice tinged with his anger.  “Our contract specifically stated that we would be observed without recording, so that video is a violation of federal law.  Take it down and delete it, or I’ll report you.”
Newsome stared at the young programmer, his expression unchanged.  “You understand that your continued participation in the beta test hinges on my word right now, right, Mr. Lawing?” he said calmly.  “Are you really willing to give that up over—a video of you and an NPC doing what hundreds of players have done with hundreds of NPCs in the game?”
“Yes,” Jeff said firmly, his chin high.  “In a heartbeat.  I’d rather quit the game today than know that someone might be using her image and memory for their own purposes, and I’ll bring the whole game down with me if I have to.”  He knew that Saphielle wasn’t real, that she’d been nothing more than a combination of quantum qubits, but she’d been real to him.  She’d felt real in his arms, and her emotions and personality were as genuine as any human he’d met.  He’d raised a unique tree in her memory, and he wasn’t going to allow that memory to be besmirched by this…executive.
“The whole game?” Newsome repeated.  “My, you have a high opinion of yourself.  How, pray tell, do you intend to do that?”
“I’ve learned a few things, Mr. Newsome.  Things that you don’t want me to know—and things that could get the entire company in trouble.  Things that could get the beta test shut down, and land Neo-dyne smack in the middle of a Congressional investigation.”
“You’re speaking, of course, of Lily,” Newsome said easily, waving to his screens.  The images of Jeff blinked out, and the one that had shown he and Saphielle was replaced with a message that proclaimed, ‘File Not Found’.  “There.  It’s deleted.  I wasn’t actually trying to make you uncomfortable, Mr. Lawing.  I was trying to help you relive a fond memory…”
“Just so you know, Mr. Newsome,” Jeff interrupted again, “I can tell when you lie.  Thanks to the game—and the pod—I can smell when you’re not telling the truth.  So, there’s no need to try and sugar-coat things for me.”
Newsome displayed his first expression, one of extreme interest.  “Your scent ability?” he asked, leaning toward Jeff.  Jeff caught a new scent, now—eagerness.  “The pod gave you the ability in this body, as well?”
“It did,” Jeff nodded.
“Excellent,” Newsome sat back, tenting his fingers before him for a moment before gesturing toward a seat.  “Please, Mr. Lawing.  Sit down.  We do have much to discuss.”
“We do,” Jeff nodded, sitting in the indicated chair.  “For example, Lily.”
Newsome made a face.  “Lily,” he practically spat the word, then sighed.  “As you seem to have already realized, Lily was our first attempt at achieving the Singularity,” he began, gesturing again.  Instantly, an image appeared, one Jeff recognized at once.  It was Livia’s execution chamber, the place where she was given her lethal injection while in her pod. 
“We were so convinced,” he sighed.  “I was convinced.  Livia Tamarank was special, Mr. Lawing.  She had never been a gamer, never played once in her life, but she took to Singularity Online like a fish to water.  She played—well, the way you do.  Like the game was her life, her real world.”
He shook his head.  “We thought that if we could perfectly map her neurons into the server, we could replicate her.”  He waved again, and the image shifted to Lily, naked, standing knee-deep in a pool of blood.  “We were wrong.  What was left…wasn’t human.  The creature that calls itself Lily has no conscience, no empathy, no soul.  It’s a combination of the worst parts of Livia Tamarank without any of the things that made her redeeming and human.”
The image blinked out, and he turned back to Jeff.  “You can’t give it what it wants,” he said bluntly.  “Only the AIs controlling the game can delete that profile.  Believe me, I’ve tried.  I’ve done server wipes, pulled sections of the hardware memory, and even tried to send a virus in there targeted just for that thing’s code.  Whatever I’ve attempted, the AIs have blocked.”
“Why?” Jeff asked, impressed despite himself.  He’d assumed that Newsome was just another executive with no idea how his product actually worked, but—those had been the exact things Jeff had been thinking of doing.  “And what about a block overwrite of the infected sectors?  Or copying her code into a dummy server and dropping it?”
“I’ve done both,” Newsome shrugged.  “Neither worked.  As for why—well, that’s partially your fault, Mr. Lawing.”
“Mine?”
“Well, yes.  Before the AIs went rogue and took over the game, you were part of the team responsible for programming their overall directives, weren’t you?  The lead programmer, in fact.”
“Well, yes, but…”  Jeff’s eyes widened as he realized what Newsome was talking about.  “They’re programmed to take all measures to make sure a player’s data is secure and uncorrupted while they’re logged in,” he breathed, leaning back in his chair.  “I coded that part myself because it seemed like the most important directive they had.  If a virus could alter someone’s player data in-game…”
“Then it’s possible that the pod might respond by altering the person’s brain to match,” Newsome nodded.  “At least, that’s what we were afraid of.  And judging from how your sense of smell was upgraded, it seems to be a real concern.”
“We didn’t code that kind of reciprocity into it,” Jeff said adamantly.  “The game was supposed to change to match the person, not vice-versa.”
“Ah, but that wouldn’t have worked, would it, Mr. Lawing?”  Newsome rose from his seat and began to pace.  “How could the game accurately map the body to the mind in the game if the mind kept growing, expanding, and evolving, while the body didn’t?  What’s your Intelligence score in the game?”
“Two-hundred-sixty-seven,” Jeff answered immediately.
“Over two-hundred, when it started at, what?  Nine?  Ten?”
“Twelve.”
“Twelve?  Impressive.”  Newsome turned back to him.  “In the game, you’re able to make connections and see patterns that most others would never consider.  You’re capable of processing with a rapidity and surety that the average human simply can’t match.  How can the AIs match your body’s neural connections to those of your character if your character has connections that your body doesn’t?”
“They couldn’t,” Jeff realized.  “They would have to either limit my in-game avatar or change my body to match.”  As this realization hit him, Jeff felt mingled emotions surge through him.  Part of him felt violated; the game was messing with his mind, with the very essence of who he was!  He’d nearly quit the game during the first day when the AIs had deliberately slowed his thoughts, and that was a temporary thing.  This seemed to be a permanent alteration, and the idea that whoever he played in the game might actually become his personality terrified him.  Aranos took terrible risks because Aranos didn’t have to live with lifelong consequences the way Jeff Lawing did.  Aranos’ world was designed to allow him to succeed if he tried hard enough and played well enough.  The real world wasn’t like that. 
At the same time, part of him liked being Aranos in real life.  It wasn’t as if Jeff didn’t want to be more confident, more in control.  And Aranos wasn’t that different from him—in the right circumstances.  Jeff at a computer or gaming session was vastly surer of himself than Jeff at a party or on a date was.  What if he’d decided to role-play a barbarian, though; someone who spoke in short sentences and grunted a lot?  Would the AIs have altered his brain to make him more like that?  He needed to talk to Veronica, and he needed to do it quickly.  If that was the case…then he had no choice.  He’d have to quit the game.  He couldn’t risk having his entire personality altered by the AIs, after all!
“Exactly,” the CEO said with satisfaction.  “And, while this is happening to everyone in-game to some extent, it’s far more extensive with you because of your connectivity.  Which is sitting currently at…94%.”  Newsome turned toward him.  “Which brings me to my dilemma, Mr. Lawing.  The closest person to you is your party member Blaine McDonnell, who calls himself ‘McBane’.  He’s currently sitting at 71%.  So, obviously, I have a vested interest in keeping you in the testing.
“And yet, you’ve been poking into things that don’t concern you, things that could be an inconvenience for me,” he continued.  “The smart thing to do would be to remove you from the test and perhaps to report your intrusions into the system to the authorities, before your illegal actions blow back on this company.”
Jeff tried not to let his nervousness show on his face, even as his stomach lurched.  Newsome knew about his hacking, which meant the system had to have safeguards that he didn’t know about, ones that he couldn’t have anticipated.  The only way they could have caught him so readily is if they had someone watching him and his terminal—but there was no way that anyone could have monitored his last hack.  He’d mimicked dozens of terminals all over the world, and it would have taken a person hunting him hours to ping all of them and find the right one.  It would have taken an AI…
Jeff’s eyes widened, and he realized where he’d heard the voice of Newsome’s assistant before.
“So, Mr. Lawing, what would you do in my shoes?” Newsome asked nonchalantly, although he was glaring directly at Jeff.  “What sort of assurances could someone give you that would make you comfortable letting them back in the game?”
Jeff forced himself to relax; he still had a trump card to play.  “It doesn’t matter what you want,” he told the CEO.  “You’re going to let me back in, and you’re going to let me play the way I want to.”
“Indeed?” the executive chuckled.  “And why would I possibly do such a thing?”
“Avalyn,” Jeff said softly.  The moment he’d spoken, he knew he was right.  He smelled an instant spike of something he hadn’t scented yet from the CEO: fear.
“Ah, yes, the late arrival,” he sighed.  “It’s true, we bent the rules somewhat in her case.  She’s the child of a top executive, you see, with—well, there’s no need to get into the reason.  Suffice to say, I’m not particularly concerned about people finding out about her.”
“You’re lying,” Jeff said evenly as his nose confirmed what he already guessed.  “If you pull me from the test, I’ll tell the federal regulators about her.  Assuming that they don’t shut the entire test down, they’ll make you pull her out of it.  She’s too young; even with parental consent, she can’t be part of medical testing.   And that thought scares you.”
Newsome stared at him, and Jeff smelled the man’s quiet anger.  “Your nose?” the CEO asked quietly.  Jeff nodded.  Newsome turned away from him and was silent for a full minute.  “Very well,” he finally spoke.  “You’ll be allowed to return to the game, and to play as you see fit.”
He turned and leaned back toward Jeff, his eyes blazing.  “However, I want you to remember, Mister Lawing, that I don’t take well to people trying to strongarm me.”
“Neither do I,” Jeff said bluntly.  “Tell you what.  You don’t do it to me, and I won’t do it to you.  Deal?”
“You can return to the game at your leisure,” Newsome turned away from him, not answering his question.  “I’ve been pleased with your performance so far.  Take care that you don’t disappoint.”
“I always do my best in anything I do,” Jeff shrugged.  “That’s all I can promise.”
“Then we’ll have to hope that it’s enough,” the CEO said.  “Good day, Mr. Lawing.”
Jeff rose from his chair and walked out of the office, concealing his relieved smile.  He’d faced down the most powerful man he knew—at least, outside of the game—and somehow, he’d been successful at it.  Now, he had to go back into the game and deal with something even bigger.
That had just been a skirmish.  He had to go plan an entire war.




Chapter 2

Aranos felt the familiar falling sensation as he logged back into Singularity Online.  He’d entered through his respawn room, as usual, but his AI guide Veronica had been conspicuously absent.  That was probably for the best; he needed to talk to her, but he was a bit angry at the moment.  His interactions with the AI never went well when he was angry.  He needed to calm down and think—and maybe talk to Phil.  His best friend was calm and level-headed, and he could help talk Aranos down from his simmering rage.
He opened his eyes and found himself lying on his bed in his manor house in Eredain.  He’d gone to sleep here before Dreamstriding to meet Lily, and while he’d been logged out in the middle of the Realm of Dreams, he supposed it made more sense to log back into Eredain than the dreamscape.  He rose and checked his status, making sure everything was still the same from when he’d logged out.
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Yep, all still normal, he thought silently.  He walked over and glanced out the window; it was morning in Singularity, just as it was in the real world—at least, the real world of Neo-dyne headquarters.  Aranos knew that there were servers other than this one that ran totally different worlds for their players, but the Ka server included North America and western Europe.  That meant that anyone who was playing the game from, say, England would be hours ahead of Ka when they logged out each time.  He wasn’t sure how inconvenient that would be; he’d have to ask Longfellow the next time he saw the British Archer and see.
He stretched, his imaginary muscles still tired and sore from the previous day’s exertions.  He didn’t blame them; it had been a ridiculously difficult day.  He’d nearly died fighting Golloron, the slain former Elder of Eredain, then nearly died again battling a Nightmare Beast, a creature straight out of legend.  Eredain had been badly damaged by both battles—although Golloron’s Destruction Domain had honestly done more harm to the city than the Nightmare Beast had.  He didn’t know how the elves were going to repair that, since the oilairie wood that the city’s structures were made could only be found in a few places—namely, wherever he and his Druid companion Rhys had planted the trees—and none of those trees were large enough or mature enough to provide the amount of wood the elves would need. 
If the city were made of stone or metal, he could have helped with his newly upgraded Needed Reclamation Spell, but his spell didn’t seem to work with wood.  He thought he could repair cracks and such with it, but he couldn’t just generate new wood to repair what had been turned to sawdust by the enraged elder.  He could rebuild stone and metal since those were just solid forms of earth and metal mana.  Wood, though, was a formerly living substance, and the mana required to fashion it was one that he didn’t have access to.  Maybe if he had the Creation Domain, he could do something like that…
Aranos turned his thoughts away from his Domains as he felt War and Redemption both stir deep within him.  He’d unlocked them both in his battle with the Nightmare Beast—indeed, they were the only reason he’d been able to beat the mythical beast in the first place—and after he’d faced the dark god Morx in that being’s dread realm, Aranos had managed to suppress the twin Domains, locking them down inside him.  That meant that he didn’t gain any of their benefits, such as his War Domain’s powerful shield or his Redemption Domain’s ability to Redeem any area he was in.
At the same time, leaving his Domains active was a risk.  His Domains seemed to have some kind of awareness, and they wanted him to act to further their interests.  War pushed him to fight; Redemption called him to restore.  When he’d used them to defeat the Nightmare Beast and Redeem the portal between Antas and Eredain, it had been a minor struggle to force them back down within him.  He knew that every time he used them and every day he left them active that struggle would get harder.  He’d seen the results of walking that line too closely; Golloron had apparently stepped over it by using his Destruction Domain to defeat Aranos in the Realm of Dreams, and afterward, his Domain had slowly consumed him until, at the end, he was practically crazed with the desire to destroy.  Aranos planned to be in this world a long, long time.  That meant that he needed to control his Domains, not use them haphazardly when other, lesser Spells would suffice.
His mind turned to the list of things he needed to do that day.  He had a group of people to escort to and through the portal to Antas; he needed to visit the Houses of Blades, the Sickle, and Twilight to recruit people for the war effort.  He needed to visit the House of Stars and let them know that his Mana Control had finally hit the Master ranks, and he also wanted to do some shopping in the Great Square.  He was running out of jewelry to Enchant, and once he was back in Antas, he wanted to practice his upgraded High Enchantment Skill.  He wanted to visit Durlan, Geltheriel’s uncle, and chat with him about Antas’ collection of Skill books.  More than anything, though, he needed to chat with Avalyn.  The battle with the Nightmare Beast had led to her death—and his realization that she was a Traveler.  She’d kept that fact from him, and he wanted to know why.
He also wanted to train today—his High Arcane race made training his Wisdom, Intelligence, and Charisma difficult, but his physical Stats and Perception were all under 100 and thus trainable.  Plus, he had an idea about using his training crystals to train at a lower level but for longer than the typical hour, just to see if the benefits would be greater.  That, he could start right away; he pulled the crystals from his inventory and strapped on the Strength and Endurance training crystal.  Normally, he tapped it three times, but this time, he only tapped it once.  Immediately, his entire body felt slightly heavier as the crystal wrapped him in some kind of invisible weight. 
He started walking around the room, then ran in place, eyeing his SP bar as he did.  He didn’t have Stamina; he’d long ago learned how to combine his Stamina and SP into a single type of energy.  That meant that any sort of exertion drained his mana, not his body’s reserves.  He was pretty sure that he could do the same thing for his LP and SP, and that was certainly on his list of things to work on, but at the moment, all that mattered was how his exertions drained his mana points. 
After five minutes, he decided that the drain on his SP was being completely offset by his natural regeneration.  That was actually perfect, because the longer he wore the crystals, the heaver the weight on him would become.  Eventually, the strain would get to the point where it and his regen balanced out, and the longer it stayed there, the better.  He had a feeling that the weight increase would happen a lot slower at level 1; if this was going to work, it would be a long, slow grind, not a quick burn to exhaustion.
He summoned his Arcane Armor, dumping 30,000 SP into it, which he decided would be plenty for journeying in the Stronghold.  With Golloron’s death, there really wasn’t anyone to fear in the city unless one of the Masters or Grandmasters of the House of Stars—or someone of similar power, he supposed—decided to challenge him.  He didn’t see the former as likely, since his reputation with the House of Stars was currently Beloved, thanks to his personal reputation and that of his House.  The latter was certainly a possibility; he’d caused a huge upheaval in the Stronghold, and he wasn’t sure how the other powers in the Elven Realms would react to his changes.
When he stepped out of his suite, he wasn’t surprised to find Lorsan, his majordomo, waiting for him.  The man was a model of efficiency; no matter when Aranos arose, the tall elf was always there, waiting for him.  Aranos half-believed that the elf slept standing up in the hallway outside his room; it was the only way he could imagine that his chief servant could seemingly be ever-present.
“Lord Evenshade,” the bronze-haired man spoke in his deep, mellow voice, bowing his head toward Aranos.  At first, the Sorcerer had tried to get Lorsan to stop the obsequiousness and formality, but he’d come to realize that Lorsan thrived on it and had given up trying to change the man.  “How was your rest?”
“Eventful,” Aranos sighed.
“That seems to be the case in almost everything you do, my Lord,” Lorsan spoke without any hint of sarcasm or a smile.
“Sadly, you’re right, Lorsan,” Aranos agreed.  “What’s on my agenda for today?”
“Well, there are a number of people clamoring to meet with you, my Lord.  Of course, after your defense of the city yesterday, that is to be expected.”
“Are any of them people that I absolutely have to meet?”
“Eventually, it will probably be wise to meet with all of them.  However, for now, most of those of import will be at the Patriarch’s Council, which I am certain you will wish to attend.”  Lorsan’s voice didn’t change inflection, but Aranos could hear the unspoken rebuke in it.  The last time they’d spoken about attending one of these meetings, Aranos had refused.  At the time, he’d had good reason—he was leaving the city to go conquer Antas—but now, he didn’t really have good reason to demur.  In fact, there were a lot of good reasons to agree. 
“Has the Heart chosen a new Bonded, yet?” Aranos asked the elf.
“No, my Lord,” Lorsan replied, and Aranos caught the faintest flicker of distaste on the elf’s face, one of the very few times he’d displayed any emotion.  “I am certain that is the purpose of the Patriarch’s Council.  The Patriarchs will be discussing who to choose as the next Elder.”
“To be more precise, majordomo,” a familiar voice spoke as they entered Aranos’ dining room, “the Patriarchs will be discussing which Elders to present to the Heart for selection.”  Aranos couldn’t suppress a smile as he saw the honey-blonde locks of Geltheriel, his Avowed Follower, sitting at the table.  The woman was dressed in green Keeper leathers rather than her old Shadedancer armor, which had been destroyed by Golloron’s Domain.
Lorsan sighed.  “You are correct, Elder Geltheriel,” he admitted.  “It is—a strange fact to consider, that Eredain’s Heart will be able to choose its next Bonded.  Such a thing has never been done before.”
“Happens all the time among the dwarves,” the other woman seated at the table spoke in a rougher, more gravelly voice, her Elvish heavily accented but understandable.  “The Stone always chooses the next Priestess of the Heartstone or Soulstone to Bond with it.  In fact, to me, the idea of your city not having any say in the matter is the strange one.  It’s all in your point of view.”  Mutroda was short, like all dwarves, but stocky and powerfully built, with strawberry blonde hair pulled into multiple, tight braids, and grayish skin that was mottled like granite.
“Indeed, Priestess,” Lorsan agreed.  “And from an elven point of view, this is a difficult situation, one that may be as dangerous to the city as the Nightmare Beast was.”
“Why?” Aranos asked.
“Because usually, the selection of the next Elder is a matter for the Patriarchs, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel explained.  “It is generally a long process, often lasting a year or more, and is comprised of endless squabbling, maneuvering, and politics.”  She grimaced.  “We have been fortunate in Eredain, in that our previous Elder served longer than most, and thus the last time we were subjected to such maneuverings was before the living memories of most.”
“I don’t understand why that makes this time a problem,” Mutroda spoke up.  “No need for all those squabbles, right?”
“There has never been a need for such,” Geltheriel laughed.  “And yet, the gathered Patriarchs of the city will certainly commence their squabbles, as you call them—a truly apt word, as well—the moment the Council is convened.  Unless, of course, my Oathbinder is present.”
“Me?” Aranos asked.  “Why would that matter?”
“Because you are the Savior of Eredain, Oathbinder,” the woman reminded him with a grin.  “As well, you slew a Nightmare Beast single-handedly, which all know despite your protestations to the contrary.”
“In other words, they’ll be too scared to fight,” Mutroda translated.
“More or less,” Geltheriel nodded.  “And yet, that simply means that their battles will become hidden and subtle, which may make things worse.”
“And might be utterly pointless, since in the end, the Heart might not Bond with whoever they choose,” Aranos sighed.
“The sensible thing would be to line up everyone who wants the job and let the Heart pick,” Mutroda pointed out.  “There can’t be that many Patriarchs, right?”
“There are twelve Patriarchs and Matriarchs in the city of Eredain, Priestess,” Lorsan clarified.
“That seems like a lot,” Aranos observed.  “I mean, isn’t Eredain one of the smaller elven cities, as well as being right on the border with the Blightlands?  I wouldn’t think the heads of so many large families would want to live this close to the Shadowborn.”
“Oathbinder, there are but four elven cities remaining after the Feast,” Geltheriel shook her head. 
“Only four?” he repeated in amazement.  “But I thought—wait.  If there are only four cities, how can Low Houses have eleven elders?  Can’t you only have two per city?”
“Beside the cities, there are smaller towns, villages, and House dwellings, my Lord,” Lorsan assured him.  “Most Elder Houses have built entire towns around a single valuable resource or important location; some have dozens of these, scattered across the elven forests.”  He glanced at Geltheriel.  “And to be precise, Elder Geltheriel, there are now six cities, as Lord Evenshade has liberated two of them.”
“Indeed, I do not know how I could have neglected Haerobel,” Geltheriel laughed.  “Yet, Majordomo, I would not count Antas truly among the elven cities.  It is my Oathbinder’s intent, I believe, to make it a city of many races, as it was once, long ago.”
“That’s the idea,” Aranos nodded.  “So, why are there so many House rulers here in Eredain?”
“As you said, Eredain is the smallest,” Geltheriel explained, “but it also offers the most opportunities for smaller Houses.  In the larger cities, the Elder Houses dominate all matters of the city, and the lesser Houses are relegated to being satellites or servants of those Houses.  In Eredain, this is not so, and the Low and High Houses have a greater degree of freedom.”
Aranos frowned.  “Wait, are you saying there aren’t any Elder Houses in Eredain?”
“There are representatives of such, my Lord,” Lorsan corrected.  “Four Elder Houses own property here, as well, but they have only small contingents of their Houses and exert very little influence.”
“Will their representatives be at the Council?”
“No, Oathbinder.  Only Patriarchs can attend, and no Elder House has a Patriarch or Matriarch in Eredain—a fact that they are certainly regretting, now, for if they had, such a one would easily be chosen as the city’s next Elder.”
Aranos leaned back in his chair, his breakfast sitting untouched before him.  “Any idea who’s likely to be chosen?” he asked after a moment.
“There are many possibilities, Oathbinder, but while I am well versed in the games of the Houses, I have been too long away from playing them to know who the important players are.  My uncle would be better informed of such.”
“What about your sister?” Aranos asked.  “Could she be picked?”
Geltheriel shook her head.  “She is too young for such, just as I would have been.  My mother is a possibility—she is respected and has many connections—but I am unsure she would want the position.  Beyond that, I truly cannot say, I am afraid—save that it is almost certain you will be considered.”
“Me?” Aranos asked in disbelief.  “I’m already the Heart-bonded of another city, Geltheriel.  I can’t be the Bonded of this one, too!”
“That might not be true,” Mutroda said slowly.  The others turned to look at her, and she shrugged.  “I don’t know how things work on the surface, but I do know the legend of High Priestess of the Soulstone Boleatrud, who Bonded with the Stone of more than one Skollheld.”
“Indeed?” Geltheriel asked curiously.
“Yep.  See, right after the Feast, our numbers were low, and our Priestesses were few—too few for each Skollheld to have its own Priestess of the Heartstone.  High Priestess Boleatrud joined together three Skollhelds, Bonding with the Stone in each, and created the great Skollheld Karak, called the ‘Mountain Beneath the Mountain’.  While she lived, all three Skollhelds acted as one.  By the time she died, there were others in each Skollheld to take her place, and there’s never been a need for anyone to do that again—but it does prove that it can be done.”
Aranos sighed, rubbing his forehead.  He hated politics, but it looked like he was getting caught up in it nonetheless.  “So, when is this Council?”
“At dusk, my Lord,” Lorsan informed him.
“Good, because I have a lot to do today.”  He looked at his servant.  “I was planning on going shopping in the Great Square, but I don’t know if I’ll have time.  I wanted to purchase some jewelry—nothing Enchanted, just regular jewelry.”
“You should get the Goldsmithing Skill,” Mutroda told him.  “Then, all you’d need is the ingots, and you could make the stuff yourself.”
“I do have the Skill, but it’s only at Adept 6.  I’m sure the things in the Great Square are better than I can make.”
“Maybe, but how else will you get the Skill higher if you don’t practice?  Plus, didn’t you learn the secrets of Stone and Forge in Skollheld Heill?”
“Well, yes, but…”
“Well, I don’t know if it’s the same thing, but I do know that our goldsmiths and silversmiths can create Dwarven Enchantments just like our blacksmiths can,” Mutroda shrugged.  “If you forge it yourself, you might be able to, as well.”
Aranos’ eyes widened.  He hadn’t considered that, but if she was right and he could use his dwarven forging techniques with his Goldsmithing Skill, the things he could fashion would probably be a lot better than anything he’d find in the Square.  “That’s a good point, Mutroda,” he acknowledged.  He turned to Lorsan, but before he could speak, the elf bowed his head.
“I will arrange for the House to purchase several ingots of gold and silver, as well as some gemstones, my Lord,” he assured the Sorcerer.  “Is there anything else that is needed?”
“Not at the moment,” Aranos shook his head.  “Wait, yes there is.  Did Avalyn come back, yet?”
“Your apprentice returned during the evening, my Lord,” the elf assured him.  “She is currently in the Meditation Suite, I believe.”
“I think she is hiding from you, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “Or perhaps from all of us, since she was keeping her true nature from us all.”
“Foolishness,” Mutroda grumbled.  “None of us care that you’re a Traveler; why would we care that she is?”
“Because there are rules about who among my people can enter your world,” Aranos told them.  “Really, she shouldn’t be here, and she knows that.  She was probably forbidden to tell us.  She had to have known we’d figure it out eventually, though.”
“Perhaps she did not intend to die, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said, her eyes twinkling with mirth.  “Many of us have made it our entire lives without doing so.”
“Probably, but if that were the case, she picked the wrong Class.”  He grunted and rose from the table.  “I’m going to go talk to her.”
“As you wish, Oathbinder.  Yet perhaps it would be well to keep in mind that if what you say is true, her duplicity was forced upon her and was not her choice.”
“I know,” he nodded.  “Still, I have a few questions I kind of want answered before I trust taking her with us again.”
“I don’t blame you,” Mutroda grunted in agreement.  “Hard to trust someone to have your back when you don’t even know who they are.”
Aranos found Avalyn in the Meditation Suite, just as Lorsan had suggested.  The young girl looked to be in her mid to late teens, with short, dirty blonde hair, a narrow face, and an expression that looked sulky even as she sat with her eyes closed, practicing the Meditation Skill he’d taught her. He considered joining her in her mindscape—a relatively easy thing for him to do while she was lost in her practice—but he decided they’d both be more comfortable if he wasn’t in her head at that moment.  Instead, he cast his Mindlink Spell, connecting to the young woman’s surface thoughts.
Avalyn, wake up.  Now.  We need to talk.
He knew from experience that his voice would boom in her Mindscape; the same thing happened to him when his Soulbound Companion Silma spoke to him mentally.  Avalyn couldn’t ignore his words, no matter how much she might want to.  Sure enough, a few seconds later, her eyes fluttered open.  The girl looked around, spotted Aranos, and winced visibly.  He saw the doubt flash across her face, smelled the fear pouring off her body.  She obviously wasn’t looking forward to speaking with him.
“Oh, hi,” she said in a quiet voice, her eyes not meeting his.  “So, umm…yeah.  I’m a player, too, as you’ve probably guessed.”
“Obviously,” he said, sitting down next to her.  “Any particular reason you didn’t share that information with me?”
“I—wasn’t allowed to,” she said after a brief hesitation. 
Aranos didn’t need his Sense Motive Skill screaming at him to tell she wasn’t being honest.  “Try again,” he shook his head.  “And remember, I know when you’re lying.”
She sighed, and her face took on some of its familiar sullenness.  “Fine.  I didn’t want to.”
“Why not?”
“Because—because I got special treatment,” she spoke in a rush.  “I know I did.  My dad is someone important at Neo-dyne, and he got me into the beta test when I shouldn’t have been.”
“And?” he asked.  She looked at him, confused, and he shook his head.  “What does that have to do with any of us?”
“Well…I thought you might treat me differently if you knew,” she said hesitantly.  “You know, ‘spoiled, rich girl gets special treatment’.  I didn’t want you all to think that way about me.”
Aranos snorted.  “Avalyn, we all knew you were a spoiled, rich girl from day one.  That has nothing to do with where you’re from.”  Her face looked hurt, but he ignored it.  “Here’s the thing.  Lack of trust will kill a party faster than a raid boss will, and the party won’t be coming back from that death.  Right now, it’s hard for us to trust you because you haven’t been honest with us.”
She bit her lip and looked away, but he wasn’t done.  “Now, I’m going to ask you some questions, and I want you to answer truthfully.  If you lie to me, I’ll portal you back to Stoneleague right now, and you’re on your own.  Understand?”  She nodded.
“Good.  First question.  Are you spying on us?”
“Spying on you?” she repeated quizzically, her eyes finally rising to meet his.  “What do you mean?”
“I mean, are you reporting everything we do to your dad in Neo-dyne?”
“No.  No!” she said emphatically, then grimaced.  “They don’t need that.  I’m pretty sure they can see whatever they want to in here anyway.”
Aranos recalled Newsome’s holo-vids of his exploits and decided she was probably right.  “Okay.  Second question.  Why are you in the game?  Why did you merit special treatment?”
“That’s two questions,” she muttered, but a glance at his stony face made her wince.  “Sorry.  I—I don’t really want to talk about it.  Let’s just say that my life out there isn’t great, and in here, things are a lot better.”
He stared at her, but both his Skill and his Scent Ability were in agreement.  The girl was telling the truth.  “That’s fine,” he finally said.  “Last question.  Why do you want to be here?”
She looked at him and frowned.  “I just told you…”
“No, you just told me why you got to come into the game when you weren’t supposed to,” he cut her off.  “Why this game?  Why do you want to play, and why did you pick the Sorcerer Class?”
“Oh.”  She grimaced and looked away.  “Well, I’ve never really been a gamer…but I love to read, and I mostly read fantasy stuff.  I—I don’t really have many friends, so I spend most of my time in my books.  So, when my dad offered me the chance to play in a real fantasy world—sort of real, I guess—I jumped at it.
“As for why I picked Sorcerer…well, when the game suggested it when I was making my character, I thought it was just another spellcaster.  I wanted to do magic—what’s the point of living in a fantasy world if you can’t do magic, right?—and I thought a Sorcerer was just a special type of Wizard.  The game said I would really like it, so…”  She shrugged.  “I grabbed it.”
Aranos leaned back, his eyes thoughtful.  “The AIs said you’d like it?” he repeated.
“Yeah.  The guy who was helping me make my character said that it would be a great fit for me.”
That was odd.  Veronica had answered his questions about his Classes, but she’d never given him any advice or suggestions; in fact, she said she was forbidden to.   Maybe because she’s a minor, they offered more assistance?  He wasn’t sure that made sense since the entire point of the game was to learn about human thought processes and decision making, but he supposed it was possible. 
He sighed and looked at the girl.  Her nerves were clearly showing; her hands were clenching and unclenching rhythmically, and her lower jaw was trembling.  “Okay, here’s the deal,” he told her at last.  “I’ll keep training you, but no more lies.  If I find out that you’re lying to me one more time, we’re done.  Got it?”
“Yeah.  Yeah, I got it,” she nodded, and he saw the relief flow through her body.  “And thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” he half-smiled at her.  “You can train later.  You need to come eat, so we can get going.”
“Going?  Where are we going?”
“To the House of Stars,” he replied.  “It’s time you saw the elven version of the Mages’ College.”




Chapter 3

Fortunately, the girl had no trouble passing through the portal from Eredain to the House of Stars.  Aranos hadn’t been sure at first if the door to the House of Stars would open for Avalyn, but apparently, his rank in the House was sufficient for him to bring her inside, and she appeared beside him in the familiar part of the Atrium.  An elf sat at a low counter before them, and Aranos led Avalyn to the man, who barely even glanced at the pair.
“How can I assist you?” the man asked, his voice disinterested as he pored over a scroll resting on the counter before him.
“I’m Expert Aranos, and this is my apprentice and guest, Avalyn,” Aranos spoke in Human to make the girl feel less uncomfortable.  Avalyn couldn’t speak Elvish and hadn’t had a chance to learn it, yet, although Aranos was determined that she would.  “What do I need to do to allow her to travel with me in the House?”
The man glanced up sharply at the change in language, and his gaze took in the pair before him with a look of alarm and confusion.  “I—who are you?” the man stammered.  “Is—is she a human?  What are you?”
Aranos sighed; he’d hoped that Master Dirue would have taken care of this by now, or that at least the rumor mill would have informed everyone about his racial Evolution.  He knew that his emerald skin and ruby hair were startling; he’d considered using his Illusory Cloak Spell to disguise himself, but he was concerned that someone entering the House under an illusion might raise more alarm than his true appearance did.
“As I said, I’m Expert Aranos, Lord Evenshade,” he told the man firmly in Elvish once more, holding up his left hand and willing the tattoo of a six-pointed, bright green star to appear on the back of it.  “You can verify my identity through Master Dirue, if you’d like.”
“N-no, Lord Evenshade,” the elf stammered as recognition dawned slowly in his eyes.  “Forgive me.  I did hear rumors of your racial change, but I assumed that the stories…were exaggerated.”
“Well, as you can see, they weren’t,” Aranos smiled.  “So, about my apprentice.  What do I need to do to allow her to go with me in the House?”
“Well,” the elf hedged, “by custom, an apprentice is allowed to travel with their mentor throughout the House of Stars, but…she is a human.  I am not sure…”
“Why don’t you ask Master Dirue?” he sighed.  “I need to speak to her anyway.”
“Yes, that is an excellent suggestion,” the elf said with relief, waving a hand at the pair.  Immediately, Aranos felt a surge of magical energy; when he glanced up, a glowing, yellow light hung over his head.  When he’d first seen it, he hadn’t really recognized the mana within it.  Now, though, he could feel the Aspects comprising the simple Spell.  there was light mana, of course, but there was also a tether of air mana that tied the orb to him, allowing it to follow him as he moved.  It was a simple Spell of limited utility, but once Avalyn could aspect her mana, it might be something for her to work on.  After all, unlike him, she couldn’t see in the dark.
“I’ll just show her around the Atrium, if that’s okay,” Aranos smiled at the man.  “Thanks for your help.”
“Of course, Lord Evenshade,” the man stammered.  “Please, feel free to enjoy the Atrium while you wait.”
Aranos took Avalyn’s elbow and led her away from the counter toward the central part of the Atrium.  As usual, the place was fairly busy, with elves moving about and gathered around the towering mana crystals, waiting their turn to train their Mana Control and Manipulation Skills.
“What was that all about?” she muttered quietly, although Aranos was sure at least some of the nearby elves could hear her.  “What was he saying?  And what’s that glowing thing in the air?”
“It’s a marker,” he told her.  “He wasn’t sure what the proper protocol was for a human apprentice, so I asked him to summon the Master of the Atrium, who will clear things up.  The light is so she can find us more easily.”
Avalyn seemed to chew that over, her face looking as if she wanted to find some fault.  “So, what are we supposed to do until then?” she finally asked.  “Just sit around and wait?”
“It’ll only be a few minutes, most likely.  While we wait, let me show you around.”  He walked her over toward the giant, crystal tree in the center of the Atrium, ignoring the odd glances they both received.  He’d gotten used to them in Eredain; even though he was well liked in the city, his appearance still drew interest and occasional comment.
“What’s that?” Avalyn asked, pointing at the tree.
“A mana crystal,” he told her.  “The elves use it as a training device.  There are several of them in the Atrium; this one is the most useful for you since it’s unaspected mana.  The others radiate different Primary Aspects instead.”
“When do I get to start using other types of mana?” she complained.
“When you get your Mana Control to the Adept ranks.  Where are you, now?”
“Student 4,” she said with a sigh.  “I’ve slowed down getting new Skill levels by training lately.  Is that normal?”
“Yep, sorry.  However, if it makes you feel better, it would have taken any of the natives months or even years to get their Skills to that level.  At least it only took you a week or so.”
He walked over to the elf managing the line of students waiting for their training and spoke with them quietly.  The elf assured him that the wait for a training spot was at least an hour, and Aranos sighed.  “Well, it was probably too much to hope that they’d sneak you in as a favor to me,” he told the girl, then frowned.  “You know, maybe this is a good time to see if you can develop a mana transfer Spell.”
“Mana transfer?” she asked curiously. 
“Yeah.  I worked it out when I first visited Haerobel.  Here, let’s come sit down away from everyone else.”
He led her over to an unoccupied bench and the pair sat down facing one another.  He took a small mana crystal from his pack and set it down on the bench between them.  “Okay, I’ve taught you the method of cycling SP from a mana crystal to train your Skills, but that’s only part of what I can do.  I can also drain the mana from an object or person, or pour mana into an object or person.  Watch.” 
He connected an invisible tendril of mana to the crystal and pulled, sucking power from it into his core.  Once, that mana would have poured into the spinning, hourglass-shaped fractals he used to separate unaspected mana into the unique Primary Aspects, but those didn’t exist anymore.  He’d destroyed them to allow his Primal mana to flow freely, and doing so had granted him the Master ranks in Mana Control and Mana Mastery.  Now, the unaspected mana flowed directly into the river of power raging in the center of his being and was effortlessly pulled into its individual Aspects by the flood of power. 
The crystal before him dimmed significantly as he sucked in ten thousand SP or so.  “You see?” he asked her, noting her wide eyes.  “I just drained mana directly from the crystal.  That gives me extra SP to use if I really need it in a hurry.  However, if I want to add SP back into something, it’s just as simple.”  He directed a flow of mana back down his connection to the crystal, pulling strands of every type and winding them together to reform unaspected energy.  The crystal began to brighten once more, although as it did, it took on an odd, golden glow that it hadn’t had previously.  Suppressing a frown, he glanced at the crystal and activated his Appraisal Skill.
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Appraisal and Arcane Lore Success!
You have identified: Redeemed Mana Crystal
Rarity: Legendary
Workmanship: Standard
This crystal has been touched by Redemption mana.
Effects: Can store up to 50,000 SP.  Regenerates 5% of its maximum SP per day.  Spells cast drawing on this item are Redeemed, doing +50% damage to Corrupted or Shadowborn creatures and -50% damage to Redeemed or Lightborn creatures.
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Aranos frowned; he hadn’t intended to add the energy of Redemption to the crystal.  That was something he’d have to look into during his training; if his Domains were subtly leaking out into his magic, he didn’t have full control over them.  He suppressed a sigh.  Unlocking every new tier of magic had come with complications, but dealing with Primal magic felt like handling a pair of unruly toddlers.
“Why’s it golden like that?” Avalyn asked curiously.
“It’s my Domain, I think,” Aranos sighed, pocketing that crystal and removing a second one.  “It doesn’t matter.  Now, you get to try it.”
“Okay.  What do I do?”
“First, it’ll probably help to hold the crystal, at least at first,” he instructed.  “Now, close your eyes, and imagine the crystal in your hand as a ball of some sort of liquid.”
“What kind?”
“It doesn’t matter.  All that matters is that it’s something you can picture clearly.  Got it?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.  Now, imagine drawing that liquid down the mana channels in your hand and into the snowflakes at your core.  Feel the power flowing through your arm; imagine what it will feel like to have it overflowing your core.  Remember, being a Sorcerer is all about imagination.  The better you can picture it, the faster it’ll happen, and the better the result will be.”
“Better result?” she asked, frowning.
He nodded.  “You get what you put into your Spells, Avalyn.  The more of yourself you put into their creation, the more passionately you create them, the better chance you’ll get for an Enhanced or even Evolved result.”  He chuckled.  “If you can really hurl yourself into creating one, to the point where you lose yourself in making it, you might even get an Ascended Spell.  That’s how I got all mine so far, after all.”
“That was a most interesting glimpse into the process of crafting Sorcerer Spells,” a voice said merrily, and Aranos jumped slightly, spinning around.  A short, petite elf stood before him with short, raven-black hair that had two thick bands of gray framing her face.  Her cheeks were scarred from the enslaving brands that had once crossed them, but her eyes were bright, and her face was creased in a smile.  “Welcome to the House of Stars, Expert Aranos.”
“Master Dirue,” he rose and bowed his head.  “Thank you.  I wanted to speak to you, actually.”
“Then I am certainly happy to oblige you,” the woman assured him.  She turned her gaze to Avalyn.  “And this is your new apprentice, I see.”
“Yes,” Aranos answered in Human, gesturing to the young woman.  “This is Avalyn, a member of the Mages’ College in the human city of Stoneleague and a Sorcerer like myself.  I’ve agreed to train her in the Class.”
“Be welcome in the House of Stars, child,” Dirue spoke in Human to the girl, whose face immediately creased with relief.  Dirue chuckled.  “Be at ease, young one, for it is still custom among the People to learn the languages of those who were once our closest allies.  Any elf you meet can speak Human, although should you intend to spend any time among us, it would behoove you to learn our tongue, as well.”
“I plan to,” the girl nodded.  “I don’t like when people are talking, and I don’t know what they’re saying.”
“Very few do,” the Wizard observed before turning back to Aranos.  “Will you come with me to my office, please?”
Dirue’s office was large and spacious.  The ceiling looked like a perfectly blue sky, although Aranos could now feel the Illusion mana emanating from it.  A solid-looking desk of smoky quartz filled the center of the room.  Dirue walked behind her desk, gesturing at the wooden floor as she did.  Immediately, vines erupted from the floor and twined upward, forming themselves into a pair of sturdy chairs.
“Before we begin,” Dirue spoke once the three were seated, “are the rumors indeed true?  Did a Nightmare Beast appear outside of Eredain to attack the city?  Did the former elder of that city perish battling it?”
Aranos refrained from shaking his head.  Elves seemed to adore gossip, and he supposed he should have expected some version of yesterday’s events to reach the House of Stars.  “Yes, to both,” he said heavily.  He glanced at her.  “You know about my Follower’s Cleansing Quest?”
“You have spoken of it, yes.”
“Well, part of it was to build a permanent portal arch and keep it open for 24 hours.”  He sighed.  “It turns out that the reason you’re not supposed to leave a portal open that long is that it attracts the attention of the Dark Pantheon.  One of them noticed it and sent a Nightmare Beast through to destroy the city.  We fought and killed it, but Golloron died in the battle.”
Dirue peered at him, her eyes searching.  “There is much you choose not to say,” she observed.  “And yet…a Nightmare Beast was destroyed?  That will be a great blow to the Darkness, as the legends say that there were but seven of the creatures, and that once destroyed, one may not be replaced.  One fell during the Feast, and now another has been slain.  The Darkness will be reeling from that loss, to be certain.”
“Yeah, it wasn’t very happy,” Aranos agreed, recalling the howling voice of the Darkness, screaming and promising war.  “In fact, it said that there would be war again.  That’s part of the reason I’m here; I’m recruiting for the war effort.”
“War,” the woman said grimly, leaning back.  She glanced at Aranos.  “Many in the House of Stars will not wish to hear this.  They are happy with the peace we have found these past centuries, and they will wish to keep it at any costs.  They will advocate treating with the Darkness rather than combat.”
“Treating with the Darkness is what got us into this mess,” Aranos countered firmly.  “That’s part of what I wasn’t saying, Master Dirue.  We’ve learned that the peace you’re talking about is actually just servitude to the Darkness.  The rulers of the lands of Light have been paying a tribute of lives to the Darkness ever since the Feast, in return for the illusion of peace and prosperity.”
“Tribute?” she asked slowly, her face a mask of confusion.  “I do not understand what you mean.”
“Golloron had been allowing the Shadowborn to attack the Stronghold nightly for centuries,” Aranos explained.  “He’d been deliberately sending guards, Keepers, and Druids to their deaths against the Shadowborn.  In return for that, the Darkness kept its more powerful creatures deep in the Blightlands, not near the cities.”
“You suspect this, or do you have evidence?”
“He admitted it, Master Dirue.  He admitted it in front of the entire city.  Every elf in Eredain heard it.  He even implied that all the other elven rulers are paying the tribute, as well.  And we know that King Hugin of Stoneleague was doing the same thing, while we suspect that the dwarves of Skollheld Heill are, too.”
“The entire city,” she breathed, shaking her head.  “This…this will cause problems, my friend.  If what you say is true—and I have no reason to believe it is not—word of the Elder’s betrayal will spread like wildfire.  And if the other Elders of other cities are involved, you may find yourself at odds with the crown itself.”
“Yeah, probably,” he agreed.  “I’m going to have to deal with them at some point, though, because they’ve got the army, and we’re going to need it in Eredain.  The urukkai are marching already, I’m sure.”
“And you seek our assistance?” the elf asked.  “Certainly, if the forces of Darkness march on the Elven Realms, we of the House of Stars must join in the fray.”
“That’s what I’m hoping, although not just for the Elven Realms.  I’m guessing that all the lands of Light are in danger, and we’ll all have to stand together against the Darkness, or we’ll fall separately, the way we did during the Feast.”
Dirue rubbed her face tiredly, her fingers absently tracing her scars.  “That might be more difficult,” she admitted.  “I do not see those in power willingly sending our strength beyond our borders.  We have lived in defense of what we have for so long, the thought of abandoning that defense, even to aid others…I cannot imagine that will be taken well, Sorcerer.”
“No, probably not,” he agreed.  “I guess that’s my job, though.  I have to convince them otherwise.”  He shook his head.  “In any case, there are a couple other reasons I came here today.  The first is that I reached the Master rank in Mana Control and unlocked my Domains.”
The woman’s troubled expression slid away and was replaced with one of stunned surprise.  “You…you are now Master ranked?  In such a short time?  Show me!”  The woman reached into her desk and produced a familiar, irregular crystal. 
Aranos had used it once to demonstrate his Expert rank in Mana Control, so he needed no instruction.  He connected two of his mana tendrils to it and began to circulate energy into and out of the crystal, allowing it to flow through the river of mana in his core.  The crystal began to glow, starting out as red and shifting quickly through orange and yellow to green.  The green color deepened and darkened into a deep shade of royal blue, and Dirue gasped in amazement.  Aranos began to grin, but as he watched, the color shifted once more.  Streaks of silver flashed through it, while thin bands of gold fire rippled in its depths.  Soon, the stone was striated in bands of azure, silver, and gold, and Dirue stared at it in amazement. 
“What is that?” she asked breathlessly.
Aranos let the power drop with a grimace.  He’d recognized those strands of gold and silver fire.  “Those were my Domains,” he told her.  “It seems like they’re leaking into my mana somehow.”
“That—that I have not seen before,” she admitted, then seemed to do a double-take.  “Forgive me, but did you say ‘Domains’?  As in, more than one?”
“Yeah, I unlocked two: War and Redemption.  War is the silver one, and Redemption the gold.”
She stared at him, her face completely nonplussed.  “I—I have never heard of such a thing.  Unlocking multiple Domains should not be possible, Sorcerer!” 
“That’s what I’ve been told,” he shrugged.  “Of course, I hear that a lot.”
She stared at him for a moment longer, then laughed deprecatingly, shaking her head.  “Yes, I suppose you do.  This is but one more impossibility that you have demonstrated to be merely insanely difficult.”  She looked thoughtful.  “I have also never heard of a Wizard unlocking a Domain with only Master-ranked Mana Control.  Typically, only Grandmasters can do such.  Perhaps it is different for Sorcerers, but that also might explain why your Domains do not seem fully controlled.”
“You’re probably right,” he agreed after a moment.  “Do all Grandmasters in the House of Stars unlock a Domain?”
“No, it is fairly rare even among those of highest rank,” she admitted.  “Few Wizards have the devotion to a single ideal that allows them to unlock a Domain.”  She seemed to recover herself, her face losing its distracted cast.  “In any case, it is now official.  You are a Master of the House of Stars, and that means that you must be presented to the Grandmaster’s Council at its next meeting to be assigned a role within the House.”
Aranos repressed a groan.  “When’s the next meeting?”
“In six days,” she replied after a moment, her eyes going unfocused as she apparently read a notification.  “At that time, your place as a Master will be confirmed, and it will be decided what position within the House would be most suitable for you.”
“I can do that,” he sighed.
“Is there anything else I can assist you with?”
“No,” he shook his head.  “I wanted to take Avalyn to the Library and let her study, while I do some training in my private room.”
“Of course,” she said, rising to her feet with a smile.  “As a Master of the House, you have the right to grant temporary access to any who have the talent and ability to use arcane magic.  I am certain that your apprentice qualifies.”
“She does,” he nodded.  “And Master Dirue, thank you again for everything you’ve done for me so far.”
“I have done very little compared to the man who defeated a Nightmare Beast, liberated two cities, and is now organizing a war in the name of the Light,” the woman laughed.  “And yet, I am glad that I could play a part in your tale, however ancillary it might have been.”
“You were the first elf to support me,” he shook his head.  “Until I met you, I wasn’t really sure if I’d stay with the elves or go off on my own, to be honest.   You did more than you probably realize.”
“Then I am glad I could assist you,” she smiled.  “Now, you must go do what you came here for, and I must report to the Council that we have a new Master in our midst.  I am certain we will both have interesting days.”
Sometime later, Aranos sat in the large space that served as his training room in the House of Stars.  Avalyn was safely ensconced in the Library, reading about Primary Aspects under the watchful eye of Grandmaster Ruehnar, and Aranos needed some time to do his own training.  The air was thick with mana, thanks to the prevalence of aspected mana crystals placed around the room, but even in such a mana-dense space, Aranos wasn’t receiving any bonuses.
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You have entered a mana-rich area!
SP regen in this area is boosted by 50%.
As your Mana Well Perk already increases your SP regen by more than this amount, you receive no benefit from being in this area.
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He wasn’t here because of the rich mana, though.  Even if he drew on every crystal in the room at once, he could drain about 400 SP per second, which was more than his regular regeneration rate but less than what he gained during Meditation.  It wouldn’t strain his channels at all, and he could do it all day without ever gaining a single point to his Stats.  Perhaps if he were directly touching the mana tree in the Atrium, he could suck in power fast enough to actually grow his channels, but otherwise…
He shook off the thought and closed his eyes, descending into his mindscape—and then continued past it, plunging into the depths of the river of mana flowing through him.   Once, he had been tossed and flung about helplessly by the power of this flood, but now he understood its nature far better and was able to navigate the flows easily.  The single torrent actually consisted of multiple currents, one for each of his Enhanced Aspects, all winding around the smaller core of his Primary mana.  The last time he’d delved into these depths, that river flowed smoothly through his body, feeding into the pools of energy that powered his Stats and drawing from them at the same time.  Now, though, the flows were turbulent and chaotic, churning with bands of silver and strands of golden fire that hurled the lesser energies erratically about.
Well, no wonder my Domains are showing up in my mana, he thought wryly as he realized how severely his Primal energy was impinging on the lesser Aspects.  I’m surprised I can cast anything, as chaotic as this flow is!
He descended into the maelstrom, not fighting it but allowing himself to be carried along with it.  As he watched the flickers of gold and silver, he realized quickly that the flows of his Primal energy weren’t truly random.  There was a pattern to them, one that seemed almost comprehensible but remained just at the edge of his understanding.  He relaxed his thoughts, taking in the entirety of the flow, not trying to understand it but just attempting to perceive it all at once.  He could see the currents in his mind, and he watched their flow without focusing on them, allowing his mind to process them without direction.
How long he floated there, he didn’t know, but eventually, he felt the pattern of Primal mana crystallize in his mind.  He understood it, knew how it was formed, and with that understanding, he was able to shift it.  He couldn’t seem to remove the impurities of his Domains entirely; they resisted his efforts, no matter how he drove his will against them.  He could, however, subtly alter that pattern so that rather than opposing the flows of his mana, the Primal energies merged with the currents of Enhanced power, guiding and directing them rather than disrupting them. 
When he finished, the flows felt much smoother and more controlled.  The new pattern wasn’t perfect—he could still see small eddies and whorls as the Primal energies disrupted the flows—but it was much, much better than it had been.  Hopefully, the more smoothly flowing mana would be less tainted by his Domains, as well—although he knew that until he managed to fully control them, they would be exerting some influence on any Spell he cast.  That was an unexpected side effect of his new powers, but since there was very little he could do about it, he simply accepted it for the time being. 
Not that I’ll stop trying to fix it or anything.
He began to rise into his regular mindscape, but he stopped himself, hesitating.  He wanted to work on his Spells a bit, but he knew that his mindscape wasn’t strictly necessary for that.  It was a convenient shortcut, a sort of user interface that allowed him to create Spells without needing to understand the flows of mana involved, but—that wasn’t how he usually did things.  When he was programming, he rarely used the interfaces to create his code; he preferred to do it himself, where he could see that the code was as tight as possible.  When he was gaming, he never chose the pre-packaged characters or class templates; he liked to create his own, custom builds, not trusting that the game designer had come up with the best choices for any specific character type. 
So…why was he trusting the AIs to turn his imaginings into the best possible Spells?  He took a deep breath and plunged back into the flow, calling up the image of one of his go-to Spells as he did, his Kinetic Bullet.   The vision he’d used to create the Spell rose in his mind, but the picture in his thoughts seemed thin and shallow, almost transparent.  He could see beneath it, to the lines of mana that rose up from his core and filled the image, turning it from a vision into reality.  He traced the strands of power down into his depths, watched them as they wove together into solid form. 
He suppressed a sigh.  As he’d suspected, the Spell wasn’t even coming close to using his mana in the most effective manner.  The threads of mana were thick, snarled, and twisted.  Power arced and snapped between the strands, losing energy and efficiency.  The AIs had just built the Spell in the quickest, easiest way possible, which he supposed made sense.  After all, if the AIs did everything perfectly for him, it wouldn’t leave much room for him to grow and develop, and they had a vested interest in watching him do so.
He reached out to the threads of mana, smoothing and separating them.  He bound the strands together into a single weave, allowing them to flow around the core of slow-moving earth mana.  As he did, he frowned; wouldn’t he be able to get the same results with metal mana as with earth?  He could replace fire mana with lightning mana, adding a possible stunning effect—in fact, by replacing each of the elemental mana types with its life Composite counterpart, he could add several extra qualities to the Spell.  Metal mana would give it the ability to do physical damage that wasn’t affected by magic resistance; lightning would add stunning damage; sonic could create a deafening effect; acid would allow it to do extra damage to objects and possibly lingering damage. 
It took him five minutes to weave strands of life mana into the elemental ones; when that was done, he shifted the positioning of the mana in the bullet so it had a metal mana sheath that would rupture on impact, filling the target with lightning and acid and unleashing a burst of sonic mana.  When he was done, he checked the notification that popped up.
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Spell Evolution!
Kinetic Bullet* has become Shattering Bullet*
Kinetic Bullet^
Current Rank: Expert 4
Effect: Does 32-78 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.  Reduces Magic Resistance by 25%.  Target is paralyzed for 3 s + 1 s per 20% of max LP damage done by the Spell.  Target must make an Opposed Check or be deafened for 5 s + 1 s per 20% of max LP damage done by the Spell. 
Lingering Damage: Target takes 25% of initial damage every 5 s for 1 s per Spell level. 
Cost: 90 SP + 2 spirit SP + 2 kinetic SP
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Aranos grinned as he read through the upgrade.  The new Spell didn’t take less mana—in fact, it required more, thanks to his infusion of life mana into the construct—but it did more damage and added four extra effects.  He groaned internally as he realized that he was going to need to do this for all his Spells; even if all he got was a 10% higher base effectiveness for the same amount of mana, with his bonuses, that would triple the Spell’s power overall.  It would be totally worth the effort, but it wasn’t something he could do right now. 
He’d come here for a different purpose.  He’d gotten a new ability with his Primal Sorcerer Class: he could now deliberately craft Ascended Spells using his Domains.  To do that, he needed to tap his Primal mana directly, and that meant he had to be here, in the depths of his core.  In fact, he needed to be even deeper. 
He sank down into his mana, plunging below the river of power, down to the ocean of silver and gold that seemed to fill his sight in every direction.  He took a deep breath, then gently lowered himself to hover just above the surface of that ocean.  He reached out a tentative hand and touched a strand of silver fire. 
Instantly, War raged in his thoughts.  It demanded that he rush to battle, destroy his enemies, and put all who stood against him to the sword.  Aranos stood firm against that onslaught, hardening his will against the titanic power of the Primal Domain.  I am the master, here, not you, he told it, his thoughts as hard as granite.  You serve me, not the other way around.
War railed against him for long seconds before sinking back into the depths, leaving him holding the single strand of power.  He rose with it, bringing it through the river of his Enhanced mana, gathering strands of earth, air, and void as he did.  He wove these into a construct, seeing the vision of it form before his eyes.  He would create a storm of damaging dust, one that pitted and ate any metal it touched.  The dust swirled into a funnel, sweeping across his enemies, leaving their armor and weapons corroded and useless.   He could see it clearly, but the storm was small, no more than fifty feet across.  A potent combat Spell, to be certain, but not something suited for the rage of War.
He slowly fed the essence of War into the image, weaving it into the fabric of the construct he’d created.  It was difficult because War didn’t want to be controlled.  It wanted to rage freely through his Spell, driving the dust into his enemies’ flesh and scouring their bones clean.  Aranos gripped the power firmly in his will, though, forcing it to do his bidding and not its own.  He had Spells to tear his enemies limb from limb, and those Spells were very mana-intensive.  The problem with that was that in large-scale combat, his SP were going to be tied up in boosting his troops; he wouldn’t have much to cast Spells with, at least not comparatively.  He needed to use his mana in the most efficient way possible, and that meant a Spell like this that didn’t do direct damage but would drastically weaken his foes. 
As War spread through the storm, the cloud of dust took on a silvery tinge.  The winds increased in speed, carrying the dust farther, flinging the storm across the battlefield.  Flashes of silver fire rippled through it as War raged, but he held the Spell tightly and added more and more power to it until, eventually, it coalesced into solidity.
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Spell Created: Enhanced Dust Storm^
Rank: Novice 1
Create a cloud of dust that damages and destroys stone and metal.
Effect: You create a cloud of dust mana 50’ in diameter and 30’ high.  This cloud damages metal and stone objects in its area.  Stone loses 3-7% of its integrity per second, while metal takes double that damage.  Soil and dirt are unharmed, but natural stone or metal ores are affected normally.  Any object that runs out of durability crumbles into dust, joining the storm.  Damage increases 0.2% per second per Spell level.
Enhanced: Visibility within the storm is reduced to 5’, and any within the storm must make an Opposed Check of their [Endurance + Damage Resistance or Fortitude Skill] versus your [Intelligence + Mana Mastery] or be blinded until they leave the storm and for 4-9 seconds after. 
Duration: 1 minute
Cost: 361 SP
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Ascended Spell Created: Haboob of War!
Rank: Novice 1
Forge a massive cloud of dust that destroys metal, stone, and creatures within it.
Effect: You create a cloud of silver dust 500’ in diameter and 100’ high.  This dust is driven on gale-force winds and quickly destroys stone and metal in its radius.  The Haboob can be moved by the caster, at the rate of 10’ per second.  Stone objects lose 11-14% of their stuctural integrity per second, while metal objects lose twice that.  Any object that is destroyed turns to dust, joining the dust storm and increasing its overall damage by 1%.  Creatures in the storm are blinded and cannot use Spells or Abilities that require sight or speech.  Unprotected creatures take 5-7 LP damage per second in the Haboob.  Slain creatures are also reduced to dust and cannot regenerate.  This Spell will level natural earth and dirt, obliterate natural stone, and destroy metal ores. 
Ascended Spell: This Spell can only be cast in a battle where more than 100 combatants are engaged, and only if the Spell’s effect will not touch any allies.  Any allied creature entering the Spell will cause it to end immediately.
Duration: 3 minutes
Cost: 25% of max SP, 25% of max LP, 1 point of Endurance (heals in 1 hour).
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Aranos read over the Spell descriptions and grinned.  The Spell was exactly what he’d wanted—well, almost.  War had managed to sneak in some damage to the creatures within the Ascended Spell, although not much unless they stayed in the cloud the entire time.  The Ascended Spell he’d created was, in many ways, the weakest Ascended Spell he’d made so far, but it also required the least amount of SP, did the least damage to his body, and was the only one that would be truly useful in a large-scale battle.  His other Ascended Spells were last-resort measures that would leave him useless afterward; he could cast this Spell right before a battle and still have enough power to fight afterward.
The key difference, he decided, was control.  Before, he’d created his Ascended Spells in a state of extreme emotion.  He hadn’t been in control of himself, much less of his magic, and he thought the Spells reflected that.  He’d thrown himself utterly into creating those Spells, and in return, they’d demanded as much from him as he could safely give.  This time, he’d created the Spell specifically to minimize mana and health loss, and the Spell had responded in turn.
He judged that his first deliberately crafted Ascended Spell was a success.  It was a Spell that he hoped would see significant usage in the days ahead, especially considering the Quest he’d taken from Lady Wynathra of the House of Blades.
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Quest Offered: Slow the Horde
The urukkai of Cendarta are moving along the High Road.  Act to slow them down and thin their numbers.
Objective: Clear and Redeem the Waystations between Cendarta and Eredain.
Difficulty: B
Reward: 1,500 XP per Waystation claimed.
Failure Condition: Fail to take the Waystations before the urukkai army reaches Eredain.
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation with Eredain.
Secondary Objective: Kill as many urukkai as possible
Reward: XP dependent on the number and power of creatures killed.
Shareable Quest: This Quest may be shared with others of your House and attempted by multiple parties at the same time.
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The Dust Storm Spell would be a powerful tool against the urukkai, who relied on weapons and armor in battle just as elves and humans did.  He doubted that he’d encounter a large enough group to use his Haboob of War Spell, but if he did, it would be something he could safely cast without removing himself from the rest of the battle.
He smiled as he imagined the days ahead; it would be good to be on the road, adventuring with his party again.  Before he could do that, though, he had some politics to play. 
Aranos groaned.  He was not looking forward to the Council meeting that night.




Chapter 4

The Council of Patriarchs was actually only about 50% Patriarchs, to Aranos’ vast amusement.  He supposed that calling it ‘The Council of Matriarchs and Patriarchs’ was probably too cumbersome, and that in the Council’s early days, it might have been composed solely of Patriarchs.  Still, he would have thought that over the years, some Matriarch would have complained and asked for the name to be changed. 
It is tradition, Oathbinder, Geltheriel explained to him silently from his side as they walked toward the large, ornate building that would house the Council.
So?  Lots of things are traditions, but they still change.
Not among the People, she laughed silently through the connection of the twin rings they wore.  The name was chosen millennia ago, at a time when there were but five great families, each ruled by a Patriarch, and one elven city, Illma Thalar across the Earlotë, the Sea of Flowers, which was lost and destroyed even before the Feast.  Now, each city has its own Council, and in some, the Matriarchs truly outnumber the Patriarchs, but the name remains in memory of that first gathering, back in the mists of time.
Aranos didn’t respond, but her words made him remember that the elves he was about to deal with were hidebound, steeped in tradition, and probably intractable to change.  This was a new situation for them, one they’d never encountered, and they were probably all on edge.  At least, he assumed they were, judging from the retinues they were bringing to the meeting.  Most of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs were hidden in a ring of warriors, guards, or other followers, all of whom were watching every other group with deeply suspicious gazes.  He’d wondered at first why the Council’s meeting place had to be so large, when there would only be twelve of them gathering; now he knew.
Aranos’ retinue, on the other hand, was small but probably as deadly as or deadlier than any other.  He had Geltheriel at one side, Silma at the other in her true form, and Mutroda and Mathias walking before them.  The small party was at the suggestion of Durlan, Geltheriel’s uncle and the owner of the largest collection of Skill books Aranos had seen outside of Antas’ Library. 
“Should he not bring a large retinue of Travelers, Uncle, upholding tradition?” Geltheriel had asked the man as they stood in the dusty shop.
“No, niece, he should not,” Durlan had said firmly as he’d idly scratched Silma’s ears.  Durlan was a dog person, and he’d fallen in love with Silma the moment he saw her.  He’d turned and looked at Aranos.  “Redeemer, this is the game of politics, and while it is a game you claim to dislike, it is one you must play.  However, if it suits your temper, think of it not as politics but as another type of warfare.”
“Warfare?” Aranos had repeated, puzzled.  “What do you mean?”
“Politics is but war upon another stage, Redeemer.  The battles are fought with sharpened words, and warriors enter the arena clad in the armor of influence and allies.  If you travel to the Council with a full retinue, you will proclaim to all that you are another warrior entering the fray. 
“However, should you arrive with naught but my niece and perhaps one or two of your party members, you will declare to them that you do not fear them on this battlefield, for you are greater than they.”
“That seems kind of—conceited,” Aranos had said after a moment. 
“Indeed, for it is, to some extent.”  The small, slim elf had chuckled and shook his head.  “Consider this, Redeemer.  There are two kinds of strength: that which is hidden, and that which is displayed.  Hidden strength can be kept in reserve, to be revealed only when it is most needed, and it can have great value.
“You, however, are long past hiding your strength.  You have stood before a Nightmare Beast and triumphed.  That is a feat that none on the Council can equal, or even approach.  Now, your only strength isthat which is displayed, so you must display it, as openly and fully as possible.  Bring my niece with you, to show how you have helped us to grow and become more than we were.  Take this little fenrin, as well, to remind others of what you have returned to this world.  And bring your dwarven friend, to drive home that you have allies beyond our borders.  Coat yourself in your power.  Do not let the Council think that you are anything other than their superior, or they will assuredly decide you are inferior.”
To that end, Aranos had cloaked Geltheriel in an illusion that resembled the armor that Golloron had destroyed and bore his staff, wreathed in silver flames; a golden diadem on his brow that shone with a brilliant, ruby light; and displayed Sairina, the First Sorcerer’s Sigil, proudly on his chest.  Four globes of elemental energy swirled around him, one of each type, reminding everyone of his Master of Elements Title.  All of this was an illusion, of course, but it was a powerful one, and he doubted any of the Patriarchs they would encounter would be likely to see through it. 
Mathias wore his full armor and carried Saphielle’s spear, a vast upgrade over his previous weapon.  Aranos had been meaning to give the spear to the man for some time, but somehow, he’d never gotten around to it—mostly because he hadn’t wanted to.  Holding onto such a powerful weapon for sentimental reasons was foolish, though, and Mathias had the Spear Mastery Skill to use it well.
Mutroda still wore the armor Aranos had forged for her, but she carried a shield she’d bought in the Great Square earlier that day.  She’d grumbled endlessly about it—it wasn’t of dwarven manufacture, of course, and was of regular steel, highly embossed and decorated with various patterns and designs—but it was certainly better than going without.  Aranos had already decided that he’d be making the woman a new shield the first chance he got…along with armor for Geltheriel, an upgraded collar for Silma, and replacements for his own gear, which was somewhat outdated and heavily damaged by Golloron’s Domain.
He’d wanted to see if there were something he could buy and Enchant in the Great Square, but he’d never gotten the opportunity.  After meeting with Durlan, he’d returned to his estates to find a throng of elves waiting outside for him, with Gwinivere speaking to them firmly, apparently trying to keep them calm.  When she saw him, her eyes flashed with relief and a hint of anger.
“There you are,” she hissed, spinning to face him.  “Where have you been?”
“The House of Stars, then Durlan’s shop,” he said, glancing around.  “What’s all this about?”
“These are the elves who want to go to Antas,” she told him.  “They tried to pass through the portal this morning, but it was locked or something.”
He looked around at the large number of elves.  There had to be a hundred of them, at least, and most of them he didn’t recognize.  “Wait, all of them?  I was only expecting some of Faraine’s people from House Gilris!”
As he spoke, a woman stepped forward, one he recognized from the day before.  “We are here, Lord Evenshade,” Sionia, the soon-to-be-Elder of House Gilris in Antas spoke.  “Lady Gilris herself will not be coming immediately, as she will be attending the Council tonight beside you.”
“So, who are the rest of you?” he asked bluntly.  “And why do you want to come to Antas?”
A pair of armored figures stepped out of the crowd, followed by one in a robe and another in buckskin leather.  The first figure, wearing heavy armor with a spiked mace at his hip and a shield on his back, bowed his head. 
“I am Captain Xilyra of the House of Blades, Lord Evenshade,” he said respectfully.  “I bring with me twenty guards at the order of Lady Wynathra.  We wish to join your city, under your command, to form the start of the Guard of Antas.”
“And I am Lieutenant Aekian of the House of Twilight,” a woman in Keeper armor bowed as well.  “I have the same number of Keepers to patrol the forests about your city, under the direction of Captain Dorn’ar’el.”
Aranos looked at the robed figure.  “House of Stars?” he asked.
“Indeed, Lord Evenshade.  There are but ten of us, but once we learned that the Library of Antas was freed, and that you had reestablished a connection from that city to the House of Stars, we were eager to place ourselves under your rule.  In fact, I believe there are caravans of Wizards en route from each city as we speak, all eager to pledge themselves to you in return for the chance to study in that ancient repository.”
Aranos pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed.  “We’re going to need more farms,” he said heavily.
“Perhaps we could assist with that, Lord Evenshade,” the leather-clad figure smiled.  “I am Itylara Jomoira of the House of the Sickle, and there are thirty of our number here to aid you in restoring the land about the city to its pristine state.”
More elves had come forward from different Houses.  There were two merchants from the House of Summer who wanted the chance to market their goods to the humans and dwarves they hoped would be coming soon.  A small group of alchemists from the House of Evening wanted to join him, as did a group of hunters from the House of Fallen Leaves.  There was even an herbalist from the House of Spring, and that House didn’t like Aranos very much since he was a Master Herbalist who’d never joined their ranks.  There were also ten players who’d gotten bored of Eredain and were looking for new ground and new adventures.
Eventually, Aranos had sorted them all out and summoned Lorsan, who had agreed that all the elves should be allowed to travel to the city.  Aranos had turned to Gwinivere at that point, his face desperate.
“I’m going to need you to go with them, Gwinivere,” he told the woman.
“What?” she spluttered.  “Mathias and I were planning to stay here, Aranos…”
“And I’ll let you return as soon as Geltheriel and I can join you,” Aranos interrupted her.  “Until then, though, we’re going to need buildings for these people, and someone has to be in charge of them all.”
“Lorsan can do it,” the Cleric protested.
“Lorsan can only suggest things.  An Elder has to approve them, and right now, you’re the only Elder I’ve got who isn’t busy elsewhere.”
“Matty…”
“I need Mathias for the meeting tonight.  I promise, I’ll be back in Antas as soon as I can, and when I get there, you can come right back.”
The woman sighed.  “Fine.  I’ll go, but you owe me one.”
Aranos had assigned her privileges to allow passage through the High Portal to Antas, and she’d led the elves out of the city to Danastor.  Aranos had met with Mathias, had just enough time to get Avalyn set up with her training and grab some dinner, and had been forced to leave for this Council meeting.  He wasn’t looking forward to it.
As he passed through the large, double doors of the Council Hall, he stopped and looked around, allowing his eyes to shift from the dim twilight outside to the warm glow of the lanterns filling the entrance hall.  The space was large and probably took up half the square footage of the entire building, but he understood its necessity.  Groups of elves stood in quiet, huddled gatherings all about, each surrounded by their guards and watchers.  The talk was soft, and Aranos couldn’t make out much of it, but most of the voices sounded concerned rather than excited. 
Yeah, this is going to go really badly.
As he stood in the doorway, a louder murmur began to spread through the entrance, and eyes began to turn toward him.  Some of the gazes he saw were grateful or admiring, others nervous or fearful, and a handful seemed angry.  He assumed those were either people who he’d somehow accidentally offended—of whom he was sure there were plenty—or were once friends and allies of House Exxidor, which he’d brought down by killing its Patriarch. 
Oathbinder, while I appreciate your attempt to make a grand entrance, we are blocking the doorway, Geltheriel’s voice spoke dryly inside his head.  I am certain that you would love to stand here and let all bask in your glory, but doing so deprives those behind us of the beauty of your countenance.
I wasn’t…wait, what? Aranos replied silently.  I wasn’t trying to make an entrance, I was just…  He broke off as he saw the sparkle in her eyes and sighed aloud.  Fine, fine, we’re moving.  And seriously, one day I’m going to learn how to handle you teasing me, I swear.
Do not promise that which you cannot fulfill, Oathbinder, she chortled silently, walking beside him as they strode into the room. 
The murmurs around them had grown quiet, and the room seemed to be plunged into an uncomfortable silence.  Aranos looked around; almost every eye was on him, and most people were simply watching him, not speaking.  What’s going on? he asked Geltheriel.
I believe they await your words, Oathbinder, she said merrily.  They do appear to be awaiting a speech of some sort, do they not?
A speech?  From me?  Why?
Well, you are the Savior of Eredain, the slayer of a Nightmare Beast, the Lord of Antas, the Liberator of Haerobel…  She sent him a mental shrug.  It could be that some are interested in your words.
As if her thoughts were a cue, a tall woman with golden-blonde hair, narrow features, and deep, violet eyes walked up to the pair.  Aranos blinked, then glanced at Geltheriel.  The resemblance between the two was unmistakable; this woman was from Geltheriel’s old House.  While Geltheriel’s face was impassive, her eyes reflected anger and pain, something that he guessed only he knew her well enough to see.  That meant that this wasn’t just a member of House Meluiben; this was probably Geltheriel’s mother.
“My Lord Evenshade,” the woman bowed her head slightly to Aranos, giving him a small but seemingly sincere smile.  “Welcome to the Council Hall of Patriarchs.  Your presence has been long overdue.”
“Forgive my absence, Lady Meluiben,” he bowed slightly lower to the woman than she had to him.  She was either the head or former head of a House higher ranked than his, after all.  “My duties to the Lands of Light often call me away, but I am glad to be present this evening.”  Speaking with elven formality was an effort for Aranos—elves rarely used contractions or familiar forms of address, for example, considering them to be rude and aggressive—but he’d learned to do it as a matter of necessity. 
“Well said, Lord Evenshade,” the woman laughed lightly.  She turned and looked at Geltheriel, and Aranos saw a pain similar to his Follower’s flash in her eyes.  “Elder Evenshade,” the elf smiled at Geltheriel, inclining her head.  “It is my great pleasure to see you here this evening.  I had hoped you would be present.”
“Lady Meluiben,” Geltheriel bowed her head respectfully but spoke without emotion.  “I serve my Oathbinder in all things, and I could not do so and remain absent this evening.”
“Your sense of duty leads you well, as always,” the older elf spoke, her voice also devoid of emotion.  “Who could have foreseen that it might lead you to such heights?  Not even the wisest, I would imagine.”
“That is certainly true, Lady Meluiben, but often, the destination is unimportant.  What matters is the journey and remaining true to your path along it,” Geltheriel replied simply.  “Many would say that a life lived joyously that ends in ignominy is superior to one that leads to greatness but is spent in misery.”
“You have gained great wisdom,” the older woman replied slowly, nodding.  “Wisdom that some require many years to find.  I find that I am forced to agree with you.  Would that I had possessed such foresight at your age.  Or even many years after.”
To most, the exchange might have seemed pointless or trivial, but Aranos understood the true meaning behind the women’s words.  Geltheriel had been slated to take over leadership of her House, but she’d turned her back on tradition and her family’s business to become a warrior and a Keeper.  She’d been all but excommunicated from the House over that choice, and some part of her carried that pain still.  If Aranos was hearing the Matriarch correctly, though, her mother was finally admitting that she’d been wrong about Geltheriel, and that his Follower had been right.  From the startled look in Geltheriel’s eyes, he realized that she’d come to the same conclusion.
“That—that is quite gratifying,” Geltheriel finally spoke, and now there was emotion in her words.
“Would that I had said such years ago,” her mother sighed.  “And yet, had I, you would not have become what you are: a blade for the Light, and a powerful weapon against the Darkness, one that can face a dread rakshasa and emerge victorious.” 
The older elf reached out and placed her hand on Geltheriel’s shoulder.  “You are what you were always meant to be, Elder Geltheriel, and I am gratified by whatever small role I played in your rise.  None of us can know the path of another, but you knew your path early and well.  Walk it proudly, and know that all who once called you kin now speak of you with wonder and deep respect.”
Geltheriel’s mouth opened, but for the first time since he’d known her, his Follower seemed to be struck speechless.  Her eyes shone, and she simply clamped her lips shut and bowed her head deeply to the older woman.  Lady Meluiben smiled warmly at her former daughter, then turned back to Aranos.
“Forgive me, Lord Evenshade, for imposing so upon your Follower,” she said apologetically.  “It was a conversation that I felt should not wait until another day, for who knows when such a time might come again?”
“I agree, Lady Meluiben,” Aranos said quietly, swallowing against the lump in his throat.  “And while some might say that it was a conversation that should have occurred years ago, I maintain that such things are better spoken late than never at all.  And, in my estimation, that conversation was the most important thing to be discussed this evening.  I would not have allowed the chance to pass for anything.”
Geltheriel glanced at him, and he saw the gratitude shining from her eyes.  Lady Meluiben just examined him closely for several moments, then nodded her head. 
“Your care for those who follow you is admirable, Lord Evenshade, especially when you could treat them as no more than tools to be used and discarded…if it is indeed more than words.”  She glanced at Geltheriel, who nodded her head emphatically.  “In such case, I know all I need.  Know that whatever you decide this evening, House Meluiben stands at your side.”  She bowed her head once more.  “Good evening, Lord Evenshade, and I look forward to dining with you.”
“As do I, Lady Meluiben,” he said in reply.  He glanced at Geltheriel.  What does she mean, whatever I decide?
I—I do not know, Oathbinder, nor is this something my uncle discussed. 
The room had fallen quiet once more, and again, everyone was staring at Aranos.  Uncomfortable, he almost cleared his throat nervously before remembering what Durlan had said.  This is war, just on another stage.  Right now, the armies are poised outside the battlefield, waiting for the combat to begin…  As he thought that, he realized what was happening, here.  This was a battle none of them knew how to fight, and one none of the elves truly wanted to start.  They were hoping he would strike first—and he was happy to.  Very few wars were ever won from a defensive position, after all.
“Ladies and Lords,” he finally spoke, and what little sound there was stilled immediately.  “Thank you all for your attendance this evening.  I know that this is an unusual situation, but I am certain that between us, we have the wisdom to muddle through it.”
Several people smiled, while others looked relieved at his words, but many of them frowned.  He didn’t blame them.  He’d essentially just taken credit for the entire meeting, as if they’d all come at his invitation.  He took note of those; they were people he’d need to be cautious toward. 
“Now, while I am sure that we are each fully engrossed in renewing old ties and acquaintances,” he went on with a smile, “there is little point in delaying that which must be done.”
“Indeed, well spoken, Lord Evenshade,” a new voice spoke, and everyone turned as an elf in finery entered the chamber, followed by a dozen elves in full armor that sparkled in the lantern light.  “I must agree; let us commence this gathering at once.”
Who’s that? Aranos asked silently.
I do not know him, Oathbinder, Geltheriel’s voice sounded concerned in his head.  Yet I recognize those who follow him.  They are royal guardsmen, from the capital of Cyva Alari.  This man, whoever he is, is a representative of the King and Queen.
Aranos looked around at the shocked and confused expressions on the faces of the other elves surrounding them.  I take it his presence isn’t normal, then?
In truth, it has been long since an Elder was chosen, so I cannot say, Geltheriel hedged.  And yet—I do not feel that this bodes well for the city, nor for this Council.
Aranos eyed the man, and as he did, an unmistakable scent wafted toward him, one that his keen nose easily picked up.  It was the scent of aggression; this man saw himself as a predator among weaker prey.  Aranos knew that the man hadn’t come here to assist the Council; he was here to join the battle.
“Forgive me, but as I am relatively new to this world, I do not believe we have met before,” Aranos said evenly, gazing calmly at the man.  “You know who I am, but I cannot say the same about you.”
“Ah, where are my manners?” the man said expansively.  “Greetings, Lords and Ladies of Eredain.  I am Methild Elnorin, Prince of the Elven Realms.”
The stir at those words was loud, and Aranos felt the mood in the room shift instantly.  Some of the Patriarchs looked relieved at this statement; others looked nervous.  Others looked angry, though, and Aranos knew that this wasn’t normal. 
“And what business do their Majesties have with our Council, Prince Elnorin?” Aranos asked courteously but pointedly.  “We have urgent business to attend this evening; I am certain that if you are willing to wait until it is concluded, we would be happy to meet with you afterward.”
“As that business is the purpose of my visit, that would hardly be suitable.”  The Prince smiled at Aranos, but the Sorcerer’s Sense Intent Skill was screaming at him that the smile was akin to the man baring his fange.
“Indeed?” Aranos spoke after a moment of silence; he’d hoped that someone else might jump in, but apparently, the elves were content to let him do the speaking.  “And what, exactly, is that purpose?  I admit that I am somewhat new to the Elven Realms, but even I can tell that the royal family’s presence is not something that any here expected.”
“That is true,” the man admitted.  “We do not typically come to observe when a new Elder is chosen.  However, in this case, there were certain—irregularities in the previous Elder’s death.  I have been sent here merely to observe, and to make sure that the time-honored traditions of the People are followed.”
Aranos smothered a frown; he had a feeling he knew what that meant.  He’s here to make sure I’m not chosen, in other words—although if he thinks this is going to be a normal choosing of an Elder, he’s in for quite a shock.
“Well, I am certain that no one would wish to break any traditions,” Aranos managed to say without rolling his eyes.  “In any case, we have delayed longer than we should.”  He turned back to the other Lords and Ladies.  “My fellow Patriarchs and Matriarchs, we should begin our deliberations.”
A veritable storm of muttering arose at his words, but the gathered nobles began to move slowly toward a doorway at the back of the room, leaving most of their retinues behind.  Aranos turned to Mutroda, Mathias, and Silma.  “Can you three stay out here and keep an eye on things?  Especially those royal guards; it feels like there are too many of them for an escort.”
“Of course, my Lord,” Mathias said grandly.  “We shall be certain to deny them passage into the room of your deliberations.”
Aranos grinned at the man.  “You’re getting better at that.  You didn’t have to stop and fix a contraction even once.”
Mathias grinned back.  He was a true role-player, someone who adopted an entirely different personality in the game and stayed in that character as much as possible.  “You weren’t so bad yourself, talking to the Prince,” he laughed.  “It’s the first time I’ve heard you speak in proper Elvish.”
“I try to avoid it.  It seems to have a weird effect on people who do it all the time.  They start thinking they’re funny when they’re just annoying.”  Aranos glanced at Geltheriel, who gazed back at him expressionlessly. 
Yes, Oathbinder?  Was there something you needed?  Or were you hoping I would acknowledge your sad attempt at wit?
He chose not to respond to that but turned back to face the Lancer.  “Try not to kill anyone, but don’t let the guards into the chamber.  Things are going to be tense enough as it is.”
“A stone-blind child could see that, Sorcerer,” Mutroda snorted.  “You’re stalling, though.  We know what to do, and the three of us can handle some trumped-up guardsmen.”
Aranos turned and followed the other nobles into the second room.  The space was oval-shaped, with portraits of a half-dozen elves placed regularly around the space.  It was dominated by a large table that was shaped identically to the room and had thirteen chairs placed around it—all of which were occupied when Aranos entered.  He could feel the undercurrent of tension in the room and saw the surreptitious glances being shot toward the Prince, who was sitting at one end of the table. 
Aranos walked over to the finely dressed elf and smiled.  This was going to be a battle, after all, and the Prince had just fired the opening shot.  Unfortunately for him, he’d chosen the wrong target to attack.
“Forgive me, Prince Elnorin,” Aranos said mildly, “but I believe you have taken my seat by mistake.”
“Have I?” the Prince said innocently, his eyes wide.
“Indeed.  You claim that you are here to observe, yes?”
“Of course.  The King and Queen bade me…”
“Well, this table is for Patriarchs and Matriarchs of Eredain only, not observers.  Do you claim to be a Patriarch?”
The Prince stared at him, all signs of friendliness gone.  “Of course not, however…”
“Then I must ask that you step back against the wall with the other observers,” Aranos cut the man off, gesturing to the guards and servants standing behind their House leaders.  “You will have a much better view of the proceedings from there, I am certain.  I, as a true Patriarch of this city, must join my fellows at this table, in accordance with time-honored traditions.”
The elf’s eyes flashed fire, but Aranos hadn’t really left him any room to maneuver.  The Prince claimed that he was there to ensure that all traditions were followed, which had told Aranos plainly what his line of attack would be.  He was going to try to plant someone the crown considered palatable into the Elder position, and he was going to use the elven love of tradition and custom to do it.  If he broke tradition before the meeting even started, though, his entire assault would falter instantly.  He slowly slid his chair back and rose from the table.
“A fair point, Lord Evenshade.  Let none accuse me of dishonoring the traditions that make our cities the envy of the world,” he said, plastering the obviously false smile back on his face.  He gestured to the seat, and Aranos sat down, pointedly turning his back to the Prince and facing the table. 
Butterflies rose in his stomach, but he ignored them.  Durlan had told him the protocols for the meeting; he knew how it was supposed to go.  The oldest member was supposed to speak first, opening the meeting, but once again, no one seemed willing to begin.  Aranos suspected they all worried about how this meeting would end, and none of them wanted to be the one to start it.  Plus, he suspected that no one was willing to be the first to say what they were supposed to say next.
Aranos sighed and rose to his feet.  “Welcome, Lords and Ladies of Eredain,” he began, using the formal introduction Durlan had taught him.  “Before we begin our deliberations, let us follow ancient tradition and honor the memory and works of our previous Elder, who fell in battle defending our city.  His legacy may be tarnished, but he left this world in glory, and his valor should be remembered.”
There were quiet murmurs of assent around the table, but nothing more.  Aranos wasn’t surprised; Durlan had advised him that it was customary for everyone to speak words of praise for the last Elder, but Aranos didn’t think anyone wanted to stand up and speak for Golloron.  The Elder had admitted to the entire city that he’d been manipulating their minds and removing any memories he found inconvenient, memories that the city’s Heart had then restored to them.  There was a lot of anger at this table, and Aranos wondered if any of the elves trusted themselves to speak.  He certainly didn’t blame them.
“Will no one then speak for the fallen Elder?” Prince Elnorin’s voice rose in quiet disbelief.  “Surely, his life and service to the Elven Realms…”
“Prince Elnorin, are you not here to observe?” Aranos cut the man off quietly without even looking at him.  “I imagine such would be far easier if you remain silent and do not attempt to interfere with our deliberations, especially when you were not here to witness said Elder’s fall in the first place.”
He couldn’t see the elf’s face, but he didn’t need to.  The scent of fury drifted over to Aranos, that and a hint of danger.  Watch him, please, he sent silently to Geltheriel.  I can handle his words, but I can’t deal with these lords and ladies and watch out for a sneak attack at the same time.
He will not touch you, Oathbinder, Geltheriel sent the thought back grimly, and he felt as much as heard her move to position herself between the Prince and Aranos.  On that, you can rely.
I never had a doubt.
He refocused on the table, seeing that no one was going to speak up, and shrugged.  According to old records, the remembrances usually dragged out for days, as each House leader tried to use the speeches to promote their own candidates and subtly denigrate any others.  In this case, it looked like that wouldn’t happen.  Aranos didn’t know if that was because no one wanted to speak up for Golloron or because no one had any real candidates to put forth, but he didn’t really care.  All it meant to him is that what could have turned into a week of speeches was now only a few moments of silence.  He figured he’d given everyone ample time to speak; it was time to move on.
“The past is past, and we must look to the future,” he intoned, again following Durlan’s earlier instructions.  “Now is the time when we must choose a new Elder to guide us.  Who among us has the wisdom, strength, and love of this city to lead it in the coming days?”  The words were a ritual, but Aranos felt they were appropriate.  Eredain was about to be plunged into war, and whoever led the city would be responsible for defending it against the Darkness and whatever it sent against them.
He sat down, as was tradition—the elf who led the meeting wasn’t supposed to be the one to make the first nomination—and the room descended into silence.  Long seconds passed, and no one spoke; the quiet was becoming uncomfortable.  Aranos fought the urge to fidget or to stand and begin speaking again; he’d already bucked tradition by taking charge of the Council.  He didn’t need to do it twice in one meeting.  Still, as the moments dragged on, the urge to stand and nominate someone—anyone—was growing. 
Just as he felt he couldn’t wait any longer, an elf farther down the table rose slowly to her feet.  The woman had long hair that was silver-blue and gleamed in the lantern light.  Her face was familiar to Aranos, but it took him a moment to place her.  He recognized her determined jaw, the set of her eyes, and the way she stood, almost defiantly, with her chin raised and her shoulders high.  He’d seen that pose a hundred times before.  This was Saphielle’s mother, of that he had no doubt.
“Here we sit, in silence,” the woman spoke, and Aranos’ heart lurched as he heard a bit of Saphielle’s iron in her voice.  “We sit because none of us have the courage to say what must be said.  We of House Miradan are not great warriors, save for one among our number, nor are we powerful Wizards, but let it never be said that we lack for courage.” 
The woman turned and looked at the head of the table, and Aranos got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as he suspected what she was about to say..  “All know that there is but one choice.  Who has the wisdom to lead us, but the one who discovered our last Elder’s duplicity and freed us from that bondage?  Who has the strength, but the one who stood before a creature of legend and destroyed it utterly, right before our very walls?  Who has the love of this city, but the one who gave of his own heart in defense of the Light, who offered his life and those of the ones he loves to free us?”
She looked away from Aranos and scanned the table.  “I will not speak his name, for it is not necessary.  I will, instead, ask who else has the courage to stand with me and name him before this gathered assemblage, even if it breaks all custom and tradition?”
There was a moment of silence, and Aranos heard the prince behind him take in a deep breath.  Before the man could speak, though, Faraine, the Matriarch of House Gilris rose to her feet.  “I will stand,” she said simply.  “The one of which we speak has already saved this city thrice, once from cruel slavery to a crazed Patriarch, once from the bondage of an Elder, and once from destruction by a creature of nightmare.  He is my ally, his House allied to mine, so I will not speak his name, but I stand beside him, and my House stands beside his.”
“Lords and Ladies,” Prince Elnorin’s voice finally drifted in from the side of the room as the royal walked toward the table.  “While certainly, the one of whom you speak is worthy of praise…”
“Prince Elnorin, you have no voice at this table,” Lady Meluiben spoke, her tone like iron as she cut the man off and rose to her feet.  “I will stand, as well, and I will speak his name.  We are in a time of Darkness, one that we have not seen in our lifetimes.  There is but one who could lead us in this time, who all will trust and to whom all in the city will turn.  I speak, of course, of the Savior of Eredain, the Destroyer of Nightmares, Aranos, Lord Evenshade.”
Her words had been the catalyst that it seemed everyone was waiting for.  Instantly, a clamor rose from the table, as voices spoke loudly both for and against the Sorcerer’s nomination.  The prince’s face was a mask of quiet anger, and his voice spoke as loudly as anyone’s, the words drowned out in the cacophony.  As the clamor rose to a fury, Aranos sighed and stood, using his Forge Mana Spell to summon a weave of sonic mana in the air above the table.  The room shook with a loud clang, and everyone fell silent, wincing and covering their ears at the volume.  Oops.  Overdid that a bit.
“Forgive me, my Lords and Ladies,” Aranos spoke.  “That was louder than I intended.  However, arguing will gain us nothing.  A name has been spoken, and by tradition, this is the time when any may offer another name.  The time to speak for or against this name has not yet come.  Do any wish to offer another name for contention?” 
He scanned the table, looking to see if anyone was going to stand and speak up.  Again, according to old records, this period usually lasted for quite a long time.  Nobles would spend entire Council sessions just to present a single name, and four or five names might be offered.  Several of the elves looked as if they wanted to say something, but none of them managed to dredge up the courage to do so.  Aranos’ heart sank as the seconds dragged by in silence.  He didn’t really want to be the leader of Eredain and Antas. 
Of course, it doesn’t really matter what the Council says, he reminded himself.  They can nominate me all they like.  If the Tree-heart doesn’t agree, it won’t matter.
It seemed that Prince Methild was also scanning the table, and his face was filled with quiet fury as no one spoke.  The man opened and shut his mouth several times.  Aranos had a feeling that he understood the prince’s dilemma: Methild wanted anyone else to be nominated, anyone he could stand behind.  However, he’d already been shut down repeatedly at this table, his attacks blunted and turned aside.  If that happened too often, the Patriarchs would see him as a nuisance, rather than a threat, and that would remove any possible influence he might have over the Council.  In the end, the prince remained silent, which Aranos thought was probably the wiser decision.
Finally, the Sorcerer sighed.  “As no other name has been spoken, the time of deliberation begins.  By tradition, we will recess to give each a chance to consider the name offered and prepare their thoughts both for and against, or to consider another name should one be desired.  Know, though, that this is the only period of deliberation.  Should any offer a name later, there will be no time for consideration.  Does anyone wish to speak?”
Silence reigned once more.  “Then we recess until dusk, two days hence, to allow proper deliberation.  The selection of an Elder is not something that should be done in haste.  Until then, my Lords and Ladies.”
The elves rose, murmuring quietly as they began to file out of the room.  Several glanced at Aranos, but none said anything to him, to his relief.  He didn’t know what he would say in return, in all honesty, and if they asked him any questions, he didn’t have any answers.  Just as he thought that he was going to escape this meeting relatively unscathed, though, the prince stepped up and stood directly in before him.  The elf’s face was only inches from Aranos’, and the Sorcerer could see the prince’s quiet fury in his eyes.
“Lord Evenshade,” the elf spoke with obvious heat, “do you truly believe that you will be allowed to take the mantle of Elder of Eredain?”
Aranos blinked in surprise.  This was the first time the elf had spoken plainly to him rather than concealing his emotions, and it caught the arcane off guard enough that he responded without customary elven formality.  “I’m not sure I know what you’re trying to say, Prince Elnorin,” he said quietly.
“I shall be clearer, then.  I will not allow you to become this city’s next Elder.  It will not happen.”  The elf seemed on the verge of losing control, and Aranos quietly gathered his mana.  He didn’t want to hurt the elf, but a Gravity Well to lift him off his feet and hold him there would settle the man quickly enough.  The prince, though, took a deep breath and seemed to master himself.
“Forgive my outburst,” he said shortly.  “Your name is well known in the Elven Realms, and there are many things you have done that are worthy of acclaim, if not admiration.  At another time, I would join with these others to sing your praises.  However, you know not what you have done with your actions, nor of the consequences that you have unleashed.”
“I know exactly what I’ve done,” Aranos answered.  “In fact, I’m willing to bet that I know better than you do, Prince.  Have you spoken with one of the dark gods?  Have you heard the voice of the Darkness, threatening you with war?  I have.”
“Then you understand why this cannot be,” the elf said firmly.  “I bear you no ill will, Lord Evenshade, but I will stop this, for the sake of all our Realms.”  The elf spun and stalked out of the room, leaving Aranos standing silently in his wake.
This will complicate matters, Oathbinder, Geltheriel’s voice spoke in his head. 
Yeah, and all we needed was for things to be more complicated, he sighed.  He shook himself; there was no point in complaining.  Things were what they were, and all he could do was deal with them.  Hey, it’s not like I want to be Elder, anyway.  If the Council chooses someone else, I’ll be fine.
And if that other is like Elder Golloron? Geltheriel asked simply.  What if that is the true purpose of the prince’s visit: to make sure that whoever assumes the role of Elder will continue to pay tribute?  Will you still feel satisfied?
Aranos didn’t answer because he didn’t need to.  He wouldn’t, of course.  And the only way he could be absolutely sure that someone like that didn’t take control of Eredain…
He sighed.  Let’s get out of here.  I’m feeling the need to go questing for a bit.  Killing some urukkai might work out some frustrations.
Geltheriel chuckled at that.  It might, at that.  And yet, dawn is far off, Oathbinder.
I don’t think we need to wait for dawn, Geltheriel, he said firmly.  I think it’s time we faced the High Road at night. 




Chapter 5

“Down!” Aranos shouted, leveling his hands at the huge, scorpion-like creature swiping at Mutroda.  The sturdy dwarf slammed her shield against the descending pincer, pushing it over her head, then dropped to one knee to allow a pair of the tentacles lining the monster’s side to pass overhead—as well as Aranos’ Spells. Twin streams of power exploded from Aranos’ palms as he fired a pair of Maelstrom Blasts, one of lightning and acid, the other of magma and ice energy.  More of the tentacles rose up and intercepted the streams of power, dissipating much of their energy.  Aranos had large bonuses against Magic Resistance, though, and most of the blasts punched through the wall of tentacles, bathing the creature in acid, cracking its exoskeleton with blasts of lava and shards of ice, and wracking it with jolts of electricity.  The creature froze for a moment as the lightning mana inflicted the Paralyzed debuff, and in that moment, Silma flickered into view beside it.
The scorpion was enormous, easily ten feet high and probably forty long, not counting the tail.  It was covered with mottled grey chitin that let it blend into the shadows of the night and seemed to be stronger than steel.  Silma wasn’t much smaller, though.  The silver-furred fenrin was eleven feet tall at the shoulder and twice that in length, and her muzzle was over a foot long.  She darted forward with incredible swiftness, slipping past the creature’s tentacles, and her glowing fangs sank into the monster’s side with a crunch.  She leapt back, tearing free chitinous plates and hunks of white flesh as the scorpion’s tail flashed downward. 
The stinger slammed into the road where the wolf had been standing a moment before, but before it could withdraw, Geltheriel appeared from the shadows.  She moved with an inhuman grace and power that Aranos couldn’t match, her feet not even touching the road as she ran along the darkness of the night as if it were firm ground.  Her white blade slashed, striking the tail with a loud crack but only sinking an inch or so into it.  An instant later, though, a pair of shadowy blades made of pure darkness lashed down behind her true sword, each cutting through the tail’s armor effortlessly and severing it cleanly. 
The scorpion tried to retreat, but Mutroda banged on her shield and grumbled in Dwarven.  The arachnid scuttled forward as her Pull of the Stone Ability forced it to attack her, its claws clacking ominously.  Once its attention was firmly on the dwarf, Silma and Geltheriel attacked once more, slashing and tearing into its sides.  The scorpion tried to respond, but each time, Mutroda pulled its aggro again, until eventually, Geltheriel leaped atop it and plunged her blade into its body just behind the head.  The scorpion stiffened, shuddered, and dropped to the High Road, joining the three others the party had slain already.
Aranos immediately reached out with his Soulmending Skill, touching the tortured and terrified souls of the slaughtered arachnids.  He sent waves of healing energy into the creatures, easing their pain and allowing them to pass into whatever afterlife awaited them.  In return, he felt power flowing back into him, suffusing him with warmth and life.  Thanks to his Selfless Soulmender Perk, every soul he helped gave him a 1% cumulative bonus to all skills and non-attack Spells for an hour.  With the four scorpions, that bonus sat at 18% at the moment; they’d been busy that night.
Geltheriel leapt back off the scorpion’s back, using her Shadow Glide Ability to slide gently down to the stones, landing as easily as a feather.  “That was an exciting battle, Oathbinder,” she grinned at him, wiping down her blade.  “My Dodge Skill received a decent workout.”
“Speak for yourself, Shadedancer,” Rhys sighed, brushing back his long, green hair.  “You were not the one constantly removing the poison from the Juggernaut throughout the battle.”  The Druid—now a Nature’s Furor, Aranos corrected himself—had spent the battle healing Mutroda.  The dwarf had a huge LP pool and heavy armor, but the scorpions’ sting had some sort of armor piercing capability.  The result was that the woman had been wounded repeatedly, and each sting injected a nasty poison that not only did LP damage but also drained Stamina. 
“You’re complaining?” the Juggernaut snorted.  “I was the one getting stung, elf!”
“Well, yes, but one might mention that it is your job to be stung, Juggernaut,” Rhys said lazily, smiling at the dwarf as he did.  “That is, one might if he did not wish to be punctured by your halberd.”
“Damn right,” Mutroda grunted, lifting the polearm that had suddenly been leveled at the dwarf.  She looked at Aranos.  “This High Road’s a dangerous place, Sorcerer—as dangerous as the Deeps below Skollheld Heill.”
“It is not so during the day,” Geltheriel replied, walking over to join the others.  “However, my Oathbinder insisted that he wished to test the road at night, when it is much more dangerous.”  She shrugged.
The dwarf looked at Aranos warily.  “Any particular reason for that?”
“It is possible that it is a sign of incipient madness,” Rhys offered.  Aranos shot him a glare, and he shrugged.  “I merely suggested the possibility, Liberator.  I am certain you would know if you were going mad—although I understand that the mad never realize what is happening to them.”
Aranos sighed.  “Yes, there are two reasons, Mutroda,” he explained.  “First, because the High Road is so dangerous at night that the urukkai won’t be traveling it.  They’d have to move in a full warband to survive it, and even then, one powerful creature might be the end of them.”
“Just as it might be the end of us, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel pointed out.
“It’s a lot less likely, though.  We’ve got Silma scouting for us, and she’ll let us know if there’s something she doesn’t think we can handle.”
“What’s the second reason?” Mutroda asked.
“The second reason is that it’s going to have to be done eventually,” Aranos shrugged.  “The High Roads are the best way to travel from city to city, at least until we free the Arcane Doors, and while we’ve traveled them during the day, night is when they’re dangerous.  Every beast we kill tonight is one that we don’t need to kill the next time.”
I agree, pack leader, Silma sent the thought silently.  We must be the hunters in this place, not the prey, slipping about and trying to avoid notice.
“And Silma agrees with me,” Aranos added.
“As well she would, for it is the attitude of a predator,” Geltheriel sighed.  “And it makes a great deal of sense, I must admit.  Unless you could return us to Eredain through a portal…”
“Which I can’t, since we’ve discovered that portals don’t work on the High Road,” Aranos smiled.
“Then we will have to return this way, since the portal in Danastor is the fastest way to Antas,” she said.  “As you said, every creature we kill now is one more that we do not have to slay later, when we are more tired and perhaps wounded—as seems likely, the way this night has been going.”
He understood; the trip this far hadn’t been easy.   He’d been able to open a portal an hour away from the High Road but no closer; the power of the road rebuffed his attempts to scry or teleport any closer.   They’d reached the High Road without incident, facing nothing worse than a few amarok packs and a pair of ursusz.  Once they’d stepped upon the road, though, things had changed.  They’d made it all of ten minutes before a net of whipping tentacles had lashed out at them, snatching Geltheriel and Rhys up and dragging them toward the edge of the road.  Aranos had responded immediately with a Nova Blast that burned off many of the tentacles, but there seemed to be no end to them.  More of them had grabbed Mutroda, but the dwarf’s Immovable Ability allowed her to keep her feet, and the tentacles had instead dragged something dark and misshapen up on the road.  It sort of looked like a sea anemone crossed with an octopus; it had innumerable black tentacles surrounding a beaked mouth and absolutely no sensory organs that Aranos could see.  When he’d used his Inspection Skill, he’d gotten a surprise:
Antolepsil
Unwounded
Either the thing had a tremendous amount of LP—his Nova Blast had to have done at least several hundred points of damage to it—or destroying its tentacles didn’t hurt it.  It turned out that it was the latter; once they’d managed to sever enough tentacles, they’d found a saclike central body, and attacking that had dropped the creature’s LP to zero quickly enough.  It wasn’t quite that simple, of course—the creature was apparently resistant to fire and regenerated lost tentacles fairly quickly—but they’d managed.
That had just been the beginning, though.  They’d been attacked by spiders that towered above the road; they were assaulted by creatures that looked like balls of ebon flame but were actually spherical beasts that floated above the ground and attacked with jets and whips of fire; they were ambushed by monsters that looked like living shadows whose touch sent icy chills running through the party’s flesh.  Geltheriel, it turned out, had been a hard counter for those last, her shadow powers dealing extra damage to them and rendering her immune to their touch. 
The scorpion-like creatures, which Aranos’ Identification Skill told him were called nastaros, were just the latest monsters to assault the party, but not everything they encountered rushed to attack.  A group of dark figures twenty or more strong faded into the shadows at the edge of the road as they passed, and a pair of winged creatures swooped by overhead, wheeled, and fled.  Aranos hoped that these creatures could somehow sense how powerful the group was and ran; if that wasn’t the case, then they were probably scouts of some kind, and the party might run into an ambush up ahead.
“We should Harvest these corpses, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel interrupted his train of thought and returned him to the present.  “These creatures’ armor can surely be useful, and I believe their claws and stings might serve as weapons in skilled hands.”
“I want to try and get their poison glands, too,” he told her, forging a deepsteel knife with his Forge Mana Spell and moving toward the beasts.
“One might ask if you truly require more deadly weapons in your already impressive arsenal, Liberator,” Rhys snorted.  “That is, if one did not realize that, having defeated a Nightmare Beast, you will certainly now be hunting creatures of even greater power and thus need every tool at hand.”
“I might look into poisons at some point, Rhys,” the arcane grinned back at his companion.  “For now, though, I think that I can create an antivenom for their toxin with my Herbalism Skill.  It might render Mutroda immune or at least resistant to being poisoned if we run into them again.”
“I’d appreciate that,” the dwarf nodded.  “While green-hair over there did a good job of clearing the poison each time, he couldn’t heal the Stamina loss, and I was below 50% by the end, there.  Not a fun place to be.  It was a good call to leave the others behind; I’m pretty sure that poison would have killed them with a single dose.”
“How are they doing, Rhys?” Aranos asked.
“Miwango reports that they are having great success, Liberator,” the Druid smiled.  “With Elder Mathias acting as their shield, Miwango, Avalyn, and Glorferdir are experiencing no great difficulties.  It seems that he is quite skilled.”
“As well, they are merely at the edge of the Blightlands,” Geltheriel laughed.  “They will likely face nothing more dangerous than amaroks and balayangs.  I believe the Elder has his Advanced Class; surely, he is in no danger from such creatures.”
“Which is why I was okay letting them go out with him,” Aranos agreed.  He wasn’t really worried about Avalyn dying; finding out that she was a Traveler who would return from death was actually a big relief for him and made him more comfortable pushing her into combat situations.  Miwango and Glorferdir, though, were natives, and if they died—that was it.  They wouldn’t come back.  The leonal was quick and strong, the size of an adult male lion, but Miwango the turaloke was only a bit over a foot long and very vulnerable.  Over time, as he consumed more metal ores, the turaloke would gain a coat of armor that would repel Spells and blades with equal facility and a breath weapon that could kill an amarok pack in a single pass, but at the moment, he was terribly fragile.
Aranos and Geltheriel set to work Harvesting the corpses, removing as much of the undamaged chitin as they could along with pincers, stingers, and two of the poison sacs.  One was too damaged to take, while the last burst open on Aranos as he was removing it.  The poison didn’t make it through his Arcane Armor, fortunately, but if he hadn’t been wearing his armor, he might have gotten a nasty dose of venom right then.  He shook his head; it had happened because he’d rushed and been careless, and it was a good lesson for him.
As he slipped the last bit of chitin off the creature, he got a welcome notification.
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His Professions, he realized, leveled extremely slowly compared to his Classes, Skills, and Spells.  He supposed that stood to reason, though.  He had huge bonuses to his Skill and Spell progressions, and he spent far more time leveling his Classes than his Professions.  Still, he really needed to work on some of them—he had a tendency to forget to switch Professions when it was appropriate—and he needed to look into getting more of them.  He spent more time crafting and Enchanting than he did making medicines or Harvesting, but his crafting Professions like Jeweler and Blacksmith sat unused, while he didn’t even have an Enchanter Profession.  He’d have to ask Faraine about it when he got a chance; he was certain that she’d know how to get that.
They continued on, Silma ranging ahead of them and scouting out danger, for another three hours before the fenrin’s thoughts flashed into his mind.
Pack leader, I’ve found the first Waystation.  Do you want to see it?
“Hold on, everyone,” he told the others, halting in place.  “Silma’s at the Waystation.  I’m going to take a look.”  He closed his eyes and reached out with his thoughts, slipping down the bond that connected him to his Companion.  A moment later, the darkness in his vision fled, replaced by a vibrant image of the High Road and the towering Waystation above it.  Once again, Aranos marveled at the fenrin’s amazing Perception.  The night was as bright as day to her, and the road and tower were bathed in brilliant colors he couldn’t even name, much less describe.  He could see every detail of the tower, from the cracks in the stone walls to the firelight flickering in the gaping windows above.  Every sound was magnified enormously, and he could clearly smell the urukkai inhabiting the structure. 
The tower was guarded, and heavily so.  It looked as if at least fifty urukkai were arrayed around it, mostly uruks and more heavily armored dabruks, with a few powerful ogrins towering over their ranks.  What concerned him was how the forces were arrayed; the dabruks were in front with polearms and shields, with a line of bow-wielding uruks behind them.  Lightly armored uruks armed with what looked like javelins were mustered on one flank, while the ogrins were concentrated on the other flank. 
His Battlesense Skill triggered as he examined the formation; this was a classic deployment to deal with fast, powerful strikes, such as a cavalry charge.  The charge would falter against the ranks of dabruks, who would push against the cavalry and force it backward.  The ogrins would rush in on the flank to crush the trapped horsemen, while the javelin-wielding uruk skirmishers could circle the other flank and engage any archers or casters behind.  All the while, the uruk archers would wreak devastating havoc on the pinned cavalry, who would tower over the dabruk line and be easy targets. 
He frowned.  While the formation was designed to be used against an enemy that relied on heavy cavalry, it would probably be just as useful against the large and powerful beasts that stalked the High Road.  Most of those were bigger and stronger than the urukkai, and a rush from them would have the same effect as a cavalry charge.  That made sense; what bothered him was that the urukkai had thought to employ this formation at all.  He’d seen them use tactics, of course, but never anything more complex than a line of infantry with casters and archers behind it.  This was a much more advanced use of their forces, and it implied that someone in that Waystation knew how to command.
Just keep an eye on them for the moment, please, he asked Silma before opening his eyes and returning to his own senses.  For a moment, the world around him felt drab and lifeless; his own Perception was over 100 thanks to his bonuses, but it still felt pathetic compared to his Companion’s amazing senses.  He shook off the feeling, though, and focused on his party.
“The tower’s guarded,” he told them, explaining what he’d seen. 
Mutroda shrugged unconcernedly.  “We use that formation all the time in dealing with the riastorns in the Deeps,” she told him.  “It’s not hard to break up if you know how.”
He nodded.  “Yeah, it’s susceptible to light cavalry and a wedge attack by heavy infantry,” he agreed.  “An artillery barrage would shatter it, as well.  That’s not what’s concerning me.”
The dwarf gave him an impressed look.  “I never would have thought of using skirmishers or artillery on it,” she admitted.  “We don’t have light cavalry, only the solmriddars, and artillery isn’t a great idea in the tunnels.  You’ve got a good knowledge of tactics.”
“My Oathbinder is skilled in warfare; that is one of his Domains, after all,” Geltheriel smiled.  “I see his concern, however.  The urukkai do not typically employ such strategies; that they are now speaks to a hidden hand guiding them.”
“Exactly,” Aranos nodded.  “I’m thinking that whoever’s in charge in this tower is smarter and more versed in tactics than what we usually see—and that means the entire group might be more dangerous.”
“So, what do you want to do?” Mutroda asked.  “We can’t just charge them; they’ll swarm us, and we don’t know what kind of support they might get from the tower.”
He frowned, thinking furiously.  She was right; while the urukkai formation was designed to deal with large, powerful enemies, if the party attacked it, the creatures would break that formation and attack en masse.  The party was good, but being swarmed by fifty urukkai in an open field with possible magical support from the tower wouldn’t go well for them.  What they needed was to either isolate the elements of the army and handle them one by one or break up the formation so that the troops were as much of a hindrance as a help to one another.  Or, he supposed, he could do both…
“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” he smiled.
Ten minutes later, the battlefield was set.  Aranos had used a large chunk of his SP casting Spells through Silma at a highly increased cost, but hopefully, this would disrupt the urukkai forces enough that they would be easy to pick off.  He took a deep breath, his senses still entwined with Silma’s, and began channeling mana into his Dust Storm Spell.  Small, sparkling grains of dust began to swirl around the center of the urukkai formation, growing in density and speed until soon, a whirling cloud of gritty particles had enveloped most of the urukkai line. 
Shouts arose from the line, and a blaze of light flashed into being over the tower, bathing the area in its radiance.  Aranos could see figures rushing into sight in the windows and pouring from the tower; whoever was in charge there had created an efficient alert system to allow those within the tower to reinforce and support the urukkai stationed outside it.  Shouts and cries of dismay continued to arise from the lines of attackers—no doubt they were starting to notice the cloud’s effect on their metal weapons and armor—but to Aranos’ surprise, they didn’t break ranks.  He’d been expecting them to flee the Storm to escape its destruction, but they remained still.
A moment later, he saw why.  A wave of power rolled outward from the tower, slamming into his Spell.   He could feel torrents of air whipping against his construct, trying to clear the dust and disperse it.  He gripped the Spell with his will, holding it tightly against the powerful counterattack.  He gritted his teeth as he felt the winds ripping at his Spell, but he managed to hold it, allowing the winds to whip around it harmlessly.
His party rushed forward, getting into position, and after ten seconds or so, he released the Dust Storm.  The dust sank, revealing the urukkai forces a hundred feet of so from them.  Even at that distance, Aranos could see the rents in their armor, the broken blades and cracked shields.  That was the only glimpse he got, though, before twin flashes lit up the night.  One was a massive arc of crimson lightning that slammed into the Mage Shield he’d built overhead, crawling across the Shield but not penetrating.  The other was from the twin Ravaging Bursts he launched at the wings of the formation, one of radiant energy and the other of lightning. 
The Bursts spread out into seven globes of power each, slamming down in a roughly hexagonal shape among the urukkai.   The blasts of power tore through the creatures, doing anywhere from a few hundred to over a thousand LP damage to them.  The uruks caught in the blast were annihilated, and most of the dabruks were either down or so badly injured that they were out of the fight.  Instantly, a third of the force was destroyed.  The rest had no choice; with a roar, they rushed forward.  They were wielding broken weapons and wearing battered armor, but another magical assault like that would have shattered them.
Mutroda and Geltheriel set themselves, shields out, waiting to intercept the broad line of charging creatures.  Suddenly, the ones on either flank stumbled, fell, and rolled, seemingly drawn inexorably toward a pair of points, one to each side of the party.  Aranos suppressed a grin; they’d stumbled onto his waiting Gravity Wells.  The Wells sucked the creatures into them, pinning them in place.  As more and more of the monsters rushed forward, they were caught in the Wells, drawn inevitably into the crush of flailing limbs and broken bodies.
Ten or so of the monsters made it through the space between the two Spells and charged at the Juggernaut and Shadedancer.  The pair responded with brutal efficiency, halting the charge with their shields and lashing out with sword and polearm.  The battered armor of the dabruks facing them crumbled beneath their onslaught, and the urukkai warriors fell in a spray of blood and gore. 
Aranos barely noticed this, though.  His attention was fully on the tower, where he could feel more eldritch power rising.  The lightning bolt that his Shield had blocked had taken a solid third of his defense’s strength, and he’d had to use so much power to build one that covered the entire party that he doubted he could forge another if this one fell.  He raised his hand and fired an Energy Barrage, hurling globes of magma at the open window on the top level.  His Arcane Archery guided his aim, and the globes flew true—only to smash against an invisible barrier and explode in a harmless burst of lava and stone. 
Aranos grimaced.  That barrier was strong if he couldn’t punch through it—but it was also invisible.  He grinned and fired a second Barrage, this time unleashing globes of light mana.  The tiny globes zipped through the barrier with ease and exploded inside the tower.  Aranos couldn’t see the results, but the screams told him that he’d at least done some damage, and the rising sense of power faded.  A moment later, the barrier flickered and became translucent, shimmering with an orange haze.  Whoever was up there was smart; they knew that his light mana wouldn’t pass through a shield unless it was totally transparent. 
He turned his gaze back to the battle to see Silma dart forward and seize the last of the dabruks, killing it instantly with a powerful shake of her head.  He reached out mentally to one of his Gravity Wells and disjoined it, freeing the creatures trapped in it.  Half of them had been crushed to death by the press of bodies, but the rest staggered to their feet and charged gamely forward, to be met by Geltheriel, Silma, and Mutroda.  With only seven dabruks and no ogrins in the group, the outcome of that battle wasn’t remotely in doubt.
Aranos returned his focus to the tower.  He unleashed twin Barrages at it, one of magma and one of ice.  The opposing elements tore into one another and the shield protecting the tower with equal vigor, and he could sense the cracks forming in it.  A moment later, a surge of power lashed from the tower, and a whip of darkness cracked into his Mage Shield, shivering it and reducing it to a third of its strength.  At almost the same instant, the barrier protecting the tower shattered, and his elemental blasts sped through the window, exploding in blasts of lava and shards of ice. 
He cut the Barrage off almost immediately; his SP were down below 50% already, and they hadn’t even reached the actual tower.  He glanced at his remaining Gravity Well; maintaining it was draining his mana slightly, but it was also keeping eight of the massive ogrins at bay.  The heavily muscled creatures were thrashing and fighting to get free of his Spell, but nothing else was; their large bodies and flailing limbs had apparently killed the remaining dabruks for him.  He turned back to the battle and saw that his party had finished off the freed dabruks; only the ogrins remained. 
He released the last Gravity Well just as another wave of mana erupted from the tower.  A ball of searing flame smashed into his Mage Shield and exploded, bathing them all in a wave of heat.  His Shield flexed, buckled, and shattered; the party was exposed to whatever might come next from the Waystation.  Even as he felt the power building once more inside the structure, Aranos cast his Massless Flight Spell and launched himself into the air.  He couldn’t build another massive Mage Shield with the SP he had remaining, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t block the tower’s attacks.  It just meant he needed to get closer to do so.
He sped over his party’s heads, flying swiftly but erratically.  He was glad that he did; a veritable storm of arrows arced from the tower’s lower windows toward him as he approached.  Most of them missed, but a few struck his armor and shattered harmlessly.  He wasn’t worried about the arrows; he was concerned about another massive magical strike hitting him before he was ready.  Every arrow weakened his armor slightly, and he might need every LP of protection if the caster in the tower hit him hard again.
He raced up to the window without incident, though, and hovered before it, calling up strands of almost all of his mana aspects.  As he wove them together into a Mage Shield, he glanced inside.  What he saw made him hesitate briefly and almost caused him to drop his Spell entirely.  Within the tower, a group of twenty pink-skinned kerruks stood in a circle, all moving in nearly perfect unison as they muttered and growled in their bestial language.  Power was gathering in their midst, being directed to a short humanoid in their center.  The strange creature was only about four feet tall, with green-tinted skin and an overlarge, hairless skull.  A single horn jutted from the center of that skull, and the energy the kerruks were summoning seemed to be drawn into the horn to be absorbed by the creature. 
Aranos shook off his sudden surprise and completed his Spell, summoning his gleaming Mage Shield and positioning it in front of the window.  As the barrier snapped into place, the short creature spotted him and gave him a vicious, evil grin.  Its horn pulsed once, and a whip of lightning snapped out of it, slamming into Aranos’ shield with terrifying force.  The Mage Shield buckled but held, but Aranos wasn’t sure how long it would stand.  The creature seemed to be drawing power from all twenty kerruks to fuel its Spells; no wonder it was hitting with such devastating force.
He raised his hand and fired a single Shattering Bullet at the creature.  The bullet launched forward with a crack as it tore through the sound barrier, aimed directly for the beast’s leering face.  At the last second, the Bullet arced upward and struck the creature’s horn; there was an explosion of rainbow-hued spirit mana, and a wave of kinetic force rolled out, knocking the monster backward, but the rest of the bullet’s energy was sucked into the horn.  An instant later, a near-perfect image of his bullet burst from the horn and slammed into Aranos’ Mage shield, exploding with a wave of elemental mana.  Aranos frowned in consternation; the monster had absorbed his Spell somehow and returned it to him as an attack.  This is going to complicate things.
The creature grimaced as it rose to its feet, and a jet of fire shot out and bathed Aranos’ shield in searing flames.  The Shield flexed alarmingly but held, and Aranos answered with an Energy Barrage of acid.  The globes of corrosive liquid splashed about the room, bathing the kerruks and searing their flesh.  A moment later, though, the liquid flowed away from the creatures, drawn into the central beast’s horn, leaving the spellcasters slightly wounded but mostly unharmed.  Aranos braced for the return blast of acid, but it never came; instead, a torrent of ice crystals shot from the horn and ripped into his shield.  The barrier flexed, seemed to hold—and shattered.  A storm of ice slammed into Aranos, flinging him backward and dropping his armor by 20% instantly.  He swooped out of the path of the crystals and clear of the window, his mind racing.
I’m handling this wrong, he berated himself silently.  I’m trying to beat this thing with brute force, when I need to outthink it.  He dodged as a bolt of lightning arced toward him, narrowly missing him.  The creature was powerful, there was no doubt.  It seemed to be able to absorb magical energies and redirect them into Spells, and it was using the kerruks as living batteries for its Ability.  Technically, Aranos could do the same thing, but he had no idea how much power the creature had stored or how strongly it held it.  He didn’t want to try to suck the SP from it while it was blasting him with elemental attacks…
He frowned.  So far, the creature had only used Primary and Composite mana.  When he’d fired his Shattering Bullet at it, only the Composite parts had been returned to him; the kinetic energy of the bullet had knocked the creature down, not been absorbed into it.  Did that mean that it couldn’t absorb Enhanced mana?  If so, Aranos thought he could beat the thing.
He shifted 100 points of his Charisma into Wisdom and another 100 into Intelligence, boosting his SP regen to almost 500 and his Spell Power to 40.  He took a deep breath and gathered his mana; he was only going to get a single shot at this, he was sure, because the creature seemed to be able to unleash its Spells even faster than he could cast his own.  The moment he appeared, it would hit him, hard.  He had to be ready to unleash his magic instantly.  He summoned webs of spatial and radiation mana, pushing them into his hands and holding them there as he channeled more and more energy into the Spell. 
A globe of glowing magma shot from the tower, directly at him.  Aranos dodged, but the sphere of molten rock exploded right beside him, tumbling him through the air and dropping his armor to half strength.  He righted himself, holding tightly to his Overchanneled Spell, and shot toward the open window.  As he suspected, the moment he appeared before the opening, a line of fire shot from the creature’s horn, bathing his armor in flames and dropping its strength to 30%.  At the same instant, Aranos unleashed his Spell.  Hundreds of tiny, invisible globes of intense gravity swirled into being in the room, grabbing the kerruks and creature inside and holding them perfectly still and motionless.  The kerruks were powerful but physically weak; they had no chance at all to resist the pull of his Spatial Web. 
Immediately, the power in the room began to ebb and fade as the frozen kerruks lost their ability to cast Spells.  The creature in the center shrieked in whatever tongue the monstrous race spoke and lashed out at Aranos with a whip of darkness.  The whip knocked him backward a few feet, but it only dropped his armor’s integrity by 10% instead of shattering it.  He waited, preparing to dodge another attack, but it seemed that the creature was out of energy. 
Aranos activated his Inspection Skill, but as he did, he relaxed his thoughts and tried to take in the kerruks and the creature at once.  He could practically see the metadata pouring off the monsters, and he knew that somewhere in there, there was a tag denoting that they were Paralyzed.    He didn’t have long; radiation energy started to flood his Web, blistering the flesh of the trapped creatures.  Even worse, the energy was attacking their physical Stats directly, possibly sapping their Endurance and dropping their LP even faster.  It wasn’t easy to hold so many creatures focused in his mind, but after a few seconds, he found several strands of data that were identical between the two groups. 
He frowned.  He wasn’t sure which streams of data were which.  One of them was attached to a strand of metadata that he recognized: the creature’s type.  He glanced at himself and saw the same data strand emanating from him; did that mean that a creature was humanoid?  That would make sense.  That meant that the others were their debuffs; the one that remained the same, unchanging the entire time, had to mean they were Paralyzed; the others would be the damage they were taking to their Stats.
The kerruks only survived for a few seconds in the radiation bath he’d given them.  They didn’t fall as they were slain by his Web, but he could tell they died from their injury metadata.  The central creature lasted almost a full minute, but before it expired, a label popped up over its head, one that made Aranos grin.
Ohtruk
Gravely Wounded Humanoid
Paralyzed
Str Damage
Dex Damage
Agil Damage
End Damage
When the creature died at last, Aranos dropped the Web and turned back to the battle.  His party had dealt with the Ogrins without difficulty; the monsters had been wounded already, and while the creatures were large and strong, they really weren’t all that high of a level.  Aranos guessed that both Silma and Mutroda were probably stronger than the ogrins at this point, and Geltheriel was so nimble they likely couldn’t hit her unless they got really lucky.
Arrows began to arch toward him again, but this time, the volley was sporadic and haphazard, not the organized flights he’d faced earlier.  He easily dodged these and raced back to the party.  Mutroda stood at the front, swatting away the occasional arrow that flew toward them, while the others waited patiently for him to land.
“We still have to clear the rest of the tower, obviously,” he said without preamble.
“That should be a lot easier without those magical attacks,” Mutroda said calmly, batting another arrow aside with her shield almost contemptuously.  “These arrows might be a bit annoying, though.”
“I can deal with that when we get closer,” he assured her, then glanced at the others.  “Everyone ready?”
“Indeed, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said archly, shaking her head.  “Yet, I might suggest that while your plan seems to have worked, we are all much the worse for wear.  Perhaps we might try a different strategy on the next tower?”
“I’ll second that,” Mutroda laughed.  “Let’s take this thing, and we can talk it over later.”
Clearing the rest of the tower was somewhat anti-climactic after the huge battle they’d just fought.  The stairs were held by a wall of dabruks wielding shields, with uruk archers supporting them, but when Mutroda’s Unstoppable Charge slammed into them, it shattered their ranks.  Geltheriel and Silma were able to exploit the holes in their lines to great effect, and after half of them fell, the rest began a hasty, disorganized retreat up the stairs.  They tried to make a stand in the first central area, but that just opened them up to Aranos’ wide-area Spells.  The urukkai barricaded themselves in the outer rooms, but between Geltheriel’s shadow walking Ability, Silma’s teleporting collar, and Aranos’ Deadly Vapors Spell, the dabruks had simply placed themselves in convenient kill boxes. 
Once the tower was fully empty, the party stopped and rested for a moment at the top of the tower.  His Spatial Web had worn off by that point, and the room was filled with the blistered, rotting bodies of the ohtruk and kerruks.  Aranos walked over to the smaller creature and stared down at it.
“An ohtruk, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel murmured from beside him.  “If nothing else, the presence of this creature tells us that war is approaching.”
“Why?” he asked.
“Ohtruks are rare among the urukkai,” the elf replied.  “They are the rare offspring of an anqaruk, one of the masters of the race, and a kerruk female.  Most of the females die during this pregnancy, but very infrequently, an ohtruk is born.
“Ohtruks are highly intelligent, and they inherit powers from their dread father, including the Ability to control the minds of the lesser urukkai around them.  This creature is why the urukkai were so organized and moved in unison, Oathbinder, for it manipulated them like puppets.  They are powerful and highly prized amongst their kind, and for one to be here speaks to the urukkai moving in force.”
“Its horn absorbed primary mana,” Aranos crouched down beside the beast.  “I’m wondering if it can be Harvested?  It might be useful for mana-draining Enchantments, or to tip a spear designed to get through magical barriers.”
“It may be possible,” the woman shrugged.  “I have not heard of anyone Harvesting the creature in such a way, but we can make the attempt.”
As it turned out, they couldn’t Harvest the ohtruk’s horn.  Geltheriel worked carefully, but the moment she removed the horn from the creature, it grew brittle and cracked.  The elf sighed.  “It is beyond my Harvesting Skill, Oathbinder,” she told him.  “Which means it is certainly beyond yours, as well.”
“Well, we tried,” he said regretfully.
“Fear not, Liberator,” Rhys smiled.  “While I do not have the lore of the urukkai that the Shadedancer does, one might imagine that the presence of one such creature implies the presence of others.  Perhaps you simply need more practice to recover its horn.”
“If that’s the case, we’ll just have to keep killing these things until you get good at it,” Mutroda offered.
“That is a prospect I greatly look forward to,” Geltheriel laughed.  “However, as Harvesting is a Skill at which my Oathbinder has just moved beyond incompetency, that will require a great deal of slaughter, indeed.”
“Sounds good to me,” the dwarf shrugged.
Once they were rested and Aranos’ SP refilled, the party stepped outside.  Aranos gazed up at the fallen Waystation.  Once, it had probably been a haven along the High Road, a place that travelers along the road looked forward to in anticipation.  It could be so once again; he needed it to be that way. 
Golden radiance flooded his body, power that he now recognized as the Domain of Redemption.  This time, he found it easy to control the flows of energy; they fought him, trying to overrun his channels and surge through him madly, but he gripped the power firmly with his will and forced it to follow his channels.  The energy rolled out from him in a wave, sweeping over the fallen Waystation.  Golden fire surged around it, burning away the Corruption that had soaked into it.  Energy washed through the tumbled rock and stone, filling in gaps where bricks had been lost or destroyed and lifting scattered pieces back into position.  When the fires died at last, Aranos’ SP and LP both stood firmly at 10% -- if this had been a battle, he’d be basically helpless and only a hit or two away from death—but the Waystation towered above them, hale and whole, gleaming in the moonlight. 
When the Spell faded, he pulled up his waiting notifications.
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“Well done, Sorcerer,” Mutroda nodded, stepping up beside him.  “Looks like you repaired it adequately.”
“Adequately?” Rhys asked mildly, gazing at the tower.  “It seems to be in excellent repair to me.”
“That’s because you’re not a dwarf,” she shrugged.  “This thing was dwarven-made, same as the road beneath us.  That’s why it’s held up so well against the Corruption.  The repairs are good, but you can see that they’re not quite right.” 
She pointed to a spot on the tower.  “See here, how the joint isn’t quite flush?  And here, how the line’s just a little bit offset?  Those are weaknesses, and over time, they’ll turn into cracks in the mortar or gaps in the stone.”  She looked at Aranos.  “I don’t mean that to be an insult, of course.  You’re not a dwarven stonemason, so no one could expect you to replicate their work precisely.  What’s your Masonry Skill at?”
He laughed.  “That’s one I don’t have, I’m afraid.”
She frowned.  “Well, then, you did excellent work, but you might consider getting the Skill.  I’m not sure if your magic would be affected by it, but I’ll bet it would.  I’ve got mine at the Adept rank, and it definitely helps when I’m calling on the Stone to create earthen structures.”
“I never thought of that,” he admitted.  I’m also not sure when I’d have the time to level that Skill, but if it improved the quality of things I created with Needed Reclamation…it might be worth the effort.
“Should we take some time to rest here, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked, looking up at the towering building.
He looked ahead at the darkness and shook his head.  “We’ve got a few more hours before dawn.  I think we should keep going until we’re too close to Cendarta; maybe we can kill some more urukkai or figure out what they’re doing.  We’ll come back here after and rest for a bit before heading back to Eredain.  What do you think?”
“I am content with that plan, Liberator,” Rhys smiled.  “I am still trying to replace the levels I lost Awakening Miwango and Eredain, and the experience from these creatures is excellent.”
“You lost levels doing that?” Mutroda whistled.  “That hurts.  At your level, it’ll take months or years to get those back!”
“A year ago, I would have agreed with you, Juggernaut,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “When you travel with my Oathbinder, however, the gods smile upon you.  You will be shocked at how quickly you level up—and you will be both blessing and cursing him for it, even as I do.”
“Cursing?” Mutroda asked.  “Why would gaining levels fast make you mad?”
“Because I am close to gaining an Evolved Class, some decades before I thought such would be possible,” the elf sighed.  “I do not know that I am ready for such, nor for the power that accompanies it.  As well, there is always the fear that had I spent more time gaining levels, I might also have opened more options for my Evolved Class.”
Rhys snorted.  “One might point out that it is far more likely that, in those years, you would not have done anything noteworthy enough to be granted an Evolved Class beyond Keeper Guardian,” he replied.  “While that is not an unworthy calling, you have stood in combat with a Nightmare Beast, Shadedancer.  You have battled the minions of the Blood Realm and prevailed.  You have slain a rakshasa in single combat and aided in the liberation of two cities.  Do you truly wish for greater achievements that this?”
Geltheriel grinned at him.  “Indeed I do, for I have yet to battle a god as my Oathbinder has.  Until I have sheathed my blade in a dark god’s heart, I must always wonder what might have been.”
“Lofty goals, elf,” Mutroda said approvingly.  “Always aim high.  That way, even if you fall short, you’ve still accomplished something.”
“If she were to fall short of stabbing a god’s heart,” Rhys observed dryly, “her blow might pain them even more greatly—depending on just how far below the heart she was.”
“And on that note, let’s go kill some more Shadowborn,” Aranos laughed.  “Once the Druid starts talking about people being stabbed down below, it’s a sign he’s getting restless.”
“I’m not sure what’s odder,” Mutroda said as she began to walk away from the tower, “that he said that, or that you know that about him.”
They set off into the darkness, Silma scouting ahead once more.  The alert fenrin sniffed out potential ambushes, and although they had several encounters with the denizens of the High Road, none were particularly dangerous.  His Companion rooted out another of the tentacle-laden antolepsils, as his Inspection told him they were called, and they were assaulted by more of the giant spiders as well as a small horde of black, twisted humanoids with long claws and no faces whatsoever—but they didn’t see a single urukkai.
As dawn filled the sky, the powerful denizens of the High Road crept into the shadows, leaving the Road and scuttling back into whatever den or hole they used to hide from the sun, and the party moved almost unobstructed for a full hour.  When a quarter of the sun had cleared the horizon, Aranos stopped the party.
“Something’s wrong, here,” he told the others, shaking his head.
“I’ve heard that the Shadowborn run from sunlight,” Mutroda observed.  “It seems like that’s what they’re doing.”
“My Oathbinder speaks of a lack of the urukkai, Juggernaut,” Geltheriel corrected, her voice grave.
“Exactly,” Aranos agreed.  “After the Waystation, I expected we’d be wading through them to make progress.  The other Travelers said they had an entire army marching this way—so where is it?”
“Perhaps they did not camp upon the High Road, Liberator,” Rhys suggested.  “It might be safer for them to leave the road at sundown and return in the morning.”
“I thought about that, but Silma would see their campfires, even from miles away,” Aranos frowned.  “We’re less than a half-day from Cendarta at this point.  We should have run into their main body long before now.”
“What would you have us do, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked.
“Let’s keep going until the sun’s all the way up,” he decided.  “If we haven’t seen anything by then, I’ll fly up above the High Road and see if I can get a better look.”
They continued on, but while they saw flights of balayangs swarming overhead and were twice attacked by mindless, ever-hungry gorruks—apparently urukkai that were cursed with a hunger that drove them mad—they saw no signs of a greater urukkai army.  At last, he called a halt.
“Okay, I’m going to fly up and take a look,” he told them.  “Just don’t go anywhere for a minute or so; I might not be able to keep up.”
“Yes, father,” Geltheriel laughed.  “Should we also avoid playing with our weapons, so we do not cut ourselves?”
He grimaced.  “Okay, yeah, you didn’t need me to tell you that.  Sorry.  I’m just a bit nervous right now.”
“Perhaps, then, you would satisfy all our curiosities, so we may return to Eredain, Liberator,” Rhys suggested. 
Aranos cast his Massless Flight Spell and soared into the sky.  He felt a brief resistance as he passed through the upper boundary of the road’s effects, then he soared into the cool, morning air.  He rose, higher and higher, watching as the land spread out around him.  He looked about with a sense of mingled awe and sadness; he’d never flown this high, before, and from his elevation, he could see the blasted destruction of the Blightlands spread out in all directions.
From the ground, the Blightlands seemed almost like a desert, but from above, they looked more like a gray shrubland with scattered stands of stunted, twisted forest.  Dark-leafed grass covered much of the ground, with a heavy covering of low bushes and shrubs.  Constant movement caught his eye; the Blightlands had their own Corrupted ecosystem, and that included darker, more vicious versions of small insects, mammals, and birds.  He saw swift-flowing streams, lakes filled with black water, and far to the northwest, a wall of trees marked the edge of the forest surrounding Eredain.  
His eyes were drawn to the northeast, though, where the mighty citadel of Cendarta rose from the prairie.  The High Road split there, one branch heading northwest and the other continuing east toward Antas.  The fortress overlooked both branches, controlling all travel in either direction.  When war comes, that place will be the key to winning it, Aranos thought grimly.  It splits the lands of Light and cuts off all travel along the High Roads.  If we can liberate it, we can garrison the Waystations and control the High Roads.  If we can’t, we’ll be scattered and isolated, easy to pick off one at a time. 
While he could see the distant citadel, he couldn’t see it clearly, and the lands around it weren’t clear enough in his vision to make out details.  He slowly shifted his Charisma into Perception, increasing it first past 100, then to 200.  As his Perception rose, everything became clearer and more focused around him.  Colors were more vivid; he could hear the sounds of tiny insects far below; he could smell the scent of the urukkai drifting on the breeze.  When his Perception hit 300, that odor crystallized in his nostrils, and the enormity of it overwhelmed him.  His mind reeled as it tried to parse the scents of thousands of individual creatures, and he nearly fell from the sky as his brain struggled to process all the new information.
He grimly clung to his Spell, though, and relaxed his mind, allowing it to handle the incoming data without trying to focus on it.  It took several seconds for his brain to adapt to the inflow of stimulation, but finally, his thoughts settled, and he was able to focus on what his nose was telling him once more.  His Tracking Skill kicked in, revealing the location of the urukkai he was smelling, and as it did, his eyes grew wide.  He dropped his enhanced Perception at once and plunged toward the party below, punching through the barrier surrounding the High Road and landing heavily on the stones.
“Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked, her voice worried.  “What have you seen?”
“Not seen, smelled,” he corrected.  “We need to get back to Eredain as fast as possible.”
“You have located the urukkai army?” Rhys asked.
“Both of them,” he said shortly.  “There are two in the field right now, and one of them’s headed for Antas.”




Chapter 6

“Okay, everyone settle down!” Marie shouted over the clamor of the gathered adventurers.  The Guild was packed, and Phil could barely see the black-haired woman over the press.  “I said settle down!”
Phil sighed and activated his Aura of Intimidation Ability.  Instantly, a wave of golden energy washed over the crowd, and most of the gathered players fell silent as a sudden fear filled them.  Phil dropped the Aura at once; he received a few angry looks from the nearby players, but no one said a word.  Everyone in the Guild knew that Phil and his party had helped Aranos free the city of Antas, that they had their Advanced Classes, and that they were more than halfway to their Evolved Classes.  Since most of the others were just now getting their Advanced Classes, none of them really wanted to take issue with the Paladin.
“Thank you, Irric,” Marie sighed, using Phil’s in-game name, to his minor annoyance.  He was the opposite of a role-player; he liked to be himself in the game, and that included using his own name.  The NPCs, though, never called him by anything but Irric Brightblade.
The woman climbed up on a chair so she could see and be seen across the crowded tavern of the Adventurers’ Guild.  “Okay, Travelers, here’s the situation.  Our best information is that Northmoor has fallen, and that its army and most of its citizens have fallen with it.  Stoneleague is in active negotiations with Avendale to the south, and at some point, we will be marching on the city to retake it!
“Unfortunately, for those of you from Northmoor who had Quests hanging there—they’re probably lost, I’m sorry.  If you haven’t gotten a failure notice, then the person who gave you the Quest is still alive but probably gone to the Darkness.  Fortunately, King Hugin has issued a ton of Quests regarding this, so there are plenty of Quests for everyone!”
A happy murmur rose from the crowd, one that Phil and his party didn’t join.  They were the ones who’d traveled to Northmoor and seen the architect of the city’s demise; they had felt Lily’s power when she obliterated a Waystation just to kill them.  These players were thinking that they were facing a system-driven scenario, one created by the AIs.  They weren’t, and that made all the difference. 
Marie was still talking, explaining to the players that the newest Quests would be available by the end of the day, and how they could get them.  When she was done, she stepped down from her stool and walked over to Phil.  “Brightblade,” she said curtly.  “Guildmaster wants to speak with you, if you don’t mind.”
“With me, or with our party leader?” he asked, gesturing at Martina, standing off to his side.  “She’s the one who speaks for our party.”
“All of you that faced that woman and came back,” she said curtly.  She sighed.  “Sorry, I don’t mean to be short.  This is just—we haven’t lost a city since the Feast, Irric.  This one fell so quickly that it’s got everyone panicking.  Please, will you all come meet with Guildmaster Ryder?”
“Of course, we will,” Martina spoke up, stepping forward.  Her long, black hair was pulled back from her face, and she wasn’t bothering to hide her exotic features anymore.  As a daywalker, a half-undead hybrid, she didn’t really look like a human, but the illusion that Aranos had used to hide her appearance was long faded, and when she’d respawned after their party wipe, she’d found that no one seemed to care about her appearance.  At least, if they did, they’d been wise enough not to say anything to the mercurial woman. 
“Good.  Follow me, please.”  Marie turned and led them into the back area, past the queues where they usually lined up to get Quests, and into the back room that served as Ryder’s office.  The Guildmaster sat at his desk, looking harried, although when they walked in Phil noticed a flash of relief cross the man’s face.  Guildmaster Ryder was an older man, with gray hair and a lined face.  His eyes, though, were piercingly bright, and his movements were swift and deft despite his age.
“Sniprgurl,” Ryder inclined his head to Martina as they entered, using her character’s name.  “Thanks for coming.”  Martina’s character name had been a source of amusement for the party at one point; now, no one smiled.  This part of the game hasn’t been very fun, Phil thought with a silent sigh.  No one likes to play PvP when the other side’s got the advantage.
“We’re happy to help in any way we can, Guildmaster,” the woman replied, taking the chair in front of the desk, leaving the others standing.  Once, Phil would have begrudged the woman that—she could have stood with her party, after all—but now, he was glad it was her and not him in that seat.  “What can we do for you?”
“You can tell me what the hell happened,” the Guildmaster sighed, then rubbed his forehead.  “No, I didn’t mean it like that.  Just tell me what happened on your Quest, and what you found out.”
“We started by taking the trade road east to Northmoor,” the woman reported calmly.  “It was packed with monsters, though, too many for us to fight through.  Eventually, we realized that if all the monsters were on the trade road, the High Road might be clear.  It turned out we were right, and we made good time on the High Road to Northmoor.
“We got within a few hours of the city and holed up for the night in a Waystation.”  She grimaced and shook her head.  “I think that was a mistake, when I look back.  Taking the Waystation just announced our presence.  In any case, we were attacked by another player, who took out the tower with us in it and killed us all in the process.”
Ryder nodded his head slowly, his hand on his bare chin.  “So, this Lily is that powerful, that she took out your whole party at once?”
“We got a message that she’s at least ten levels higher than we are, which means she either has her Evolved Class or is really close,” Martina replied.  “Even so, she killed us by taking out the tower we were in.  If we’d been on open ground, us against her, I think things might have gone differently.”
Ryder grunted.  “Possible.  How did she destroy the building?”
“A Spell.  None of us recognized it, but it called up these giant balls of black fire.  They punched through our defenses and just devoured the stone of the tower like it was paper.”
“Darkflame Inferno,” the old man sighed.  “It’s a Spell that I’ve heard about but thought was just a legend.  It’s a Corrupt Spell, and it’s designed to obliterate fortifications.  I’ll reach out to the College; they might know of a way to counter it.” 
He shook his head.  “What about her forces?  Was she alone, or did she have her Summoned creatures with her?”
“She did, but…” Martina took a breath.  “That wasn’t all.  She also had urukkai and humans in her forces.  In fact, she had a lot more of them than she did of her summons.”
The Guildmaster went silent, then grunted.  “Another mystery for the College.  Humanoids can’t usually be summoned unless they’re from another world.  It sounds more like she enslaved them, but I don’t know of a Spell that allows that.” 
He looked off into the distance for a few moments, then refocused on the daywalker.  “How’d you get the race change?” he asked idly.
“Lily was trying to sacrifice me,” Martina said shortly.  “It went wrong, and I woke up like this.”
“You need to work on that story,” he chuckled.  “I’m sure there’s a lot more to it than that, and you probably left out the best parts.”  She opened her mouth to speak, but he waved his hand.  “Some other time, though.  The King is going to want to speak to you, and so will the College, I’m sure.  Maybe I can arrange for it to all happen at once; that would be easier for everyone, and then you only have to tell the story a single time.  That won’t be for a couple days at least, though.”
“Are we in trouble?” Martina asked evenly.
“Trouble?  No more than the rest of us,” the man laughed.  “What, you thought that because you got sent back here, you failed your Quest?”  He shook his head.  “You brought back information, more than we’ve gotten from anyone except the Travelers this Lily sacrificed.”  He glanced at Martina.  “Successfully, I might add, so she learned from her mistake with you.”
“You’ll forgive me if I’m not terribly excited that I was the experiment,” the Ranger said in a deadpan voice.
“I wouldn’t be, either.  In any case, we’ll call your Quest a partial success, because the difficulty ranking on it was off.  You were facing an army and an enemy more than ten levels above you.  That should have been an S rank, easily, even for someone with an Evolved Class.  It wasn’t fair to you, so you don’t have to suffer the failure penalty.”
As the man spoke, Phil saw a notification pop up in his vision and surreptitiously called it up.
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Quest Partially Completed: On the Road to Northmoor
Something or someone has been causing patrols on the eastern Trade Road to vanish.  You discovered that the someone is a powerful Traveler.
Objective: Clear the Trade Road to Northmoor.
Difficulty: S (Initially A ranked)
Reward: 3,750 XP, 1 gold link, increased reputation with Stoneleague and the Adventurer’s Guild.
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That wasn’t bad, even if it was a lot less than they’d been hoping for.  Of course, for the danger they’d found, the reward was actually way too low, but then, they hadn’t really done much.  Phil couldn’t complain.  At least they hadn’t suffered an XP loss, since they’d died in PvP to a player far stronger than they were. 
“For now,” Ryder went on, “with Aranos and his party gone, you people are the highest leveled Travelers I’ve got.  That means I’ll be tapping you for missions to get you leveled up even more.  We’re going to need someone who can face that Lily, and you’re the best chance we’ve got for that.  Sound good?”
Martina glanced at the others and got discreet nods.  “We’re in,” she said.  “We’d like some payback, as well.”
“Good.  Vengeance is as good a motivator as any.”  He waved to them.  “Now go.  I’ll have some Quest options for you in an hour; just check with Marie.”
“Thank you, Guildmaster,” Martina said, rising.  She jerked her head, and they filed out of the room in silence. 
As they walked down the hall leading to the old man’s office, Meridian sighed.  “Well, that went a damn sight better than I thought it would,” she said, her Southern upbringing evident in her accent.  “I don’t know about y’all, but I thought he was gonna tear us a new one.”
“A damn sight better?” Longfellow echoed, trying and failing to combine his English accent with her twang.  “I thought it went bloody brilliant!  We got XP, didn’t lose any rep, and now we’re getting special Quests.”
“According to my notifications,” Martina said, “our Reputation with the Adventurer’s Guild went from Apathetic to Favored.  That’s probably why we’re getting those Quests.”
“Well, whatever the reason, we came out ahead from that disaster,” Longfellow declared.  “I’m calling that one a win.”
“So am I,” Phil chuckled, leading the others to a table and sitting down.  He actually felt relieved; he truly had been worried that they’d suffer a significant loss of reputation with the Guild.  “We didn’t do as well as we might have, but we didn’t end up behind.  I’ve got no complaints.”
“Any day when you get XP is a good one,” Hector declared, joining Phil at the table.  “And I’ll drink to that!”
“I’ll drink to it when we get enough XP to finally beat that b…” Martina frowned, blinking her eyes.  “Huh.”
“What’s wrong, honey?” Meridian asked, peering at the woman inquisitively.
“Just…I thought I saw something,” she said, shaking her head.  “Just for a moment, I thought I saw someone…holy shit!”  Martina suddenly snatched her bow from her inventory, drew an arrow, and fired, all in one, smooth motion.  Phil had to admit, her Archery Skill had increased a lot; she looked natural with the weapon. 
That thought fled his mind, though, as someone screamed.  Phil blinked as a figure flickered into view, pulled from Stealth by the arrow jutting from his chest.  The ragged-looking figure staggered and reached into his tattered clothes, pulling out what looked like a pulsing, glowing gem. 
“Everyone down!” Hector shouted, charging from the table with his shield extended.  Phil whipped out his own shield and blade, charging after the man.
He made it all of two steps before an explosion tore through the tavern.  Fire surged out from where the ragged man had been standing, consuming everyone nearby.  Phil ducked behind his shield and called up his Aura of Protection; the flames slammed into him, knocking him back a step, but they couldn’t get past his Aura to the party behind him. 
The tavern was a shambles; players lay dead or badly wounded all over.  A moment later, another arrow flew past Phil, hurling another Rogue from Stealth with the shaft jutting from their throat.  A pair of twangs signaled Longfellow’s hand crossbows firing, and two more of the Stealthed figures appeared. 
As if that had been a signal, twenty of the Rogues shimmered into view and fell on every adventurer they could find.  Phil and Hector charged forward, Phil’s blade and Hector’s axe cutting into the unarmored figures.  The thieves fled from the armored pair and focused on the wounded, stabbing down with daggers once before moving to the next.  Those who were stabbed screamed, stiffened, and fell still; the blades were obviously poisoned somehow, and it looked to be a nasty one.
The entire Guild was on the verge of a rout.  Phil could sense it; the players were off-balance, taken by surprise, and totally demoralized by the explosion and the sudden attack.  He ceased his attack, took a deep breath, and activated his Righteous Command Ability.  “Stand and Fight!” he roared.  “No one quits, and no one runs!  Fight!” 
His Ability raced through the players in a visible wave.  Those on the verge of breaking straightened and pushed forward; those already fighting engaged the thieves even more viciously.  The tide shifted, and in a moment, the players had regained the advantage. 
Another roar drew his attention, and he saw Marie rush from the back, twin blades gleaming in her hands.  She moved with inhuman speed as she dove into the fray, her weapons weaving a deadly net that shredded any thief she encountered.  Phil and Hector joined her, their blades and shields tearing through the unarmored creatures in a deadly wave. 
“Marie, no!” Martina shouted as the older woman leaped at a cowering thief.  The man whipped a glittering gem from a hidden pouch and slammed it down onto the floor. 
Phil set his feet and raised his shield, but before the gem burst, Hector shouted, “Shield Wall!”  Instantly, a wall of glittering, phantasmal shields snapped into place between the party and the fallen thief.  The gem erupted into another explosion, hurling Marie limply backward, but the fires raged harmlessly against Hector’s barrier before winking out a moment later.
Silence reigned in the tavern, broken only by gasps and sobs from the wounded and near-dead.  Phil slammed his sword into its scabbard and rushed over to Marie, who lay in the remains of a crushed table.  The woman’s arms were bent at strange angles, and blood was leaking from her mouth.  “Meridian!” he shouted, but the blonde Cleric was already rushing to his side. 
“No,” Marie croaked, shaking her head, coughing up more blood.  “Guildmaster…poisoned…heal…”
“The Guildmaster’s poisoned?” Meridian gasped.  “How?”
“Don’t…know…,” Marie gasped.  “Please…heal…need him…”
Meridian looked at Phil, who bit his lip and nodded.  Meridian blinked rapidly, then spun and dashed off towards Ryder’s office.  Martina dropped to one knee beside Phil. 
“Is there anything you can do?” she asked, looking helplessly down at the broken form of Marie.
Phil shook his head.  “I don’t have healing Abilities,” he said helplessly.
“That doesn’t make sense,” she shook her head.  “Pally’s always have that lay-on-hands Ability, right?  Why wouldn’t they have it here?”
“I don’t know,” he sighed in frustration.  “Maybe they did, I can’t say.  I just know that there wasn’t anything like that in the texts I read.  If they could do it, no one taught me how.”
“And that stopped you, when?” Longfellow laughed, walking up beside the pair.  Phil glanced at the Archer, who shrugged easily.  “No one taught you how to become a Paladin, did they?  You just kind of—did it.  Maybe you can do this, too.  Or maybe not, but at least you’ll have tried, right?”
Phil grimaced, but he thought back to when he’d awakened his Paladin Abilities.  He’d had to pass three tests that showed his courage, his faith, and his purity of heart.  Maybe, just maybe…  He closed his eyes, thinking of Jeff as he did.  This was what Jeff did all the time, he reasoned.  When he didn’t have the Abilities he needed, he forced the game to create them for him.  Phil had always thought that Jeff was special, but maybe it wasn’t that Jeff was special.  Maybe it was just that his friend tried, made the effort to do these things, and the game rewarded him for it.  That meant that if Jeff could do it, so could anyone—even Phil.  He just had to believe.
He reached down and placed his hands on the injured woman.  She groaned in pain, and he felt the warmth of her blood rushing over his bare skin.  The sticky sensation of it made his gorge rise, and her piteous cries tore at his heart.  He wanted to pull away, to comfort her, but he kept his hands in place, ignoring his own wants.  He could do this; he needed to do this.  He would do this.  It was his duty to protect and to heal, and he would do his duty.  No matter what.
Power ignited within him, rising from his center and surging up his chest.  He ignored the sensation and focused only what he knew to be true.  He would heal this woman.  It was required of him, and there was no one else to do it.  Marie needed to live, and that meant that Phil had a duty to restore her.  The power curled up his chest and down his arms, racing down and flooding the direly injured woman with warmth.  He didn’t know how he was doing it, and he didn’t care.  All that mattered was that it would be done. 
Even as the power crested, though, he could feel that it wouldn’t be enough.  The woman’s life energy had been all but emptied; what he’d given her was a cup of water tossed into an empty bucket.  All he was doing was slowing her death.  He needed more.  It didn’t matter where it came from; he demanded it be done.
The energy within him redoubled, and Phil felt a huge wave of power churn from his depths and rush down into the woman.  Her back arched in pain as the energy roared through her, shifting her bones back into place and healing torn flesh and muscles.  He felt her agony churning up into him through the link he’d forged, experienced her pain as his own.  He took the pain into him and endured it, the way he always did.  No matter what, Phil endured.  He always found a way to get through whatever was tossed his way.  The pain was terrible, but he would get through it.  He would endure.
The agony began to fade, and he felt his energy waning.  The fire he’d just ignited in his core guttered and dimmed, sinking down into the depths of him—but it didn’t go out.  He could feel it there, glowing faintly, ready to be called again.  That fire was his, now, his to use in the pursuit of his duty.
Weakness flooded his body, and he fell back, startled as his legs crumpled beneath him.  Strong hands caught him and supported him, and he opened his eyes to find Hector beside him, bracing him and keeping him from collapsing.
“Whoa, there, big guy,” Hector chuckled.  “You okay?”
“Y-yeah,” Phil’s tongue stumbled as he spoke.  He blinked, focusing his thoughts.  “Yeah, I’m fine.  Just kind of wiped all of a sudden.”  He glanced down at Marie.  “Is she…?”
“She’s good, Phil,” Martina said softly, staring at him with wide eyes.  “You did it.  You healed her.”
“Thank goodness,” he sighed.
“Quite literally, I think,” Longfellow spoke up.  “I knew you had it in you, mate.  Still, I didn’t expect it to be so—dramatic.”
“Dramatic?” Phil repeated.
“Well, you were kind of on fire there for a minute.  It was a white fire, so I figured it wasn’t a bad thing, but it did set everyone back a bit.  Oh, and I think you burned poor Martina.”
He glanced at the Ranger, who shrugged.  “It wasn’t bad.  I thought something was wrong, so I tried to pull your hand away, and it burned me a bit.  I’ll be fine.”
“Didn’t burn me,” Hector grunted.  “I couldn’t move your hands, though, and I was trying hard.  You and Marie were both screaming pretty loudly.”  Hector lifted Phil and helped him into a chair, while Martina pulled the groggy Marie gently to her feet.  “Looks like whatever you did, you might have overdone, though, brother.  Sit tight, and I’ll go check on Traci and the Guildmaster.”
“Traci?” Longfellow asked archly.  “Is that our dear Meridian’s first name?”
“It is, but I’m pretty sure if you call her that, she’ll send your ass to respawn,” Hector chuckled.  “Up to you if you want to risk it.”
Phil tuned out the byplay.  He had notifications blinking in his vision, and he tiredly pulled them up.
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Class Ability Unlocked!
Through a special action, you have unlocked a sealed Class Ability.
Ability: Lay on Hands
Heal someone by direct touch
Effect: You heal LP damage equal to your [Wis x10] (currently 250). 
Cooldown: You can use this Ability once per hour.
XP +5,000, Cha +1
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Ability Evolution!
Lay on Hands has become Life Transfer!
Effect: You can heal LP damage equal to your [Wis x 100] (currently 2,500).  You can heal up to your [Wis x10] LP damage safely, without side effects.  If you heal more damage than this, you take 50% of the total amount healed as LP damage that ignores damage resistance.  This Ability can’t drain you below 1 LP; if you reach 1 LP, the healing will end, and the target will only heal double your LP loss.  You will still suffer the side effects listed below.
Backlash: After using this, you are Exhausted for ten minutes and Fatigued for an hour.
Cooldown: You can use this ability once per hour, so long as you are not suffering from Exhaustion or Fatigue.
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Hidden Quest Completed: Restore the Order 1
You have discovered one of the lost Abilities of the Paladin Order.
Objective: Discover lost Abilities, Skills, or lore about the Paladin Order.
Difficulty: A
Reward: 5,000 XP, Cha +1, new Ability
Quest Unlocked: Restore the Order 2
Discover more about the Paladin Order
Objective: Uncover a lost Ability, Skill, or Rare or rarer lore about the Paladin Order
Difficulty: A
Reward: 5,000 XP, Cha +1, ???
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Phil blinked in surprise; he’d gotten five thousand XP, a point of Charisma, and a new, awesome Ability just from trying that?  Jeff, no wonder you’ve done so well!  I need to try and replicate more Paladin Abilities and see what I can do.  I’ve also got to train my Wisdom; it seems like it’s going to be important for some of these Abilities.
“Irric Brightblade,” a soft voice pulled him from his reverie, and he closed his notifications to see Marie standing a bit unsteadily before him.  She was still slightly battered-looking, with bruises and fading burns here and there—Phil guessed that she must have more than 2,500 LP, so he hadn’t quite been able to heal her all the way—but she certainly looked better than she had.
“You saved me,” she smiled at him.  “I thought I was gone, but—you pulled me back.  I—thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” he smiled tiredly at her.  “Let’s just not make a habit of it, okay?”
She chuckled, and her eyes sparkled as she did.  “I’ll try not to.  Still, I owe you.”  She looked around.  “The Guild owes you all, in fact.  If Sniprgurl hadn’t spotted the thieves, this would have gone much worse; if you and Hector hadn’t attacked them and held them at bay; if you hadn’t rallied the Travelers…”  She blinked rapidly.  “This could have crippled the Guild.  Even so, If Guildmaster Ryder…”
“He’s okay,” Meridian’s tired voice spoke as she walked back into the room, leaning heavily on Hector as she did.  “I got there in time.  It was touch-and-go there for a bit—that was one nasty-ass poison, I don’t mind saying—but I got it cleared from his system.  He’s resting right now.”
“I’ll go check on him,” Marie nodded, then rose and looked between Phil and Martina.  “This was a direct attack on the Guild,” she said, her voice angry.  “It can’t go unpunished.  I need you to find who did this and make them pay.”
Before either could speak, a new notification flashed into view.
Quest Offered: Own Brand of Justice
Someone has struck directly at the Adventurers’ Guild.  You’ve been asked to strike back.
Objective: Discover who attacked the Guild and make them pay for it.
Difficulty: S
Reward: 20,000 XP, 10 platinum, increased reputation with the Adventurers’ Guild, favored status with the Adventurers’ Guild.
Failure Condition: Fail to find the attacker before they strike again.
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation with the Adventurers’ Guild, possible loss of Guild membership.
Do you accept?  (Yes/No)
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Phil looked over at Martina, whose face became creased with a grim smile.  “Oh, hell yes, we’ll take it,” she said firmly, looking at the others.  “The people that did this need to pay for it.”
“Yes, they do,” Longfellow spoke up.  “And not to put a damper on things, but…anyone have any idea how we’re going to do it?”
“We need to head to the Black Blade,” Phil said in a tired voice.  “I think it’s time McBane rejoined the party.  I’ve got a feeling we’re all on the same Quest, now.”




Chapter 7

Aranos stepped into the clearing surrounding the once-ruined, now only damaged tower of Danastor.  The gleaming, granite-colored tower was mostly whole, save for the lower level.  The walls there were cracked and missing stones, remnants of the incidental damage inflicted by the Nightmare Beast.  Fortunately, the creature hadn’t been interested in the tower and had left it mostly unscathed; otherwise, he was pretty certain it would be a tumbled ruin once more.  That probably would have cost House Evenshade its Great Work bonuses, and he would need to delve into his Redemption mana again to restore it. 
As it was, all the tower needed was a bit of manual labor, and he was pretty sure he could convince his House members to do that.  He pulled up his House menu and switched to the Quests tab.  He quickly entered the Quest into the tab, dropping it in with the other outstanding ones to find places that would produce resources and claim unique locations.  The Quest appeared in his list instantly; it was called Restore the Restoration and offered rewards for rebuilding the tower based on participation.  Good enough.
“A wise decision, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel nodded from beside him, obviously seeing the Quest notification.  “Having our House members repair the damage to Danastor will instill pride in it and grant them experience in their chosen Skills.”
“Plus, the only way I could do it now is to tap into my Redemption Domain,” he added with a grin.  “Since I don’t need it restored, my Needed Reclamation Spell won’t work, and I don’t want to release my Domain just for that.”
“Why not?” Avalyn asked curiously.  “I mean, if you’ve got the Domains, why not use them?”
“Have you already forgotten the fallen Elder, child?” Rhys asked the girl gently.  “He delved into his Domain too far and too deeply, and in the end, it ruled him.  I would not wish to see the Liberator ruled by the Domain of War.  Would you?”
Avalyn frowned, then shook her head.  “No,” she admitted.  “Still, one time couldn’t hurt, right?”
“I’ll bet the old elf felt the same way,” Mutroda chuckled.  “One time can’t hurt, right?  And then another time, and another, until that one time is a time too many.”  She shook her head.  “Up in the mountains, where the snow never melts, we occasionally have snowslides, where tons of snow tumble down the side of a mountain in an unstoppable rush.”
“I’ve heard of those,” Avalyn replied.  “We call them avalanches.”
“Whatever you call them, they can be cataclysmic if a hold is in their path,” the dwarf explained.  “The thing is, those tons of snow are sometimes caused by nothing more than a brief flurry of snow, or a breath of wind that’s just a little too strong.  Those tiny things create something all out of proportion to their perceived impact. 
“I’ll bet it’s the same thing with these Domains,” the dwarf shrugged.  “One time, the Sorcerer can use it safely; the next time, it starts to take him over.  It could be that fast.  Why risk it for something so small?”
It wasn’t quite that much of a risk for Aranos.  If his Domains were getting too powerful, he could always use his Charisma to boost his Wisdom high enough to overcome them.  Plus, both his Fortitude Skill and Indomitable Perk would work to protect him from the Domains’ influences.  However, the dwarf was right in that Aranos didn’t see the point in risking it just to do something that could be done easily in another fashion.  Now that the ground was Redeemed and whatever Corruption had kept this place from being rebuilt was gone, fixing it was well within the capabilities of an ordinary crafter.
“By the way, this place was dwarven-built, as well,” Mutroda added thoughtfully.  “At least, the design is dwarven.  Obviously, it wasn’t repaired by dwarves; the construction’s too slipshod for that.”
“I promise, I’ll get the Masonry Skill first chance I get,” Aranos laughed deprecatingly.
“Good.  If you had it, that Nightmare Beast might not have been able to hurt it in the first place.  This place was built strong, the way dwarven fortifications should be built.”
Aranos led the others to the portal and stepped through, taking a deep breath.  The moment his feet touched the earth, he felt the power of the city’s Heart flood through him.  He never realized how disconnected he felt from Antas when he was away from it until he returned.  At the same time, though, a different sensation crept into him, one that he recognized at once from being in the forests of Eredain.  The ground below his feet was filled with life energy, and that energy trickled into him, suffusing him with its sustaining power.  The square felt like being in the middle of a forest, and he was fairly sure he knew why.
Glowing trees surrounded him in a ring.  A dozen copper-colored trunks covered with what looked like runes stood about the portal arch, evenly spaced and shedding a warm radiance with their golden, pine-like needles.  These were oilairie, ancient trees once thought lost to the land.  They were anathema to creatures of Darkness, to whom both the trees’ radiance and the pollen they emitted were deadly.  Towering over all of those, though, was Saphielle’s tree, and Aranos had a feeling that the unique plant was just as fatal to the Darkness as the oilairie were, if not more.  That would make sense if that thing’s a blending of Saphielle and me. 
“It is good to be home, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel sighed, looking around.  “Even if it is a bit more crowded than it was before.”  Aranos glanced around and saw what she meant.  While the square wasn’t packed, by any means, it wasn’t empty as it usually was, either.  A pair of guards stood behind the portal, apparently guarding it, while two more stood before the entry to the Treehome.  A pair of robed Wizards were exiting the city’s capitol at that moment, and an elf with a leather apron was walking toward it. 
“Not exactly a thriving metropolis, but it’s a start,” Mutroda grinned.  “It’ll be better once we get my people here.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “Speaking of which…”
“It’s the next thing on my list,” he assured her.  “At least, once we’ve dealt with the urukkai and the Council meeting in Eredain is done.”  He sighed.  “I might end up having to erect a second High Portal and connecting it to the Skollheld, to be honest, once I find a suitable location for the destination portal.”
“I can help with that,” the dwarf nodded.  “I can think of a half-dozen places that are defensible and not far from the Framhil.”
“Good.”  He looked around at the city.  It was calm, serene, and peaceful, unaware of the forces heading for it.  Unfortunately, he was going to have to shatter that quiet.  “Okay, here’s what we need to do.”  He turned to Geltheriel.  “I need you to find where the Houses of Blades and Twilight have set up and let them know what’s happening. “
“Of course, Oathbinder,” the woman inclined her head and walked over to the nearest guard.
“Rhys,” he told the Druid, “please do the same for the Houses of the Sickle and Stars.  We’ll need a contingent from all of them to assist us.”
“As you wish, Liberator.  I am certain they will be eager to comply.  One would imagine they would be willing to defend this place since they have but so recently gained access to it.”  He turned and strode away.  Aranos didn’t know how he knew where to go, but he assumed the Druid had a way to find the House of the Sickle since he was a member of it.  In fact…
He pulled up his status and went to the House of Stars tab.  There it was: the location of the nearest enclave.  Once he’d found it, it appeared on his map.  Apparently, the House had moved into the lowest level of his Tower of Grand Sorcery.  He didn’t blame them, since the tower was a high-mana environment, gave bonuses to Spell advancement and Lore, and was the location of the only portal to the House of Stars in the city.  Still, they could have asked.  He grimaced; they probably had asked, and Gwinivere had probably said yes, because why wouldn’t she?  If he’d wanted the tower to be left alone, he supposed he should have told Lorsan that.
“Silma…”
I’ll go find the army and make sure it’s not moving faster than we’re expecting, pack leader, she cut him off.  That’s what you wanted me to do, right?
Yeah, thank you. 
As the fenrin loped off toward the gates, he turned toward Mutroda.  “I’d like you to come with me,” he told her.  “We’ll be trying to hold them off at a Waystation, first, and I’d like your opinion on how best to lay the defenses.”
“Smart,” she nodded.  “Always include a dwarf in your defensive planning.”
“My thoughts exactly,” he agreed.  “First, though, I have to go see Gwinivere and rally the Travelers.”
“And what about me?” Avalyn asked a bit petulantly.
He looked at the teenaged Sorcerer.  “Well, it’s up to you if you want to join in the city’s defense,” he told her.  “The uruks, bogez, and dabruks should be within your capability to fight, and you could join the other Travelers as magical support.  However, while you’re waiting, why don’t you head to the Tower of Sorcery and train your Stats and Skills?  Where’s your Mana control?”
“Student 6,” she said proudly.  “I used the mana crystals the way you said, and it gave me two ranks instead of one.”
“Good.  Push hard, and if you can get it to Adept 1, we can start talking about aspecting your mana.  Usually, you have to wait until the Expert ranks, but I figured out how to do it early, and I think I can teach you.”
“How do I find it?  You’ve never taken me,” she pointed out.
He suppressed a sigh at the slightly whiny tone of her voice and sent her the location.  “There you go.  You’ll find the elves from the House of Stars there, probably on the first floor and basement level since they can’t get into the higher floors.”
“They can’t?  Why not?”
“Because it’s a Tower of Grand Sorcery,” he explained.  “They’re Wizards, so the door to the higher levels won’t open for them.  It will for you, though, so feel free to take any room you’d like and one of the Student training rooms to practice in.  If they ask about going up with you, explain that only Sorcerers are allowed on the highest levels, and that I’ll be making arrangements for them to get their own Wizard’s tower after we weather this attack.”
“If you say so,” she shrugged, then walked off into the city.
“She’s a bit of a complainer, isn’t she?” Mutroda asked, watching the girl walk away.
“Yes, she is,” Aranos finally allowed himself to sigh.  “To be fair, though, I was probably the same way at her age, and she has wealthy parents who I think spoil her a bit.”
Mutroda nodded.  “It happens with females in the Skollhelds sometimes, too.  Girl children are so rare that when one is born, some families pamper them and try to protect them.”  She shook her head.  “They aren’t doing the girls any favors, though, because the Stone won’t pamper them.  They come to it totally unprepared for a life of service, and it’s just that much harder for them to adapt.  It can take years for them to learn how to serve the Stone.”
“Geltheriel’s been working with her,” Aranos shrugged.  “She’s a lot better than she used to be, so I’m hoping that’s a good sign.”
“Any improvement is better than none,” the dwarf agreed.  “Now, let’s see about those defenses.”
Gwinivere was in the Treehome rather than his estate, which was probably a lot more practical. The Treehome was centrally located in the city, which made it easier for everyone to access, and it had a receiving hall that the estate didn’t.  Technically, she was acting in his stead in the city, so it stood to reason that she did it from the place meant for the city’s ruler.
“Thank God, you’re back,” the Cleric sighed and rose from the throne-like chair as he walked into the main hall.  “Have I ever told you I hate 4X games?  So many trivial decisions!  ‘Could you unlock the higher levels of the tower for the House of Stars?’  ‘Would the House of the Sickle be able to turn a block of ruins into gardens?’  ‘Do you think there’s treasure underground, and can we look for it?’  So annoying!”
Aranos laughed.  “Yeah, it’s not my favorite part of this world, either.  The correct answers are ‘No’, ‘Let me think about it’, and ‘Feel free to go look’, by the way.”
“Well, I said, ‘No’, ‘Nope’, and ‘Uh-uh’, so one in three.  Not too shabby.”  She snorted.  “Really, I told them all to wait for you to get back, and you’d have a better answer.”  She stretched and cracked her back.  “I’m heading back to Eredain.  I’ll bet the others are having a grand, old time without me while I’ve been listening to people complain.  They complained politely, but it was still complaining.”
“Actually, I’m going to ask you to go get them and bring them back here, along with anyone who isn’t necessary in Eredain,” he corrected.  Her face took on a suspicious glare, but he smiled.  “Don’t worry, it’s only temporary, and I think you’ll enjoy the reasoning.  That army you saw?  It’s on its way here, instead of to Eredain.”  He grimaced.  “Well, half of it is.  We need all hands on deck to defend the city.”
The woman straightened, dropping back into her character almost effortlessly.  “A battle for the city?  I’ll have to speak with the others, but I’m certain they’ll want to join.  We can’t lose the city to the Darkness, Lord Evenshade.”
“No, we can’t,” he agreed, trying not to roll his eyes.  “Please go summon our House, Elder Gwinivere, while I prepare for our defense.”
“Of course,” she bowed her head, striding out of the hall.
Mutroda gazed at the woman curiously.  “That was an odd change in attitude,” she observed.
Aranos nodded.  “Some Travelers choose to adopt a whole, different personality in this world, Mutroda,” he explained.  “They see it as a chance to be someone they couldn’t in our world.  Gwinivere and Matthias are like that.”
“Seems like a foolish thing to pretend to be someone you’re not,” she grunted.  “What happens when you get tired of pretending?”
“Usually?  They either stop for a while, or they move to a different world,” he said honestly.
“Are you doing that?” she asked suspiciously.
He snorted in laughter.  “Not at all.  I’ve never understood the appeal.  Plus, this world is hard enough to survive in without making it harder on yourself.”
“True,” she agreed.  “I knew I liked you for a reason, Sorcerer.  You’ve got a nice, deep vein of practicality in you.”
“I’m glad I have your approval,” he grinned at her.  “Now, let’s go see to our defenses.”
Mutroda turned toward the exit, but Aranos called her to a halt.  “No need to go the long way if we don’t have to,” he smiled, calling up strands of scrying and dimensional mana.  The High Road resisted divination and portal magic, but the Waystation was technically a part of Antas, now.  He wasn’t sure if that meant that it was still protected…
He felt resistance as his Spell seemed to encounter a barrier that held it out.  He pushed against the barrier, though, and he felt a sudden pulse of energy from within.  Power rolled up through his connection to the Tree-heart, and the barrier holding him out shattered like glass.  A moment later, a window appeared in the air before him, showing the inside of the distant Waystation.  The window began to swirl as strands of dimensional mana curled through it, following the link he’d created.  Half a minute later, the window stabilized, and a portal hung before him.
“Okay, step on through,” he told the dwarf, who peered suspiciously at the window.  After a moment, she shrugged and stepped into the distant Waystation.  Aranos followed and let the window snap shut behind him.  As he did, he pulled up his notifications, curious as to what had just happened.
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Spell Failure!
Area: High Road is warded against divination and dimensional travel!
[image: ]
Warding Breached!
Area: High Road, West Antas Waystation is part of the city of Antas.  As the ruler of this city, you may ignore all area wards within it.
[image: ]
Well, that’s interesting. My claim to the Waystation overrides the wards there?  That’s useful—but if I can do that, so can any city ruler in their own area.  It’s good to keep in mind.
Mutroda was already standing at the window, looking out disapprovingly.  “This is way too exposed, Sorcerer,” she said bluntly.  “Look at these windows!  Anything could climb into them, and enemies can fire inside without even trying.”  She clucked her tongue.  “And I see there’s no bailey, or even a wall across the road.”
“I think that originally, these places were built for comfort, not for defense,” Aranos replied.  “But yeah, they aren’t really great defensive structures.  We’ve never really had a lot of trouble taking one, after all.  So, what do you think we should do?”
“Well, I can coax the stones of this place to shift and move,” she shook her head.  “That’s not going to help, though.  If I move the stones to cover these windows, then I’ll be thinning it everywhere else.  What we really need is more stone.” 
She looked thoughtful.  “Maybe if we went back to the city and knocked down a few buildings, we could use your portal to carry the stone here.  It’ll still take days to lay all the stone we need, and there’s no mortar…”  She grunted.  “Not sure how we’re going to do this.”
Aranos frowned.  “What would you want it to look like, if you could make it the way you’re thinking?” he asked slowly.
“Easier to show you than tell you,” she shrugged, raising her hands and muttering under her breath.  Aranos sensed earth mana flowing from her hands, and he reached out with his arcane senses to study it.  He’d expected a pure flow of earth energy, but what was emanating from the woman was a complicated pattern of earth, water, and metal, woven into a very, specific structure.  As the mana reached the wall, stone began rising from it. Again, it wasn’t what Aranos had anticipated; he was expecting a solid sheet of stone, but instead bricks formed in layers, sealed together with what looked like hardened mortar.  The layers of brick rose from the windowsill, blocking out most of the light and leaving three tall, narrow arches piercing the new wall. 
“There,” the dwarf said, lowering her hands.  “That’s a proper fortification window.  See how it the walls angle in toward the window?  That widens an archer’s field of view without exposing them to more enemy fire.”
“Why not make the wall solid stone?” he asked, examining the new structure with his High Mastery Ability.
“Mortared stone like that is actually stronger,” she shook her head.  “The mortar and the offset layers give it a little bit of flexibility, so it can absorb some of the shock of an impact.  Plus, if something does crack it, it’s only one stone that breaks.  In a solid wall, a crack can pierce the whole wall.”
He reached out and touched it, feeling the grain and pattern not just with his fingers but with his mind.  “There’s a crystalline structure, here,” he said slowly.  “Almost like the grain in metal, but more rigid.  Each brick has its grain offset by 90 degrees from its neighbors, though.”
“Perceptive of you,” the dwarf replied, her voice impressed.  “Yes, one of the secrets of solid dwarven masonry is cutting stone along that grain.  By twisting the grains from brick to brick, you ensure that a blow from an angle that cracks one brick is at the wrong angle to break its neighbors.  Each brick is strong from a different direction.”
Aranos spent five minutes examining the wall before it vanished as Mutroda’s Spell expired.  “And that’s the problem,” she said heavily.  “It’s a construct of the Stone, not a natural work, so it won’t endure.  At most, it’ll last for a few minutes unless we use natural stone and mortar.”
“Maybe,” he breathed, closing his eyes.  He could see the pattern that the woman had created with perfect clarity in his mind, and he thought that he could replicate it.  He pulled up strands of earth, metal, and water mana, slowly and carefully guiding them into a replica of the construct the dwarf had made through his Forge Mana Spell.
It wasn’t easy, and he was forced to drop the pattern and start over three times before he hit on the secret.  He’d been trying to force the energy, to push it into the shape he wanted, but doing that warped it and caused weaknesses and cracks.  Mutroda hadn’t done that; she’d simply guided the energy, coaxing it into the paths she desired, allowing it to flow naturally and fill those pathways.  Once he realized that, the pattern was simple enough to duplicate, and he felt the layers of stone rising into the window.  It wasn’t perfect—he simply didn’t have the Skill in this that the woman did—but it was very close.  Hopefully, it would be close enough.
“How does that look?” he finally asked, still holding his connection to the stone as he opened his eyes.  He was right; it wasn’t exactly the same.  The stone he’d created was paler than what she had, and there were flecks of gold and silver running through it—doubtlessly contamination from his Domains.  The gaps between stones were slightly irregular, and he could feel that while it was almost as strong as what she’d made, it wasn’t quite as durable.
“That’s—not bad,” she admitted, walking up and touching the wall.  She frowned and looked at him.  “It’s still a mana construct, though.  I mean, well done duplicating it—it’s at least Novice if not Student level dwarven stonecrafting, and that’s saying something for a topsider—but it’s going to fade eventually.”
“No, it won’t,” he replied, taking a deep breath.  He began to pour SP into the structure, overfilling it with mana.  Soon, it had double the power it needed, then five times, then ten.  The wall warmed and started to hum as energy roared through it, and Mutroda took several cautious steps back. 
“Sorcerer…” she said in a low voice, but he ignored her.  If he stopped now, the energy would backlash on him.  He poured more mana into the construct, fifty times what it needed, seventy-five.  The wall started to resist his efforts, trying to repulse the energy back into him, but he bore down on it and pushed the last bit of power into it.  Finally, it had one hundred times the SP it needed.  The wall shivered, trembled—and stabilized, as the mana hardened and solidified into true stone.
As the last bit of power slipped into the wall, Aranos had a flash of insight.  If he could create solid matter from mana—perhaps, then, every solid object in Ka was nothing more than hardened energy?  He knew abstractly that everything contained mana, but if everything was nothing but mana, bound together the way he’d just bound this wall, then theoretically, that mana could be unbound, as well.  Just as energy and matter were linked, just different facets of the same coin, maybe mana and matter were linked in the game.  If he could find that link—he could draw mana directly from the objects around him.  He’d never run out of SP that way…
He shook his head, filing that thought away for later.  It was something to consider—if the world was made of mana, then in a way, it was just one, giant Spell, and that was kind of a cool idea—but it was also something for a time when he wasn’t considering how to protect his city from a thousand or more urukkai marching on it when he had a hundred or so defenders.
Mutroda whistled, then came up and touched the wall.  “That’s—how did you do that?  This feels like true stone, not mana!”
“It is,” he shrugged.  “At least, for all intents and purposes, it is.  It can’t be disjoined, and it behaves just like stone.  It’ll last for a long time, too—centuries, at least, if not longer.  It’s very mana-intensive, though.”  He glanced at his SP bar.  That had taken over 10,000 SP, about a tenth of his total, and it had created one, small wall.  Creating an entire wall like this across the road—one high enough to keep out ogrins—would drain his entire SP pool a few times over. 
“Still…”  She frowned.  “Wait, how did you build that tower in the elf lands, if this took so much energy?”
“A different type of magic that restores anything already built,” he smiled.  “I can’t create something new with it, though…well, unless I have a blueprint for it.”  His eyes widened.  “A blueprint!  If I could get a blueprint for a defensive wall…”
“Then you could build one across the road,” Mutroda finished with a grin.  “And what if you could get a blueprint for a dwarven wall?”
“Well, that would obviously be better, but…”
“Portal us to Skollheld Heill, and I’ll get you that blueprint,” she said confidently.  “Maybe even a better one, trust me.  And we can bring some dwarven warriors here to help you defend this place.  It’s a win-win, really.”
He looked at her calmly.  He really did have a lot to do, but—she looked utterly confident, and if he could get a blueprint for a dwarven wall, it would be a lot easier and more effective than trying to build something himself.
“Okay, Mutroda,” he finally spoke, gathering his mana.  “Let’s head to Skollheld Heill.”




Chapter 8

It took Aranos almost an hour to scry the location Mutroda described to him in the valley below Skollheld Heill’s main entrance since it was a place he didn’t know, and he had to go totally on her descriptions.  Those were accurate, but her sense of distance was a bit different than his thanks to their differences in height, and he missed it repeatedly before she finally told him he’d gotten it.  That worked out, though, because that gave the others enough time to finish their tasks, save Silma, who was still scouting the High Road.  Aranos didn’t want to travel without them; if he went to a totally different region alone, it would disband their party, and they’d lose the benefits they’d gained together as the Ascendants.  Once he had the location in sight, and everyone was gathered back together, it was easy to open a portal to it for the party to pass through.
They stepped out into a mountain meadow, one that fell off to a cliff on one side and was bounded on the other by a sheer wall of stone.  A narrow path pierced that wall, leading downward from it.  The air there was chill, cooler than in Antas, and he pulled out his Oroloke Cloak and wrapped it around his shoulders.  That was something else he needed to Enchant, but creating a defense for his people and his city had to take priority. 
“This is a good place for a portal,” Mutroda told him.  She gestured at the walls.  “There aren’t good paths leading overhead here, and the cliff below is too high for most creatures to climb.  You can build a gate blocking off the path there, and four or five defenders could hold it against a small army.”
“Indeed, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel agreed, looking around.  “So long as none can scale the cliffs above us, this clearing would be quite defensible.”
“Sounds good,” Aranos pulled out the blueprint for the structure and held it before him.  He needed it here; it was something that had to be done to grow and protect his city.  Golden fire ignited within him, rising in the patterns of his Needed Reclamation Spell, surging through the blueprint and slamming into the ground before him.  Energy rushed out around him, sinking into the ground and flooding it with power.  Twin strands of that fire rose from the ground, weaving into the patterns dictated by the blueprint.  His SP and LP plummeted until finally, the fires died out, and a portal stood before him, filled with gray emptiness.  It wasn’t linked to Antas, yet, because he didn’t need it to be, yet, but connecting it would take no more than an act of will thanks to the second High Portal he’d raised in the main square before they left. 
The dwarf led them out of the clearing, through the winding canyon that eventually opened into a wide, sheltered valley.  Aranos’ Tracking Skill kicked in immediately, revealing the tracks of hundreds of dwarves moving through the valley, most of them heading toward the nearest mountain.  He glanced up and confirmed that it was the same mountain they’d visited last time, the one that seemed to hold Skollheld Heill within and below it.  The last time, they’d climbed the peak to what was apparently the back door; this time, he could see the dwarven tracks leading to a tall, narrow fissure in the mountainside.  Unsurprisingly, Mutroda led him directly toward that crack in the mountain’s face, following the paths that it appeared had been created by centuries of dwarven boots passing through.
The fissure wound through the mountain for a dozen feet or so, opening in a wide cavern that was blocked by a sheer wall of gleaming, polished metal.  Mutroda marched directly up to the Framhil, the huge main gate leading into the Skollheld, heading for one side where Aranos knew a smaller gate existed.  She slammed the butt of her halberd on the gate in a complex pattern, then barked out a string of words in the guttural, rumbling Dwarven language.  A moment later, the gate began to rise; apparently, her status was sufficient to grant her access far faster than Aranos had gotten it last time.
Once the heavy gate was high enough for them to pass beneath, she led them into the Skollheld.  A dwarven voice barked out something Aranos couldn’t understand but that sounded like a challenge, and Mutroda replied in Human.
“This is Lord Evenshade, the ruler of Antas and friend to the Priestess of the Heartstone,” she snapped back, her voice flat and irritated.  “He’s the one who killed the jordrecki in the Demhallir and provided us with the smarsolm eggs.  The girl elf is his Oathbound Follower, and the green-headed one Bonded a smarsolm.  You think they’re not welcome, here?”
The dwarven voice grumbled briefly, but no one appeared or tried to stop them.  Mutroda grunted.  “I thought not.”  She led the group through the passages of the dwarven fortress, past rows of stone houses and through open caverns that seemed to serve as gathering places and markets.  Finally, they stepped into the vast cavern that held the Altar of Stone, the icosahedral building that reminded Aranos of a 20-sided die more than anything else. 
Before they entered the building, Mutroda hesitated.  “Sorcerer, what’s your Charisma?”
“Ridiculously high,” Rhys answered with a smile.
“I don’t know about ridiculous,” Aranos grimaced.  “Effectively, though, it’s over three hundred.”
The dwarf turned and stared at him, her face slightly awed.  “Really?  Huh.  That explains a lot.”
“It does, does it not?” Geltheriel laughed.
“Yeah,” Mutroda nodded.
“Why?” Aranos asked quizzically.
“It explains why it’s so easy to follow you, and why I rarely think to argue,” the dwarf shook her head.  “Doesn’t matter, though.  The point is, this will all go better if you do the talking thanks to that absurd Charisma of yours, but you don’t know what to ask for or how to get it.”
“But if you tell me, I will,” he finished.  “And then, I can handle the negotiations, and you won’t have to worry about feeling like you might be taking advantage of the woman who birthed you.”
She gave him a relieved look.  “I know that it’s foolish, but yes, I was feeling some hesitation.  Here’s the thing: the blueprint you want is for a Dwarven Gatehouse.  It’ll include a gate, ramparts, a watchtower, and attached walls up to a hundred feet long.  However, you’ll need to give something in return to get it.”
“And what is that?”
“Well, there’s something that the Skollheld needs but hasn’t ever been able to build—and, oddly enough, it includes a Dwarven Gatehouse.”  She explained briefly before leading him through the Altar of Stone to the antechamber before the Priestess of the Heartstone’s sanctuary. 
A dwarven woman stood beside the door and halted them with an upraised hand.  “Hold, visitors to the Altar of Stone,” she proclaimed.  “What business do you have here, today?”
“We need to speak to the Priestess of the Heartstone, Sandraelda,” Mutroda replied.  “It’s urgent.”
“She’s busy right now, Mutroda,” the Priestess replied with a shrug.  “You should have given us word that you were coming.”
“We didn’t know ourselves until an hour or so ago.  Just tell her that Lord Evenshade’s here.  She’ll see him.”
“She didn’t say, ‘I’m busy unless Lord Evenshade comes’,” the Priestess snorted.  “She just said that she’s busy.”
“What will it hurt to ask?” Aranos stepped in, smiling at the dwarven woman.  “If she’s really too busy for us, then we’ll come back and see her another time, but I’m supposed to be offering passage to those of the Skollheld who want to live differently, so they aren’t disturbing your ways.”  He shrugged.  “I’m sure she’d rather have that handled sooner rather than later, don’t you?”
The dwarf frowned.  “That is important,” she acknowledged.  “Fine, I’ll ask her, but if she says no, there’s nothing I can do.”
“Of course,” Aranos agreed.  “And thank you.”
The Priestess vanished, and Mutroda chuckled.  “Gotta love Charisma.  Sandraelda didn’t stand a chance.”
“It’s come in handy,” he admitted.  “It has its downsides, too, though.”
“Rather uncomfortable ones,” Geltheriel added.  “My Oathbinder’s presence can be—potent, at times.”
“I’d imagine,” Mutroda nodded.  “Charisma is more powerful than most people would like to admit, especially dwarven males.  The Priestess of the Heartstone has built hers up pretty high, as well, and she can defuse fights and turn enemies into friends with just a few words.  She always told me I should put more effort into mine, but…”  The woman shrugged.  “I’d rather solve problems with weapons than words, honestly.”
“I’m okay with both,” he laughed.  “Diplomacy’s great, but there’s a time when talking just won’t fix the problem.”
“At which point, the Liberator usually responds with overwhelming magical damage,” Rhys chuckled.
“To each their own, Green-hair.  Results are what matter, in the end, and the Sorcerer seems to get them.”
The Priestess returned a minute or so later.  “She’ll see you,” she said shortly.
“Thank you again,” Aranos smiled at the woman.
They passed into the sanctuary where the Stone—the Heart of Skollheld Heill—stood, protected by the Priestess.  She wasn’t alone in the room; Aranos couldn’t see anyone, but his newly expanded Lifesense Skill quickly located eight figures hidden around the room.  He could barely make them out with his Tracking Skill, and that was only because he was directly searching for them and knew where to look.  Their figures glowed faintly in his sight, but he didn’t look directly at any of them.  There was no reason to give away the fact that he could spot them, after all.  While he didn’t foresee this encounter going badly, he hadn’t foreseen Golloron turning against him, either. 
“Lord Evenshade,” the Priestess welcomed them warmly.  “And Priestess Mutroda.  Welcome back to the Stone!  Have you changed your mind about leaving us?”
“I haven’t, Priestess,” the Juggernaut shook her head.  “If anything, I’m more certain than ever that I’m on the right path.”
“I could always hope,” the dark-haired Priestess sighed.  “Sandraelda said that you’d returned to gather those who wish to leave the Stone.  Is that correct?”
“In part, yes,” Aranos nodded.
“I thought there might be more to it,” the dwarf smiled.  “After all, a simple message to me would have been sufficient for that.  So, what can I do for you?”
“It’s more what we can do for each other, Priestess,” Aranos corrected.  “You see, an army of urukkai is marching on Antas.”  He hesitated.  “If you haven’t heard of them, urukkai are…”
“I know of them,” the dwarf interrupted.  “They were always staunch foes of the elves, and I’ve read much of the history of other races.  However, are you certain you face an army, and not just a large hunting band?”
“There are over a thousand of them heading for my city, Priestess,” he said dryly.  “I think that counts as an army.”
The woman frowned.  “That—is very troubling.  The Darkness hasn’t moved so openly in centuries.  Why would it do so now, when…”  Her voice fell off, but Aranos had no trouble picking up her thoughts.
“The truce that the Light negotiated with the Darkness is over,” he said quietly, looking directly at her.  “War is coming, not just for Antas, but for every city and Skollheld, everywhere in Ka.”
“Over?” she repeated, her eyes narrowing.  “And how was it ended, Sorcerer?”
“At my hand,” he said simply.  “The Darkness sent a Nightmare Beast against Eredain.  We killed it, and that ended the truce.”
“A Nightmare Beast?” she gasped, her hand flying to her mouth.  “And—you slew it?  How?”
“By rallying the defenders of the city,” Aranos hedged.
“My Oathbinder speaks with modesty, Priestess,” Geltheriel corrected.  “He slew it, himself.  We were mostly a distraction.”
The older dwarf looked suspiciously at the Shadedancer, but the elf’s face was expressionless.  “Lord Evenshade—is this true?  How could you…how was it possible?”
“With a very powerful Spell,” he sighed.  “I’m a Sorcerer, after all.  That doesn’t matter, though.  What matters is that the first skirmishes of war are starting, and soon, the real battles will begin.  When that time comes, I’ll be gathering those of the Light who want to fight and leading them against the Darkness.”
She sighed.  “And yet, you say that you need help fighting off a single incursion of urukkai,” she pointed out.  “If you’re right, and war is coming, then perhaps we of the Skollhelds should pull into our fortresses and ride it out.”
“You might be able to,” Aranos nodded.  “At least, until the Nightmare Beasts arrive at your gates.  Then, you’ll be destroyed, one by one.”
“Our walls were built to hold out those dread creatures,” the older dwarf shook her head.  “We will endure…”
“No, Priestess, we won’t,” Mutroda cut the woman off.  “I’ve heard it said all my life that the Skollhelds could hold out a Nightmare Beast, but I wondered how anyone would know.  I mean, there are no stories of a Beast attacking a Skollheld and being repulsed, and I know we’d be telling them if there were.
“And then, I saw a true Nightmare Beast, and I understood why there weren’t any stories: because any Skollheld that met a Nightmare Beast wasn’t left to tell the tale.  That thing could have smashed our gates down in less than an hour.  It breathed Darkness that ate through flesh and stone and hurled magic the way we would fling rocks at lizards.  The Skollheld wouldn’t have endured, Priestess.  It would have fallen.”
“But you somehow defeated this thing?” the dwarf said without scoffing, although Aranos could hear the mocking tone beneath her words. 
“He did, Priestess,” Geltheriel replied, and while her face remained calm, Aranos could just as easily sense the anger in her tone.  “We, all of us, witnessed it.  Do you doubt all our words?”
“I don’t, elf, but that’s not my point.”  The dwarf looked at Aranos.  “Lord Evenshade you slew a Nightmare Beast.  Do you think you could get through our defenses?”
He looked at her calmly, weighing his options, then decided to go with the truth.  “Yes, I could,” he said at last. 
The dwarf did scoff at that.  “And how would you do such a thing?  Would your Spells destroy the root of the mountain?  Melt the deepsteel of our gates?”
“Technically, I could do both,” he said calmly, staring directly at the woman.  “Given time, I could fashion a Spell that would bring this whole mountain crumbling down on top of you, if I had to…but I don’t.”  He glanced back at the metal-sheathed stone door sealing them inside and reached out with his Mana Vampire Perk.  He examined it for several seconds, studying the pattern of it; the door was crafted the same way Mutroda’s stone wall had been, only far more efficiently and with much greater care.  He could probably hurl fire or even kinetic blasts at it for days and not crack it—but there was a much faster way to unmake metal and stone.  He channeled dust mana directly into the door, flooding the stone and metal with the energy that was the bane of solidity.  The door trembled, shivered, and collapsed into a pile of dust.
He looked back at the Priestess, whose eyes were wide.  “That door—was dwarven-crafted to withstand a dragon’s fire,” she breathed.  “How…?”
“I could do the same thing to the main gate,” he told her, not answering her question.  “It would take longer, of course, but yeah, I could breach your defenses.  And if I can, a Nightmare Beast could do it even faster.”  Of course, so could Aranos, using his War Domain, but he didn’t see a need to tell her that. 
The Priestess straightened, regaining her composure.  “Are you threatening us, then?” she asked quietly.  “Join you, or you’ll unleash your powers on us?”  As the woman spoke, Aranos felt the figures around him start to edge closer, and he berated himself silently.  Destroying her door hadn’t exactly been the height of diplomacy.  You’re treating her like she was Golloron, he realized.  She’s not.  She’s just a woman in a bad situation.
“No, of course not, Priestess,” he sighed, shaking his head.  “I’m not even here to try and convince you to join with me, to be honest.  I know that’ll take time and patience, and I’m sadly short on both.  For that, I apologize.  I could fix your door, if you’d like…”
The woman waved her hand, and the hidden figures halted their movement.  “No, that’s not necessary, Lord Evenshade.  Forgive me, as well.  I’m being a bit ungracious, myself.  It’s simply hard to believe…a Nightmare Beast.”  She shook her head.  “Yet, I have no reason not to believe, and even if you didn’t kill one, the fact that you can breach even such a minor defense in seconds—perhaps Mutroda’s lack of faith in our defenses isn’t so misplaced.”
“Again, I think that’s a conversation for another day,” Aranos replied.  “For today, I’m not here to ask for or offer help.  I’m here to trade for a blueprint, a specific one: a Dwarven Gatehouse.”
“A Rare structure, and one that would give your city great advantages,” the woman nodded, her face dubious.  “Not something with which I would normally part, but…what do you offer in return?”
“To do the same thing for you that I’m planning to do for Antas,” he said.  “I’ll raise a gatehouse for you.”
“Our defenses are secure, Sorcerer,” the woman laughed.  “And dwarven stonemasons can build a gatehouse that is, in all honesty, probably far superior to anything you could fashion for us.”
“I’m not talking about here in the Skollheld,” he shook his head.  “I’m talking about in the Deeps.  I’ll build you a gatehouse to fortify the Ungoruzgol.”
The Priestess’ eyes narrowed suspiciously, and she glanced over at Mutroda.  “And what has my offspring been telling you, Lord Evenshade?”
“I asked her about a service that I could do for the Skollheld in return for the blueprints, it’s true, and she told me about the threat that the kongolorn pose to your people.  She says you lose over a hundred dwarves to the spider-people every year, including some Priestesses, and that they’re the single biggest threat to the Skollheld.”
The Priestess stood in silence, her gaze passing between Mutroda and the Sorcerer.  “There’s no point in pretending what you say isn’t true,” she finally admitted.  “However, if we wanted to reinforce the Ungoruzgol, we certainly could.  It’s not worth the effort in lives it would take to do so.  We’d lose as many to claim and hold it long enough to build the structure as we’d lose in years of their raids.”
“Unless I built it for you,” Aranos said easily.  “I could raise one with magic in a matter of minutes.”
“I’ve seen him forge decent dwarven stonework, Priestess,” Mutroda spoke up.  “Not temporary stuff, but permanent stone that feels like natural work.  He could do it, and then the cavern could be held by a hundred warriors or so easily.”
“It’s not possible,” the woman shook her head.  “Ungoruzgol translates to ‘Cavern of Death’ in Human, Lord Evenshade, and it’s aptly named.  The spider-people maintain a strong presence there and have heavily trapped and warded the cavern.  They would swarm you if you tried to raise a building there, not just a few but hundreds of the creatures at once.”
“It’ll be hard,” he admitted.  “That’s why it’s a fair exchange.  You loan me a blueprint for the gatehouse, I’ll raise one in the Ungoruzgol, and in return, you let me keep that copy.  I help you defend yours in a way that you can’t easily do, and you help me defend mine in a way I can’t easily do.”
The old woman stared at him.  “And what’s to stop you from taking my copy and fleeing with it?” she asked.
“My Oathbinder is a man of his word, dwarf,” Geltheriel said coldly.  “If he promises something to you, he will do his best to fulfill that promise.”
“I’m not saying he’s not, elf, but he is asking me to entrust him with a valuable blueprint that he admits to wanting, with no assurances.”
“You don’t need them,” Aranos smiled.  “I’d have to go through most of your Skollheld to get them out of here, and I know you can use the Stone to tell everyone to stop me.  I’d be an idiot to try and run off with the blueprint, and doing so would destroy what little trust we’ve built with one another.”
The Priestess remained silent, but Aranos could almost hear the turmoil in her mind.  She both did and didn’t want the fortification.  It would be changing the balance in the Deeps, something that might bring retribution from the Darkness, but it would also mean that her people might be able to withstand that retribution.  She probably wasn’t willing to shift that balance, but if he did it for her, her hands would be clean.
“Very well,” she finally nodded.  “That seems a fair trade.  If you can raise a gatehouse in the Ungoruzgol, one that will protect us from the kongolorn, then you can keep that copy of the blueprints for your own usage.”
“We’ll need warriors,” Mutroda stepped forward.  “The Sorcerer can raise dwarven stonework—I’ve seen it—but it takes time, and he’ll need to be shielded while he does it.”
The Priestess smiled and shook her head.  “That’s not part of our bargain,” she said firmly.
“But we need the gatehouse, and…”
The older woman’s expression was grim.  “Child, I can’t order our soldiers to hold the Ungoruzgol, risking dozens of lives, on the chance that the Sorcerer can do as he says.  Yes, having a gatehouse there would be useful—but not at the cost of the very lives its presence would save.”
Mutroda stared at the woman, her expression clearly confused.  “Priestess, the number of dwarven lives this would save heavily outweighs the number we’d be risking…”
“If he can do it, which isn’t at all certain,” the Priestess cut Mutroda off.  The Juggernaut’s face darkened, but the older woman held up a restraining hand.  “I understand that you believe he can do this.  That faith is the only reason I’m willing to give him a chance at all.  But I won’t stake all those lives on your faith—especially when I know how easily that faith wavers.”
Mutroda’s face took on an expression of outrage, and she took a half-step forward, her mouth opening to speak.  Before she could, though, Aranos put a hand on her shoulder and stepped in front of her.
“That’s fine,” he told the older Priestess with a smile.  “We can make do, I think.  Would we be able to pick up tools and supplies we might need before we go into the Deeps?”
The Priestess shrugged.  “The Skollheld is open to you, Lord Evenshade.  Go in it where you will.  But I won’t instruct anyone to help you.”
“One wonders if you might instruct them to hinder us, instead,” Rhys observed mildly.  “As the Liberator said, you could surely do so through the Stone, and you do not seem fully committed to this agreement.”
The woman looked at the Druid thoughtfully, then shook her head and turned back to Aranos.  “No.  If you wish to try this, you’re welcome to.  I think it’s a waste of your time—and probably your lives—but I won’t do anything to either help you or stop you.”
“That’s good enough,” he bowed his head slightly to the woman.  “As for those who we’re taking back to Antas…”
“I’ll inform them that you’re almost ready to transport them.  They should be ready by the time you return, assuming that you do.”
“We will, Priestess,” Aranos smiled.  “We’ll return soon enough.”
“I certainly hope so, Sorcerer,” the city’s ruler sighed.  “Somehow, though, I doubt it.”
“That’s absolutely absurd!” Mutroda exploded, her voice furious as they walked out of the Altar of Stone and back into the tunnels.  “She won’t spare warriors on my say-so!  And she dared to question my faith!  How could she?”
“I do not believe she truly questioned your faith, Juggernaut,” Rhys observed slowly.
“You heard her, Druid!  ‘How easily my faith wavers’?  As if I didn’t agonize for years between my duty to the Stone and my duty to the Light!”
“I believe that there may have been more hidden beneath her words,” the Druid replied.  “If one were to consider that perhaps the Priestess does not truly wish us to succeed, then her words take on a different meaning.”
Mutroda frowned, her face lined in thought.  “It—it was an excuse,” she said at last.  “She was just looking for a reason not to aid us.  I don’t understand why, though.  If we’re successful, it benefits the entire Skollheld!  She has every reason to give us aid.”
Aranos looked around pointedly at the few dwarves walking past them, giving the party looks that ranged from curious to openly hostile.  “Think about Eredain,” he said at last.  “The Elder there wouldn’t have wanted to help us, either.  I think it’s the same, here.  The Priestess isn’t opposing us, but she can’t directly help us, either, because she’s afraid of the consequences if she does.  That’s why I didn’t argue; there wasn’t a point to it, and it would have forced me to openly confront her about certain things.  That discussion will have to happen, but it’s not going to be a pleasant one for anybody.”
Mutroda’s mouth snapped shut, and her expression shifted from outraged to troubled.  They walked in silence for long moments before the woman finally sighed.  “I—I think you’re right, Sorcerer,” she said, her voice quiet and slightly mournful.  “I’ve been trying to think of another reason why the Priestess would act the way she did, but I can’t.  Still…why would she help you so much before, with the blueprints she’s given you?”
“That was indirect help,” he pointed out.  “She gave me tools that would help me build and grow Antas, but it was up to me to use those tools correctly.  Nothing she did changed the balance of power in any way, so far—at least, not directly.” 
“But building a gatehouse in the Ungoruzgol will shift the balance in the Deeps,” Mutroda finished, her voice filled with realization.  “With it, we’ll be able to expand our holdings and take the fight to the kongolorn instead of just holing up and withstanding their attacks.”  She shook her head.  “That makes sense, even though I wish it didn’t.  Still, I don’t know if just the four of us can do this.”
“Why is this place so vital?” Geltheriel asked curiously.  “This Ungor—forgive me, I have forgotten how to pronounce it.”
“Ungoruzgol,” she supplied.  “It’s a huge cavern, one that’s a choke point between the Skollheld and the kongolorn’ territory.  You have to go through it to travel between the two, or you have to go weeks out of the way through the Great Deeps, below where even the dwarves venture.  The tunnels that run out of it connect at various places with our passages in the Deeps, so it gives the monsters access to our holdings outside the Skollheld.”
“And no one has thought to fortify it?”
“It’s been tried, but the kongolorn know how strategically important it is; they’re true Shadowborn and very smart.  The creatures have turned it into a death trap; they’ve filled it with traps and webs and keep watchers on it at all times.  Whenever we try to take it, they let us get some distance into the place and swarm us.  A full legion can usually clear it and hold it for a few days before we have to retreat.”
“Why do you bother to do so, if it cannot be held for as long as the time you need to fortify it?” the Shadedancer asked quizzically.
“The Ungoruzgol was once the heart of a dwarven mine, and there’s still quite a lot of ore there and in the surrounding tunnels, including some rare veins and minerals.  Every so often, we’ll clear the cavern, mine for a few days, and then retreat with what we’ve gotten.  If we held the cavern, though, we could mine it freely, and the kongolorn would have to head down into the Great Deeps to attack us.  There are things down there that make that jordrecki we killed look like a baby stone lizard, and the spider-folk would lose a lot more of their numbers going that route.”
Geltheriel frowned.  “If this place is truly so well guarded, Oathbinder, we may not be able to hold back the creatures—nor fight them off once you have completed the fortification.”
Mutroda nodded.  “I agree with the elf, but you heard the Priestess.  She won’t send any warriors with us.  We could head back to Antas and gather some people, but that would take time, and there’s no guarantee they’d all be allowed into the Skollheld.”
“You’re both right,” Aranos agreed.  “That’s why we’re going to try and get help from here in the Skollheld.”
“The Priestess did say that she would not hinder us,” Rhys added.
“And that we could gather what tools we needed,” the Sorcerer smiled.  “Mutroda, can you take us to the barracks where we showed off the jordrecki head?  I think the commander there owes me a favor.”
Mutroda’s face creased with a grin.  “He does, in fact, and this would be a fair way to pay off that debt.”  She frowned.  “I’m wondering, though.  Do you think the Priestess realized you were going to do this?”
“Probably,” he nodded.  “I don’t think she really wanted to stop us, but she has to maintain the fiction of making it hard for us.  She has to seem like she’s working against us without working against us.  At least, she thinks she does.  Once she learns that the truce is really over, she might change her mind.”
“Or you may change it for her,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “You can be quite convincing when you must.”
Mutroda sighed.  “You know, games like this were one reason I never wanted to be a Priestess of the Stone,” she said heavily.  “I hate politics.”
“You and me both, Mutroda,” he agreed wholeheartedly.  “Sadly, it’s going to be a necessary evil, I think.”
“I’ll agree with it being evil,” the dwarf snorted.
“And necessary.  We’re going to have to gather an army, and that means convincing the people who have those armies to join us.  If that isn’t politics, I don’t know what is.”
“Well, I’m glad it’s your job, not mine.  And speaking of gathering an army, let’s go speak to Almen Rudim.”  She glanced up at him and grinned.  “That is, let’s go let you speak to him.”
“Me?  He respects you a lot more.”
“He does, but consider this a test run.  If you can’t convince one stubborn dwarf to join you, how in the world can you expect to gather an entire army?  Might as well discover that you have no talent for this in small scale before going all out.”
“She has you there, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel laughed.  “I knew I liked the Juggernaut.”
Aranos rolled his eyes but didn’t respond.  The dwarven commander had been respectful but not particularly friendly last time they’d met.  Aranos wasn’t sure that getting reinforcements was going to be as easy as he hoped.




Chapter 9

As it turned out, convincing the Almen wasn’t as difficult as Mutroda had thought it would be.  The black-haired dwarven commander listened to Aranos’ request for help impassively for a few seconds before holding up his hand.
“No need to persuade me, topsider,” he interrupted the arcane in his deep, gruff voice.  “I remember the jordrecki.  You saved the lives of at least a dozen of my people, so I’ll give you a dozen.  It won’t be much in the Ungoruzgol, but it’s the best I can do without clearing it with someone in a position of authority.  This will repay my debt, and no one can speak against that.”
It didn’t take long for the dwarf to select a dozen of his soldiers, and the group trudged through the gate into the Deeps within fifteen minutes or so.  The dwarves moved swiftly but alertly, each of them carrying their weapons openly and ready for combat.  Aranos didn’t blame them; his last passage through the Deeps had been a dangerous one, and this one turned out to be no different.  The group fought past swarms of eolmaddern, short, saurian creatures with claws and teeth coated with deepsteel, then through ambushes by stone beasts, whose stony skin let them move through natural rock like it was water.  The dwarves handled these foes with brutal efficiency; they’d been dealing with their enemies for centuries and had long ago developed tactics to cut them down. 
Aranos’ party’s support definitely made things easier, though.  Mutroda moved as the tip of the spear, drawing attacks to herself and giving the other dwarves more time to respond.  Geltheriel slipped through the shadowy tunnels and appeared behind and among attackers, slashing and thrusting with her blade before vanishing once again.  Rhys kept the warriors healed, closing the wounds left by the eolmaddern’s ultrahard fangs and talons, while Aranos alternated between supporting warriors with his Greater Empowerment and Strengthen Metal Spells and providing ranged magical support.  Between the two groups, they cut down the marauding creatures with excellent efficiency.
“Almen Rudim gave you some of his better warriors, Sorcerer,” Mutroda told the arcane as they rested after a particularly nasty battle with a pack of stone bears.  “Ten stone bears could have been a real problem for a lesser group.  How did you come up with the idea to block them off that way?”
He shrugged.  “It occurred to me that if the stone beasts could pass through any stone, they’d be in the Skollheld all the time causing havoc,” he explained.  “I figured that might be another reason dwarven stonework is patterned the way it is.”  The bears’ ability to charge out of the walls and their terrific mass had been problematic, at least until Aranos had the thought to raise walls of worked dwarven stone on either side of the passage.  Even so, the group had taken some damage.  Rhys’ healing Spells brought them back to full LP quickly enough, but nothing except time would restore the lost Stamina. 
“It is.  Good insight,” she nodded.
“The dwarf is correct, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel observed.  “These warriors are more than competent.  They are skilled and work well together.  They have obviously trained for exactly the dangers we face in these tunnels.”
“They have, elf.  Every one of these men has spent most of their lives in these tunnels.  They know that they’re each only as strong as the man standing beside them, so they have to work together just to survive.  The Deeps will chew up and spit out anyone who thinks they can take them alone.”  Mutroda turned back to Aranos.  “You were lucky he chose some of his upper tier warriors.  All of them have unlocked their Advanced Classes, and a couple of them are as high a level as I am.  He must have a lot of faith that you can do what you say.”
“Lucky—or because he couldn’t send many warriors, he decided to choose some of his better ones so that each of them was more likely to return,” Aranos shrugged.
The dwarf’s face grew considering, and she nodded.  “Probably that, too,” she admitted.  “He can kill two beasts with one bolt that way.  No one can say that he didn’t repay his debt; if you’re successful, it’s easy for him to take partial credit for the deed; if you fail, his men are more likely to survive to return to the Skollheld.  It’s very clever, really.”
Geltheriel chuckled.  “For someone who claims to dislike politics, Juggernaut, you seem to be quite competent at it.  Are you certain that you aren’t interested in returning to the priesthood?”
Mutroda snorted.  “I’d rather be eaten by eolmaddern,” she said feelingly.  “Just because I don’t want to play, though, doesn’t mean I don’t understand the game.  Remember who my Broodmatron is.”
“Ah, yes, that does make sense,” the Shadedancer nodded.  “I, too, was being groomed for a position of authority that I rejected.”
“Well, I wasn’t,” Mutroda chuckled.  “Rank isn’t hereditary in the Skollhelds, elf.  You have to earn your place and work to keep it.  There were easily two dozen Priestesses of my generation who were more devoted to the Stone and who worked harder to build that power.  I was never in any danger of becoming a Priestess of the Heartstone.”
“One might wonder why the identity of your Broodmatron is important in this context, then,” Rhys said archly.
“I wasn’t being groomed for the position, but I spent years watching her play the game,” the dwarf explained.  “I learned enough to understand that everything has hidden meanings; I just don’t care enough to look for them.  That’s also why no one would ever give me the job of Almen.  I only care about results, and in the upper echelons, how you get things done is just as important as what you accomplished.”
“Then the title of Almen is a rank, as I suspected,” Geltheriel nodded her head.
“Yes, ‘Almen’ is a rank.  It sort of translates out to ‘Commander’ or ‘Captain’.  An Almen commands three legions, each of which is led by a Vinmen.  Skollheld Heill has three Almen, and those three serve under a Rigmen, who reports directly to the Mistress of the Heartstone.”
“So, Rudim is the Almen of the Deeps, or something similar?” Aranos guessed
“Exactly.  He has three legions that he uses to protect the Skollheld from the horrors of the Deeps.  Almen Brasut is the Almen of the Sky; his legions guard our farms and herders topside.  Almen Kugrod is the Almen of the Stone, and his men keep the peace in the Skollheld and man the upper gates.”
Aranos looked at her curiously.  “How many soldiers are in a legion?”
“One hundred,” she shrugged. 
“So, each Skollheld has nine hundred warriors?”
“No, the number of legions can vary.  Skollheld Ginak, for example, is much larger than we are; I understand that they have fifteen legions or so.  Skollheld Korhl, on the other hand, is somewhat smaller; I hear they only have six legions, but they have more solmriddars than we do.”
One of the warriors rumbled something in Dwarven, and the Juggernaut nodded.  “Everyone’s healed,” she told Aranos.  “Time to go.”
The group moved onward, past the fork where the party had once turned aside to battle the giant, regenerating raistorn.  They entered a smaller corridor, one that was dark and had a musty smell to it.  Aranos’ Scent Ability kicked in almost at once, and his eyes darted across the walls and floor, noting tiny traces of the passage of several creatures. 
“These kongolorn,” he said to Mutroda in a quiet voice, not wanting his words to carry far in the cave, “you said they’re spider people, right?”
“True.”
“Do they only have four legs instead of eight?” he asked, examining the tracks at their feet.
“Yes.  Four legs sprouting from a small version of a spider’s abdomen, with a black, chitinous humanoid body on top.  Why?”
“I can see the tracks of several parties of them,” he replied.  “Looks like four different groups came this way and returned back down the tunnel.  Each group was carrying some sort of load as they returned.”
“Food, most likely,” the Juggernaut nodded.  “Those might have been hunting parties.  Unlike true spiders, the kongolorn need actual meat to survive.  They’ll eat just about anything, though, including stone beasts and riastorn meat.”
His eyes caught a trace of what looked like a scuffle in the tunnels.  “At least one of the things they brought back was still alive,” he said softly.
“That’s how they breed,” the dwarf grunted.  “They deposit eggs in a living creature, and when the eggs hatch, their host is their first meal.”
One of the dwarves grumbled something, and the Juggernaut nodded.  “He was reminding me that the worst thing you can do is let the kongolorn capture someone alive.  They prize sapient creatures, because the eggs that hatch from them spawn more intelligent and powerful young, but the process doesn’t always kill humanoid hosts.  When it doesn’t, the kongolorn heal you up and do it again, over and over as long as you survive.”
“That is a horrific image,” Rhys muttered.
“Try living it,” the dwarf snorted.  “We’ve rescued a few people who’ve survived the process.”  She grimaced.  “Well, their bodies did.  Their minds don’t.  The process Corrupts them, irretrievably.  When that happens, the kindest thing we can do is end their suffering.
“That’s why, if someone is being webbed up and carried off, the best thing you can do for them is kill them, right there.  They’d thank you for it, trust me.”
It was a sobering image, and Aranos shivered at the thought of being a never-ending repository for some Shadowborn creature’s eggs.  That was the nature of the Darkness, though: it fed off the Light, consuming it and turning its energy to foul purposes.  It was the purpose of Corruption and Blight, and this was just one more way that the Darkness twisted the Light to its purposes. 
As those thoughts passed through his mind, he felt Redemption roil and surge within him.  The power shuddered and tried to rise into him, but he clamped down on it hard.  The Domain wanted to be free, to fight the Darkness that he was imagining.  It raged and called to him, urging him to set it loose upon the Darkness around them.  It pressed on his will, but he pushed back, forcing it down into the depths below his mana once more.  Finally, it subsided, sinking down within him again and falling silent. 
Are you well, Oathbinder? Geltheriel’s voice echoed in his mind.  He glanced over at her and saw the concern written upon her face.  You appeared distressed—and you briefly glowed.
I’m fine, he assured her.  My Domain was reacting to Mutroda’s stories, and I had to suppress it again.  I’m not quite used to keeping it tamped down, I think.
She looked unconvinced.  Will you be able to contain it when we face these creatures?
I should be.  It hasn’t gotten away from me, yet.
Indeed, Oathbinder, but I should remind you that everything must happen for a first time.
Let’s hope that first time isn’t today, then, he flashed her a mental grin, and she sighed.
I shall hope, Oathbinder, she corrected.  You must take a more active role in controlling your own powers, however.
It’s fine, really, Geltheriel.  I promise.
Several minutes later, he wondered if he’d spoken too soon as a red notification appeared in his vision.
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The moment he entered the Corrupted ground of the Hive, his Redemption Domain began to churn inside him again.  It strained to break free of his control, to cleanse the taint of Corruption all around it, but Aranos’ will was adamant.  He pressed it back down again, shoving the Domain deeper within him, where its voice fell silent once more.
Oathbinder…
I know, I know, he sighed.  He’d seen the glow beneath the skin of his hands this time.  I’m still learning how to do this.  I’ll get better.
She didn’t reply, but she eyed him very carefully as they moved down the passageway. 
The first attack came several minutes later.  The tunnel widened into a gallery, one that was about thirty feet across and strewn with thick bands of what looked like cobwebs.  Aranos expected to see pillars and stalagmites, but the cave’s floor and ceiling were both smooth and unbroken, save for the curtains of webbing layered along walls and floor—webbing that also concealed fifteen monstrous, dark creatures that burst forth once the party had entered the room. 
The ambush might have worked if not for Aranos’ Lifesense Skill.  He could feel the pulses of life beneath the webs even before they entered the gallery, and once he was alerted to the presence of attackers, it was a simple matter to use his Tracking Skill to highlight individual enemies.  He cast his Silent Communion Spell, allowing him to warn his allies silently of the threat.
When the kongolorn erupted from hiding, the dwarves reacted instantly, without the moment of shock that might have cost them dearly.  The spider creatures were only about four feet tall, and while they were fast, they seemed lighter and more delicate than the dwarves.  Their charge broke against the dwarven shield wall, their black, chitinous skin cracking as polearms—seemingly the favored weapons of the dwarves—slashed or speared into their bodies.  The monsters scuttled back on four jointed, arachnoid legs, but they didn’t get far.  Geltheriel appeared behind one group, her shining sword and its shadowy copies felling the creatures with ease.  A strand of web shot from one of the monsters at Geltheriel, bursting from what looked like a lipless, human mouth flanked by a pair of gleaming mandibles.  It struck her armor, but she vanished into the shadows, and the sticky filament dropped harmlessly to the floor.
On the other side, Aranos raised a wall of glowing lava.  The kongolorn who rushed into it burst into flame and burned to ashes in a handful of seconds.  The rest charged into the waiting dwarves to be cut or crushed by their weapons.  In a few minutes, the fight was ended without even a single injury.
“That wasn’t so bad,” Aranos ventured, moving over to the fallen kongolorn and reaching out with his Soulmending Skill.
“That’s because these are the weakest among the spider-people,” Mutroda grunted.
“That makes little sense,” Geltheriel objected.  “Would the spiders not put stronger guards upon an entry into their lair?”
The dwarf shook her head.  “These things are here specifically because they’re so easy to kill,” she explained.  “Notice that they were all Warrior Classes, with no Priests or Wizards in the mix.  That’s because they’re here as a sort of early-detection system.  Somehow, kongolorn can sense when you kill one of them.  Now, the rest know that there’s an intruder in their hive, and they’ll be swarming to meet it soon enough.”
Aranos took a deep breath, wondering if the kongolorn released some kind of pheromone when they died, but he only smelled the scent of his group and the dead creatures.  If I can’t smell it, then these things probably can’t, either, he reasoned.  Plus, scents wouldn’t carry well in the still air down here.  They might have some sort of magical or mental link to the rest of the hive.  Or, I suppose, it could be something totally different.
“Will we now start encountering stiffer resistance?” Rhys asked. 
“You’d think, but no,” the Juggernaut replied.  “The kongolorn are ruled by a culture of power.  The stronger you are, the fitter you are to exist.  If you’re weak, your only purpose is to die.  They’ll send out weaker ones, first, just to test us.  When we defeat those, they’ll send stronger and stronger ones.”
“They sacrifice their own kind simply to test us?” Rhys asked distastefully. 
“There are thousands upon thousands of them holed up somewhere down this tunnel, Druid,” the dwarf snorted derisively.  “They don’t care about killing their own kind, because they know they can make more quickly enough.”
She turned back to Aranos.  “What this means is that as we get deeper into their hive, we’ll not only see stronger creatures, we’ll see more of them, and they won’t give us much chance to rest or recover.   That’s one reason why we usually bring a full legion down here to deal with them.”  She looked around at the group.  “I guess this will just have to do, though.”
Most of the kongolorn were in no shape to be Harvested, but the party managed to take a few of the creatures’ small spinnerets, since their silk apparently had uses in bandages and alchemy.  They moved forward through the tunnel, but as Mutroda had predicted, the attacks on the group grew more frequent and numerous the farther they went.  At first, they faced creatures like the ones they’d first encountered, ambush predators who attacked with nothing but surprise and their natural weapons.  Soon, though, the monsters began using weapons, mostly simple ones like axes and hammers carved from stone and crystal, lashed to long shafts of yellowed bone.  Ranged attackers started to appear, wielding slings or hurling short spears. 
Things truly started to get dangerous, though, when the first spellcasters appeared.  Smaller, three-foot-tall creatures with grayish exoskeletons showed up first, healing wounded kongolorn Warriors and buffing their defenses and fighting skills.  Similarly sized monsters with black chitin streaked with green showed up next, hurling chunks of ice and sprays of acid at the dwarves.  Aranos was forced to turn his focus to these new arrivals, shielding the melee combatants from their attacks and tearing down their shields to render them vulnerable.  Geltheriel was instrumental to killing these since her shadow walking Ability let her slip past most magical barriers and allowed her to slaughter the casters with abandon. 
They pushed forward, no longer stopping to rest or Harvest corpses.  The attacks were unceasing, coming from all sides, and only Aranos’ Lifesense Skill gave them warning of the myriad ambushes.  Larger kongolorn with four arms or venom dripping from their mandibles appeared; these creatures could spit their toxin, giving them a deadly ranged attack, while the four-armed monsters were stronger and more capable with their weapons.  The dwarven shield line held, though, as Rhys and Aranos purified the defenders of poison with Spell and antivenom, allowing them to stand unwavering against the onslaught. 
Finally, they pushed out into a large cavern, far vaster than any they’d seen.  The cave was at least a hundred feet across and was pierced with numerous tunnels, some descending into blackness, others spiraling upward.  Flashes and sparkles of crystal and metal ores streaked the walls, which showed the scars from probably centuries of mining tools hewing at them.  The floor was broken up with mounds of tumbled, fallen stone, and long strands of webbing crisscrossed the cavern.  The far end of the cavern was bathed in shadows that even Aranos’ vision couldn’t pierce, no matter what form of mana he tried to see. 
“This is the Ungoruzgol, the Cavern of Death,” Mutroda murmured, her eyes darting about as she spoke.
“There are kongolorn all around us,” Aranos said softly in reply.  The shadows ahead could block his magical senses, but apparently his Lifesense Skill still functioned normally.  “Dozens of them, hidden in the rock piles or behind that wall of shadows.”
The dwarf nodded.  “Typically, they stay hidden until we get closer to the center.  Then, they attack from all sides at once, with heavy reinforcements.”
“I see now why you wished to have a hundred Warriors to take this room,” Geltheriel muttered.  “It is a death trap. Those tunnels could be filled with the creatures; there could be a thousand of them, waiting for us to step forward.”
“Or backward,” Mutroda added.  “If we try to retreat now, they’ll charge.”
Aranos surveyed the room.  “The problem is, they can wait us out,” he observed.  “What we need is to force their hand without getting trapped in the tunnels—which I think we can do.” 
He glanced at his party members.  “Rhys, can you get your Entangle Spell ready to cast in front of the shield wall?”  The Druid nodded.  “Geltheriel, ranged attacks only until they’re fully committed, then go cause some havoc among their casters.”  The woman grinned.  “And Mutroda, once their roused, use your taunt Ability to bring them to us.”
He turned to the dwarves.  “This is going to get dicey,” he told them bluntly.  “My senses are telling me that there might be a couple hundred of them out there.  If we hold our ground, I think we can take them.  If not, though, Rhys and I have ways to slow them down enough to allow us to retreat.”
“We’ve done this before, green-skin,” one of the dwarves grunted.
“Really, Dekdrus?” Mutroda snorted.  “Tell me the last time you were in a group this small trying to hold off the entire swarm of the Ungoruzgol.  Or even the last time you were outnumbered ten to one by kongolorn.  I’d love to hear it.”
“The numbers don’t matter,” Aranos said firmly.  “A hundred or a thousand, only a few of them can attack us at once.  Hold the line, conserve your Stamina, and we’ll get through this.”  He looked at the others.  “Ready?”
When each nodded, Aranos pulled strands of all four elemental Aspects from the river of his mana, weaving them together and channeling them down both arms and into his chest.  He lifted his arms, pointing them out to the sides at an angle.  Twin balls of power shot from his hands, one a roiling sphere of lava, the other a churning orb of ice.  At the same time, strands of energy whipped from his chest, visible only to magical sight, weaving a complex structure at the very edge of the shadow wall. 
The twin orbs split into seven balls each, soaring over the dwarven shield wall and landing in the middle of what looked like empty spaces before the group, exploding into twin blasts of lava and frigid cold.  At the back of the cavern, tiny globes of searing magma and razor-sharp shards of ice swirled into being, whipped around by an eldritch wind.  Webbing was seared or ripped away by the three spells, piles of rocks were scattered or rendered molten, and the smell of burning spiders filled the dank air of the cavern. 
The entire cave exploded in bedlam.  Spider-people rushed forth from the tunnels and surged out from behind the curtain of shadow, racing across the floor with screams and ululating cries.  Bodies dropped, obliterated by the thousand or so LP damage each of his Ravaging Bursts inflicted or shattered by the four hundred LP per second his Fire and Ice Spell dealt them, but for every creature that fell, three erupted from the tunnels to crash into the dwarves’ line as Mutroda’s shouted Pull of the Stone drew them inexorably toward the defenders. 
Twisting, thorny vines erupted from the ground in front of the shield wall, lashing around the legs and abdomens of the onrushing monsters and slowing their advance.  Geltheriel’s hands practically blurred as she launched arrow after arrow into the mass of kongolorn, her shafts puncturing skulls and tearing open armored thoraxes.  As the creatures reached the defenders, dwarven polearms lashed out, cutting and piercing spider armor and flesh, while their wall absorbed the heavy blows from the cruder weapons of their assailants.
Aranos gathered mana, preparing to unleash another Ravaging Burst into the midst of the creatures, but as he did, he felt a sense of rising power at the edge of the cavern.  Hastily, he called up strands of energy, layering them in the air before the dwarves.  His Mage Shield formed just in time; moments later, streaks of flame shot from the curtain and slammed into his Shield, exploding against it with terrific force.  Aranos winced at the power of that strike; it felt like dozens of Wizards had cast a Spell against him at once.
Streamers of gray mist wove out from behind the shroud, speeding through the mass of kongolorn toward the dwarves.  The spider-people touched by that mist crumpled and fell to the ground, unmoving, and he could feel the death energy pulsing from it.  He quickly countered with a Ravaging Burst, hurling a blast of life mana into the Spell and tearing it to shreds, but as quickly as he destroyed it, another attack streaked forward.  Aranos intercepted the blast of crackling lightning with a barrage of ash that unmade the assault, then fired a blast of thermal mana that vaporized the ice storm that struck next.
The magical attacks came fast and furious, and Aranos could do nothing but focus on them.  He managed to launch a few Spells as a counterattack, but those shattered against the shroud obscuring the back of the cavern.  Aranos could still feel at least thirty creatures behind it; they all had to be casters, somehow working together against him.  He knew he could bring that barrier down eventually—already, he’d cracked it with a Shattering Bullet cloned into six projectiles with his Multishot Ability—but he didn’t know if the dwarves had time for that. 
The kongolorn still crashed relentlessly against the dwarven defenses, and while they still held, without his support, they were starting to be pressed back. 
Aranos countered another Spell, blasting a swarm of rocks hurtling toward the dwarves with a spray of dust that reduced them to powder, but he knew that the party couldn’t hold against the kind of assault they were enduring.  He needed to disrupt the casters and regain his momentum. 
Geltheriel! he shouted silently. Can you get to the casters?  They’re behind that shadow wall!
The elf flickered and vanished, only to reappear an instant later, reeling and pale.  I—I cannot, Oathbinder.  The wall is made of Shadow, and it repels my Abilities.
He swore silently.  That vastly limited his options.  He could breach their barrier with his Roar of Freedom, and his Impossible Tempest could probably clear the entire cavern, but either of those would leave his mana completely tapped.  If the kongolorn had reinforcements still lurking in the tunnels, casting an Ascended Spell would likely mean at least his death, if not that of the others.  He’d seriously underestimated the strength of the kongolorn defenses once; he couldn’t afford to do that again.  That left only one option, as far as he could see.
He took a deep breath, steeled himself—and unleashed the Domain of War.
Power surged through him, flashing out to fill the cavern and spill beyond it, into the tunnels.  The force of his Domain roared through a space over 1,600 feet in radius, encompassing every kongolorn in the Ungoruzgol and the reserves lurking in the surrounding tunnels.  Silver fire burned in his veins, crowing triumphantly and demanding to be unleashed, to obliterate those who stood before Aranos.  The power flooded his allies, and the dwarves and elves stood taller, their weapons seeming surer in their hands as War strengthened their arms and sharpened their skills.
Try now, Geltheriel, he sent quietly.  His Follower blinked in surprise and stared at him, her face concerned.  A moment later, though, she nodded and vanished.  He felt her passage through his Domain, and he willed the silver fire to carry her through the shadow wall.  The barrier resisted briefly, but War lashed at it, tearing open a hole, and a moment later, she was through.  He could almost see her blade rising and falling, slashing through the stunned kongolorn casters.  Their deaths flickered in his mind, candles being snuffed by the dark breeze that was the Shadedancer as his empowered Battlesense tracked the swath of carnage she cut into the creatures.
The kongolorn hesitated only briefly as they felt the energy of War swirl about them.  A moment later, they surged forward and assaulted the dwarven shield wall once more.  The newly strengthened wall held firm, and as the dwarves lashed back at their foes, Aranos sent a surge of energy into their weapons.  Instantly, each dwarven blade burst into silver flames, the fiery polearms cutting through armored chitin like it was paper.  The kongolorn standing before the dwarves seemed to crumple and die as one, crushed, slashed, and pierced by the enhanced weapons of the defenders.
Aranos turned his thoughts out beyond the closer attackers, to the hordes of spider-people still pushing forward.  He rose above the battlefield, carried on the tides of War and flashing into the center of the cavern with nothing but a thought.  A dozen balls of flame and acid exploded from him, spreading out and splashing across the monsters.  The creatures shrieked as they were immolated and dissolved, crumbling to ashes or splattering into liquid in moments.  More screams rang from the tunnels as Spatial Webs filled the passages.  Waves of heat rolled out of the corridors’ mouths as thermal energy flooded them, roasting the monsters in their shells.
He held up his hand, and twin Barrages of dark and light mana slammed into the shadow shield.  The barrier shuddered and flexed beneath the twin, inimical energies, then shattered, revealing the massed creatures beyond.  Geltheriel moved among them like the wind, flashing from shadow to shadow, her blade cutting through magical defenses and hardened armor with ease.  The kongolorn tried desperately to catch her, hurling Spells at her flickering form, but she deftly slipped past them, allowing the energies to tear into their own kind instead.
Incoming, he sent to his Follower, and she flashed into the shadows once more, this time appearing in the midst of the battered horde of Warriors.  He tracked her with his Battlesense, but his focus was on the remaining casters.  The kongolorn Wizards seemed to recover themselves almost instantly, and once again, waves of magic erupted from them, this time targeted directly at his floating form.  Blasts of lightning, gouts of fire, and jagged shards of blackness all rushed toward him.  He simply watched as the Spells slammed into a silvery shield of power, tearing themselves to pieces against the fortress of War. 
He concentrated on the creatures, and a torrent of power roared from him, slamming into the casters as a half-dozen Energy Barrages ripped into their ranks at once.  Kinetic force shattered their bodies and hurled them across the cavern; bursts of lava washed over them, roasting them in liquid rock; arcs of lightning raced across their bodies, charring their flesh and shattering their armor.  Acid surged around the monsters, dissolving them into puddles of gore, and waves of death energy tore the life from their bodies. 
The kongolorn advance stalled beneath this onslaught, and Aranos turned his thoughts to his allies.  Power rushed into their bodies and flowed through their armor, boosting their Strength, repairing damaged steel, and temporarily layering their defenses with deepsteel.  As the kongolorn charge faltered, the dwarves moved forward, pushing into their uncertain enemy.  The spider-people held for a moment, then began to fall back.  Their retreat turned into a rout, and they started to flee.
No! War screamed.  Our enemies cannot be freed to assault us once more!  Kill them all!
Aranos hesitated, but the voice of War was right.  If he let these creatures escape, they’d return with a larger force and undo what he’d done today.  Power flowed from him, reaching out to the stone surrounding him.  Walls of white-hot radiant energy erupted in each tunnel mouth at the edge of his Domain, surging inward toward the center.  The fleeing kongolorn tried desperately to push through the curtains of fire, but the searing flames reduced them to piles of burning, dead flesh.  The walls swept toward the cavern, scouring the tunnels clean and pushing the kongolorn back toward him.  The monsters shrieked and screamed, but he tuned out their cries and forced them into the cavern, elongating the burning walls until the monsters were fully encircled.  The flames roared over them, killing most and leaving the rest as torn, burning hulks that his Shattering Bullets or Geltheriel’s arrows put out of their misery. 
The dwarves held their wall, cleaving the kongolorn who rushed toward them to escape the flames.  The monsters surged forward in terror, but the grim defenders cut them down without mercy.  There can be no mercy, War raged in his mind.  There can be only victory!
The battle raged for minutes more, but the outcome was never in doubt once his Domain was unleashed.  The kongolorn fell inexorably to his flames or the blades of Geltheriel and the dwarves.  The last finally dropped, and Aranos allowed his fires to fade.  The battle was ended.  War, though, wasn’t yet sated.
We must press forward!  All who oppose us must fall!  The Domain crowed triumphantly in his mind, and images flashed in his thoughts.  He could see himself, going back to Skollheld Heill and gathering its legions, leading them deeper into the tunnels of Jezzkir Hive.  Somewhere in those depths lay the monsters’ home.  His army would conquer it, overrun the monsters, and slaughter them down to the last root and branch.  He would claim their lands for the dwarves, then lead them further.  The eolmaddern would fall; the riastorn would be destroyed.  Every foe in the depths would tumble before him, and he…
No, he said firmly, banishing the thoughts with an effort of will.  The battle’s done.  Now go back to sleep. 
War raged against him, battering his thoughts, urging him to raise his banner against his foes, but Aranos ignored it.  He slammed his will down on the Domain, pressing against it inexorably.  It resisted, clamoring to remain unleashed.  It was powerful, more so since he’d delved so deeply into it, but his will was stronger.  The Domain finally capitulated, sinking back into the oceans at his core, the silver fire swirling into the sea of gold and falling silent.




Chapter 10

Aranos sighed as he regained control of his Domain.  Despite their victory, the battle hadn’t gone as well as he’d have liked.  He’d gone into it arrogantly, assuming that his Spells would be able to destroy the creatures no matter what sort of defense they put up.  He’d totally underestimated the kongolorn’s magical counterattack and the sheer numbers of the creatures—as well as how fanatically they would charge to their own deaths.  The things seemed to have no sense of self-preservation; he’d expected at least some of them to break after his opening salvo, but none had, even the most dreadfully wounded. 
You seem distraught, Oathbinder, despite our victory, Geltheriel’s voice sounded in his mind.
I’m just realizing that I was too arrogant, here, he admitted to her silently. 
Perhaps, she replied.  Aranos was startled by her reply, a feeling she must have sensed through their mental link.  Oathbinder, you are becoming a being of power, and arrogance is a trap that all those with power must avoid.  It is a lesson that was schooled into me at a young age, since I was destined to gain the leadership of an entire House: power breeds arrogance, and the only guard against it is to know that you, too, are likely to fall prey. 
Well, I certainly did, he sighed.  If I’d been more cautious, I could have Overchanneled a Nova Blast or Gravity Well into the center of the room and focused all my attention on cracking that barrier.  Once I’d gotten through it, the two of us could have torn apart the casters, and their entire defense would have fallen apart.
Then that is what we shall do next time, she shrugged.  You have learned from this, Oathbinder.  There is little more to be gained from self-recrimination.  A greater question, to me, is how you are managing after unleashing your Domain, as you so obviously did.
I’m okay.  It was harder to restrain this time, but not too difficult.  Every time I use it, though, it’ll get harder.
Then we must work to ensure that you do not use it more than necessary, she said firmly.  Now, we came here for a purpose, did we not?
Aranos nodded and turned to Mutroda, noting as he did that the other dwarves were giving him very cautious looks indeed.  “Where would be the best place to build this gatehouse?” he asked her, ignoring the other Warriors.  “I’m not sure how big one is, or how its defenses work.”
Mutroda glanced at one of the other dwarves.  “Barthak?” she asked the red-haired man.  “You’re the siege expert, here.”
The dwarf grunted and placed his long, three-bladed spear over his shoulder.  “That tunnel leads to the main part of the Hive,” he said shortly, not looking at Aranos as he spoke.  “You don’t want to just put the gatehouse blocking it, though, because that would ruin the lines of sight its towers give you.  The idea is to use the gatehouse to create a killing ground, while blocking off the kongolorn’s access to the other tunnels.”
Barthak walked into the center of the room and gestured at the far end.  “If it were me,” he declared, “I’d create a funnel with the gatehouse walls.  Merge them with the cavern wall thirty feet to each side of the Hive tunnel and narrow them toward the gate, right here in the center of the gallery.  That would let the spiders swarm into the room and be cut down at our leisure.”
“Show me, if you would,” Aranos asked the man.  The dwarf grunted again but paced out what he was talking about.  Aranos fired a line of thermal mana from his palm, scorching the stone to mark where the dwarf wanted the walls to join, then pulled out the blueprint he’d gotten from the Priestess.  He held it out before him and imagined the gatehouse and walls, standing before him.  This structure would protect the Skollheld, but even more importantly, building it would allow him to protect his own city.  The need for it swelled within him, and he felt his Redemption Domain surge through him as the fires of his Needed Reclamation Spell exploded out into the cavern.
The golden energy of Redemption washed through the Ungoruzgol, sinking into the stone and burning away Corruption.  The power swirled down into the surrounding tunnels and crawled up the walls to bathe the ceiling in its radiance.  He directed a stream of that flame into the blueprint he held before him, and the power washed out in a wave.  Stone began to rise from the cavern floor, and as it did, Aranos kept the careful patterns of dwarven stonework firmly in his mind.  He didn’t know if it would make a difference, but he concentrated on the fire following those patterns.
Power drained from him as the walls rose high overhead, almost touching the vaulted ceiling.  Twin cylinders of stone rose at the ends of the two walls where they were narrowest, pierced with arrow slits that offered views of the entirety of both walls.  The tops of the walls were crenellated to offer extra cover and extended slightly beyond the face of the wall.  Machicolations or slits in the bottom of the extended portion gave defenders a full field of fire on attackers at the base of the walls.  Behind the battlements, walkways gave defenders the ability to move freely along the wall while still staying in cover.  A third wall rose between the twin towers, this one stone sheathed in a layer of deepsteel.  Aranos could see that this wall was split in half and realized the wall was actually a gate that could swing outward to allow entry and egress as needed.  What looked like a long, low bunkhouse formed along each wall, connected to the battlements by stairs. 
The power finally began to ebb, and when it faded at last, the stone structure stood gleaming before Aranos.  The walls were some sort of golden-hued stone that shone glossily in Aranos’ True Vision, and the gate stood tall and proud.  Notifications were blinking in his vision, and he quickly pulled them up.
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Structure Completed!
Dwarven Gatehouse
Defensive Structure
A Dwarven Gatehouse is the pinnacle of a defensive gate.
Rarity: Rare
Upkeep: None
Benefits: All defensive bonuses are increased by 200% for Gatehouse defenders.  Morale is increased by 100% for defenders.  Attacks suffer a 50% penalty to damage against defenders. 
Enhanced: This structure is built from Sunstone, a Redeemed material.  The structure and its defenders gain 50% Magic Resistance versus Spells from Corrupted or Shadowborn casters and 100% Magic Resistance versus Corrupted Spells or Abilities. 
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Skill Gained: Dwarven Masonry (U)
Rank: Novice 1
You can build dwarven structures and receive the full bonuses for them.
Effect: When you build a dwarven structure, you no longer suffer the 25% racial penalty to the structure’s bonuses.  You gain a bonus of +1% (0.5%) per Skill level to the integrity and bonuses of dwarven structures you raise.
+1 Dex
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New Outpost Available!
Ungoruzgol Cavern, Skollheld Heill Deeps
Condition: Redeemed
Area: 145,220 sq. ft.
Points Required: 3,920 (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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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 2
Current XP: 310,743/325,000
Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
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Aranos was tempted to make the cavern an outpost of Antas, but he dismissed that notification without deciding either way.  He didn’t want to choose rashly; he could see benefits to taking it or to handing it over to the dwarves.
Barthak walked up to the wall, tapping on the stone with his spear.  “That’s different,” he said gruffly.  “Never seen stone like this.  What is it, Wizard?”
“Sunstone,” Aranos said tiredly, not bothering to correct the dwarf.  While he no longer suffered the Exhausted or Fatigued debuffs after casting his Ascended Spells, the Needed Reclamation had dropped his SP down to 2% of its max.  Getting his SP that low always made him feel mentally drained, as if he’d been taking grueling exams for hours.  “It’s a Redeemed type of rock that gives the gatehouse’s defenders extra resistance to magic, especially Corrupted Spells and Abilities.”
“Useful,” the dwarf grunted.
Another dwarf standing near the walls started to speak in dwarven, calling to the other urgently and pointing toward a wall.  Aranos glanced at the stone and saw a dull, silver gleam embedded in it.  He looked more closely and realized that the three-foot-long streak was a vein of some sort of metal, one he didn’t recognize.  He looked over toward Mutroda.
“What’s he saying?”
“That he doesn’t recognize that metal,” she replied.  “That’s a big deal, too.  Bragon is a Rockhound—a prospector who finds and identifies new ore veins in the Deeps—so, if he doesn’t recognize it, it has to be pretty rare.”
Aranos’ ears perked up at the idea of a new, rare metal to identify and perhaps work with.  “Interesting,” he murmured walking over to stand beside the dwarf.  He reached out with his High Mastery Perk, examining the metal with his arcane senses.  The ore felt almost like truesilver, but the crystalline lattice was infused with a flickering, silver fire that felt like the power of his Domain.  Somehow, it seemed like the ore had absorbed the primal energy of War.  Yeah, I have to get a sample of this. 
His thoughts raced along the matrix of the metal, loosening bonds and pulling out impurities.  The vein shimmered and brightened as it softened, and a trickle of liquid metal ran down the wall.  Aranos held out his hand, and the stream of metal floated away from the stone.  A silvery tendril reached for his palm and formed a small globe that grew steadily larger as he channeled more of the metal out of the vein into it.
“Wizard, what are you doing?” the dwarf beside him barked.  Aranos saw a flash of movement in the corner of his eye and half-turned to face the dwarf, but before he could say a word, a flicker of darkness appeared between him and the Warrior.  The dwarf cried out as Geltheriel’s foot lashed out, slamming into his chest and hurling him prone on the stone floor.  Her blade flashed, leveled at the fallen dwarf, and while Aranos couldn’t see her face, he could feel the anger washing out from her.
“Attack my Oathbinder again, dwarf,” she said, her voice harder and colder than the stone surrounding them, “and it will be the last thing you ever do upon this world.”
The dwarf scrambled to his feet, leveling his axe-like polearm at her.  “He’s stealing from us,” the man growled.  “That’s dwarven ore, not for topsiders to take.”
“I do not believe it is possible for one to steal what one already possesses,” Rhys observed quietly but with an equally iron tone to Geltheriel’s.  “This is not, I am certain, part of the Skollheld, and the Liberator cleared it and claimed it.  By any measure, he certainly has first right to its treasures.”
“The Druid’s right, Bragon,” Mutroda agreed, walking over to stand beside Geltheriel.  “You know our laws.  Anyone who clears a vein in the Deeps has first claim to it.  The Sorcerer cleared this place, fair and square.”
“He’s not of the Stone,” Bragon insisted.  “Our laws don’t apply to him.”
“Our laws apply to all who walk in the Light, Bragon,” Mutroda shook her head.  “But if our laws don’t apply to him, then doesn’t that also mean that he doesn’t have to share his find?  He can keep this whole place to himself.  Do you want to try and stop him?”
“Know that anyone who does will not live beyond their first attempt,” Geltheriel said flatly, her blade still unwaveringly pointed at Bragon.  “I have seen you in battle, and I can say with certainty that even together, you are no match for even my Oathbinder and I.”
The Warrior looked unsure and glanced at the other dwarves.  One stepped forward.  “This is a decision about territory rights, which means it’s one for the Priestesses, not us,” he said, glancing at Mutroda.  “Mutroda is still a Priestess, so her word is law, here.”
Mutroda’s face twisted distastefully, but she nodded.  “Aranos was acting at the behest of the Priestess of the Heartstone, so he’s protected by our laws,” she said firmly, turning to the Sorcerer.  “You have first claim up to ten percent of the ore, here.  Anything mined beyond that has to be shared evenly with the Skollheld, as law commands.”
“I won’t be taking close to that,” Aranos said calmly, releasing the mana he’d been quietly gathering.  He wasn’t planning on hurting the dwarves, but he had a Gravity Web ready to go that would have immobilized all of them.  “This vein widens out significantly and runs deep into the rock.  I don’t think I’d be able to carry all of it.”
“Then that’s the end of it,” the unnamed dwarf spoke.  He turned to Aranos.  “That claim extends to every ore vein in the Ungoruzgol, by our laws.  Once you’ve taken what metals you would claim, I’ll ask you to return to the Skollheld and inform the Almen that we’re staying here to man the gatehouse until he can garrison it fully.  No point in building this and then having the kongolorn come take it from us.”
“Even if they do, it’ll be way easier to retake it,” Aranos shrugged, halting the flow of metal into the orb in his hand and pocketing it before beginning to draw the material for a second.  “This is Redeemed ground, now, and the kongolorn will probably avoid it if possible.  If they do attack, though, they’ll be significantly weakened just by stepping inside the cavern.”
“Good to know,” the dwarf nodded.  “Will you take word to the Almen for us?”
“Of course.  I’ll also tell him how well you all fought against the kongolorn, and how you held against twenty times your numbers.”
The dwarf waved dismissively, but Aranos caught a glint of pride in his eyes.  “He’ll be expecting no less,” he said off-handedly.  “Safe travels, Sorcerer.  I’m going to get this lot organized.”  He turned away and began barking what Aranos assumed were orders to the other Warriors in Dwarven. 
“You know, by our customs, you have the right to claim this whole place,” Mutroda muttered to him quietly.  “Technically, Antas could be considered a Skollheld, and a new cavern belongs to whichever Skollheld clears it.”
Aranos nodded.  “I got the option to make it an outpost.  I haven’t decided if I will or not.  It depends on if it’s better to claim it and allow the Skollheld access to it in return for something, or to give it to the Mistress of the Heartstone and have her indebted to me.”
“Doing the second will give you more leverage immediately,” Mutroda shrugged.  “However, the first choice will probably make you more money and net you a greater reputation in the end, especially if you expand the place to include more of the mine.  You could lease it out, allow the Skollheld to mine and garrison it, and take a portion of the ores in return.   Build a Dwarven Mine here, and you’ll get tons of ore and metals in the long run.  It’s what the Skollheld would do if they found this place close to another Skollheld.”
Aranos nodded.  “I’ll think about it,” he hedged.  “For now, let’s take a look at the rest of the ores and then head back to the Skollheld.  I want to get a gatehouse built as soon as possible.”
“Agreed, Liberator,” Rhys said wholeheartedly.  “I am more than ready to return to the open sky.  Although Miwango is happy with the new ores upon which he may feed.”  He pointed at the two-foot-long turaloke, who was perched on the wall beside the ore that Aranos had just leached, digging into it with gusto.  “He claims that this is the best food he has yet tasted, for what it is worth.”
“I hope he enjoys it,” Mutroda chuckled.  “It’s likely to be the only time he gets to try it, if it’s something Bragon hasn’t seen before.”
“He most certainly is,” the Druid smiled.  “One might point out, though, that such oddities seem to abound near the Liberator, so perhaps Miwango’s experience here will not be so unique as you believe.”
“I’m starting to see that.  I’m kind of curious what he’ll do next, to be honest.”
“Whatever it is, it will likely be spectacular and unexpected, Juggernaut,” Geltheriel laughed.  “And it will certainly place us all in mortal peril, so you will forgive me if I am less than eager to see it.”
The trip back to the Skollheld was relatively uneventful.  In some ways, the presence of the dwarves had actually limited the party; they’d been too worried about collateral damage to really cut loose.  The bands of eolmaddern and stone beasts were far less dangerous to the powerful party than they had been to the dwarves, and while they had numerous encounters on the return journey, none of them were particularly dangerous.  Mutroda gained them reentry into the dwarven stronghold, where they stopped briefly to speak to Almen Rudim to tell them of their success. 
The dwarf’s expression was one of wary surprise.  “Truly?” he asked a bit dubiously.  “The Ungoruzgol is cleared of the kongolorn and secured against their assaults?”
“It’s defended against them,” Aranos corrected.  “They can still try to retake the place, but it’ll be really hard for them—especially if you fully garrison the gatehouse and maybe send a few Priestesses for magical support, thanks to the extra magic resistance from the gatehouse and the Redeemed ground.”
The dwarven commander stared at him, then glanced at Mutroda, who nodded.  “It’s true, Almen,” she assured the man.  “Barthak didn’t object to staying there to garrison it, and if it hadn’t been an adequate defense, he would have.”
“That’s true,” the black-haired Warrior sighed, running a hand through his hair.  “Sorcerer, you might not know this, but by securing that strong point, you’ve done us a favor beyond anything I could imagine, not even counting the ore veins you’ve opened up to us.  The kongolorn could use those passages to find our deep farms and even our surface strongholds.  Without that access, we’ll suffer a fraction of the attacks from the spider-people, our deadliest foes in the Deeps.  I don’t know how we can repay you.”
“The Mistress of the Heartstone and I have worked out an arrangement already,” Aranos smiled.
“That’s good, because otherwise, we’d be in debt to you beyond what I imagine we could repay,” the dwarf nodded.
As they left the barracks, Mutroda frowned and looked up at Aranos.  “I think I might have underestimated the importance of the Ungoruzgol,” she admitted quietly.  “Almen Rudim just implied that there’s no price to what you did.”
“I assumed he was speaking in hyperbole,” Rhys offered.
The woman shook her head.  “He’s not prone to that.  If anything, he tends to understate things.  Remember how unimpressed he seemed when he saw the jordrecki head?  He rarely reacts to things, because when he’s calm, his men are calm, too.  That was the most expressive that I’ve ever seen him.”
“Do you think that the number of losses to the kongolorn has been misrepresented to you and the rest of the Skollheld?” Geltheriel asked quietly.
“That—would make sense,” the dwarf replied in a troubled voice.  “Except that I don’t understand why the Mistress of the Heartstone would do that.”
“I believe that you do understand, Juggernaut,” Rhys said in a far more serious tone than he usually used.  “One might imagine any number of reasons that a city would conceal such losses from its citizens—avoiding a panic would remain at the top of that list—but to do so from defenders such as you makes little sense.  Why would any do such a thing, when such information might steel their resolve and make them more determined than ever to oppose such threats?”
“The former Elder of Eredain behaved similarly,” Geltheriel added.  “He concealed the true nature of the threats to the city so that those within would feel at ease and not think too deeply about the state of the stronghold.  It is something to consider, at least.”
They walked in relative silence through the Skollheld, reaching the Altar of Stone without incident.  As they neared the odd building, though, Mutroda slowed and halted, her face troubled.  “Sorcerer, I would like to ask a favor from you,” she said slowly, clearly unsure of her words.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“When we speak with the Mistress of the Heartstone—tell her that you already claimed it as an outpost, and that you’ve started moving your own guards into it through a portal you built.”
He looked at her appraisingly, then nodded.  “I get it,” he said at last.  “You want to see her reaction.”
“Yes.  If what you’re thinking is right…”  She shook her head.  “I just hope you’re wrong.”
The Priestess outside the central chamber ushered them in immediately.  Aranos entered with Mutroda at his side, a smile plastered to his face even as his Lifesense tracked the hidden defenders stationed throughout the room.  The Priestess herself stood before the floating, glowing orb that was the Stone, the Heart of Skollheld Heill.  When the party entered, she turned and gazed neutrally at Aranos. 
“Lord Evenshade,” she said, inclining her head.  “You return sooner than I expected.  Was there a difficulty?”
“Not really,” he shrugged with forced nonchalance.  “We took the Ungoruzgol.  It was a difficult battle, but we managed, and afterward, I raised a gatehouse in it to protect the cavern.”
“You were successful?” she asked warily, her eyes narrowed.
“We were, Priestess,” Mutroda supplied.
The older dwarf’s expression smoothed into a neutral one.  “That’s impressive, but in the time since you’ve left it, the kongolorn have probably returned, and now they have a gatehouse to use against us.”
“I thought of that,” Aranos lied easily.  “That’s why I claimed the cavern as an outpost of Antas.”
The woman’s eyes grew wide, and a flash of fear spread across her face.  “You did what?” she gasped.
“I made it an outpost of my own city,” he shrugged.  “Then, I built a portal arch between it and Antas and brought some of my troops to garrison it.  It’s Redeemed ground, now, so with the gatehouse bonuses and my troops, I don’t think the kongolorn could retake it no matter how they tried.”
“You fool,” the woman hissed, and Aranos felt the hidden defenders starting to move to surround the group at her words.  “Do you know what you’ve done!?”
“I do,” he said quietly.  Silently and subtly, he started to gather his mana as he spoke.  He didn’t think that this meeting was going to devolve into violence, but if it did, he would be ready.  He called the power into his hands and chest, weaving three Spells and holding them in place, simply feeding power into them.  “I’ve secured the Ungoruzgol against the Shadowborn.  They’ll have to go through the Great Deeps to reach your holdings outside the Skollheld defenses, now.  I’ve just saved you hundreds of lives a year, easily.”  His eyebrows rose archly.  “Is that a problem?”
“You’ve doomed us all,” she hissed.  The figures surrounding them moved closer, and Aranos continued to channel power into his hanging Spells.  He assumed that the hidden dwarves were the elite of the Skollheld, and he wasn’t about to underestimate them the way he had the kongolorn.
“So, it’s true,” Mutroda spoke up, her voice bitter.  “What the elves said about us, about the price our rulers pay for peace…Broodmatron, have you really been pacifying the Darkness with a tribute of dwarven lives?”
The older woman stepped back, her face going white and looked as shocked as if Mutroda had slapped her.  “You…how did you…”  She looked at Aranos.  “You told her!”
“Yep,” Aranos nodded.  “But she only believed when she saw it for herself in Eredain.  The Elder there, Golloron, admitted what he’d done in front of the entire city.”
“Once I realized it was happening there, it was easy enough to see the signs here,” Mutroda added.  “Why we’ve never used the legions to expand our holdings until the upper reaches and deep farms are secure.  Why we send our young males out to die in the Deeps or mountains to prove their worth, rather than training them to survive in those places.  When I realized that you’d been concealing the true extent of our losses to the kongolorn…”  She shook her head.  “No other explanation makes sense, Broodmatron.  You’ve bought our peace in blood and lives.”
“Yes, daughter, I have,” the Priestess replied, her voice cold as she drew herself up.  “As did the Mistress of the Heartstone before me, and she who came before her, all the way back to the great Boleatrud, who made this bargain.  We’ve had centuries without warfare, centuries of relative peace, and all we’ve had to do in return was remain in our own borders and allow the Darkness to take a tithe of lives each year.”
She turned to Aranos.  “With this act, though, you’ve broken that peace, Sorcerer,” she snapped.  “Perhaps, as a Traveler, you don’t fear death, but my people and I do.  That’s what you consigned us to with your actions.”
“You’re wrong, Priestess,” he said quietly, his senses still on the slowly advancing figures around them.  “I’m giving you the chance at real freedom.  The chance to drive out the Darkness and live in the Light again.   All you have to do is join with me.”
“And do what?” she laughed harshly.  “You want to make war on the Darkness?  You’ll lose, Sorcerer!  The full Armies of Light couldn’t hold the Darkness at bay during the Feast.  Whatever ragtag army you might gather will be obliterated, and we’ll all be crushed underfoot.  The only way to stop it is to stop you—all of you.”
Aranos concealed a frown.  “How do you think you’ll stop me?” he asked flatly.
“You’re powerful, Lord Evenshade, but you’re standing in the heart of my domain.  I don’t have a choice.  I have—I have to kill you, then retake the Ungoruzgol with the legions.  If we tear down the gatehouse…”
“You’d attack him, just for doing what we should have done centuries ago?” Mutroda asked in disbelief.
“Yes, daughter, I would,” the older woman said, her voice sad.  “I dislike this, but I can’t see another way.  If I have to choose between my soul and my people, my people will win every time.”  She hesitated.  “Forgive me, daughter, but—this has to be done.  No one can know of this, which means none of you can leave here alive.”  Her gaze grew distant.  “Kill them all.”
The hidden figures moved, flashing into view and rushing toward the party.  As fast as they were, though, Aranos’ Spells were faster.  The charging dwarves froze as his Spatial Web erupted into place on each side, the Overchanneled Spells surging with power.  Aranos had put over 300 extra SP into each Spell, doubling their effect.  That meant the dwarves’ Strength Stat had to be higher than his Intelligence Stat for them to even have a chance to move—and with his Int hovering at 330, that wasn’t very likely.  The dwarves were pulled from Stealth as his Spell held them rigid and motionless, revealing them to the party.
The dwarves weren’t helpless, though.  The closest dwarf flickered and vanished, disappearing from his Web, and the rest soon followed suit.  A moment later, all eight reappeared as a glowing dome of swirling, silver-grey energy flashed into view.  The dwarves rebounded from that barrier, seemingly stunned for a moment, and Aranos suppressed a grin.  The dwarves reminded him of Geltheriel, and he’d guessed their power sets might be similar to hers, as well.  That included teleportation, so his third Spell forged a shell of forbiddance mana around party.  The dome of power countered their attempts to teleport through it, dropping them unexpectedly from their Ability and leaving them momentarily dazed.
“Broodmatron!” Mutroda shouted.  Aranos turned back to the Priestess just as a jet of silver-tinged flame shot from her hands, roaring toward him.  He recognized the mana instantly; the Priestess had her Soul Aspect unlocked, using it to boost her Primary Spells.  He began to pull up a Mage Shield, but before he could, the silver fire washed over him, tearing at his Arcane Armor.  A moment later, the flames guttered and died, and he saw Mutroda standing before him, her shield deflecting the older woman’s Spell.
“What are you doing, Broodmatron?” the Juggernaut shouted over the roar of the flames.
“What I have to, daughter,” the woman called back sadly, raising a second hand and intensifying the flames.  “It tears at my heart, but I have no choice.  I have to save my people, no matter what the cost—even if that’s my soul.”
Geltheriel’s form flickered beside him, then appeared at the edge of his barrier.  The elf staggered back, shaking her head, and glared at Aranos.  Oathbinder, allow me through your Spell.
Sorry, I can’t, he said apologetically.  I made it with my Forge Mana Spell, so I don’t have that kind of fine control over it.  You can walk through it normally, though; you just can’t teleport through it.
The elf ran through the barrier, into his Spatial Web, where she froze for a moment, held fast by the power of his Spell.  She vanished a moment later, though, seeming to sink into her own shadow and reappearing beyond his Spell.  Two of the dwarves flickered into view beside her, and Aranos sensed as much as saw their weapons clash against hers.
Aranos finally fashioned his Mage Shield, and the flames slammed into it instead of into the Juggernaut’s now-glowing bulwark.  He flung a globe of electricity into the air overhead and pulled a bolt of lightning down to strike at one of the dwarves engaging Geltheriel.  The energy crackled through the dwarf’s body, paralyzing him for a moment, and the Shadedancer used the moment of respite to flash behind the other dwarf, her shadowy blades slipping through his armor and biting into the back of his legs. 
Aranos felt his Mage Shield shatter as the Priestess hurled a blast of Soul-enhanced lava at it, but once more Mutroda intercepted the blast of power.  Another dwarf teleported out of his Web and engaged Geltheriel, and Aranos pulled a second bolt of lightning into him.  Roots erupted from the ground, wrapping about the dwarves battling Geltheriel as Rhys cast his Entangle Spell, followed by a series of fiery meteors that streaked into one of the dwarves and exploded into liquid flame.  The flames wrapped around the dwarf, who quickly vanished, allowing the fire to splash harmlessly to the ground.
Aranos hurled a beam of artic energy at the Priestess, freezing her lava blast and cooling Mutroda’s scorched shield.  He reached out to the bulwark and reinforced it with his Strengthen Metal Spell, but he could tell that the shield wasn’t going to hold much longer.  The Priestess was right; here, in her sanctuary, she could draw on the power of the Stone to boost her Spells.  Aranos had a ton of SP, but he didn’t have unlimited amounts.  Of course, if he unleashed his Domains…
He shook his head.  Things weren’t that bad, yet.  As he raised another Mage Shield to intercept a hail of jagged, silvery stone that smashed into the barrier, pummeling it and slowly tearing it to pieces, he looked past her at the orb of stone resting on its pedestal.  The Priestess’ strength was the city’s Heart; it gave her vast amounts of SP to use and probably boosted her Spells enormously.  What he needed to do was either separate her from the Heart—which he wasn’t sure he could do—or drain that power from it.  That just might be doable.
He lashed out with an invisible tendril of mana, connecting it to the orb of stone.  Instantly, he felt the Stone’s awareness react to his intrusion.  The Awakened Heart struck at him with waves of power, battering at his thoughts.  He quickly raised a mental shield, blocking the attack, and withdrew his probe.  He thought he knew how to end this, now, but doing it was a gamble.  It would require an Ascended Spell, and if he cast it and was wrong—all of them were going to die.  It was a terrible risk, one based on a hunch, and if he gambled and lost…
That wasn’t an option.  With a mental sigh, he reached into his depths and unleashed his Redemption Domain. 
Golden fire roared through him, spreading out to fill the room.  As the aureate energy swept over the Stone, he sensed rather than heard its screech of outrage and pain.  The Priestess and dwarves battling Geltheriel all stumbled in confusion for a moment, and in that moment, Aranos struck. 
Power raged within him, surging up his arms and arcing out from his palms.  Twin gouts of golden fire slammed into the pulsing Stone, bathing it in radiance.  The Heart resisted, pushing against his power, and for a moment, Aranos wasn’t sure if his Spell was going to work.  After all, Needed Reclamation wouldn’t Redeem sapient creatures that didn’t want to be Redeemed…
The Heart shrieked once more as the flame poured into it, sinking down into its depths.  Golden fire scoured the Stone, burning out the thick bands of Corruption Aranos had sensed when he’d touched it with his mind.  That was why the Priestess was reacting so violently; she served the Stone, and the Stone had been serving the Darkness, if unwillingly.  He knew from talking with Geltheriel that Corruption filled its victim’s thoughts, made them darker and angrier than they should be.  It encouraged the elf to hatred, violence, and wrath—and Aranos guessed that it was doing the same to the Stone. 
That was a weakness of the city Hearts, he realized.  If the Heart were compromised, everyone in the city would be, as well.  It would drive its inhabitants to live in fear, to give in to violence and hate.  Golloron’s downfall hadn’t started when he and the Elder battled in the dreamscape; it began the moment Aranos Redeemed the city’s Heart.  Freeing the people of Eredain from the touch of Darkness also set them on the path to freedom from Golloron’s clutches. 
Now, his fires were scourging the Corruption from Skollheld Heill.  The Heart’s screams faded into whimpers, which dropped into silence as the last vestiges of Corruption burned away.  The Priestess fell to her knees, clutching her head, while her Warriors fell back from the bleeding and battered Geltheriel, dropping their weapons with confused faces.  As his Spell faded, a single voice rang in his thoughts, almost terrifying in its depth and power.
You have freed me, Sorcerer, the Stone’s voice echoed in his mind, and the sound of it thrummed throughout the entire city.  You freed us all.




Chapter 11

The Black Blade wasn’t one of the nicer taverns in the city of Stoneleague.  It wasn’t even one of the nicer places in the lower part of the city, south of the Guild Square and east of the Low Gate.  It was dirty, the air was smoky because a fight had at some time partially damaged the chimney, and it smelled strongly of sweat and stale beer, with a faint undercurrent of old vomit.  The tables were sturdy but scarred and battered, and the floor was covered with sawdust to soak up various fluids.  The clientele consisted mainly of common laborers, most of whom drank in silence this early in the evening.  Later, when the alcohol had a chance to kick in, the place would turn lively, but for the moment, the air was decidedly sullen.
However, the Blade wasn’t meant to impress or to draw in wealthy craftsmen or merchants.  Its owner, Malcolm, was a retired member of the Thieves’ Guild—presumably someone from higher in the ranks—and the tavern was the closest thing the underworld of Stoneleague had to neutral ground.  Shady merchants would come here to buy stolen goods; thieves from all over the city met to plan jobs or exchange loot.  Malcolm offered his custom to anyone, regardless of their background, so long as they obeyed his rules.  If they didn’t…
Phil halted in the street as the Blade’s front door slammed open and a slim, lithe body came hurtling through it.  His hand dropped to his sword hilt reflexively, but the ejected person wasn’t in any condition to offer the party violence.  The man staggered to his feet, reeling drunkenly, but Phil didn’t think alcohol was the cause of his condition.  He suspected, instead, the mottled, purpling bruises forming on the slim man’s face and head, making him looked like someone had taken a baseball bat to him without mercy.  Which, Phil supposed, was quite likely, considering the figure that stepped into the doorway, brandishing a long and solid-looking club in his fist.
“You know the dark of my kip, Barnett,” Malcolm roared at the stumbling man.  “The Blade is shiny.  No filching, no warnings!  You cross my hearth again, I’ll send you to the King in a stone box.  You cop?”
“His Highness will have words for you, Malcolm,” the apparent thief spat out a gobbet of blood, putting one hand gingerly to his swollen temple.
The short, grizzled innkeeper laughed openly.  “Sure, go sing to the King that you were walking the dodgy path here,” he chortled.  “Your head’ll look nice on my trophy wall, and that’s the only bit of you that’ll ever see light again.  Now turn your heels, or I’ll have more words for you!”  The former thief took another menacing step, and Barnett turned and limped away as fast as he could.
“Idiot,” Malcolm snorted, lowering his truncheon.  He glanced over at the party and inclined his head.  “Welcome back,” he said shortly.  “You hear to clear that no-good, lazy Rogue from my place?”
Phil laughed and stepped forward.  “Is he here?”
“He is,” the man nodded, gesturing for them to enter before stepping inside.
Phil and the others walked into the tavern and stood for a moment, their eyes scanning the room.  It didn’t take long to find McBane, seated by himself at a table, apparently nursing a mug of ale.  Phil walked over to him and pulled out a chair, sitting across from the quiet Rogue.
“Good to see you, McBane,” he said pleasantly, leaning forward and resting his arms on the table.
“Phil,” the man spoke softly, his eyes somewhat distant.  “Good to see you, too.”
“You all there, honey?” Meridian asked archly, sitting next to the man and placing the back of her hand against his forehead.
“Was he ever?” Longfellow chuckled, watching as Martina and Hector grabbed another table and slid it over next to McBane’s.  “Not that he doesn’t look extra checked-out today, to be sure.”
The Rogue blinked rapidly and shook his head.  “Sorry, guys,” he said, straightening.  “I’ve been working on a Quest, and…”  He sighed.  “It’s a doozy.  It’s killed me at least a dozen times so far, and I’m not really any closer to finishing it than I was.”
“Want to talk about it?” Hector asked, raising a hand and signaling for the server, a young, pretty, freckle-faced woman who brightened noticeably as she made her way over to the group. 
“Welcome back!” the girl said, her eyes scanning the party members.  “Where’s your Wizard friend?  Is he coming later?”
Phil suppressed a chuckle; Jeff’s Charisma had apparently left a lasting impression on the young woman.  “He’s out of the city right now,” he told the woman, hiding a smile as her face fell. 
“Don’t worry, love, I tip much better than he does,” Longfellow said grandly, holding up a silver disc.
“Of course,” she smiled perfunctorily, not even really looking at the Archer.  “What can I get for you all?”
Everyone put in a drink order, with Longfellow and Meridian ordering red wine and everyone else getting ale.  “I’ll be right back with that,” the server said politely but without real interest as she turned away from the table. 
“I swear, that lady truly dislikes me,” Longfellow complained.
“Well, you do keep leering at her and offering her extra money,” Martina pointed out.
“She probably figures you think she’s a lady of the night, sugar,” Meridian added.  “No girl wants someone to think that.  Well, unless they really are one.”
“What?” Longfellow protested.  “I didn’t—I never—I don’t think she’s that!”
“You just figure that if you tip her enough, she’ll think you’re a big spender and be extra friendly, right?” Hector chuckled. 
“Right!  I mean, no, not like that…”  Longfellow sighed.  “I’m so misunderstood.”
“I think we’re all understanding you perfectly fine, Shortfellow,” Meridian laughed.
“So, your Quest?” Phil prompted McBane, who still looked deep in thought.
The Rogue shook his head.  “I’m pretty sure it’s a Class Quest,” he told them.  “I’ve got a Quest to find a rogue criminal lord in the city.”
“Rogue as in the Class, or rogue as in maverick?” Martina asked curiously.
“Maverick, sorry.  I won’t say his name—I know he’s got operatives in here right now—but he’s trying to start a war between the Thieves’ Guild and the other powers in the city.  I’m supposed to find him and stop him.”
“What’s the Quest ranking?” Phil asked.
“It was A, but after I actually met the guy—and he had his minions kill me again—it shifted to S.”  The man groaned.  “I’m kind of at a dead end, Phil.  I’ve tracked his operations all over the city, infiltrated his hideouts, and even liberated one of his former mistresses to pump for information…”
“Yeah, I’m sure that’s what you were pumping her for,” Meridian laughed loudly.
McBane’s face twisted.  “She’s not exactly my type, remember?  A bit too female for my tastes, even if she is a pretty, little thing.”  He snorted.  “That’s not the point.  Whenever I get close, his minions ambush me and send me back to respawn.  I’ve managed to get a level or so out of it, but…” He shook his head.  “It’s like he can sense me coming, Phil.  I’m running out of options, here.”
“We might have a new angle for you,” Martina leaned forward.  “Earlier today, a group of thieves infiltrated the Adventurers’ Guild and attacked it.”
“They what!?” McBane nearly shouted, half-rising from his seat and drawing eyes from all over the room.
“Easy, there,” Hector put a restraining hand on the man’s shoulder.
“Sorry,” McBane muttered, sitting back down.  “It’s just that this thief lord has been doing all sorts of things that would bring down the hammer of God on the Guild—but that’s like declaring open warfare with Travelers!  That’s a death sentence, no matter how powerful you are!”
“Unless…” Martina said slowly, frowning.  Everyone turned toward her, and she flashed them a smile.  “Sorry, thinking out loud.”
“Think away, sister,” Hector urged her. 
“It’s just that the thieves who attacked the Guild weren’t acting like normal thieves,” she explained.  “Regular thieves would have planted those explosives and run.”
“Explosives?” McBane repeated.  “What kind of explosives?”
“The ones that go boom, mate,” Longfellow laughed.
“No, I mean, were they magical or alchemical?”
“No idea,” Phil shrugged.
“Alchemical,” Meridian supplied.  Phil shot her a glance, and she shrugged.  “Sparky can sense magic.  He used to go bananas when Aranos was going full out, kill-it-with-fire Sorcerer.  He didn’t feel anything, so they had to have been alchemical bombs.”
“The thieves kamikazed with them,” Hector added.  “Took themselves out along with a bunch of players, and almost got Marie if Phil hadn’t figured out how to heal her.”
“They poisoned Guildmaster Ryder, too,” Martina continued.  “The point is, except for the poisoning, nothing about that was thief-like.  It was like they were some sort of fanatics, and in my experience, thieves are survivors.  It’s why they become thieves: they’ll do what they have to in order to get by.  They don’t commit suicide for a cause.”
McBane’s face was creased with a wide grin.  “Alchemical explosives.  That—that, I can track,” he said at last.  He glanced at the others.  “Did you all get a Quest for this?”
“Sure did,” Hector nodded.
“Then when I get close, and the King’s men ambush me…”  He picked up his drink and downed it in one gulp.  “This time, they’ll be the ones in for a surprise.”
“I’ll drink to that,” Longfellow laughed, raising his wine.
“You’ll drink to anything, though,” Phil pointed out with a grin.
“That’s true, but it doesn’t make this time any less special, now does it?”
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“Again!” the dark god roared.  Lily groaned and struggled to rise, but her body wouldn’t respond.  Her Stamina was bottomed out, her SP had flatlined, and her LP sat just below 10%.  There simply wasn’t anything left in her to give, and she collapsed back into the dank, dead earth, barely conscious.
“I said sit up and try again!” Morx screamed at her.  Pain surged through her body, making her limbs spasm and shake.  She tried to scream, but her vocal cords were so torn and bloody that only a hoarse croak erupted from her lips.  She struggled to control her body, but between the pain and her empty Stamina, her muscles refused to respond to her commands.
How long the pain lasted, she honestly didn’t know.  She was beyond counting seconds, beyond tracking the hours that she’d spent under Morx’ “instruction”.  Her mind refused to even consider the passage of time; all that existed was now, and in that moment, there was only pain.  The torment was unimaginable; every nerve ending in her body shrieked in agony, her bones felt like liquid fire, and her blood burned like acid in her veins.  She couldn’t imagine feeling more pain—and then, somehow, Morx made it worse.  He always found a way to make it worse. 
Early on, she’d begged for death, but if the god had any scrap of mercy in its nature, Lily couldn’t see it.  It kept her on the cusp of life with almost surgical precision.  At first, she’d watched her LP bar drop to 1% with a sort of gleeful anticipation.  Death would end this, and once she escaped here, she was done with the dark god.  She didn’t care if she had to go make friends with fucking Aranos and his buddies to do it, she wasn’t letting Morx get its paws on her again.  The god seemed to know exactly when to stop, though, and even as the thought crossed her mind, the pain mercifully ended.  She almost burst into hopeless tears as healing energy surged through her, raising her LP to 25% and restoring her legs, which had been torn off by the horror Morx had summoned.
“I can’t do it,” she gasped, struggling to a sitting position as her Stamina crept up to a pitiful 10%.  “Without mana…”
“Mana is a crutch,” the god hissed at her.  “It limits you and makes you less.  Your power can never be greater than that of the mana you’re summoning and the spellforms you’re using.  I thought you wanted to be strong!”
“I…am…strong…,” she panted, even as she knew those words to be a lie.  If you’re strong, why are you so helpless right now? 
The voice was right, as always.  She wasn’t strong, at least not in the face of the dark god’s wrath.  She’d tried to fight it, early on, but it simply yanked the mana out of her like pulling a rug from under her feet.  Drained of SP, there was little she could do against Morx—or the beasts it kept summoning to savage her flesh. 
“You are NOT!” the god roared.  “You’re WEAK and PATHETIC!  Even now, you want to strike me down, but you’re too powerless to do it!”  The god’s form blurred, and pain exploded in Lily’s chest as she felt herself flying through the air.  She crashed to the hard, gray soil of Morx’ realm, coughing up blood and struggling to catch her breath.  She hadn’t even seen the blow coming, and it had shattered her sternum and ribs.
“You are a creature of death, but you refuse to truly embrace the power that’s been given to you,” Morx screamed at her.  “Until you find that power within you, you will endure this, time and again, for all eternity if necessary!  Now try again!”  The god gestured, and the two-headed monstrosity it had summoned leaped at her.  It almost looked like a huge, black tiger with long, whiplike tentacles sprouting from its shoulders.  Lily reached desperately within her, trying to drag up a drop of power to blast the creature, but the well that had once been her SP was totally empty.  The monster’s tentacles lashed around her arms and waist, pulling her toward it despite her feeble struggles.  She screamed as the first of the creature’s heads lashed out and grabbed her flailing foot, slowly crushing the bone.  A moment later, she shrieked again as its other head caught her second foot, shattering it with its blunt teeth.
Lily didn’t know what this thing was, but she knew that it was designed to torture its prey.  The monster’s teeth were flat, and its powerful jaws had no problem crushing bone.  It slowly worked its way up her legs, mashing them into pulp.  She knew that once it got close to her crotch, its saw-edged tongue would rasp its way through her legs, taking a minute or more to sever each one individually.  It was an agonizing experience, and as the pain surged up into her, her mind tried desperately to flee from the torment and shut down, but the god wasn’t going to allow that.  Every time she tried to sink into her own consciousness, she felt herself dragged back into reality.
“Reach beyond your mana!” Morx roared.  “Find that ocean of Death within you, and dive into it!  It’s the only way to end the torment!”
Lily tried to focus, to reach into herself, but she simply couldn’t find what the god was talking about.  There was something beneath her mana, a power there that dwarfed anything she’d seen, but it wasn’t the welcoming quiet of death.  She knew all about death.  It had been her constant companion, from the day she’d come home and found her mother dead, beaten into a bloody pulp by her stepfather.  Death was still, cold, and perfect.  It was the equalizer, the one true constant in the universe, and she’d been its tool and minion ever since she’d introduced her stepfather to it and gained her freedom. 
That power wasn’t the perfection of death.  It was something she couldn’t describe, without form or reason.  It was terrifyingly seductive, calling to her, but she recoiled from it instinctively.  Once she dove into that power, she’d be giving herself to it, and it would rule her, forever.  She didn’t know how she knew that, but she was absolutely certain of it.  She would rather endure this torment than lose herself to that power.
The agony, though, was something beyond human endurance.  She couldn’t hide from it, couldn’t put it aside, and couldn’t fight against it.  She was powerless in the face of the dark god, and that helplessness tore at her even more deeply than the pain did.
This is going to break you, the voice informed her.
Too late, she thought desperately.  I’m already broken.  She was, of course.  She’d been broken as long as she could remember, but she managed to hold herself together
Then it’s going to shatter you beyond repair, the voice persisted.  You can’t endure this.
I can!  I’m a badass bitch!  I’m strong!
No, you’re not.  You’re weak, like he said.
Lily froze.  The voice was always right, and the voice was telling her she was weak.  But—I’ve killed so many!  I’m the terror of the Human Kingdoms! 
That’s not strength.  You’re pretending, and you know it
Of course, she was pretending.  She had to, just to function.  If she stopped pretending to be human, she didn’t know what she’d be.
You’d be yourself.  If you want to be strong, you have to stop fighting your nature.  You have to stop being who you think you’re supposed to be, and start being who you are. 
Wonder filled her as she suddenly understood.  The voice was right.  She’d been play-acting, pretending to be put-together.  She wasn’t.  She was torn, shattered—less than a person.  She wasn’t really human, and it was time she stopped pretending to be.  She was a monster, and she needed to embrace that.
She looked inside herself and saw the roiling, chaotic power there, and she recognized it.  That was her, her deepest and truest self.  She’d been death’s tool, but death wasn’t a part of her.  It was something that she’d been denied for so long, something she’d always yearned for but had never been able to touch.  This power, though—this was part of her, and she tossed aside her hesitation and dove into it gleefully. 
The energy exploded in her mind, tearing at her thoughts—and Lily let it.  She’d tried for too long to control her true nature, and all that had gotten her was pain and regret.  Her consciousness splintered and reformed, irrevocably shattered beyond the possibility of repair, and it felt…good.  It felt right.  All her regrets and fears vanished as she abandoned her humanity and embraced the monster she’d become. 
The power flooded into her body and exploded outward.  She could feel Morx’ creature with her new senses, and with a thought and a surge of energy, she flung it away from her.  Power coursed down her legs, restoring them and banishing the pain.  She glanced down at herself and laughed; the healing Spell had restored her, but it had also coated her legs in gleaming, ebony scales.  She didn’t care; the scales suited her, somehow, reflected the monster she’d become. 
She rose to her feet and then floated above it, lifted aloft on wings of ebony fire that sprouted from her shoulders.  The creature was scrambling to its feet and leaped toward her, but black chains shot from her hand and wrapped around it, binding its limbs and clamping its muzzle shut.  Barbs slid out from the chains, sinking into the creature’s flesh, and Lily laughed again in delight.  She hadn’t meant to do that, but she liked it.  Now, the creature was helpless and in torment, just as she’d been.
She turned slowly around and looked at Morx, grinning evilly.  The dark god was silent and motionless, simply seeming to watch her facelessly.  “What—what have you done?” it asked after a moment.  “This isn’t the power of Death…”
Lily laughed aloud.  The god’s confusion filled her with glee, and she wanted it to last.  At the same time, she wanted to know what she’d done and the new power she’d gained.  She decided that what she wanted was more important than tormenting the god—really, it was more important than anything—and she pulled up her waiting notifications.
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Primal Mana Unlocked!
Aspect: Madness
Madness is one of the rarest Domains.  It is the antithesis of reason, the Domain of insanity, and it can only be touched by those whose minds have been shattered beyond repair.  Masters of this Domain are utterly unpredictable and can perform feats that are astonishing or fail at the most trivial tasks.
Radius: [Charisma x 5] feet (875’)
Benefits: End +20, Int +10, Cha +20.  Choose one Spell Mastery Skill to elevate a full rank, to a minimum of Expert, you add your Charisma to all Opposed Checks, you are immune to any Spells, effects, or Abilities that contact, read, control, or alter your thoughts.
Penalties: You suffer a penalty of 50% to all Wisdom-based checks.  Your Spells, Abilities, and Opposed Checks all suffer a penalty or bonus ranging from -50% to +50%; this modifier is determined randomly with every usage.   Your ability to control Summoned or Dominated creatures is severely limited: these creatures will never attack you, but you can only issue general commands to them that they will obey according to their natures.  Spells you cast through your Domain may have odd effects that alter the Spell’s casting or outcome without changing its basic function or effectiveness. 
Domain Effect: Within your Domain, you can replicate any Spell you know without using SP.  Any Spell cast or Ability used within your Domain must make an Opposed Check to succeed: the initiator’s relevant Stat and Skill versus your [Cha + Mana Manipulation].  Hostile creatures in your Domain suffer the Confused debuff, taking random actions each round and unable to distinguish friend from foe unless they pass an Opposed Check: their [Wisdom + Class Level] versus your [Charisma + Class Level]. 
Base Personality Points: 200
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“Madness!” Lily crowed aloud, black fire crawling up her triumphantly raised arms.  “This is Madness!  I’m Madness!”
“You fool,” Morx whispered.  “You can’t control Madness!”
“Why would I want to?” she laughed.
“Because your Domain will consume you if you don’t suppress it,” it hissed.  “You’ll be driven to do its bidding, losing your will to it!  I’ll teach you to…”
“I’m done with your lessons,” Lily shrieked as rage flashed through her, and a torrent of black flame slammed into the god, driving it back from her.  “I’m never listening to you again!  I’m Madness, and Madness is me, and that’s how it will always be!”
“You are my TOOL!” the god roared, pushing back the flames and flinging a blast of black energy at her.  The power crawled around her limbs, trying to invade her thoughts and control her body, and Lily let it.  As the energy flowed into her mind, Morx gasped and stepped back, shaking its head as the connection collapsed.
“I’m nobody’s tool!” she shouted back.
“Your mind—it’s destroyed,” the god spoke slowly.  “Madness has claimed you already.”
“No, you fucking idiot!  I claimed it!  I’m finally myself, and I’m not listening to you or anyone else ever again!”  Power flowed around her, cloaking her in conjured armor.  She reached into the nearest shadows and tore open a hole in Morx’ Realm.  She didn’t know where it went, and she didn’t care.  She’d make her way back to Northmoor, and she’d gather her army there.  Her old plan, she decided, had been stupid.  She didn’t want to wait for the idiot humans to come to her.  It was time to bring the battle to their doorstep. 




Chapter 12

Aranos stood in the throne room of the Treehome in Antas, staring at the severed head of the jordrecki that lay in a puddle of congealed blood before him.  “Okay, so what am I doing, here?” he asked.
“You are making that skull a trophy, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel replied.  “I thought we had discussed this previously.” 
Aranos rolled his eyes.  “Yeah, I know that I’m making a trophy, but how, exactly, am I supposed to do that?”
“Well, you may choose from two options,” she shrugged.  “The first is to have a skilled leatherworker preserve the hide and an alchemist bathe it in a solution that will prevent the softer tissues from decomposing, then arranging for a craftsman to mount it on a large plaque so that it can be hung up in your throne room.”
“And we’ve only got the alchemist here,” he sighed.  “So, what’s the second option?”
“Simply choose it as a trophy from your House or city management,” she deadpanned.  “That is the way most rulers and Patriarchs choose to proceed.”
He glared at the woman for a moment, but she simply grinned back impishly at him.  He shook his head and opened his city management screen, scrolling through its tabs until he found one called Miscellaneous Improvements.  Right there, in the middle of the page, was the option to add trophies to his city.  Selecting that gave him a list of everything he had in his inventory that could count as a trophy.  Most of those were random hides or monster parts he’d collected in his travels, but two of the items stood out.  One was the head of the jordrecki, but the other was the halberd he’d used in conjunction with Saphielle’s spear to liberate Antas.
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Trophy Available: Jordrecki Skull
Rarity: Exceptional
Type: Hunted Monster (Dragon)
Benefits: Citizens do 5% more damage to creatures when not inside the city walls.  This bonus increases to 10% if the creature’s level is more than 5x the city’s rank and is boosted an additional 5% when the creature is 10x the city’s rank, 15x, 20x, and so on.  Does not apply to humanoid creatures.
Trophy Available: Necrotic Halberd
Rarity: Exotic
Type: Looted Item (Weapon)
Benefits: Citizens receive 1% of damage they do against any living foe in the city’s borders as healing.  This applies only to melee combat.
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He glanced at the other choices, but they were all minor bonuses, giving a 1% boost to a specific Skill, for example, or less than 1% to Defense for citizens in the city.  He guessed that the power and rarity of the creature the trophy was taken from influenced the strength of the bonuses provided. 
“How many trophies can I have?” he asked the elf beside him.
“As many as you would like,” she shrugged.  “However, only one trophy per rank of your city or House will be effective.”
“If you wish, my Lord,” Lorsan spoke from his other side, “you could place separate trophies in your House and city, should you have more than one powerful one.  I have heard that city trophies are more effective, however.”
Aranos nodded.  He flipped over to his House screen and found the tab for trophies, there; the same options were listed, but the boosts were smaller for his House, as Lorsan had said.  The jordrecki head gave his House members boosts in 3% increments as opposed to 5%, and the halberd let his people heal 0.5% of the damage they did, but only in the House’s service.
The halberd’s benefits were substantial, but the boosts from the jordrecki head were definitely better.  A 5% boost to damage didn’t seem like much, but if a hundred Warriors were firing arrows at an attacking monster, that small boost would add up very, very quickly.  Added to the benefits that the gatehouse he’d built across the High Road already contained, that additional damage could turn the tide of a battle.  He selected the head, and the grisly object simply vanished and reappeared on the wall behind the Treehome’s throne.  It shone in a pristine, undamaged state, but the process had been a bit…underwhelming.
“That’s it?” he asked in surprise.
“You were expecting some sort of grand display, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel laughed.  “I believe that you have been somewhat spoiled by recent events.”
“You’re probably right,” he agreed.  It was true: after he’d Redeemed the Stone in Skollheld Heill, things had gotten a bit grandiose.  The Mistress of the Heartstone named him an official member of the Skollheld, which involved quite a bit of ceremony.  Apparently, since he was a spellcaster, that made him the only Priest of the Stone in existence, which came with an actual Title.
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Title Gained!
Title: Priest of the Stone
As a spellcaster connected to the Stone of Skollheld Heill, you can gain bonuses from the Stone.
Benefits: Dwarven Masonry is now trained and boosted to Student 1.  Your Earth-based Spells are 15% more effective.  Reputation with all dwarves is increased to a minimum rank of Amiable, or by one rank if already at this rank.  You gain all privileges and responsibilities of a Priestess of the Stone while in any Skollheld.
[image: ]
[image: ]
Skill Boost: Dwarven Masonry has gained a level
New Rank: Student 1
Student Ability: You can craft Common or Abundant rarity dwarven structures without blueprints.
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The ceremony naming him a Priest of the Stone had happened before the gathered Skollheld, and the Stone’s gift to him had involved a fairly ostentatious display of magic from the city’s Heart.  It had also felt strange; whereas Skill books taught him a Skill organically, the Stone had simply dumped what he needed to know in his mind.  He understood dwarven stonework a lot better than he had, now, and as they’d walked back through the Skollheld, he’d seen a bunch of buildings that he realized he could reproduce without a blueprint if he wanted, including the dwarven forge he’d previously worked in. 
He’d ended up claiming the Ungoruzgol for Antas after all; as a Priest of the Stone, he no longer needed any leverage over the city.  In fact, his reputation with the Skollheld had jumped up to Admired, only one rank below the maximum level of Beloved, and his reputation with dwarves in general was set at Friendly.  He’d tentatively agreed to allow the Skollheld to mine his new Outpost in return for 25% of the ore, crystal, and gems found within it, and the Priestess had agreed to allow Almen Rudim to garrison the gatehouse to secure it.
“Without the Stone’s Corruption clouding my thoughts, Priest,” the Priestess had told him in private, “I can see the need to hold the Ungoruzgol.  Still, this will change the balance of power in the Deeps, and I expect that there will be consequences for your actions.”
“I’m sure there will,” he’d agreed.  “I expect more Shadowborn will start appearing in the area, both aboveground and below, and you’ll probably need to build more defensive structures to hold what you’ve got.”
The woman had sighed.  “Part of me hated what I had to do to maintain the peace,” she admitted.  “Part of me, though, is dreading the conflict I know has to come.  Still, I’ll pass word among the dwarves.  When you finally raise your banner for war, Sorcerer, the people of the Stone will be there.”  She grimaced.  “Although, if every Stone is Corrupted, you might need to visit the other Skollhelds first.”
Aranos realized that he probably would; in fact, he had a feeling that Redeeming city Hearts was going to be a big part of his job going forward.  He’d encountered three city Hearts so far, and all three had been Corrupted.  He had to assume that was the norm, and he guessed that so long as the Hearts were Corrupted, he’d never convince those cities to join his efforts.  The Darkness would make sure of that.
He’d returned to Antas bringing fifty or so dwarves, former Priestesses of the Stone who wanted to be more than just Priestesses and their households.  While Mutroda and a few of the dwarves scouted the tunnels below the city, seeking out the ruins of the dwarven clanhomes that had once been there, Aranos used a portal to take Geltheriel and him to the Waystation.  Raising the Dwarven Gatehouse was a simple enough matter, but his new understanding of Dwarven Masonry gave him far more control over how the structure would be built. 
He could sense the grains forming in the stone as his Needed Reclamation forged the building.  They started to form a coarser lattice than he wanted, which would have given him a softer and lighter stone.  He guided the power carefully, layering the crystalline matrix as tightly and densely as he could.  The mortar between the stones was too large-grained, as well, and he made it finer and smoother.  It took a lot longer to raise this second gatehouse, but when his Spell ended several minutes later, he was glad that he’d taken the time.
[image: ]
Structure Completed!
Grand Dwarven Gatehouse
Defensive Structure
A Grand Dwarven Gatehouse is an Evolved version of the Dwarven Gatehouse.
Rarity: Exotic
Upkeep: None
Benefits: All defensive bonuses are increased by 400% for Gatehouse defenders.  Morale is increased by 200% for defenders.  Attacks suffer a 50% penalty to damage against defenders. 
Enhanced: This structure is built from Sunstone, a Redeemed material.  The structure and its defenders gain 50% Magic Resistance versus Spells from Corrupted of Shadowborn casters and 100% Magic Resistance versus Corrupted Spells or Abilities. 
Evolved: The sunstone of this structure has Evolved into golden obsidian, a stronger and more durable material.  The wall and gate are both immune to Corrupted damage and suffer no extra damage from attacks that would normally have additional effectiveness against stone or objects, such as dust or acid mana. 
[image: ]
“This wall is beautiful,” Oathbinder,” Geltheriel had said, her voice awed as she ran her hand along the glossy surface.  Aranos had to admit that she was right.  The stone was perfectly smooth, deep gold in color, and was translucent enough that it captured the sun’s light and appeared to glow from within.  The seams between each stone were razor-thin, and the whole thing felt like a piece of incredibly dense glass.  
“It’s also really, really strong and resistant to Corrupted damage,” he said.  “It should hold against almost anything the urukkai can throw at us.”
“I hope that is so, Oathbinder,” she said gravely, dropping her hand.  “Yet I must remind you that the urukkai are perhaps the most warlike race upon Ka.  However strong our defenses, we must assume they have a counter for them.” 
That had sobered Aranos enough that he’d decided to spend some time working on his city and its defenses, and that included putting up the jordrecki skull as a trophy.  Geltheriel had promised to show him how to do it—apparently, her former House had multiple trophies that gave them decent bonuses to alchemy and crafting—and he’d taken her up on the offer. 
“While the process was perhaps less grandiose than you would prefer, Oathbinder,” she said helpfully, “it does look far more impressive than the trophies of House Meluiben.  Those are mostly prizes and rewards given from other, grateful Houses.”
He shook his head.  “I honestly care about what it does a lot more than how it looks.  That damage bonus will add up quickly if the urukkai bring beasts or monsters with them to the battle.”
“Our stories teach that they do, so it is best to assume that they will.  They may have cavalry mounted on swift karkadanns or vicious amaroks, aerial marauders astride the ravenlike poukas, and perhaps even the living siege engines that are andabos.  This trophy should aid us against all of those.”
She turned away from the drake head and gazed out toward the city.  “Have you as yet decided on any further Enhancements to the city?” she asked.
He sighed.  “Not really.  There are a lot of good options, but some of them will be better now but not so great in the long run.” 
He’d learned that he could add Enhancements to his city when he’d first Bonded with Antas, but he’d never stopped to examine his options.  To be fair, there wasn’t much point, since you had a mostly empty city, he reminded himself.  Now that Antas was starting to grow, though, he’d finally taken a look at his options to boost it and those who called it home.
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Available Enhancements
Arcane Infusion: Infuse one Spell into the Heart by casting it at ten times the normal cost.  Spells with a single target affect all citizens in the city at 5% effectiveness per city rank.  Spells that affect an area affect everything within the city at 5% effectiveness per city rank.  The Spell is cast at a Skill level of the city’s rank x 10 but otherwise uses the city owner’s Stats and Skills for the purpose of Opposed Checks.  Cost: 10 Energy per SP used to cast the Spell.  Maintenance: 1 Energy per 100 SP used to cast the Spell, with a minimum of 1.
Archer’s Den 1: Archery Skills are improved by 10% for all citizens and grow 10% faster.  Cost: 2,000 Energy.  Maintenance: 1 Energy
Bountiful Soil 2: All plants in the city’s boundary grow 20% faster and produce 20% more yield.  Cost: 4,000 Energy.  Maintenance: 2 Energy
Crafting Capitol 1: All crafting Skills are 10% more productive and grow 10% faster.  Cost: 4,000 Energy.  Maintenance: 1 Energy
Deep Wells: Provides fresh water to the city for 100 inhabitants per day.  Can be purchased multiple times; each purchase provides water for an additional 100 inhabitants.  Cost: 500 Energy.  Maintenance: 0 Energy.
Dreamer’s Ward 1: Protects all citizens from dream-based Skills or Abilities of Student rank or lower.  Increases defense against others by 10%.  Cost: 2,000 Energy.  Maintenance: 1 Energy
Dwarven Walls 1: Defensive walls are repaired and shifted to dwarven masonry, granting a bonus to Defense equal to 30%.  Can be taken additional times; each purchase improves the Defense of the walls by the city owner’s Dwarven Masonry Skill (currently 11%).  Cost: 4,000 Energy.  Maintenance: 0 Energy
Enchanter’s College 1: Enchanting and Runecrafting Skills are improved by 10% for all citizens and grow 10% faster.  Cost: 1,800 Energy.  Maintenance: 1 Energy
Herbalist’s Sanctuary 2: All Herbalist creations are improved by 20% for all citizens and the Herbalist Skill grows 20% faster.  Cost: 2,600 Energy.  Maintenance: 2 Energy
Hunter’s Nest 2: Hunting yields are improved by 20% for all citizens and the Harvesting, Stealth, and Survival Skills grow 20% faster.  Cost: 2,800 Energy.  Maintenance: 2 Energy
Mana Shield: The city is surrounded by a defensive shield that absorbs damage by draining Energy Points from the Heart: the shield absorbs 1 point of damage for 1 Energy Point.  The shield can be lowered at will by the city’s owner.  Cost: 1,000 Energy.  Maintenance: Special.
Power of Charisma 1: All citizens have their morale improved by the city ruler’s [Charisma/10] (currently 27%).  May be taken multiple times; each purchase increases the bonus by the city ruler’s [Charisma/10] at the time of purchase, requires 500 more Energy, and increases maintenance costs by 1.  Cost: 2,500 Energy.  Maintenance: 1 Energy.
Sage’s Utopia 1: Lore Skills are improved by 10% for all citizens and grow 10% faster (in addition to the city’s inherent bonuses).  Cost: 2,100 Energy.  Maintenance: 1 Energy
Wizard’s Paradise 2: Arcane Skills are improved by 20% for all citizens and grow 20% faster.  Cost: 3,400 Energy.  Maintenance: 2 Energy
Warlord’s Citadel 1: Leadership-related Skills are improved by 10% for all citizens and grow 10% faster.  Cost: 1,800 Energy.  Maintenance: 1 Energy
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“Honestly, I’m definitely going to add the Mana Shield, enough Deep Wells to ensure everyone has drinking water, and the Dwarven Walls,” he told the woman.  “Those don’t have a maintenance cost, and I can refill the lost Energy from the Heart in about two minutes.  It’s the rest I’m not sure of.”
“As I said before, my Lord, I would recommend Bountiful Soil and Crafting Capitol,” Lorsan spoke up.  “The forests surrounding us are still recovering from the Blight, as is the soil of the Advanced Farms we placed to the north of the city.  As well, should you wish to make Antas a great city where all races meet, as you say, drawing craftsmen and merchants is a necessity.”
“I agree with Bountiful Soil,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “However, considering the battle before us, I would suggest Warlord’s Citadel.  The Leadership bonus would be a great boon.”
“Ten percent isn’t going to boost my Leadership skills very much, though,” Aranos replied hesitantly. 
“You may recall, Oathbinder, that there will be others with the Leadership Skill in this battle,” the woman said archly.  “Such a bonus may not be significant for you, but if each officer and sergeant is gaining such a bonus…”
“It’ll add up quickly,” he finished, nodding.  “That makes sense.  What about Archer’s Den?  I’m sure we’ll be relying heavily on Archery in the coming battle.”
“My Lord, while the battle ahead is certainly a great concern, I would advise against basing the city’s entire development on it,” Lorsan said in a neutral tone.  “When the battle is ended, and the urukkai are no more, will these military Enhancements make your city grow?  Will it be better to make your archers a tenth more potent, or to bring in enough people that you have double the archers?  In ten or fifty years, will your city be a center of learning and enlightenment, or a stronghold filled with soldiers?”
“I believe your majordomo is correct, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke.  “The Warlord’s Citadel will aid you not just in one battle, but in the overall management of your city.  As the leaders of your Guard and Keepers grow, the effectiveness of their followers will, as well.  Your borders will be safer, crime will be better controlled, and the people will be happier.  Boosting the effectiveness of your Archers, though, will only aid in the defense of your city—and your hunters, of course, indirectly.”
“As well, my Lord, consider that how high you can level your Enhancements depends on the rank you as the city ruler possess in the requisite Skill,” Lorsan added.  “You may wish to choose Enhancements whose Skills you use frequently and level regularly.”
Aranos nodded his agreement.  He’d noticed that most of the Enhancements he was offered were either generic, like the Mana Shield and Deep Wells, or were attached somehow to his Expert and Master ranked Skills.  If he had the Skill at the Expert level, he could take the first rank of the Enhancement; the Skills he had at the Master level allowed him to take the second rank, instead.  He assumed that when he ranked up the Skills, the next level of each Enhancement would become available—and he definitely wasn’t going to be leveling up Arcane Archery anytime soon.  His Dexterity and Perception still weren’t where they needed to be to become a Master of the Skill, and he just hadn’t put the effort into understanding it and making it a part of him, the way he had with his arcane Skills. 
In the end, he listened to both of the elves, pulling up his city status to view the new Enhancements.
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City of Antas
Heart Type: Scholarly
City Rank: 1
Active Radius: 6,311’ from Tree-heart
Population: 226
Attached Territories: Antas Southwest Watchtower; High Road, West Antas Waystation; Darkwatch Keep, Ungoruzgol
Inherent Heart Ability: 10% bonus to all Skill training within the active radius.  20% bonus to all Lore training within the active radius.  
Offensive Benefits: 5% scaling damage bonus to non-humanoid creatures outside the city walls.
Defensive Benefits: 50% resistance to Dark-based Spells, Abilities, or attacks, absorb incoming damage, city defense +30%.
Miscellaneous Benefits: Fresh water for 300 people /day, plant growth and yields +20%, crafting Skill effectiveness and growth +10%, Leadership Skill effectiveness and growth +10%  
Current Energy Stores: 4,815 /5,000 (+17 /day)
Current Draws: 63 /day
Enhancements: Redeemed, Mana Shield, Deep Wells x3, Dwarven Walls 1, Bountiful Soil 2, Crafter’s Capitol 1, Warlord’s Citadel 1
Trophies: Jordrecki skull
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His Heart’s regeneration had gone from twelve to sixteen energy per day, and while he was spending 63 energy per day in maintenance, almost all of that stemmed from the portal he was maintaining to Eredain.  He was using his own SP to keep the Heart mostly full, but at some point, he’d need to sever that connection.  Maybe once the matter of Eredain’s new Elder is settled.  At that point, I won’t really need to be going there all that often.
“Wise choices, my Lord,” Lorsan bowed his head to the Sorcerer.  “I have some matters that we should discuss while you are in the city, however…”
“Can Geltheriel handle them?” Aranos asked, receiving a dark look from the female elf as he did.
“Most of them, yes, my Lord.”
“Do you mind?” he asked her, suppressing a grin.  “I mean, since you’re an Elder of Antas, and all.”
“Very well, Oathbinder,” she sighed.  “However, you had best have a good reason, or I will be sure to make you suffer later.”
“Oh, I do,” he assured her.  “I need to go visit the Vault.”  He looked down at his tattered robe, which had suffered from both the Nightmare Beast’s attacks and Golloron’s destructive Domain.  “I have some questions that need answering, and I think it’s time to see about gear upgrades for both of us.”
The woman’s face brightened noticeably at that.  “In that case, Oathbinder, I will certainly handle things here.  I am always amenable to receiving presents, as you must certainly know by now.”
“Oh, I know,” he finally allowed his grin to spread across his face.  “Why do you think I saved this until Lorsan said something?”
Her gaze went flat, and she shook her head ruefully.  “While that was well played, I sincerely hope that the Vault holds something of great value to me.  If it does not, I do not believe either of us will be happy when you return.”




Chapter 13

Traveling to the Library hadn’t been quite so simple, of course.  Lorsan did have a few items that only Aranos could deal with—mostly decisions regarding the various groups who’d come over from Eredain and where to put them.  The only issue was with the group from the House of Stars, who’d taken up residence in the underground levels of the Tower of Grand Sorcery and were asking to enter the higher levels.
“They can’t, no,” Aranos told his majordomo firmly.  The elf opened his mouth to speak, but Aranos held up a hand.  “It’s a Tower of Sorcery, not Wizardry, Lorsan.  Every door is sealed to them.  To grant them entrance, I’d have to go there and open the doors for them, and then I’d have to do it again to let them out.  No, sorry, it’s not happening.”
“I will so inform them, my Lord.”
“When you do, tell them that I’m planning on restoring one of the Wizard’s Towers soon—maybe even tonight or tomorrow.  That should make them happier.”
“It certainly should, my Lord.  Thank you.”
As Aranos walked out of the Treehome, he bumped into Avalyn, who was walking inside.  “You’re back,” she said tiredly.  “I was hoping you would be.  I need somewhere to sleep, or meditate, or whatever.  Can you find me a place?”
“Of course,” he smiled.  “I’m actually headed to the Library, first, but…”
“Can I walk with you?” she asked.  “I wanted to ask you some questions.”
“I’m here to answer them.  Let’s go.”
He glanced over at the young woman; Avalyn looked a bit tired and bedraggled.  A smudge of dirt ran along one cheek, there were leaves stuck in her hair, and her white robe was covered with spatters of mud and dried blood.  “Tough day?”
“Yes, but kind of fun,” she smiled.  “Glorferdir and I went and found a group of Travelers who were heading out into the forest to hunt, and they let us join them.”  Her smile twisted.  “Well, they didn’t want us at first, but when I mentioned that I was your apprentice, they got pretty eager pretty fast.”
“How did it go?” he asked neutrally. 
“Well.  The group had a Wizard already, but he was a Summoner, so his direct damage Spells were pretty lousy.  On the other hand, mine have gotten decent, so I got to stand back and do ranged damage for the most part.”
“Looks like it went wrong at least once, though.”
She looked down at herself.  “Oh, yeah.  Amarok pack, a big one.  Two of them got around our defenders and jumped me.  Glorferdir knocked them both off with his roar, and he and I each killed one.”
“Sounds exciting,” he smiled.  “So, what did you want to ask me?”
“I wanted to talk about Skills,” she told him.  “I’m thinking that I should pick up a crafting Skill.  You made these rings and necklace for me, and they’re awesome, but—I’d like to be able to do stuff like that for myself.  What do you think?”
“I think that’s a good idea,” he smiled.  “Once you pick up the crafting Skill—if you want to learn Blacksmithing, I can train you, but otherwise, we’ll get you a Skill book—I can teach you High Enchantment.  It’s harder than regular Enchanting, but it also lets you create things that are more powerful than normal.  What Skill were you thinking about?”
She remained silent for a moment.  “Well…what’s your worst Crafting Skill?”
“Leatherworking,” he said promptly.  “It’s only at Adept 1, and I rarely use it.”  He glanced at her.  “I don’t have every crafting Skill, though.  I’ve only got Blacksmithing, Goldsmithing, Leatherworking, and Carving.  If you wanted, you could pick something I don’t have at all.”
She nodded.  “I’ll ask when we get to the Library,” she said decisively.  “I don’t want to have a crafting Skill you’re already an Expert or Master or whatever at.  It’ll feel like there’s no point to using it, and then I just won’t, and then you’ll yell at me.  I don’t want to get yelled at.”
“I totally understand,” he agreed.  “I’d rather not yell at you, myself, so it’s good we’re on the same page.”
When Aranos reached the Library, he found the main study occupied by several figures.  A number of robed, elven Wizards were sitting at the various tables, deep in study with various tomes or scrolls.  Sitting somewhat apart were two humans that he recognized and walked over to.
Radomil, the Dean of the School of the Fathomless, was lost in study, his eyes scanning across the pages of a book laying open before him.  When Aranos touched him, he jumped slightly, his eyes startled, but his face creased with a smile as he saw who had disturbed him.
“Ah, Aranos,” the man sighed, leaning back as he did.  “My time here’s up, isn’t it?”
“It is, sorry,” the Sorcerer shrugged.
“You’ve got nothing to be sorry about.  You gave me the time I was allotted, plus a few extra hours, I think.  I can’t complain.”  He glanced around.  “Plus, I got to speak to the elves a bit.  It was fascinating to hear how their House of Stars is different from our College.”
“I’m glad you feel that way.  Was it at least fruitful?”
“Was it?  My Arcane Lore actually went up for the first time in years!” the man said enthusiastically.  “Everything in here predates the Feast; there are texts that talk about the very roots of magic!  Concepts of spatial magic I never even considered!” He groaned and rubbed his eyes.  “I’d need decades to even make a dent in the collection, here.”
“Well, if you can get the Mages’ College to set up an outpost, here, you can have that,” the arcane reminded him. 
“Forget an outpost.  We’ll set up a full College!  We’ll need a Headmaster, first, of course, but with the material here, I could unlock a Domain in a year, maybe a bit more.”  The Wizard’s words trailed off, and he shook his head.  “That’s for another day, though.  For now, I’ll need to head back to Stoneleague and report what I’ve found.  I expect that you’ll have people lining up to join you here.”
“That’s my hope,” Aranos smiled.  “Would you like me to portal you back to Stoneleague?”
“No, I can manage it once I’m out of the city,” the dean shook his head.  “If you could give me directions or an escort there, though…”
“I can do you one better.”  Aranos beckoned at one of the Parmassae, and the translucent being floated over to him.
“How can we assist you, Lord of Antas?” the ghostly librarian asked in a hollow voice.
“My friend, here, is ready to leave,” Aranos replied.  “Could you redirect the exit portal to open just inside the city gates?  Just for his transport?”
“Of course, my Lord,” the spirit replied.  It went still for a moment, and Aranos could almost hear it communicating with the other Parmassae.  In fact, I probably could if I used Mindlink—but I don’t think they’d appreciate that.
“It is done,” the ghost finally bowed its head.  “Dean Radomil will exit the Library within sight of the main gates.”
“You can do that?” the dean asked wonderingly.  “You can shift the endpoint of a standing portal that easily?”
“So long as its terminus is within the confines of the city and not warded, as the Treehome is,” the Parmassae assured him.  “It is a simple enough matter.”
“A simple matter,” Radomil echoed.  He glanced at Aranos.  “You know what that means, right?  They’re either intimately familiar with the entirety of the city—when they haven’t left this building in centuries—they can scry the location, or they have some other way to target a portal.  In either of the latter cases, though, you didn’t need to make a deal with me.  You could have just asked them.”
Aranos blinked in surprise.  He hadn’t even considered that.  After a moment’s thought, though, he wasn’t sure it would have worked.  The Parmassae were incredibly forthcoming with information—until that information was about the workings of their Library.  Then, they were inscrutable and wouldn’t be cajoled, bargained with, or convinced to part with even a hint of how things worked.  So, yeah, I probably still would have, but—it couldn’t have hurt to have asked, right?
“Well, what’s done is done,” Aranos finally shrugged.  “And this way, I gained reputation with the College, which is valuable, too.”
“It is.”  The man turned to Avalyn, reached out, and touched her arm so that she could hear his words.  “Novice Avalyn, how are your studies going?  Has the First Sorcerer been teaching you adequately?”
The girl glanced at Aranos and sighed.  “Yes, Dean Radomil, he has,” she said.  “I’m not a Novice in Mana Manipulation anymore; I’m at Student 8, now.  I’m also level 7 and have ten Spells I’ve created.”
“Excellent,” the dean smiled. “So, why do you seem upset?”
“Because she doesn’t like saying nice things about me,” Aranos shrugged.
“Ah, totally understandable, child.  I recall I felt the same way about my mentor when I was your age.  Fortunately, the feeling passes, and you’ll come to appreciate the knowledge he’s given you.”
“Don’t hold your breath,” Avalyn muttered quietly.
“In any case,” Radomil spoke, turning back to Aranos, “Thank you for the extra time.  I’ll be returning as soon as practical with enough Wizards to satisfy your conditions.  Until then.”  The mage bowed his head, then headed toward the exit.
“I thought he’d never leave.”  This time, it was Aranos’ turn to jump as someone touched his arm, and he spun to see Neela standing before him.  “Sorry for startling you,” the brown-haired woman grinned at him.
“No, you’re not,” he laughed, shaking his head.
“Not really, no.  God knows Radomil scared me enough times over the last few days.  It was nice to do it to someone else.”
“Radomil?” Aranos asked.
“Yeah.”  The woman rolled her eyes.  “He was trying to get me to rejoin the College.  Nope, not gonna happen.  I don’t even need them, thanks to you!”
Aranos grinned at her.  “Did you get your Storm Wizard Class, then?”
“Well, no, but I found something even better!  It’s called Tempestarii, and it lets you call down storms of fire and earth, as well as controlling the winds and weather!”  The woman bounced on her toes with excitement.  “It’s a Rare Class, and it’s harder to get, but I’ve been training my Spells, Skills, and Stats, and I think I can qualify for it before I get to level 10.”  She grimaced.  “I just need to go back to Stoneleague and do some adventuring to get there, I guess.”
“Not necessarily,” Aranos shook his head.  “A group of players came to Antas from Eredain, and they’ll be doing Quests in the area.  I’m sure you can join a group if you want.”
“They’re usually looking for people,” Avalyn spoke up.  “I was out with a group all day today, myself.”
“I might have to look into that.  It’ll be faster than going back to Stoneleague—unless you can send me through a portal again?”  She looked hopefully at Aranos.
“At some point, I’ll build a portal arch that just links to the one we created south of the city,” Aranos hedged.  “For now, though, unless you want to take the High Roads, you’re stuck here.”
She made a face and sighed.  “Well, it could be worse.  At least there are other players to party with.”  She looked over at the book she’d been reading.  “In fact, I might go out and look for them now.  What time is it?”
“It’s about an hour after sundown,” he smiled.
The woman sighed.  “I missed them, then.”
“Not really,” Avalyn shook her head.  “The lower-level groups are the ones that go out during the day, when things are safer.  There are still groups that go out at night, but they’re higher-level, and the creatures they face are more dangerous.”
Neela made a face, then shrugged.  “I can give it a shot, and the XP will be good, if nothing else.  Do you know where they’re at?”
“At his place,” Avalyn said, pointing to Aranos.
Aranos sent her the location of his estate in the city.  “Just let them know that I sent you, and they should accommodate you,” he assured her.
“Are you sure?” she asked dubiously.
“They’d better.  I’m the Patriarch of their House, after all.”
The Wizard looked startled, then snorted.  “Of course, you are.  Can only elves join that House?”
“No idea,” he admitted.  “Talk to Lorsan, my majordomo, at the Treehome or the estate sometime.  He’ll probably know.”
“I’ll do that.”  She smiled at him.  “I’m going to head over there now.  Maybe later, we can catch up a bit?  Maybe over dinner?”
“Maybe,” he said noncommittally.  “I think ‘dinner’ is just rations right now, though.  The farms haven’t started producing just yet.”
“You need to get a nice restaurant in this city, then,” she said teasingly.  “I mean, come on, you know that’s gotta be a priority, right?”
After Neela left, Aranos set Avalyn up in a workspace with one of the Parmassae; she could decide if she wanted to pick up a Crafting Skill or not.  If she didn’t, she’d be buying other people’s work and hoping that it was good enough, but then, that’s what most people would probably end up doing.  It was her call, and he wasn’t going to force her, since it wasn’t part of her Class training.
He motioned the Parmassae back over.  “I need a book on rare metals, especially those of Exceptional rarity or rarer, and Skill books on the Lore of worlds beyond Ka and Dwarven Masonry if you have them, please,” he told the waiting figure.  “Also, I need an escort to the Vault.”
“I will escort you, and the material which you need shall await your return,” the Parmassae bowed its head.  “Please, follow me.”
Aranos followed the spirit down into the depths of the Library.  This time, he paid more attention to their passing as they traveled through the teleportation gates that linked the different galleries and sections of the library.  The gates used both portal and teleportation magic, he realized.  Somehow, as they passed through each crystalline tube, they were being teleported to a different but identical tube and then walking through a portal.  That was an insidious defense, since the Parmassae was the one doing the teleporting, and it was good enough to do it without making any overt sign.  Even if Aranos thought he’d mapped a path to the Vault, he’d have gone through all the wrong portals and ended up in the wrong spot completely if he went on his own. 
What really amazed the Sorcerer was that the Parmassae’s teleports weren’t leaving him dizzy or queasy.  Veronica had told him that happened because when he teleported, his visual feed was being updated much faster than his body awareness, and the resulting conflict between the two senses left him reeling.  He assumed that wasn’t occurring, here; the teleports must be leaving him facing in the same direction and orientation each time, so his body wasn’t reacting to it.  That was good to know; if he was careful with his teleports, he could use them without getting sick.
He stepped out of the final tunnel and found himself standing before a huge, crystal dome filled with spinning, prismatic lights.  Brightly colored gems overhead bathed the room in a gentle radiance, but otherwise, it was totally unadorned.  A moment after Aranos entered the room, the swirling lights shimmered and coalesced into a huge face that was totally alien in appearance, looking only vaguely humanoid but with finely scaled skin, backward-pointing barbs jutting from its jaw, and an overly square face.
“Lord Evenshade,” the Vaultkeeper’s voice boomed into the space, making Aranos wince.  “Sorry, sorry, still getting used to talking out loud again.”
“You should practice when no one’s here,” Aranos suggested, rubbing his ears and surprised that he didn’t have a Deafened debuff.
“To whom, exactly, my Lord?” the face said in a friendly manner.  “The Parmassae don’t really ‘hear’, the way you do; they just sense your intentions toward them, so they couldn’t tell me how loudly I was speaking.”  The giant being sighed.  “Unless you visit more often, I’m afraid I won’t get much practice.”
“I visit more often than anyone has in the past several centuries,” Aranos pointed out with a laugh.
“Well, yes, but that hardly counts, does it?  I wasn’t going to allow that foul creature Zoridos to run rampant through the Vault, and the other undead weren’t exactly chatty. 
“Ah, in the good, old days, I used to have people coming down and making requests of the Vault every day, practically,” the Vaultkeeper continued in a wistful tone.  “People would stop by, make their requests, and if they were approved, I’d give them to them.  It made them so happy…”
Aranos held up a minatory hand.  “Wait a second,” he said slowly.  “You can just make items appear?  I don’t have to go traipsing through the Vault?”
“Did I say I gave them to them, my Lord?” the Vaultkeeper replied.  “I meant that I let them go…”  It sighed.  “You’re not buying this, are you?”
“Not even a little,” Aranos said sternly.  “So, why did you make me wander through the Vault looking for things last time?”
“Entertainment, mostly, my Lord,” the creature admitted.  “I—sort of took you the long way on purpose, just for my own amusement.  I get so little stimulation, you understand.”
Aranos forced himself to take a deep breath, pushing his rising anger aside.  He did understand, in a way; the Vaultkeeper was from another plane of existence and had volunteered to oversee the Vault to escape a world that was apparently hostile to it.  It obviously hadn’t anticipated that the Feast would slaughter everyone in the city, or that it would be trapped in solitude for centuries.  Aranos was honestly surprised the thing hadn’t gone insane.
“Fine,” he finally sighed.  “But no more games, okay?  I wanted to see if there were some things in the Vault I could use.”
“Of course,” the Vaultkeeper replied.  “And thanks for understanding, my Lord.  If I haven’t said it already, let me just say that I’m very happy with the recent change of management.”
“That’s not much of a compliment, considering who was in charge before me,” Aranos snorted.  “Still, I’ll take it.”
“So, what can I get for you?” the figure asked.  It looked him up and down.  “Perhaps some new gear?  You’re looking decidedly dilapidated.”
“Well, that’s what happens when you fight a Grandmaster of the Destruction Domain followed by a Nightmare Beast immediately after,” the Sorcerer sighed.  “But yes, I was hoping to replace my armor, at least.  Something that would be appropriate for a Sorcerer with an unlocked Domain, and maybe something that a Shadedancer could use—one on the verge of getting her Evolved Class.”
“The Shadedancer, I can do,” the being nodded.  “I’ve got an armor that’s woven from shadoweb larvae hide.  It’s stronger than most leather, and it gives big boosts to creatures with Shadow Abilities.  Most people can’t use it, though.”
“Why not?”
“Well, shadoweb larvae are spawned in the Bottomless Pit, and their hide still holds a trace of that Corruption.  A regular Lightborn wearing the armor would gain Corruption Points.  A Shadedancer, though, should be fine; they’re pretty resistant to the effects of Corruption, especially if they travel around with the Redeemer.
“For you, though, my options are more limited.  I don’t have exactly what you’re talking about, but—do you have access to an Enchanter, perhaps?”
“I’m an Expert in it myself, actually.”
“Then I have something you might like.”  The Vaultkeeper’s mouth opened, and what looked like a simple cloth tunic appeared in its maw.  The cloth shimmered and swirled mesmerizingly, and when Aranos touched it, the material felt almost oily to the touch, yet his fingers didn’t slide on it at all.  He picked up the tunic, automatically Appraising it as he did.
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Appraisal Check Failed!
Arcane Lore Check Failed!
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That was interesting; Aranos’ Appraisal Skill was only at the Adept rank, but his Arcane Lore was Expert ranked.  If he couldn’t analyze the item, it must have been at least Exceptionally rare.  “What is this?” he finally asked.
“That is a shirt made of samalhie, or in the Human tongue, warpsilk.  It’s a creation of another realm, one that’s steeped in powerful magic that destabilizes the very fabric of reality, and it’s amazingly receptive to Enchantments because of that.  It will even channel the Primal energies of a Domain, if you can Enchant with that sort of thing.”  The Vaultkeeper seemed very proud of itself, and Aranos didn’t blame it; the wrap sounded amazing.  He looked at it again, and this time, his Appraisal was much more useful.
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Arcane Lore Success!
Success due to prior information received.
You have identified: Samalhie Tunic
Type: Armor
Rarity: Legendary
Workmanship: Fine
Defense: +55 piercing or slashing only
Effects: Magic Resistance +25%, will accept double the standard Enchantments, Enchantments are 50% more potent.
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Material Discovered: Samalhie / Warpsilk
Samalhie or warpsilk originates in a separate universe from Ka, one where magic is primal and uncontrolled.  It is incredibly rare in this realm, and items made from it are highly prized.  It retains some of its chaotic magic in its weave, which gives anyone wearing it resistance to outside magic.  It is also very receptive to Enchantments; it will take double the Enchantments of an item its size, and any Enchantment placed on it is 50% more effective.
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“That’s amazing,” Aranos breathed.  He glanced up at the Vaultkeeper, his face thoughtful.  “Do you happen to know what this is?  I haven’t been able to identify it.”  He pulled out one of the orbs of metal he’d taken from the Ungoruzgol and held it up.  He’d gone through Ilmadia’s book on crafting materials and found nothing that even resembled it. 
“Warforged steel,” the Vaultkeeper said sagely.  “Matayai in Elvish.  It’s no wonder you didn’t recognize it, my Lord.  It’s a Legendary alloy, because it can only be made when exceptionally pure, natural veins of truesilver are exposed to the Domain of War.  Even then, it doesn’t take often.  It makes amazing weapons and armor that can basically ignore any metals of lesser stature, which is good, because it won’t take an Enchantment or rune.  The dwarves knew the secret to Enchanting it, but they didn’t pass it on to me, sorry.”
“That’s fine,” Aranos smiled.  “They did teach me.”  He frowned.  “Do you have anything else like this?  Not the warforged steel, specifically, but any materials from other worlds?  Especially, any metals or ores?”
“Well, yes, in fact I do,” the Vaultkeeper replied.  “I’ve got various items made from otherworldly metals, but I also have some pure ingots.  Is that what you’re looking for?”
“Yes,” Aranos said eagerly.  “Please bring them to me.”
“One moment.”  The creature’s mouth gaped wide once more, and Aranos saw four ingots of metal gleaming in them.  One was a glowing, shimmering white metal that was so bright it was hard to look at; another was jet black, with bands of what looked like rust running through it.  A third was almost electric blue and pulsed slightly, while the last looked like simple steel.  When Aranos tried to pick the last one up, though, it softened and turned almost liquid in his hands.
“Oh, I should have warned you.  That’s sanwetel, or thought-silver in Human.  It’s only hard when you will it to be; otherwise, it’s perfectly fluid.”
Aranos concentrated on the metal ingot, imagining it returning to its shape, and immediately, the ingot reformed.  When he picked it up again, it was as solid as steel but felt almost airily light.  “Well, that’s useful,” he said, hefting the metal.
“Yes, the Strellite Dominion, where this came from, certainly thought so.  Well, they did until they were attacked by some creature from beyond the stars that instilled fear in anything that perceived it, and their entire civilization literally liquefied beneath them.  At least, that’s the story.”
“How do you know that?” Aranos asked curiously. 
“It’s all in the Dimensional Codex,” the Vaultkeeper replied.  “It’s a work that’s kept here in the Vault, as it details numerous other realms, their natures, and what creatures might be found there.  I’m assuming it’s how the Paramassae of old found me, to be honest.”
“Can I have it?” Aranos asked.
“Of course, but—be careful with it.  There are things out there that don’t belong in this Realm, whose existence is anathema to this reality.  If you call the wrong thing into this world, you could unleash worse than the tales I’ve heard of the Feast.”
Aranos blinked, hesitated, then shook his head.  “You know what?  For the moment, why don’t you hang onto that?  I do want to look through it, because I want to try my hand at Invocation and Evocation, but if I’m carrying it around with me, I might be tempted to experiment with it once too often.”
“Wise of you,” the Vaultkeeper nodded.  “I’m impressed.  When you do decide to read it, I suggest you do so here.  First, I’ve memorized the entire book, so I can answer any questions you might have, and second, if you do call up something you can’t handle, it’s not likely to be able to escape the wards down here.”
“Good idea,” Aranos sighed, taking the other ingots.  “So, what are these?”  As he picked up the black one, pain shot up his arm, and he dropped it with a hiss.  His LP dipped slightly and the smell of burning meat rose in the air.  “What the heck?”
“That’s bloodsteel, a metal taken from the depths of the Bottomless Pit,” the Vaultkeeper frowned.  “It’s a Corrupt metal, and you can gain Corruption Points from handling it, but…it shouldn’t burn you unless you’re a Redeemed creature or from the Celestial Peaks.”
Aranos shook his hand, wincing as he saw the burns on his fingers.  “I’ve got the Redemption Domain unlocked.  It must be that,” he guessed. 
“Well, that’s unique.  I’ll just take that one back.”  The black ingot vanished. 
Aranos reached out to the white one hesitantly, touching it briefly with his finger before pulling back.  The metal didn’t burn; in fact, it felt oddly comforting.  He touched it again, and the pain in his fingers ebbed and faded.  “Huh.  That feels better.  What’s this?”
“You might be right about your Domain being the issue.  That’s starsteel, sort of the opposite of bloodsteel.  It came originally from the Mountain of Light, and it’s a Redeemed metal.  Sounds like it suits you better.”
“Most definitely,” Aranos agreed.  He looked at the blue ingot.  “And this one?”
“Well, I don’t think you’ll have an issue with that one.  That’s ashatine, also called sourcemetal, and it comes from the fay realm of Arcanium, the home of the race you Evolved into.  It’s a perfect conductor and can store ridiculous amounts of mana; even better, it can amplify mana that travels through it, making Spells more powerful than they should be.”  It grimaced.  “Of course, that makes it terrible armor, because it will do the same to a hostile Spell, but the arcanes have built entire eldritch machines based on it, apparently.”
Aranos picked up the bar of metal.  The Vaultkeeper was right; it did feel sort of—familiar.  There was an energy to the metal, one that he recognized at a visceral level but couldn’t place.  The metal was strong and incredibly light, as if it were mostly air.  Aranos pocketed it along with the thoughtsilver and starsteel ingots, the tunic, and the larvae armor the being provided. 
“Thanks,” he told the Vaultkeeper.  “I’ll try to come back more often to visit.”
“I’d appreciate that,” the creature smiled.  “You’re certainly more interesting than most of the people I’ve met in the last thousand years or so.”
“Now that’s a compliment,” Aranos grinned.  “You’re one of the most interesting people I’ve met in this world, too, Vaultkeeper—and I’ve had several face-to-face chats with a dark god.”
“Tell me the story when you visit next,” it laughed.  “If you start telling me now, you’ll be at it for days, and I can see that you’re excited to play with those new metals.”
That Aranos was.  He waved to the Vaultkeeper and turned back to the exit.  He had some Enchanting to do.




Chapter 14

The Hall of High Enchantment was a large structure, towering above the city.  Aranos led Avalyn into it and unlocked the first level of the tower for her before spending an hour instructing her in the basics of Enchantment.  She’d need Runecrafting, too, but for the moment, he only had time to teach her one thing if he was going to do his own crafting.  He explained how to channel mana into an item, how to use her senses to find the anchor points in it, and how to use those to bind an Enchantment so that it would last for years instead of days. 
“Now, go ahead and take out whatever you’re going to Enchant, and we’ll walk through it together this first time,” he told her.
She stopped and bit her lip.  “Umm…I can’t.”
He blinked in surprise.  “You can’t?  What do you mean, you can’t?”
“I can’t do it with you here the first time.  I—I can’t.”
Aranos sighed in exasperation.  “Look, I promise, I’m just going to help you.  I won’t make fun of you or get angry if you make a mistake.”
“No, it’s not that, it’s…”  She hesitated, then seemed to make up her mind, as her words exploded from her mouth.  “Okay, see, I took Weaving as my crafting Skill.  You can’t make cloth or fabric—you’ve got that elf lady making you clothes, right?—so I thought that would be a good Skill for our group.  The only problem is, I only have one thing that’s woven that I can Enchant, and you said that it’s easier to Enchant things if you have the Skill in them…and that’s my dress.  So, I can’t do it with you in the room because I’ll be…naked.”
Aranos bit his lip, trying not to laugh.  The young woman seemed so earnest, but the problem was, honestly, a ridiculous one.  “I can solve that easily,” he said.
“What, by not looking?  How are you going to help me, then?” she demanded.
“No, like this.”  He pulled up strands of illusion mana and wove them around her, giving her the appearance of a dress that was deep blue instead of white.  “There, now you can take off your dress, and you’ll still look like you’re wearing something.”
“But—but I won’t feel like it,” she complained.  “It’ll feel weird.”
“For both of us, but at least it won’t be indecent.”  He sighed.  “It’s either that, or Enchant something different.  I don’t care either way.”
She stood, looking defiant for a moment, then sighed.  “Fine.  But if your Spell wears off in the middle of this, I’m going to be seriously pissed.”
“No fears of that,” he assured her.  “It should last for at least a few days.  You’re good.”
She reached down, her hands seeming to disappear beneath her dress, then stopped.  “Turn around,” she instructed.  “Just in case this doesn’t work.”
He sighed again and turned his back to her.  He heard some rustling, a bit of cursing, and what sounded like someone’s head caught in the neck of their dress, but a moment later the motion stopped.  “Okay, it looks safe.  You can turn around.”  He turned back to her, and she added, “Just—don’t come too close, okay?  I still feel naked.”
“I don’t need to come close,” he assured her.  “I can stand over at the other end of the room and see what you’re doing.”
“Then, just, you know, go do that.  Please.” 
He walked off to the other side of the room and watched while she began trying to thread mana into the white dress laying before her.  It was interesting to him, because it looked like she was actually weaving the mana; her Skill allowed her to interlace the strands of energy throughout the fabric, rather than just saturating it the way he would have done.  It was a delicate work, but he could already tell it was going to fail.
“Okay, hold up,” he stopped her from across the room.  “That’s not going to work.”
“Wait, why?” she snapped, her voice slightly whiny.  “It looks fine…”
“No, look, here…”  He reached out with a strand of illusion mana and made a pattern in the fabric glow brightly.  “That’s the inverse of your spellform.  It’ll undo what you’ve done so far.”
She stared at it, obviously looking for a reason to object, then sighed.  “Okay.  So, what do I do?”
“Undo that, back up, and try again.  Don’t worry; I won’t let you blow yourself up.”
She looked over at him, startled.  “Blow myself up?  Are you serious?”
He nodded.  “I’ve done it a few times.  If your creation is too unstable, it can explode—and that usually destroys whatever you’re Enchanting.  Now, let’s try again.”
It took her another hour to successfully Enchant the dress, weaving her armoring Spell into it.  Once she poured enough mana into the dress to activate the effect, it shivered, then stabilized, and her eyes went wide.  “I did it!” she crowed.  “It gives me a +4 bonus to Defense and reduces incoming damage by 1%!”
“Well done,” he smiled at her.  “That was a good first Enchantment.”  He reached into his Storage Pack and pulled out some furs, hides, and old clothing.  “Here’s some more stuff to practice on.  None of it is valuable, so it won’t matter if you destroy it on accident, and the best way to learn is to do.”
“It’ll be easier when I’m not standing here without clothes on,” she muttered, grabbing the materials from him.  He arched an eyebrow at her, and she sighed.  “I’m sorry.   Thank you for your help.  It’s just—this is really weird.”
“Well, I’ll be upstairs, so if you need me, send me a message,” he told her, sending her a friend invite and receiving a confirmation a couple of seconds later.  “Good.  Have fun, and try not to die.”
He left her looking at him with a startled face and headed up to the Expert level he usually used.  There, he stoked one of the forges with thermal mana and took out one of the orbs of warforged steel, examining it.
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Matayai / Warforged Steel
Matayai is a Legendary metal renowned for its extraordinary usefulness in crafting arms and armor.  Warforged steel is infused with the Primal power of War, which gives it the ability to ignore blows from or cleave through lesser metals with ease.  This same power, however, makes it impossible to Runecraft or Enchant normally. 
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He’d found the metal listed in the catalog the Parmassae had given him in the Library; the Vaultkeeper had been right about its resistance to Enchanting.  Still, the idea that it could ignore damage from lesser sources made Aranos curious, and Mutroda did need a new shield…
Forging the globe of metal first into an ingot and then into a shield was much harder than Aranos had imagined, although shifting to his Blacksmith profession—which he remembered to do at the last moment—helped significantly.  The matayai shed heat readily and resisted his blows; he ended up having to reforge his hammer into solid deepsteel and shift his Charisma into Strength and Endurance just to be able to work the metal at all.  He poured all his focus into the shield being formed, honing his intent and letting SP trickle steadily into it with every blow.  The metal resisted the energy, trying to push it back out at him, but his mind sank into the currents of the metal and guided his mana within. 
He wasn’t certain how long he labored over the forge.  His concentration was absolute; the matayai wouldn’t tolerate mistakes or distractions.  The shield slowly formed, a large, rectangular slab of metal, curved to deflect blows.  He’d considered giving it a pointed bottom edge so that the dwarf could ram it into the ground, but considering her Immovable Ability, that probably wasn’t necessary.  He figured she’d appreciate the extra protection more. 
When the shield was finished, he smoothed it out and added straps and padding, then stepped back and examined his work critically.  The metal had been difficult to work, so his finished product wasn’t quite as good as it might have been, but it was certainly better than what she had.  His intent had been forged into the shield, giving it mild Enchantments, but those paled in comparison to the shield’s natural properties.
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Truesmithing Successful!
You have crafted: Bulwark of War
Type: Shield
Material: Warforged Steel
Rarity: Legendary (due to metal type)
Workmanship: Excellent
Base Defense: 115
Effects: Damage Resistance +100% versus metals or creatures of less than Legendary rarity, item cannot be damaged by metals or creatures of less than Legendary rarity, Magic Resistance +43%, single-target Primary and Composite Spells can be reflected back at caster with an Opposed Check: [Str + Shield Mastery] versus [Int + Mana Manipulation], Immovable Ability boosted by +22%, self-repairing: restore 2% of damage per minute.
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That was a solid shield, to be certain.  The boosts to Magic Resistance and Mutroda’s Immovable Ability were less than Aranos had been intending, but the fact that the shield couldn’t even be damaged by a weapon or creature of less than Legendary rarity more than made up for that.  He took out his second orb and repeated the process, this time forging a smaller, buckler-sized shield for Geltheriel, a carving knife blade for himself that he wrapped in leather strips, and a chain coif for Glorferdir that would protect the leonal’s head, throat, and back without weighing much or limiting his mobility.  
He took a bit of time and fashioned a new amulet for Silma—her old one wasn’t giving her much protection anymore, and he’d mastered teleportation magic well enough that he could replicate the effects of the nebelung stone he’d used in it without difficulty.  He etched the runes and wove Enchantments in multiple layers, giving the amulet similar properties to what the previous one had—teleportation, the power to wrap the fenrin in armor, extra damage with her bite attack, and the ability to disjoin any Spells on her—but he made each of these more potent and added boosts to her Perception and Stealth Skill.
He reached into his pack and took out the length of oilairie wood.  His Carving Skill was still only Adept level, but for what he wanted to do, he hoped it would be enough.  His new warforged steel knife bit through the wood smoothly but with some resistance; oilairie was a Legendary wood, after all, so the matayai blade couldn’t just ignore its hardness.  Fortunately, while oilarie was a hardwood, it wasn’t as tough or dense as the telmallern branch he still had in his pack, and his Carving Skill along with the high-quality knife was enough to allow him to shape it.  He worked with the grain of the wood, moving slowly and carefully, cautious not to let the blade hang up in the wood or scar it.  It was a time-consuming process, but he had all night, so it wasn’t that big of a deal. 
When he was finished, he held a two-foot-long shaft of wood an inch thick and perfectly smooth.  He immediately ruined that glossy finish by laboriously cutting runes all along the rod, melding them with layers of Enchantments as he moved up the haft, from one end to the other.  When the stick was finished, he polished it smooth, replaced it in his pack, and took out the ingot of ashatine he’d gotten from the Vault and brought it over to the forge.  The metal was harder than High Steel but almost ridiculously light, and he could feel the widely spaced crystals within it, channeling the odd but strangely familiar energy that the Vaultkeeper said came from the homeworld of the arcane race.  As light as it was, he hoped it would be easy to cut and liquify; at least, he hoped it wouldn’t be any more difficult than regular steel was.
He was quickly disabused of that notion.  It didn’t take him long to realize that while the metal might be soft compared to truesilver, it was also practically a perfect conductor for mana.  When he placed it in the thermal-heated forge, it simply sucked the mana from it and released the power into the air—greatly magnified.  A wave of thermal energy roared through the room, and if Aranos hadn’t been wrapped in his Arcane Armor, he thought he might have been sent for respawn in that moment.   The Vaultkeeper said that the sourcemetal would amplify magic sent into it, but Aranos hadn’t realized just how effectively it would do that.  
Curious, he trickled a thin stream of life mana into the ingot, following it with his senses.  The energy swirled through the crystalline lattice, churning through it like it was orbiting the center of the ingot before finally exiting the surface much stronger than it had been.  He frowned and repeated the process with vital, soul, and even vacuum mana.  It didn’t seem to matter what kind of mana he used; the ashatine would boost it—but more importantly, it only did that because of its peculiar crystalline structure.  Like faymetal, if the ashatine was liquefied or even forged carelessly, it would quickly lose its properties. 
He sighed, took out the shaft of oilairie wood he’d carved and an ingot of truesilver, and settled in to work.  He liquefied the truesilver with his High Mastery Ability, then laboriously shifted it into ashatine.  He poured the metal into the grooves he’d cut for the runes, using his High Mastery to make sure every tiny rune was filled but none overflowed.  He forged a cap for one end and a solid knob of metal for the other that was shaped almost like a trumpet horn that had been filled in. 
The hard part was replicating the strange energy that flowed through it; he’d been unsure how to do that, at first, but it occurred to him that the metal was tied to the arcane race, of which he was a member.  He knew how to channel power from other worlds using a focus, but it was something he’d never done.  Still, it was the only thing he could think of, so he steeled himself to try it.
Mixing a drop of his blood into the cap of the altered metal was simple enough and took him only a minute or so.  He slowly and carefully trickled invocation mana into it, watching closely and ready to end the flow of energy at the slightest sign of instability.  The last thing he needed was for the metal to magnify the invocation mana and somehow summon one of the true members of his assumed race—or force another Evolution on him.
Fortunately, as soon as the invocation mana touched his arcane blood, it shifted into the otherworldly power that the ashatine held within it.  The energy flooded the shaft, but rather than pouring out the other end in a wave, it seemed to soak into the metal, infusing it with power but not leaking out into the air.  He kept channeling energy until he felt the metal starting to resist absorbing the power, then cut off the flow.  He took a deep breath, held the haft in his hand, and cast his Illuminating Mists, channeling the Spell through the shaft as he did.  Maybe I should close my eyes when I do this.  Of course, then I won’t see if it works at all if it doesn’t do what I want…
A moment later, he swore as mana was practically jerked from his body and the room was filled with a brilliant blaze of white light that washed out his vision completely.  He cut off the Spell at once and stood there, blinking, waiting for the Blindness debuff he’d just given himself to wear off.  Yep, should have closed my eyes.  At least it worked, though…
When his vision returned, he finally took out the warpsilk tunic and laid it out on the floor.  He’d never really Enchanted fabric before, and he could immediately foresee a few issues.  The first was that he wasn’t sure how he was going to inscribe runes into the tunic; he could etch them into metal and even use the grain of the metal itself as a rune, if necessary, but he couldn’t exactly cut runes in silk, and he had no sewing ability whatsoever.  He supposed he could ask Avalyn, but at best, she was a Student in Weaving right now.  She simply wouldn’t be able to fashion the kind of runes he’d need, and she might ruin the tunic.
He sighed.  He didn’t see a choice; he was going to have to use standard Enchanting instead of High Enchantment on the shirt.  The results would be suboptimal, and they wouldn’t be permanent the way his High Enchantments were, but unless he got the Weaving Skill, it was his only option.  He snorted at that thought; if he did get the Weaving Skill, Avalyn would probably lose her mind.  That in and of itself was almost enough reason for him to head back to the Library and grab it, but he dismissed the idea out of hand.  It would take him weeks to train the Skill to the point it was useful, and he wasn’t going to wait weeks to Enchant one item.
He let his mind sink down into the fabric, doing his best to follow the weave and warp of the threads.  It was difficult, not only because he didn’t have the requisite Skill but because the fabric itself seemed to be in a constant state of flux.  Normally, the first thing he did in Enchanting was to find the binding points of the material, stable locations where he could tie his Enchantments so they would last longer, but that wasn’t possible with the warpsilk.  Those places shifted continuously, meaning the structure of his Enchantment would be in perpetual flux and would break down much, much faster.
He withdrew his thoughts and sat back, his mind racing.  Obviously, there had to be some kind of form and structure to the tunic.  After all, he was staring at it, and it wasn’t changing shape or size before his eyes.  That meant that it had to have a stable overall pattern, even if the individual strands of the weave shifted about chaotically.  He reached back out to it again, this time relaxing his thoughts, not focusing on any given part but trying to see the overarching pattern.
Once his mind had the general structure firmly in place, he began to layer Enchantments into it.  The fabric drew in the spellforms he was creating almost eagerly, and despite its shifting nature, he was able to press his Enchantments densely into the tunic.  As he did, he tried his best to align his careful structures along the pathways he sensed in the material, shifting the spellforms until they were relatively stable, at least in relation to one another.  That, he realized, was the key; the Enchantments could shift and move, but they had to stay in the same position relative to one another.  Just like the shirt itself, the Enchantment was in a state of flux, but its overall pattern was stable. 
Once he’d laid the Enchantments and checked them carefully for mistakes multiple times, Aranos took a deep breath.  He reached down into the depths of his mana core and drew twin strands of silver and gold fire, pulling them up and carefully, almost delicately channeling them into the tunic.  The silk sucked the power greedily into it, and he continued to trickle energy into it as slowly as he could.  His Domains raged to be unleashed and to pour into the fabric, but he clamped tightly on them and focused on maintaining a smooth, gradual flow of power.  The fabric shifted colors as the Primal energy filled it, becoming striated with bands of gold and silver that shimmered and twisted, roughly following the paths of his Enchantments.  When he finally felt resistance and cut off the power, the tunic almost looked like it had been tie-dyed with metallic gold and silver dye.
He examined the items he’d created with a smile.
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Crafting Successful!
You have crafted and Enchanted the following items:
Shadedancer’s Targ
Type: Shield
Material: Warforged Steel
Rarity: Legendary (due to metal type)
Workmanship: Excellent
Base Defense: 87
Effects: Damage Resistance +100% versus metals or creatures of less than Legendary rarity, item cannot be damaged by metals or creatures of less than Legendary rarity, Magic Resistance +37%, single-target Primary and Composite Spells can be reflected back at caster with an Opposed Check: [Dex + Shield Mastery] versus [Int + Mana Manipulation], Parry Skill boosted by +22%, self-repairing: restore 2% of damage per minute.
Leonal Coif
Type: Armor
Material: Warforged Steel
Rarity: Legendary (due to metal type)
Workmanship: Fine
Base Defense: 105
Effects: Damage Resistance +100% versus metals or creatures of less than Legendary rarity, item cannot be damaged by metals or creatures of less than Legendary rarity, Magic Resistance +38%, Defense +29%, Dodge Skill +29%
Collar of the Packmistress
Type: Amulet
Rarity: Exceptional
Workmanship: Masterwork
Effects: Defense +88%, Dodge and Stealth Skills +88%, Perception +34, Bite does +44 kinetic damage, Armor Penetration +44%
Activated Abilities: Teleport—Teleport to any location in sight range (3 charges); Savage Bite—Do +22 thermal and +22 arctic damage on a bite attack (2 charges); Armoring—coats the wearer in deepsteel chain armor that boosts Defense by +132 for one minute (4 charges)
Charged Item: 718 charges
Scepter of High Sorcery
Type: Weapon (staff)
Material: Oilarie and ashatine
Rarity: Legendary (due to material types)
Workmanship: Masterwork
Base Damage: 14—32 (doubled against Corrupted or Shadowborn targets)
Effects: Amplification—any Spell cast through this scepter requires 5x SP and is 10x more effective (applies only to Spell effects, not duration, range, or area of effect).  Redemption—any Spell cast through this scepter is considered Redeemed, doing an extra 50% damage to Corrupted or Shadowborn and only 50% damage to Redeemed or Lightborn.  Redeemed Strike—Blows from this weapon do double damage against Corrupted or Shadowborn targets. 
Primal Surcoat
Type: Armor
Material: Warpsilk
Rarity: Legendary (due to material and mana type)
Workmanship: Fine
Base Defense: 55
Effects: Defense +96, Magic Resistance +66%, Physical Stats +18, Dodge +33%, Can absorb Primary and Composite mana to restore wearer’s SP at a 50% loss of SP, can wrap wearer in an Illusory Cloak of a humanoid race for 10 hours 1/day, can emit a Nova Blast (800 light damage, 60’ radius centered on caster) 1/day.
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He smiled as he examined the results.  He still had more crafting to do, of course—Rhys needed some updated items, and maybe a ring that mimicked the amplifying properties of Aranos’ new scepter, and both he and Geltheriel were short on things like rings and amulets—but those were all fairly mundane items for Aranos to create at that point.  He could fashion several of them in an hour, which would leave him plenty of time to meditate and train his Skills…
Pack leader! Silma’s voice broke into his thoughts, sounding strangely intense and even a bit frantic.  The urukkai—they’re approaching the city!
What? he asked, confused.  Wait—why didn’t you…
They slipped past me somehow, she said miserably.  I think they used a portal, but however they did it, they’re no more than an hour from the Waystation.  Pack leader, I’m sorry…
Don’t be, he cut her off.  Get back here as soon as you can.  I’ll rouse the city—and hope we can get people there in time.




Chapter 15

Aranos stood atop the wall of the Dwarven Gatehouse and stared out into the darkness of the High Road.  With his Charisma boosting his Perception over 300, he could see as clearly in the night as if it were noon using his True Vision, and he could see the individual members of the urukkai horde that was still a mile or so away as clearly as if they were standing right in front of him.  The small army filled the High Road and moved with preternatural swiftness, aided by the road’s Enchantments; at their current pace, they’d be in range of the walls in less than 10 minutes.
“You were right,” he told Geltheriel, who stood beside him.  “They’ve got at least a hundred uruks mounted on the backs of amaroks ranging out in front and another hundred flying above the army on poukas.  I don’t see anything that would look like a living siege engine, though, but they are bringing up actual siege engines.  I can see a dozen catapults and a handful of ballistae at the back of the army.”
“The lack of the mighty andabos is a blessing, Oathbinder,” she assured him.  “You would see them for certain, as they would tower above the urukkai, and they carry siege towers upon their broad backs.”
“The siege weapons they’ve got are bad enough,” he sighed.  “We don’t really have anything to counter them except a magical barrage, and I’m sure they’re shielded against that.”
“As are our walls, as you may recall, thanks to your Mana Shield,” she chuckled.  “It would take them days to breach that shield with their engines, especially if you are refilling it as you are able.  They will doubtlessly realize that soon enough.”
“Yeah, the engines aren’t the real danger,” he agreed.  “I saw a pavilion being carried by ogrins in the center of the army, surrounded by kerruks.  I’m willing to bet that there’s an ohtruk inside there, commanding these forces.  That’s got to be our mission; if we can kill it, then we can cripple their army.”
“Can’t you just fly out there and burn it to death, or something?” Avalyn asked curiously from his side, squinting her eyes into the darkness. 
“That thing is surrounded by about sixty kerruks.  If it can channel the power from all of them, it would obliterate me if I flew out there.”  Unless, of course, I unlock my War Domain, but I don’t think we’ll need to do that.  “No, this is going to be a team effort.”  He glanced at Geltheriel, who nodded and slipped off the wall. 
“Where’s she going?” Avalyn asked.  She looked back over the walls.  “You know, I can’t see anything out there.”
“Well, there’s no time to see if you can learn Night Vision,” he chuckled.  “Besides, you’ll be able to see just fine once the battle starts, trust me.”
The girl grumbled but didn’t complain, for which Aranos was grateful.  Things were tense enough on the wall already.  At least we were able to gather our forces, though.  It would be a lot more tense if it was just the party up here.
Aranos had quickly sent messages to his party members and Lorsan, telling them to rouse the city’s defenders.  Now, eighty elven and dwarven Warriors, Druids, Priestesses, and Wizards were gathered along the battlements of the gatehouse or in the windows of the Waystation, with forty reinforcements in the lowest level of the Waystation, standing against what Aranos guessed to be about a thousand to twelve hundred urukkai.  Despite the numbers, the defenders had a number of advantages.  The city’s defensive bonuses and that of the gatehouse meant each warrior on the walls had a massive bonus to both their Defense and Magic Resistance, and when the urukkai charged the wall, they’d find themselves on Redeemed ground that sapped their Physical Stats and weakened their Defense, Attack, and resistances. 
However, not only did the urukkai have the advantage of numbers, if there was an ohtruk leading them, they’d attack with perfect tactical coordination.  That meant that they’d be using strategy, not just rushing madly at the walls.  Aranos stared at the oncoming army, trying to anticipate what the enemy commander would do.  If Aranos were the one in charge, he’d probably send someone forward to demand their surrender to give his siege engines a chance to set up.  The ballistae would have to be brought to the front of the army, since they were basically just overgrown crossbows, but the catapults could fire from the rear without difficulty once they were grounded so that they didn’t roll backward with each shot.  He’d start with simple stones and bolts, finding his range, then proceed to trying to hit the walls with clusters of smaller rocks, ballista bolts tipped with alchemical explosives or incendiaries, and maybe flaming oil or something similar.  He wouldn’t be trying to take down the walls; he’d be forcing the defenders to seek cover so that his aerial cavalry could get behind their lines.  That would kill or distract enough for him to bring up siege ladders or towers and swarm the wall. 
Of course, his Mana Shield would render that entire attack moot, which would mean he’d probably shift to a combination of mundane and magical barrage against the Shield.  Once it was brought down, he’d shift to his original strategy.  While Geltheriel was probably right about how long it would take the siege engines to bring down his Shield, a concentrated magical attack from the ohtruk or kerruks would get through it in a matter of minutes and leave his Heart drained.  What he really needed to do was to save the Shield for the right time…  He smiled as an idea occurred to him, and he pulled up his city screen and dropped the Mana Shield. 
He called up his army screen and took a look at the available buffs 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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The AIs had come up with a clever way to limit his power over the battlefield by requiring him to use his SP to boost his troops.  That SP was reserved and wouldn’t regenerate, so whatever he used for his people was mana he couldn’t use in the battle ahead.  That forced him to choose between being a general or fighting more directly in the battle. 
Aranos had found something of a loophole, though: advance preparation.  He’d spent the last hour placing magical defenses and traps, boosting his party members, and basically exhausting his SP before letting it refill.  He was sure the AIs had considered that, but they’d probably figured that sort of preparation was perfectly fair for an upcoming battle.  In fact, they’d probably had the ohtruk doing the same thing; Aranos was certain the attacking army had magical shielding, its most powerful members had been buffed, and the ohtruk had contingency Spells waiting in case the defenders counterattacked.  Preparation could go two ways, after all.
Now, though, he began selecting various buffs for his command.  He gave his archer squads a level of Arcane Armor, boosted their Dexterity twice, and added two levels of Energy Weapon, choosing spirit damage; it wouldn’t really hurt the urukkai, but it would be devastating against magical barriers.  His melee defenders got the same Arcane Armor, had their Endurance boosted instead of Dexterity, and received Reinforce Arms twice.  He gave his healers two levels of Arcane Barrier and boosted Wisdom, and his arcane casters got the same barrier but had their Intelligence improved, instead. 
That left only the single squad of Travelers Geltheriel was commanding.  They got two levels of everything, boosting their Agility Stat and allowing their weapons to do radiation damage.  They had a specific role in this battle, and they would need all the help they could get.
The advancing army halted a few hundred feet from the gatehouse, just beyond the edge of Aranos’ Redeemed ground.  That started a hundred yards from the gate, which was also the line where Aranos’ archers would begin firing.  The uruk pulled up short, its gray, tusked face strangely blank.  “Wretched spawn of the Light,” the creature called in Elvish, its voice hollow and emotionless.  “Who speaks for you?”
“I speak for the Light, accursed creature of Darkness,” Captain Xilyra called out calmly.  “Turn and flee, for you will not take these walls.”
“We will,” the uruk replied.  “And when we do, we shall make you and your city pay in blood and pain for the effort it costs us.  However, the Darkness is ever merciful.  If you surrender now, we will give you one hour to flee the city before we sack it.  If you force us to slaughter you, those who survive will live out their lives as slaves or meat for the urukkai.  Choose now.”
A single arrow arced out from the wall in response.  A magical shield flashed around the messenger, but the spirit-tipped arrow punched through the barrier and sunk into the creature’s forehead, killing it instantly.  The amarok beneath it bucked suddenly, hurling the uruk from its back and falling on its corpse, savaging and tearing at it before a half-dozen arrows from the urukkai host sunk into it and killed it.  That’s interesting. 
He turned his thoughts to his archer commanders, linked to him through his Silent Communion Spell.  If the cavalry attacks, kill the riders, not the beasts.  It looks like they go crazy when their riders die.
Our lore of the urukkai tells us such, Lord Evenshade, Lieutenant Aekian’s voice said almost deprecatingly in his mind.  It is well to know that reality matches the old tales, however. 
Aranos took the hint; the elves had been fighting urukkai since before the Feast, and a lot of the old stories and tactics had been handed down.  He frowned; if that was the case, then wouldn’t the urukkai have the same information?  This army would have come ready to fight elves and be prepared to deal with their standard tactics.  He’d have to be cautious; if he let the elves fight the way they wanted to, he might be playing right into his opponent’s hands. 
The army before him began jostling and shifting as the heavy ballistae were brought forward.  Aranos watched with his enhanced Perception as the siege engine crews worked hurriedly to lock down their machines.  The first catapults fired with an audible thrum, and a dozen rocks lifted over the heads of the urukkai, soared through the air, and slammed into the stones of the High Road a good seventy to fifty feet in front of the wall with a loud crash.  Aranos was relieved to see that none of the rocks triggered any of his defenses; he hadn’t thought they would, but thinking and seeing it happen were two different things.  The catapults fired two more salvos, each creeping closer to the walls, while the ballistae hurled a volley of huge, steel-tipped bolts toward the defenders that skipped harmlessly along the road.  The urukkai were just finding their range; it would only be a matter of time before they hit the walls. 
He watched as the next volley of catapult stones finally reached the defenders, slamming into the walls and gate with deafening cracks.  The rocks shattered or rebounded, and Aranos risked a glance over the parapet down at the wall below.  The golden obsidian gleamed, untouched by the barrage, without even a scratch on its glossy surface.  Aranos grinned.  Yeah, you’re not getting this wall down that way.
The ballistae fired again, and this time, most of the bolts shattered against the walls.  The urukkai had found their range, and now the real barrage would start.  Everyone down, he thought as the catapults thrummed once more, and a cloud of fist-sized stones rose into the air, mostly clattering harmlessly against the walls or bouncing off the sloped parapets.  The few stones that made it past the walls bounced off the shields and armor of the defenders harmlessly, but Aranos knew that wasn’t the point. 
More stones flew toward the wall as half the urukkai catapults hurled their deadly payloads into the air; they’d found the range to the defenders, and now they were firing in sequence to keep the elves and dwarves pinned down.  The stones bounced harmlessly off the battlements or the upraised shields of the defenders, but they had the desired effect.  Beneath that hail of fist-sized rocks, the elves and dwarves could do little except hunker down and defend themselves. 
War cries rang out as the aerial cavalry swept forward, soaring out beyond the High Road to flank the defenders.  They slowed noticeably as they left the bounds of the road’s Enchantments, but the pouka mounts were swift enough that they crossed the distance in short order.  Aranos could see the lightly armored uruks lifting their crossbows on the back of the raven-like birds and watched them critically, judging their distance. 
Now.
As the riders crossed an almost invisible boundary, they faltered, looking dazed and disoriented for a moment.  They’d entered the Redeemed ground of his territory, and both they and their mounts had just taken a hit to all their Physical Stats.  The poukas began to struggle to stay aloft, and as they did, Aranos’ archers rose from beneath the cover of his defenders’ upraised shields.  Bowstrings twanged as a sheet of spirit-enhanced arrows tore into the disorganized attackers; as he’d expected, they were protected by barriers of arcane energy, but the spirit mana infusing the arrows ripped those wards to shreds.  Poukas fell from the sky, dead or wounded, and the rest tried to wheel about and flee the arrow storm. 
Aranos grinned as he flicked the Mana Shield back on, and the urukkai cavalry crashed into the invisible barrier.  Arrows continued to tear into them, dropping more of the giant birds and their riders to the earth below.  The uruks rarely survived the fall, but those who did were quickly put down with arrows.  Trapped between his archers and the mana barrier, the remaining uruks discharged their crossbows almost frantically at their attackers.  The battle between the more numerous attackers and the heavily protected defenders was brief, though; the uruks simply couldn’t get through his archers’ defenses, and they were weakened, exposed and trapped.
As that battle wound down, Aranos turned his focus back to the army.  Catapult stones and ballista bolts were slamming into his shield, slowly wearing it down, but he wasn’t particularly worried about that.  His greater concern manifested as a bolt of ebon lightning arced from the center of the army, searing across his shield.  The Heart’s energy dropped at once as the Spell—probably cast with the combined power of dozens of kerruks—crawled across the barrier.  Aranos hurriedly dropped the shield, and the black lightning flashed forward and struck his gate.  As it did, it guttered and died, not even leaving a scorch mark on the deepsteel, but in that brief moment, the lightning had drained over a thousand energy from Antas’ Heart.
With the shield down, the handful of surviving aerial cavalry swooped high overhead, out of easy bowshot.  That put them in a place where they couldn’t really participate in the coming battle, but Aranos knew that wasn’t their purpose.  They were eyes for the opposing army, and if the ohtruk could see through them—which Aranos had to assume was possible—then they would give it a perfect view of the battleground.  That was a tremendous advantage, but it was one that Aranos shared since his Battlesense Skill allowed him to feel the entire battle and know everything that was happening without needing to see it.
That sense warned him as the catapults hurled a dozen flaming, clay pots toward the walls.  As the pots soared overhead, a roar erupted from the urukkai lines, and the attackers began to move forward.  The clay pots slammed into the walls and battlements, shattering and spilling what looked like some sort of strong-smelling oil across the stones.  The oil caught fire instantly with a loud whoosh, bathing the battlements in eerie, blue-green flames.  None of the fire struck the defenders, but the heat forced them back away from the walls—at least, until the gathered Druids chanted out a Spell.  White mist rose from their upstretched hands and bathed the wall, cooling and choking out the flames, allowing the archers to return to their positions.
“Loose!”  Aranos heard the cry all along the wall, and arrows arced from the wall, falling into the onrushing urukkai in a sheet of deadly rain.  Uruks and dabruks fell, and ogrins roared in fury as the shafts impaled their tough skin.  It was nearly impossible to miss hitting something in the packed mass of creatures, and the archers fired rapidly without needing to take their time and aim.  The urukkai ignored their losses, trampling their fallen underfoot, and rushed toward the wall.  When they crossed his border, the horde slowed briefly; they’d just entered the Redeemed ground and felt its debuffs.  Driven by the ohtruk, though, the army pressed forward, charging at his wall, bearing scaling ladders and heavy rams.  As they neared the gatehouse, though, the first of Aranos’ traps exploded into life. 
Urukkai screamed as waves of flame, clouds of acid, and spears of stone tore through their lines.  Aranos’ Elemental Ward had been heavily modified by his Spell Sculpting Skill, reshaping the Spell and inherent safe zone and removing the outer air shell, and the results were deadly to the lower-leveled uruks and dabruks.  Waves of flame reduced the creatures to charred meat or piles of ash; acidic mist scoured the flesh from their bones; six-foot-tall shards of jagged rock impaled them and left them as bloody, broken piles.  The forward ranks were driven into the trap by those behind them, powerless to stop their advance, and over a hundred of the monsters perished in an instant. 
Aranos felt a wave of power rise from the center of the distant army.  Moments later, huge tendrils of void energy raced out and tore at his Ward, trying to disjoin it.  He held it for several seconds, forcing the distant ohtruk to tap its kerruks even more deeply—and, he guessed, to drain both its and their LP as the void energies passed through them.  It was a struggle to maintain the Ward against the massive surge of power, but he gripped it as long as he could before finally releasing the Spell, allowing the elemental power to fade away. 
The attackers resumed their charge, and the defenders once more began hurling missiles down on the army.  Arrows and magical bolts felled creatures constantly, but there were simply too many of the urukkai to stop.  They’d killed perhaps three hundred of the monstrous humanoids in that initial attack, but that still left five hundred or so to spread along the walls.  The defenders were forced to hunker down as the distant catapults and ballistae fired once more, followed by a shower of magical projectiles that sputtered and died as they neared the obsidian, and in that moment, the attackers reached the wall. 
Scaling ladders swung up in a dozen places, and dabruks charged up them, snarling ferociously.  Teams of ogrins rhythmically swung their heavy rams at the gate and walls, trying to open a breach.  As one, the defenders stepped back, appearing to prepare themselves to receive this assault.  Instead, no attack came as Aranos’ second trap flared into being. 
A curtain of white-hot radiant fire erupted along the walls, shooting into the night sky.  Aranos’ Energy Wall Spell usually created a ten-by-ten-foot curtain of energy for a cost of around forty SP.  He’d poured over 10,000 SP into the Spell, enough that he could have made it permanent if he’d wanted.  Instead, he settled for expanding its size to cover the length and height of the wall, thickening it so that it filled the space ten feet before the wall, and boosting its damage to well over two thousand LP.
The urukkai nearest the wall simply ceased to exist.  Bodies were turned instantly to ash, ladders and rams disintegrated, and over a hundred urukkai died without even having a chance to cry out.  Those behind them died moments later as their rush carried them into the curtain of flame, and the charge behind them faltered and stalled in the face of his Spell.  Moments later, a surge of void energy washed over his Spell, and the flames guttered and dimmed as they were torn apart, but the damage was done.  Bereft of ladders and rams, the urukkai were trapped outside his gates.  They could hurl themselves against it, but they wouldn’t be getting through—at least, so he thought.
The mass of urukkai fell back, spreading to the side as twenty ogrins rushed forward.  The powerful creatures were dressed in heavy plates of armor, something Aranos hadn’t seen before on the beasts, and they carried what looked like a long, black log, forty feet long and three feet thick.  The tip of the log was a sharpened spear of metal, and when Aranos peered at it, he recognized the material.  Bloodsteel.  They’ve got a freaking bloodsteel ram.  I don’t think the gate will hold long against that…
“Archers and Wizards, target the ogrins!” he shouted.  The call raced along the wall, and sheets of spirit-enhanced arrows and waves of magical flame, ice, and lightning rained down on the creatures.  A sparkling barrier appeared above them, shedding most of the attacks, and the few arrows that punched through sparked harmlessly against the creatures’ armor. 
“Down!” someone shouted, and Aranos ducked reflexively as a storm of magic slammed into the wall, followed by a hail of crossbow bolts that clattered against the battlements.  A few pained cries rose from the wall as some of the bolts and Spells landed, but the gatehouse’s protection served the defenders well.  Still, in that moment, their assault against the ogrins fell away, and the beasts reached the heavy gate.
The bloodsteel ram slammed into the gate with a loud boom.  Aranos rose to his feet and leaned over the wall, firing a Shattering Bullet at the ogrins that he cloned into ten.  The Bullets struck the sparkling barrier, and the shield cracked and flexed alarmingly for a moment before finally shattering.   The ogrins ignored the Bullets that sank through their armor and ruptured within their flesh, though, and swung the ram a second time.  A crack echoed through the darkness as the ram punched through the deepsteel and sank into the stone beneath.  Aranos hurled a Ravaging Burst among the ogrins, but before it landed, they struck again—and the heavy gate cracked, heaving forward.  Aranos’ Spell exploded in a wash of flame that seared the ogrins, dropping most of them, but the remaining creatures lumbered painfully forward and shoved the gates open, giving the attackers the breach they had been seeking at last.
The urukkai rushed forward with a roar as the defenders rose from their hiding places and rained death down on them once more.  Melee defenders rushed down the stairs, engaging the ogrins and dabruks that poured through the open gate.  Crossbow bolts clattered against the stones from lines of uruks who remained outside, and without the protection of a full shield wall, Aranos’ archers were more vulnerable to that assault.  Amaroks charged forward, leaping to the tops of the wall and engaging the melee combatants still there.  Aranos watched as his losses steadily grew, and he channeled more of his precious SP into a light mana damage boost for the melee squads atop the battlements.  Aranos understood now why the enemy general wasn’t worried about the amaroks going out of control; they would simply inflict more damage and chaos on the defenders. 
He summoned his mana, preparing to rain Spells on the attackers atop the battlements, but before he could, Mutroda’s voice rose above the fray.  “Hold the bastards!” she roared, standing atop a parapet and slamming the butt of her halberd onto the stone beneath her.  A ring of red light flashed out from her, and as it swept over the beleaguered defenders, they stopped falling back and began to push forward.  The amarok charge faltered and stalled as the defenders pressed them, cutting and slashing mounts and riders while driving regaining their battle lines.
Aranos lifted his hands and fired a pair of Ravaging Bursts into the onrushing army, clearing two large holes in the horde as lightning crackled through them and lava splashed over them. The defenders used the brief lull to slam their shields together, forming a wall to hold back the onrushing urukkai.  Magic flashed from the elven Wizards into the mass of attackers, burning and freezing them, while dwarven polearms and elven spears slipped through the shield wall and skewered the front rank of creatures.  Still, the monsters pressed forward, battering against the shield wall and inexorably driving the defenders back.  Aranos prepared to launch another Energy Barrage into the horde, but before he could, Geltheriel’s voice spoke clearly in his mind.
We are in position, Oathbinder.
He grinned and reached out, triggering the last of his waiting Spells.  A massive burst of light exploded above the urukkai spellcasters and catapults as his hugely Overchanneled Nova Blast exploded into being.  A shining barrier rose over the creatures, but the light energy slipped through it, burning and searing their flesh.  A moment later, the barrier darkened, shielding the monsters below—exactly as Aranos’ invisible Ravaging Burst slammed into the shield and exploded.  A wave of gravitational mana swept out, utterly bypassing the barrier and flinging the urukkai beneath about like rag dolls.  The othruk’s pavilion tumbled through the air as its ogrin protectors were hurled aside, and the creature itself scrambled out of the small tent.  It turned toward the walls, and Aranos saw its horn begin to glow—then die out as three shadowy blades erupted from its chest. 
Geltheriel and Silma appeared behind it, emerging seemingly from nowhere.  The fenrin’s jaws lashed forward, grabbing the beast’s head and lifting it from its feet.  Silma shook her jaws ferociously, flinging the ohtruk from side to side like a toy before hurling it to the stones beside Geltheriel.  The Shadedancer’s blade flashed, and the ohtruk’s head sailed clear of its body. 
The rest of her squad flashed into view as they all dropped from Stealth and fell on the closest spellcasters.  The groups of Rogues and Rangers, all skilled in Stealth, tore into the still-stunned casters, while Geltheriel and Silma teleported into the midst of the catapults, slaughtering their crews.  The group cut down as many of the kerruks as they could, killing at least half of them in less than a minute, while Geltheriel and Silma obliterated the catapult crews.  As the scattered kerruks and ogrins started to realize what was happening, the squad retreated, vanishing back into Stealth.
The squad’s success shifted the course of the battle.  The onrushing horde faltered as their general’s control vanished.  Arrows rained down on their vastly depleted ranks, while Spells tore into the creatures within the gate.  As the charge stalled, the defenders rallied and began to press forward.  The monsters held for a moment, then began to move slowly backward.
No longer worried about the ohtruk’s overwhelmingly powerful Spells, Aranos joined the battle in earnest.  Ravaging Bursts fell among the distant spellcasters, and blasts of energy rained down on the horde clustered below the walls.  The urukkai’s slow withdrawal quickly became a retreat; within a minute, that turned into a rout, as the hundred or so remaining creatures turned and fled.  Arrows and Spells tore into them, dropping more of them.  The monsters bowled over their own lines, pushing past screaming kerruks.  Geltheriel’s squad reappeared in the midst of the creatures, slaughtering them as they fled, and finally, the pink-skinned spellcasting urukkai broke as well.  The shattered army, only a hundred and fifty where once they’d been over a thousand strong, turned and fled to the west, racing into the darkness. 
A cheer rose from the wall as the battered, weary defenders raised their voices in triumph, and Aranos allowed a tired smile to appear on his face.  He turned to look toward his city and saw the faint pink of dawn behind it, coloring the sky in the east while the minions of Darkness fled to the west.
Silma, please follow them and make sure they don’t try to slip around us into the city, he sent to the fenrin.
Of course, pack leader, although I doubt they’ll be a problem. 
So do I, but I’d rather be sure.  He turned back to watch the urukkai racing into the blackness.  This had been a victory, but this battle was only the opening salvo in the coming war, and it had been closer than Aranos would have liked.  We need to be better prepared for the next assault; there’s definitely going to be a next assault.  It’s time to get the Elven Realms ready for war.




Chapter 16

Aranos floated down from the top of the golden obsidian wall using his Massless Flight Spell, silently summoning the leaders of his various groups as he did.  As they gathered, he wove a quick shield of air around them to muffle all sound. 
“This was a victory, but it’s only the first fight we’ll be facing,” he told the four leaders gravely.  “We need to learn from this and do better next time.”
“I would suggest turning the Waystation into a fortified barracks with a watchtower, my Lord,” Captain Xilyra spoke, bowing his head.  “We will need to maintain a force here at all times from now on.”
“We must also increase our patrols, both along the High Road and into the surrounding areas,” Lieutenant Aekian from the House of Twilight added.  “Should another such force threaten us, we need more time to prepare.  Even something as simple as strewing caltrops before the gate would have had great utility.”
“We of the House of the Sickle have not trained much as battle healers,” the Druid Itylara admitted.  “We have concentrated our focus on healing the lands, not our fellow elves.  That will be remedied, and we will be better prepared for the next such battle.”
“It is much the same for the House of Stars,” the robed elf whose name Aranos had never gotten admitted.  “We have not truly trained in combat magic.”
“I can help with that, Ryfon,” Aranos said, belatedly using his Mass Inspection Skill to identify not only him, but every elf in sight.  “I’ll raise that Tower of Wizardry for you, but until I make an arrangement with the House of Stars, you can only use it to learn and practice combat magic.  For the time being, it’ll be my tower that I’m letting you use.  Agreed?”
“Of course, Master Aranos,” Ryfon bowed deeply.  “Although, as the ranking member of the House of Stars in this city and a Master of the House, you could make such an arrangement on the House’s behalf yourself.”
Aranos shook his head.  “That might look suspicious, and I want the House to join the war effort willingly, not with hesitation.  This was only a skirmish; in the war to come, we’re going to need every Wizard the House can give us.”
“Since we’re discussing using all our assets,” Mutroda, who’d been commanding the dwarven forces, spoke up, “There are a bunch of siege engines just sitting out there.  They’re a bit damaged, and since they’re not dwarven craftsmanship, they aren’t that good, but we could probably repair them and get them functional again.”
“A wise suggestion, dwarf,” the captain nodded his head.  “If we turn the Waystation into a proper Guard barracks, we could mount a pair of catapults atop it and place some of the ballistae at this wall.  Then, should another such army arrive, we could use our own engines to sow destruction among their ranks.”
“Good.  Let’s get started with that, then.”
Aranos cleared the gatehouse and used his Needed Reclamation Spell to repair the damaged gate.  Once it was restored, he took out his ingot of warforged steel and pressed a hand to the deepsteel gate.  The two metals were wildly different; the deepsteel had densely packed grains in an incredibly organized pattern, while the warforged steel was less tightly packed but filled with the shimmering energy of War.  Aranos realized that he could probably switch the deepsteel into matayai, but it would take hours, and he had a lot to do.  He replaced the ingot in his inventory with a sigh; that was another thing to put on his to-do list.  The list was getting longer every day.
He glanced at the now-empty Waystation, thinking about deconstructing it, and he got a notification that stated that he could destroy the building and reclaim its resources if he wanted.  Steeling himself for its loss, he did so, then cast Needed Reclamation.  It was the first time he’d really used his Dwarven Masonry Ability to create buildings without blueprints, and it wasn’t the most comfortable thing he’d done.  He could see the blueprint clearly in his thoughts, as plainly as if he were holding it in his hands.  He had to channel the energy of the Spell through that image and allow it to pour into the stones of the road.  He carefully controlled the power flowing out of him, forging the stone as skillfully as he had the gatehouse, and when it was completed, the barracks gleamed like aureate glass beneath the morning sun.
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Grand Dwarven Barracks
Defensive Structure
Provides living quarters, training facilities, and a defensive emplacement for Warriors.  This building is an Evolved version of the Uncommon structure Dwarven Barracks.
Rarity: Exotic
Benefits: Provides living space for up to 100 people, all combat Skills train +15% faster, boosts the Defense of Warriors fighting within 100’ by 50%.
Evolved: This building is made of golden obsidian.  It boosts the magic resistance of anyone inside or defending from it by 50% (100% versus Corrupted Spells or effects) and is impossible to damage with Corrupted Spells or Abilities.  The building does not take extra damage from effects, Spells, or Abilities that usually inflict additional damage to objects.
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While the barracks were excellent, they weren’t exactly what he’d wanted; the structure hadn’t come with an attached watchtower. 
“Something like that isn’t very useful in the Skollhelds,” Mutroda shrugged when he mentioned it.  “We’ve got watchtowers for our high fields and pastures topside, but underground, being higher up just gives you less visibility into most tunnels.”
Aranos raised a simple stone watchtower based on the tower he and his party had used as their base when they were first assaulting Antas, placing it beside the barracks.  It wasn’t as potent a structure as it could have been, but it did boost the Perception of anyone in the tower by 100% and increased their sight range by 200%.  When that was done, Aranos left his squad leaders to work out what they needed their people to do, congratulated everyone on their victory, and opened a portal back into the city, taking his party and the Wizard Ryfon with him. 
It took another 15 minutes to walk to one of the battered and nonfunctioning Towers of Wizardry.  “This is going to be your new home, Ryfon,” he told the elf with a smile, gesturing at the broken, windowless tower. 
“While I am certain in time, this tower might become suitable for us, Master Aranos,” the elf replied delicately, “At the moment, it is less than livable.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll fix that for you,” the Sorcerer assured the elf, pulling up strands of Redemption mana.  The golden fire surged through the building, repairing the damage to it and replacing lost stone and glass.  When the Spell ended, he pulled up the description for it.
 Tower of High Wizardry
Arcane Structure
This building was once a place of study and learning for Wizards.  It held training rooms, libraries, meditation chambers, and portals that could be linked to similar Towers in other cities.  The tower draws mana to itself, as well, increasing SP regen for all within it. 
Rarity: Exotic
Upkeep: 1 energy per structure level
Benefits: +10% to Spell training, +15% to arcane Skill training, SP regen +50%, requirements to learn or cast new Spells are decreased by 1% 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: 1,625 Stone, 375 Lumber, 675 Ore, 825 Glass, 225 Crystal, 40,000 mana.
Do you wish to construct this building? (Yes/No)
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He selected ‘Yes’, grateful that his Student rank in Needed Reclamation reduced the requirements to build Exotic structures by 75%.  Blue light surged up through the tower as his precious resources dropped slightly.  Mana surged from him, and he was forced to draw on the Heart once his SP dropped to 10%.  When the light faded, Aranos could feel the energy radiating from the building.  Apparently, so could the elven Wizard.
“This building will far more than serve, Master Aranos,” the elf breathed.  “Once, these towers were plentiful across the Elven Realms, but now, they are to be found only in the capitol of Cyva Alari.”
“Well, now there’s one here, as well,” Aranos replied tiredly.  “As I said, feel free to use it, but for the time being, I want you to focus on Spells and training that will be useful in battle.”
“It shall be so, Master Aranos, and thank you for this gift.”
“It’s not a gift,” he shook his head.  “I’m pretty sure by the time all this is done, you’ll have earned it many times over.”
He left the Wizard to explore the new tower, ignoring the notification he got from the House of Stars about the new outpost in his city, and began to walk back toward the Treehome.  Before he could get far, though, Mutroda cleared her throat to grab his attention.
“Since you seem to be in a building mood,” she told him, “I wanted to let you know what we found in the tunnels beneath the city.”
“The old clanhomes, right?” he asked.  “Are they still there?”
“More or less.  They’re not in great shape, but apparently the stone weathered whatever happened here better than the wood topside, so they’re reparable, at least.  It’ll take time and effort, but it’s doable.”
“You want me to…”
“No, we can fix them up ourselves,” she assured him.  “It’ll give everyone something to do, and as you know, idle hands are angry hands.”
“I hadn’t heard that, but it makes sense,” he laughed.  “Especially as combative as dwarven males seem to be.”
“Exactly.  Several of the males have the Masonry Skill, while one is skilled in Dwarven Engineering.  They’ll be able to get everything fixed up just fine.  The thing is—I found the old Masterforge.”
“The Masterforge?” he repeated, pulling out the blueprint he’d gotten from the Mistress of the Heartstone in Skollheld Heill.  “The one that’ll turn this place into an actual Skollheld?”
“Yes, and while it’s totally nonfunctional, of course, it’s in surprisingly good condition.  Now, we could fix it up by hand over the course of a few weeks, but with your new skill in Masonry, you could probably get it up and running in a matter of minutes.”
“I could, but doesn’t it draw energy from the Heart?  I don’t have that much to spare right now.”
“Not the way that Tower did, no,” she shook her head.  “The Masterforge empowers every forge and crafting station in the city, but it only draws energy when you use the main Masterforge itself.  Of course, you can get some amazing results from using that forge, but you can use any other forge—or the ancillary ones in the Masterforge—without draining the Heart at all.”
Aranos sighed.  “Okay, show me,” he told her.
“While I am certain that will be fascinating, Liberator,” Rhys broke in, “I wish to return to the House of the Sickle.  We continue our work in the fields and forests, and I feel I would be of better use there.”
“Sounds good,” Aranos nodded.  He glanced at Geltheriel.  “What about you?”
“I wish to observe, Oathbinder.  I have not seen a Masterforge before, and I do not wish to miss out on another wonder that you bring into this world.”
“I don’t know that it’ll be a wonder,” Mutroda chuckled.  “After all, there’s one in every Skollheld.”
“If it is not, I will lose nothing but time,” the Shadedancer shrugged.  “However, things often do not go as they should around my Oathbinder.”
“Well, I don’t want to watch,” Avalyn spoke up.  “Can I go train, instead?  We got interrupted by that army.”
“Are you going to train your crafting or your Spells?” Aranos asked her.
“Umm…both?  That’s what I was intending.”
“I would wait until after the Masterforge is created to work on crafting, girl,” Mutroda told the young Sorcerer.  “It’ll go faster and better, trust me.”
“Go ahead and go to the Tower of Sorcery and work on your Mana Control,” Aranos instructed.  “Try to work on getting your snowflakes to rotate faster.  I’ll bet that’ll get you to the Adept rank, and then we can start aspecting your mana.”
“Okay,” she sighed, turning and trudging off. 
“She still whines too much,” Mutroda observed.  “You should have the elf smack her around again.”
“She’s getting better,” Aranos shook his head.  “She just needs to grow up a bit, is all.  We all had to do it.”
Mutroda led Geltheriel and Aranos down into the tunnels beneath the city, to a large chamber dominated by a broken, dilapidated building.  “This was once the Masterforge,” she told them.  “Obviously, it’s seen better days.”
“So has everything in Antas,” Aranos laughed.  The dwarf’s statement was true, though.  The forge looked in terrible shape.  It was forty feet or so on each side, and its floor was raised two steps above the cavern below.  It looked less like what he imagined a forge would and more like an ancient Greek agora; instead of walls, its battered roof was held up by a series of stone pillars that he thought might once have been decorated columns.  Four lumps of rusted metal stood in each corner, while a mammoth hunk of twisted stone and metal occupied the center of the space. 
Mutroda led them into the building.  “This was the main forge and foundry,” she told them, pointing to the hunk of metal.  “These others were ancillary forges that had better benefits than forging somewhere else but couldn’t be charged the way the main forge could.”
Aranos nodded, looking around at the structure.  “It shouldn’t be that hard to repair,” he said slowly.  “It’ll still take some time, though.  As important as this thing will be, I want to make sure I do it right.”
“If you can do it in less than a month, you’re saving us all time and resources,” Mutroda pointed out.
“True,” he sighed, pulling out his blueprint and examining it.  He really did want to make this structure as perfect as he could, and he could see places in the blueprint where he’d have to be careful.  The columns weren’t just for support; they were mana and energy collectors, designed to draw power in and channel it into the main forge.  The roof was a sort of shield, holding out extraneous influences that could mar the work done below.  The floor was a similar buffer against impure energies leaking up from the ground, but it was also the conduit for power drawn into the columns.  Everything was channeled into the primary forge, which puzzled him; there was far more energy being driven into the main foundry and forge than they needed, but none was going to the ancillary forges.  That would be a simple fix; and he mentally adjusted the energy channels in the floor to include the ancillary ones. 
As the golden fire of Redemption rose within Aranos he very carefully trickled it through the blueprint and into the battered structure beyond.  He closed his eyes and followed the power with his mind, smoothing and straightening twisted grains of stone and metal.  As the power flowed, he allowed a tiny strand of War to rise up with it; this would be a place where instruments of battle were being made, after all, and War certainly had a place, here.  He controlled both energies as precisely as he could, allowing the power to not only repair the cracked stone and twisted metal but to infuse it, making it more than it had been.  He used his Skills in Masonry and Metallurgy to their fullest, losing himself totally to the building being formed around him. 
The power rose through the pillars, spreading out into the roof, then plunging back down into the main forge.  This was the heart of the Masterforge, and he took extra care with its restoration.  The channels powering it were not only cracked, they were inefficient and not the optimal design, so he rebuilt them.  He linked the conduits to the main forge, then carved smaller overflow channels to the ancillary forges.  In the blueprints, these felt almost tacked onto the structure, but he worked to make them a more natural and organic part of the building.  He shifted them slightly, moving them out of the corners so that they were more accessible, and smoothed out their cracked crystalline grains. 
Finally, the power ebbed and died, and he opened his eyes.  He froze, staring about himself; the Masterforge was a thing of beauty.  The floor was a deep, black stone that looked like obsidian, but he could see the energy channels he’d carved into it glowing through the glossy substance.  The columns were gleaming, blue ashatine, pulsing with power that had to have been drawn from his own body and blood, and the roof overhead was the same glasslike, golden obsidian that his defensive buildings had been made from, save that it was streaked with veins of radiant silver.  The central forge suddenly lit with a golden flame that sped out in a ring beneath the floor, touching the secondary forges and igniting them as well.  Heat and energy radiated from the building, pushing back the chill of the underground chamber and bathing the entire cavern in warmth.
He quickly pulled up his waiting notification and couldn’t help but grin.
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Greater Creation Success!
The structure Dwarven Masterforge has spontaneously upgraded to Dwarven Soulforge!
Dwarven Soulforge
Crafting Structure
A Dwarven Soulforge is the hub of a Skollheld and the epitome of dwarven crafting and engineering.  Its presence in a city greatly improves all crafting therein, and works of Artifact or Mythical quality may be forged on one.  A Soulforge is an Evolved form of the Exotic building Dwarven Masterforge.  It is infused with Primal mana that gives it powers its lesser counterpart doesn’t possess, powers drawn from the nature of its creator.
Rarity: Unique
Upkeep: Special
Level: 2
Benefits: Crafting speed +5% per level of the Soulforge at all forges in the city, double that at the secondary forges.  +7.5% per level to quality of any item forged within the city, double that if forged on one of the ancillary forges.  Any item forged in the city has a 2% chance per level of the Soulforge to spontaneously Evolve into a more advanced form (double if created on an ancillary forge).  The Soulforge and ancillary forges require no fuel.
Masterforging: A skilled crafter can use the central forge to create items of amazing power.  Only a crafter with an Expert or higher rank can use the Masterforge, draining 100 points of energy from the city’s Heart per Skill level of their requisite crafting Skill.  By doing so, the crafter’s speed will be doubled, and finished work will automatically be one rank of both quality and rarity higher and have a chance equal to the crafter’s Skill rank to spontaneously Evolve into an advanced form.  
Soulforge (Evolution): The Masterforge and all ancillary forges gain the following properties based on the Perks and Titles of its founder.
Redeemed Forge—The Soulforge is immune to Corruption and Corrupted damage of any kind.  Items forged in the Masterforge or its ancillary forges have a base 100% chance to gain the Redeemed property, making them do extra damage versus Corrupted or Shadowborn foes and decreased damage versus Redeemed or Lightborn foes.
Forge of Enchantment –Enchantments and Runes placed on any item created through the use of the Masterforge or ancillary forges are 20% stronger than normal, plus 1% per Skill level of the forger. 
Forge of Destruction—Weapons and armor crafted at the Masterforge and ancillary forges receive a bonus equal to the crafter’s Skill level to damage or Defense, respectively, and have a chance equal to this bonus to spontaneously Evolve to an advanced material type.
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“This—what is this?” Mutroda gasped, staring around at the glowing forge.  “I’ve never—I can’t even Appraise this thing!  What did you do, Sorcerer?”
“I take it this is not so mundane as you were expecting, Juggernaut?” Geltheriel laughed.  “It is as I said: I would not miss out on a wonder—nor on the look upon your face at this moment!”
“No,” the dwarf breathed.  “No, it’s not what I was expecting.  Masterforges are impressive, normally, but they’re structures of need and practicality, not of art and beauty.  This—this is magnificent!  What is it?”
“It’s a Soulforge,” Aranos explained wearily.  “I used both Redemption and War to craft it, and I think that Evolved it.  I guess the bonuses are better than a standard Masterforge, and there are bonuses to the secondary forges, as well.” 
Mutroda’s eyes went blank, and a moment later, she grinned.  “Looks like you made a Skollheld, Priest,” she told him.  He’d noticed the second notification blinking but hadn’t bothered to look at it, yet.  He went ahead and opened it.
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Skollheld Founded!
By building a Dwarven Soulforge, you have created the realm of Skollheld Antas!  Because Antas exists as a city, the Skollheld will be absorbed into the city, and any benefits the Soulforge gives the Skollheld will be applied to the city as a whole at half their effectiveness.
Skollheld Type: Martial
Skollheld Rank: 1 (limited by city Heart rank)
Bonuses: Attack and Defense for all citizens increased by 5% per city level.  All combat-related Skills increase 5% faster per city level.  City morale increased by 25% plus 5% per city level above 1.
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Title Upgraded!
Title: Priest of the Stone has become Priest of the Heartstone
As the Heart-bonded ruler of Skollheld Antas with a Master rank in Mana Mastery, you have received the Title Priest of the Heartstone.
Benefits: All Earth-based Spells are boosted by 30%.  Any dwarven structure you build is Enhanced by 30%.  All dwarven crafts you forge have their quality boosted by 30%.
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“That’s not bad,” he admitted, reading through the notifications.  “That’ll certainly help with the war effort.”
“Between the bonuses to crafting in the city and the bonuses from the Soulforge?  Yeah, I think so,” Mutroda chuckled.  “I’ve got to go get the others and bring them down here.  We’ll all need to be joined to your Skollheld officially, later, though.”
“Joined?” he asked.  “What does that mean?”
“As of yet, none of us are citizens of Antas, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said simply.  “You have not yet accepted our oaths and bound us to this city’s Heart.  I presume the dwarf speaks of something similar.”
“Exactly.  We’re still tied to the Stone, Aranos.  Once you Bond us here, we’ll become members of your Skollheld.”  She glanced at the forge.  “In the meantime, I can think of a couple smiths who’ll be excited to use this.”
“I’m going to need to limit the use of the central forge,” he cautioned.  “First, you have to be Expert ranked to use it.  Second, it drains a lot of energy from the Heart, so I’ll only allow people to do that with permission.  They can use the ancillary forges as much as they’d like, though.”
As he spoke, the central fire died out, and the main forge went dark.  As it did, a new notification popped up.  Mutroda touched the forge and glanced at him with a frown.  “Huh.  It says that it’s been locked by the city’s ruler.  I didn’t know you could do that.”
“Neither did I, but that makes things easier,” he shrugged. 
“No matter.  Just the bonuses from these secondary forges should be enough to get them excited.  We’ll get to work rebuilding down here right away.”
“Okay, but meet me in the main square in about four hours, if you could.  We need to head back to Eredain and speak to Durlan.  I want to find out what’s been happening in the city while we’re gone.”
“I’ll be there.”
When Aranos and Geltheriel emerged onto the surface, the elf reached out and stopped him.  “Oathbinder, I am certain that you are going to the Treehome—or perhaps to your tower to train,” she said. 
“The tower, probably,” he agreed.
“Then while you do this, I wish to return to Eredain.  As you said, many things may have happened while we were gone, and I would like to hear of them—but I would also like the battle we fought here to be known.”
Aranos was about to ask why, but he stopped and considered her words for a moment.  “Okay, I can see that.  Letting them know that we’ve already fought an army of urukkai will make everyone more willing to make a decision, in case another army is heading their way.”
“And rumor being what it is, a chance mention of it in the Great Square will have it on every tongue before the day is out.  I will also gather a report from the leaders of the Houses of Blades and Twilight here to give to their commanders in the city.  That will reinforce the truth of my words, and it will magnify the number of voices speaking the same tale.”
“That’s a good idea,” he nodded.  “I’ll come find you when I get to the city.”
“I will likely be at my uncle’s, for he will know most acutely what has occurred in the city—and will have other means of spreading my words to the Houses.”
He parted with the woman and made his way to the Tower of Sorcery.  He checked in on Avalyn and let her know that the Soulforge was completed, so she could work on her crafting if she wanted, then went up to the top floor, where the Headmaster’s office was.  He sat down at the desk, and the moment he did so, a notification popped up in his vision.  He scanned it through quickly; it told him that he had twelve non-Sorcerers petitioning for entrance to the higher levels of the tower and one student requesting admission.  He assumed the petitioners were the elven Wizards, who now had their own tower to sleep in and could vacate his, so he denied their request.  The student, of course, was Avalyn, and he accepted her into the tower at once.  That opened a new screen stating that he had two unfilled instructor positions available and one instructor free to fill them, namely him.  He accepted the position, and a new screen appeared that was surprisingly detailed.
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Position Accepted: Head Instructor of Sorcery
Highest Skill Level: Mana Control, Master 3
Teaching Skill: None
Learning Speed Bonus: 21%
Max Training Level: Adept 1
Current Students:
Avalyn Rosebranch
Level 7 Sorcerer
Int: 41
Wis: 39
Mana Control: Student 9
Mana Manipulation: Student 8
Position Accepted: Head Instructor of Enchantment
Highest Skill Level: High Enchantment, Expert 6
Teaching Skill: None
Learning Speed Bonus: 18%
Max Training Level: Student 8
Current Students:
Avalyn Rosebranch
Level 7 Sorcerer
Dex: 20
Enchantment: Novice 6
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That was a lot of information about the girl, more than she’d probably be happy with his knowing.  It was certainly useful, though; he could track her progress both in Enchanting and Sorcery without having to ask her about it.  However, it looked like without some sort of Teaching Skill, he was limited in how far his instruction could go.  He sighed; that was probably another Skill he needed to work on, but for the moment, he had two new ones already that he had to train.
He took two books from his pack and laid them on the desk.  One was the text on Dwarven Masonry that he’d asked for.  The other was a Skill book that the Parmassae had assured him would teach him all he needed to know about materials from other realms and worlds.  He placed his hand on the first and absorbed it, then did the same for the second.
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Skill Book: Lore (Otherwordly)
Current Skill Books: 11/43
You can add this Skill Book to your mindscape!  Do you wish to do so? (Yes/No)
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He chose ‘Yes’ and closed his eyes, sinking down into the forest glen of his mindscape.  He looked around himself and took a deep breath; his mindscape was supposed to be a place for him to escape, but lately he hadn’t been spending much time there.  With everything that was going on, it was nice to simply sit in the imaginary forest and breathe, even if just for a few minutes. 
I’ve been so busy playing the game, I think I’m forgetting to enjoy it, he chided himself softly.  I just won a big battle, and I didn’t even let myself celebrate it. 
He recalled the battle and grinned as he remembered how well his traps had gone, how he’d anticipated the ohtruk’s strategies, and how he hadn’t foreseen the powerful ram they’d brought.  He didn’t know where the ram had gone after the battle; he’d need to talk to Captain Xilyra about that.  The Corrupted item couldn’t be kept in the city, but Aranos wasn’t sure how to destroy such a thing. 
He shook those thoughts off; he’d come here with a purpose, and as relaxing as his mindscape was, sitting around wasn’t it.  He walked over to the mental representation of a bookshelf that held his Skill books and hesitated.  He definitely wanted to train in Dwarven Masonry, but the Lore book was tempting him.  He’d gotten it for two reasons.  First, he wanted to see if he could learn enough to restore Geltheriel’s sword; the starsteel was apparently intact but needed an infusion of power.  More importantly, though, he’d never quite figured out what the Arcane Doors were made of, and he had a feeling that identifying that material would be a huge step towards repairing them. 
Aranos felt like he had most of the information he needed to fix an Arcane Door.  He knew how to build a permanent portal, and how to target it somewhere accurately.  He knew how Dimensional mana worked, and he knew how to power a portal with it.  And yet, he couldn’t build an Arcane Door, even if he’d tried.  Permanent portals fed off the energy of the city’s Heart and could only be targeted to one location every so often; once the portal was closed, it couldn’t be reopened to that spot for at least a week.  The Arcane Doors hadn’t worked like that, though.  They’d allowed passage almost instantaneously between any two doors at will, for as many people as wanted to travel, without draining power from either city’s Heart.  That meant they’d used some other method to transport people, beyond dimensional mana, and Aranos was hoping that the material they were made from would give him a clue as to how they worked.
He took the Lore book and sat down on the incredibly comfortable chair he’d built for himself, opened it, and willed himself into the pages.  He blinked, and suddenly he was standing somewhere else.  Where, exactly, he wasn’t sure because he didn’t recognize anything around him.  Were those trees, or huge, branching crystals?  Was he standing in grass?  If so, why was it bright purple and muttering softly beneath his feet?  The air around him was thick, heavy, and smelled like perfume, almost cloyingly sweet.
“Ah, someone finally found their way into my pages,” a thin, high voice spoke.  Aranos turned and saw a short creature, perhaps two and a half feet tall, standing before him.  Its skin was hairless, iridescent, and looked wet and slick; its eyes were huge and multifaceted, set far apart in a bulbous head, and its face had a gash of a mouth with no nose.  It raised one of its very slender arms, reached out, and touched Aranos with a long finger that had one joint more than he’d been expecting in it.  “I wondered if it would ever happen.”
“Umm, yes,” Aranos stammered, taken a bit aback by both the creature and his surroundings.  “I’m Aranos, Lord Evenshade.  Can I ask who you are?”
“You can, yes.  In fact, I highly recommend it.”  The creature continued to stroke Aranos’ skin with a finger.
“Uh, okay.  So, what’s your name?”
“I am Cron’dyrixius.  However, as I know that’s long and difficult for most to pronounce, I’m fine with being called Cron, or Nadzir.”
“Why Nadzir?”
“Because that’s what I am,” Cron shrugged.  “You’re a high arcane, yes?  It’s been a long time since I’ve seen one of your kind, but I remember them fondly.  Just as you’re an arcane, I’m a nadzir.”
“I’m not really an arcane,” Aranos said quickly.  “I was an aleen—an elf-fay hybrid—and I Evolved into this race.  And I’ve never heard of your kind.”
“A fortunate Evolution,” the creature rasped.  “And I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of us.  We rarely show ourselves to other races or interfere in their affairs.  We’re a race of travelers who cross the multiverse, observing, listening, and learning.”
The creature turned away from Aranos and gestured out at their surroundings.  “This is a memory of Srinix, home of many races, of which the cottelque are the most numerous and powerful.  It’s a place of great beauty, but that hides its dark savagery.”
“Savagery?” Aranos repeated.
Cron nodded.  “The cottelque are a particularly warlike people, and they’ve subjugated numerous other races who they raise as cattle.”  He looked at Aranos.  “They feed on life energy, you see, and sapient races provide more of it than others.  The cottelque keep their food races content by making the world a beautiful and wondrous place, encouraging them to grow, multiply, and become powerful and successful.  Then, when they become potent enough, the cottelque claim they’re ready to ascend, lead them away, and consume them.”  Cron shook his head.  “Of course, their servants are always eager to ascend, and no one thinks twice about not seeing them again.  It’s a cruel world, hidden under a veneer of artistry, and it’s a good first lesson, if you’re wise enough to see it.”
Aranos considered.  The obvious lesson was that other worlds could be dangerous, but that felt too simple, really.  Of course, traveling to other worlds could be dangerous.  A second lesson could be not to trust appearances, but again, that felt a bit on the nose.
“To me, the lesson is not to accept whatever you’re being told,” he spoke at last.  “The servant races believe the lies of the colquette, and that leads to their deaths.”  He snorted.  “That is, assuming you’re telling me the truth and aren’t just making up a story to try and get a point across.”
The nadzir turned back to Aranos, and he saw its face creased with a grin.  “Good!” Cron said approvingly.  “Yes, never trust what you’re told.  Trust what you’ve experienced for yourself, and nothing more.  You’re right: I was lying to you.  The colquette are in fact a peaceful race of farmers, craftsmen, and scholars who happen to be gifted with tremendous natural powers that keep those who would be their enemies from attacking them.”
The scene faded, and Aranos found himself floating in what looked like an endless well.  The walls around him looked like layers of arched doorways, stacked infinitely in both directions.  “Where are we?”
“This is one of the endless manifestations of the Astral Realm,” Cron’s voice spoke, although the diminutive being wasn’t visible to Aranos.  “It happens to be my favorite.  I call it the Well of Doors.  Each of these doorways leads to another world.  Through the Astral, you can visit all of them.”
Aranos tried to will himself toward one of the doors, but nothing happened.  “So, how do I use it?”
“Oh, you can’t,” Cron said laconically.  “You need astral energy to travel, here—and besides, we aren’t really here, are we?  This is just my memory of the Well.  I’m going to take you to some of the more hospitable and well-known places in the multiverse and let you experience them for yourself.  Just remember: this is a memory, and nothing in here can truly harm you.  Probably.”
“Probably?”
“Well, it is the multiverse.  Technically, anything’s possible.  I wouldn’t put it past one of the larandar to be able to reach us through my memories of them, for example, so we probably won’t stay there long.”
“I’m not really sure…”
“Nonsense.  First, we’ll travel to Silvanus, the Realm of the low fay.  It’s a perfectly safe place, so long as you don’t eat anything—or agree to anything any of them say.  Here, I’ll show you…”
When Aranos finally rose from the text, his mind was spinning.  It felt like he’d spent a week traveling to dozens of worlds, learning how their laws differed from those of Ka, what sorts of creatures he might encounter on each, and common materials found in every realm.  Most importantly, he’d learned how to bring a bit of his own reality into each world; that was vital, since there were worlds where magic didn’t function, or where the laws of physics worked in totally different ways.  By keeping a bubble of his own reality around him, Aranos was able to function normally in worlds like those, although Cron warned him that in truly extreme worlds, his bubble might either collapse or have catastrophic effects.
“There was once a world called…well, it doesn’t matter what it was called, and besides, I don’t think its name can be pronounced without damaging you,” the nadzir told him.  “Suffice it to say, it was a world that was completely antithetical to almost all others.  What we call life energy didn’t really exist, there; the creatures in that world had an utterly alien existence, powered by energies I can’t even explain.
“More to the point, that realm didn’t have time.  Everything that ever was in their world happened all at once and kept happening, constantly, trapped in an endless moment.”  The creature had shuddered.  “It was almost more than I could take.  Fortunately, I’d brought the concept of time with me, but that was a mistake.  The passage of a single second caused a ripple in their world that ultimately destroyed everything in that realm.  It turned out, their entire universe only lasted for a second, so once that second passed…poof.  They were gone.”  Cron shrugged.
“You destroyed an entire universe?” Aranos had asked, a bit overwhelmed.
“Quite by accident, of course.  Technically, I didn’t destroy it.  I merely allowed it to experience what would have been its normal destiny, had time existed there.  If I’d destroyed it, I think I would have gotten the XP for it, and there were some seriously powerful beings in that place.  I’m pretty sure I would be at level 1,000 or so if that had happened.”
Aranos dove into his Dwarven Masonry book almost eagerly and was relieved to find that it was a fairly mundane instruction.  He learned a lot of the basics that he’d skipped over in gaining his Skill, plus a bit about how to shape stone and different methods of building. 
When he was done, he practiced his Diplomacy and Staff Mastery Skills, as well; spent some time expanding his mindscape; and dipped into the river of mana below him to smooth out the Primal impurities that had crept back into it.  He practiced his Spells for a bit—several of his Spells were close to leveling up—and finally checked his notifications before rising from his mindscape.
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Skills Gained
Sculpting (T)
Rank: Student 1
You can carve stone into artistic shapes.
Effect: You can sculpt Common and Abundant stone into artistic shapes.  Your creations gain a bonus of +1% per Skill level to workmanship and rarity.
Student Ability: You can work Uncommon stone. 
Dex +1
Architecture (T)
Rank: Student 1
You can modify existing blueprints or create your own.
Effect: When using an existing blueprint for a building that is Common ranked or lower, you can modify it freely, so long as the modifications do not grant it additional properties or effects.  The chance of success is 100% plus your Skill level.  For every rank of the blueprint above Common, the chance of success is reduced by 50%, to a minimum of 0%.  You can create a blueprint for a structure of Abundant rarity with which you are familiar.  All structures you build have their resource requirements reduced by 1% per Skill level.
Student Ability: You can modify Uncommon blueprints with a chance of success equal to that of Common blueprints.  For every level of rarity above Uncommon, your chances are reduced by 50%.  You can create common blueprints for structures you know well.
Per +1
Lore (Geology, T)
Rank: Student 1
You are familiar with rocks, minerals, and landforms.
Effect: You can identify Abundant and Common rocks and minerals.  You gain +1% per Skill level to any creations made of stone, gemstones, or non-metallic minerals
Student Ability: You can identify Uncommon rocks and minerals.  You have a chance equal to double your Skill level to discover valuable resources such as minerals, metal ores, or underground water from inspecting the landscape, without seeing the resources themselves.
Lore (Otherworldly, T)
Rank: Student 1
You are familiar with the denizens and materials of other worlds.
Effect: Identify items from other worlds if those items are Abundant on those worlds.  Gain +1% per Skill level to Defense and damage versus creatures from other worlds.
Student Ability: Identify items that are Common on other worlds.  Gain +1 per Skill level to Opposed Checks versus Spells, Abilities, or effects that are extraplanar in nature.
Int +1
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Profession Unlocked!
Artist
You can craft items of artistic value.  Gain a bonus to items created for artistic rather than practical reasons.
Do you wish to adopt this Profession? (Yes/No)
Profession Unlocked!
Architect
You can build structures that are more powerful and cost less resources.
Do you wish to adopt this Profession? (Yes/No)
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Training Complete!
You gain the following:
Str +2
End +2
As you have chosen a gradual training method, you may continue to train these Stats to receive further bonuses.
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Spells Leveled Up!
The following Spells have gained a level:
Maelstrom Blast*
New Rank: Adept 1
Channel a blast of multi-aspected mana at a single enemy, doing continual damage.
Adept Ability: This Spell can affect multiple targets in a straight line, doing 50% damage to any target past the first.  Base damage improves by 20%.  Can meld up to 4 aspects in a single blast.  Cost +80 SP
Spatial Web^
New Rank: Adept 1
Trap enemies in a field of intense gravity and do Enhanced damage each second.
Adept Ability: Creatures’ effective speed in the Web is reduced by 1% per Spell level.  Web area increased to 40’ x 40’.  Damage caused increased by 10%.
Needed Reclamation!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Ability: When using this Spell to Redeem or create a structure, you gain all of your relevant Skill bonuses to the resulting structure.  Can Redeem an incapacitated hostile creature you consider an enemy (does not function in combat; sapient creatures are immune).
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He turned down both professions, although the Architect one wasn’t a bad idea.  He might have to adopt that one before he started raising structures again; at the rate he’d been doing that, he’d probably have it at level 2 in no time.  His new Architecture Skill looked fairly useful; it would allow him to shift and reshape buildings without changing their functionality, but he had a feeling at higher ranks, he’d be able to add functionality to buildings and structures he created.
The Strength and Endurance bonuses from wearing the crystals constantly seemed comparable to doing an hour of Grueling training per day—at least, it was for him, with his racial penalties to training—and it took up a lot less of his time.  The issue was going to be Dex, Agil, and Per; he couldn’t just train those constantly.  At least, he didn’t think he could; he’d have to talk to either the captain or the lieutenant and see if they had any suggestions.  Or Geltheriel, I suppose. 
To him, the best part of his notifications was the final part of his Needed Reclamation Spell.  Before, he couldn’t use it to Redeem a creature that was attacking him or that had attacked him; now, he could use it against such a creature, but only if he incapacitated it and kept it that way until combat ended.  There were a few creatures he wanted to try it on; a pack of amaroks held in his Spatial Web, for example, or a flight of poukas.  He wasn’t sure if he could even hold one of the ursusz, but if he could, that would be worth it.  I might have to go hunting around Eredain, just to try this. 
He opened his eyes and rose from his desk with a grin.  He did still have a lot to do, but thanks to the meditation, at least now he would be doing it without a Fatigued debuff. 
It was time to head back to Eredain.  The sham of the Council meeting was tonight, but he wasn’t going to wait for it.  He knew what had to be done, and no one but him was going to do it.  The Patriarchs, he thought with a smile, are going to be in for a bit of a surprise.




Chapter 17

The door of the alchemist’s shop jangled merrily as Phil walked inside.  He blinked as an acrid scent hit his nose, one that reminded him a bit of disinfectant, and his eyes watered involuntarily.  The air didn’t quite sting his nose and throat, but it was certainly sharp, and he cleared his throat a couple times as he walked up to the plain, wooden counter of the shop.  Calling it a counter was probably a stretch; it looked like a simple, wood board laid across two stacks of unmortared bricks and bowed alarmingly in the center.  There was no bell on the counter, and Phil had a feeling that if he rapped his knuckles on it, the whole thing would collapse, so he decided to wait and see if anyone appeared.
After a full minute, he grew impatient.  “Hello?” he called loudly.  “Is anyone here?”
“Just a moment!” a voice snapped irritably from the back.  “I’ll be right there!”
Phil stepped back and let his hand float down to rest on his sword.  McBane’s investigations into the kamikaze-style attack on the Adventurers’ Guild hadn’t taken long to locate this alchemist.  Only three alchemists in the city sold explosives openly, which narrowed things down tremendously.  Ostensibly, the explosives were meant for mining and moving large quantities of earth quickly, and two of the three crafters were infamous for refusing to sell their creations to anyone without a certified writ from the Miners’ Guild, no matter the offered price.  The third, though, operated out of the Upper Market, near the northern gate to the city, and it was rumored that he’d sell explosives discreetly for the right price.  
Of course, McBane had made a point of telling the party that this information was far too easy for him to find, which meant that it was certainly a trap of some kind.  Pretty much everyone agreed, but they also agreed that they didn’t have much choice except to spring it.  Martina, though, had an interesting take on the situation.
“Honestly, McBane, it kind of feels like you’re being led around by the nose,” she’d pointed out with her characteristic directness.
“What do you mean?” the Rogue had asked suspiciously.
“What I mean is that whenever one trail gets cold, another one appears for you, leads you just close enough to the King to make you think that you might get him this time, and then ends up in a trap.  I don’t think the bad guy’s sensing when you’re close, I think he’s deliberately leaving these trails to keep you busy.”
McBane’s face had been shocked at that, and even Phil had been impressed with the Ranger’s insight.  Martina could be abrasive and tended to make snap decisions when stressed, but she had a keen and perceptive mind.  It made her a good party leader; she noticed things like that, things that the rest of them didn’t quite put together. 
“Why would he do that?” McBane asked, seemingly unconvinced.  “I mean, I have messed up his operations a fair bit in the past few days.”
“My guess would be that you cocked up the things he wanted you to,” Longfellow suggested.  “Or the things he didn’t mind losing.”  When Mcbane’s face still seemed skeptical, the Archer sighed.  “Think of it like a big chessboard, mate.  He’s dangling pieces out there for you to take so you don’t notice his little pawn creeping up the side of the board, about to turn into a queen and checkmate you.”
“Sounds like we need to go pawn hunting, then,” Meridian suggested.  “Maybe we should ignore the piece he wants us to take and find the one he doesn’t.”
Martina shook her head.  “I think we have to go for the bait.  If we don’t, he’ll realize we’re onto him.  However, to totally belabor Longfellow’s analogy, I think we need to counter his sacrifice with one of our own.”  She’d glanced at Phil with a grin.  “I think we should trade a knight, hoping he’ll move his pawn forward.”
“That is pushing the metaphor,” Hector laughed.  “It’s not a bad idea, though…”
And so, Phil found himself standing in this acrid, little shop, the knight taking a pawn that he knew was a trap.  He was jolted from his thoughts as a figure finally appeared in the doorway leading to the back.  A tall, thin man walked out, wiping his hands on a large rag.  The man was dressed in a stained leather smock and had what looked like a bandage wrapped around his left arm, but he didn’t seem particularly pained by it. 
“Sorry for the wait,” he grunted in a slightly waspish tone.  “What can I do for you?”
“Hi there,” Phil smiled, walking back to the counter.  “I’m an adventurer, and I’m looking for some alchemical supplies.”
“Reagents?  Ingredients?  Or finished potions?  I can’t help much with the first two, but I can point you in the direction of a merchant or two.”
“Finished potions,” Phil said easily.  He almost leaned on the counter, then resisted the urge.  His breaking the counter or falling on his face wouldn’t help matters, here.  “I’m looking for something very specific, though.”
“Oh?  Well, spit it out.”
“See, the thing is, my party’s a bit light on damage dealers,” Phil lied easily.  “We couldn’t convince anyone with the Mages’ College to join us, so while we have targeted ranged damage, we don’t have any sort of area damage effects.”
“Tough break.  What am I supposed to do about it?”
“Well, I heard that there are alchemical creations that can replicate the effects of wide-area Spells.  I was hoping that you might sell something like that.”
“There are,” the man said flatly.  “Their sale is restricted, though, so I can’t help you, sorry.  Have a good day.”
As the man turned, Phil reached out and grabbed his arm.  The alchemist looked back at the Paladin, his face angry, but before he could protest, Phil pulled him close. 
“I know that you sell them,” he said softly.  “I watched them going off yesterday when someone used them to attack the Adventurers’ Guild.”
“They—the what?” the man gasped, his eyes wide and the color draining from his face.  “The Adventurers’ Guild?  But why…?”
Phil nodded.  “A bunch of thieves snuck into the Guild and set off your bombs.  Killed a bunch of Travelers—Travelers who came back really, really angry and looking for the person responsible.”
“I don’t know anything about it!” the merchant stammered, looking around desperately.  “Yes, I sometimes sell explosives for the right price, but I don’t ask what people will do with them!  I can tell you who bought them, but…”
Phil’s Perception wasn’t as good as Martina’s or Longfellow’s, but he’d noticed the alchemist’s hand slipping slowly down beneath the counter, so when the man whipped a small flask at Phil’s head, the Paladin’s shield was already rising to block.  The glass bottle shattered against his bulwark, and a cloud of gas filled the room, burning Phil’s eyes and tearing at his throat.  Despite blocking the attack, Phil almost instinctively released the alchemist and covered his nose and mouth.  The little man darted into the back and vanished. 
Phil waved his shield like a fan, clearing the air around his head, and slammed his fist into the drooping counter.  As he’d expected, the wood shattered, and he rushed into the back room.  He saw the rear door slam, and he raced past the rows of beakers, flasks, and coils of tubing to burst out the back.
The alchemist was standing in a small courtyard that was flanked on three sides by taller, stone buildings.  He stood facing Phil, a triumphant grin on his face, and the Paladin saw four shadows detach themselves from the nearby walls and move between the Paladin and his quarry. 
“You should have left when I told you to, adventurer,” the alchemist almost crowed.  “The attack on the Guild was only the start!  Soon, his Highness will hold the entire city in the palm of his hand…aaagh!”
The merchant’s rant was cut off with a screech of pain as a crossbow bolt slammed into his knee, dropping him to the ground clutching the wound and screaming.  Phil ignored the figures before him and spun, sweeping his shield in a wide arc.  He was rewarded with a heavy thunk as the Rogue hidden behind him was flung from Stealth by the impact of Phil’s blow.  He turned back to face the others, noting as he did that four more thieves had joined the combat, rushing silently forward with gleaming daggers.  Before they could get too close, though, Hector leaped from one of the windows overlooking the courtyard and slammed into one of the thieves, roaring a battle cry.  The other Rogues faltered as Phil held up his sword, igniting it with his Aura of Duty.  Brilliant, white light bathed the thieves, and they stumbled as the Ability sapped their morale.  The attack stalled, and in that moment, Phil and Hector charged forward.
The outcome of the battle wasn’t remotely in doubt.  The thieves’ daggers were poisoned, but both Phil and Meridian could cleanse the toxin, and without the advantage of surprise and sheer numbers, the Rogues were no match for the two fighters, especially with Longfellow offering them ranged support.  It only took the party a couple minutes to slaughter the thieves.  When it was over, Phil walked to stand over the trembling alchemist, shaking his head.
“It was a nice try at a trap,” he said, “but you didn’t think that we’d set one of our own, did you?”
The alchemist actually laughed at that.  “So you think, but you were dead the moment you stepped into my shop!  My death will…”
Phil stepped on the man’s throat, and the rant ended with a gurgle.  “Hey, McBane, what did you find?”
The Giantbane appeared from the shadows, holding aloft a flask filled with glowing liquid and a flat stone etched with runes.  “There were four of these around the courtyard,” he said, holding the devices in separate hands.  “I’m pretty sure the rune sets off the flask, so I took them apart to be safe.”
“Smart.  We should probably have the College take a look at these.  I’m sure they’ll be interested…”
A roar echoed in the courtyard, and Phil felt himself flung backward as something punched him in the chest.  He crashed to the ground and rolled to his feet, his shield held before him.  The far end of the courtyard was a smoking ruin, McBane was sitting on his butt on the ground shaking his head, and Hector was scrambling to stand just as Phil was.  The alchemist, in the meantime, had jerked the bolt from his knee and was staggering toward the burned part of the courtyard, where the blast had revealed a hidden door set into one of the stone walls.  He made it all of three steps before another crossbow bolt punched through his other leg, and he cried out as he fell to the ground, crippled.
“Looks like you missed one, McBane,” Hector groaned, shaking his head.  “I hate being in an explosion in a confined space.  Makes my ears ring.”
Phil would have asked how often the man had been blown up like that, but he knew that Hector was ex-Army.  He doubted he wanted to hear the answer.
“Yeah, I guess there were five,” McBane grimaced.  “My thieving Skills have gotten a lot better in the past week, but they still aren’t my main focus, sorry.”
“I’d rather have taken just one of those than five,” Hector laughed.  “All five might have ruined this entire block, in fact.”
Phil ignored the byplay and walked over to the fallen alchemist again.  The man couldn’t be trusted, obviously, but Phil didn’t have anything like handcuffs to restrain his prisoner.  He couldn’t bring the merchant anywhere unrestrained, though; he didn’t know what other poisons, chemicals, or devices the man might have hidden away.  He sighed as he realized what he had to do.  Duty can be cruel sometimes, I guess.
His sword flashed twice, and the alchemist screamed as the gleaming blade separated both his hands from his body at the wrists, leaving him with bleeding stumps.  Phil sheathed his sword and touched the man, healing him just enough to stop the bleeding but not enough to repair any damage.  He hefted the mangled man and turned back to Hector and McBane, who were both staring at him with shocked expressions.
“I have to say, I wasn’t expecting that, brother,” Hector shook his head.  “Effective, but—not normally your style.”
“Duty,” Phil sighed.  “We have to question him, and I can’t allow him to hurt anyone else.  He’ll heal, eventually, so it’s not like I did anything permanent to him.”
“I’m not complaining,” Hector laughed.  “It’ll be a lot easier to move him around like this.”
McBane shook his head.  “I’m not going to say anything.  I’ve done a lot worse than that trying to get close to the King.  If it weren’t for the Quest completions I keep getting, I’d probably have a ton of Corruption Points right now.”  He sighed and rose to his head.  “Come on, let’s go question this asshole—and maybe find out if the pawn made its move.”
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Madness, Lily discovered, was far more powerful than she’d ever imagined it could be—and just as unpredictable as she would have guessed.  The random bonus or penalty she got to pretty much everything she did made every Spell or battle exciting, because she never knew how things would go.  She could cast a shadowflame Spell that turned her victims into ash instead of just cooking them a bit, or one that couldn’t even get through a stupid shield.  Every attack was like a new adventure.  She got hurt a lot more than she should have, but she also killed things she wouldn’t have even tried fighting before.  And, when stuff went really badly, she could count on Madness to carry her from the battle.  That had happened more than once, when her luck had gone sour, and she took penalty after penalty.  Still, she’d left a trail of destruction as she soared back to Northmoor that suited her at a deep and fundamental level. 
Now, we just need to do this to the whole world, and I’ll be happy.
When she arrived, she flew to the top of the walls and surveyed the results of her new Domain.  As the blasted notification warned her, she’d lost a lot of control over her summons and the assholes she’d dominated.  The result had been chaos, as her monsters started being monstrous, while the urukkai and humans banded together for protection.  She’d lost a decent chunk of her army, but she didn’t care.  The ones who’d died had probably been the weak ones who would have died in battle anyway, so it wasn’t much of a loss.
She swooped to the palace and walked into her throne room.  Queen Ysabelle sat on the throne, still—technically, she was still the city’s Heart-Bonded—but a week and more of near-constant physical and psychological torture had left the bitch nearly catatonic.  She blanched as Lily entered, but the new avatar of Madness ignored the Queen’s useless ass, instead mentally summoning the undead General Highcliff.  The vampiric former commander of Northmoor appeared almost instantly, his head bowed low but his eyes blazing with hatred.  He served her, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to kill her.
“You called me, Mistress,” the general growled at her.
“Yes, General.  I know I said that we were going to bring the humans here, but I changed my mind.  We’re going to go get them ourselves.”
“The troops are in disarray, Mistress,” the vampire protested.  “In the past day, they’ve turned on one another and refuse to listen to orders.”
“I’ll fix it,” she said dismissively, waving a hand.  “They’ll still mostly listen to me.  I just have to command them to stop killing each other, and they will.”
“Even so, we don’t have the forces to take another city,” he insisted.  “If we try, we’ll just lose what forces we have for nothing!”
“It won’t be for nothing,” she barked a laugh.  “It’ll be fun!  Plus, I don’t care about those other cities.”  She snorted.  “Hell, I don’t give a fuck about this one, to be honest.  I just want blood, and death, and screaming.  Lots and lots of screaming.” 
“Very well, Mistress,” the general spoke, his eyes lighting up as he licked his lips.  “I think we can do screaming.  So, where will we be taking them?”
“Not we, asshole.  You.  I’m gonna be busy.”
“Busy?” he asked.
“Yeah.  I’m going to go get us some help.  I’m a fucking monster, and that means I need an army of fucking monsters at my back.”




Chapter 18

When Aranos arrived in Eredain, he didn’t immediately head to Durlan’s shop.  He had a few stops to make, first, including one to the House of Hammers.  He’d never been there before, but Lorsan had sent him the location, so he followed his map until he heard the ringing of hot steel being pounded.  It was a simple matter to follow the sound until he found himself standing before a complex of various forges and foundries, with elves laboring within.  He was recognized at once, of course—there weren’t exactly a lot of high arcanes wandering the city—and when he asked to meet with someone in charge, he was taken to an office.  He sat for a few minutes at most before a burly elf wearing a burn-scarred leather apron entered, wiping soot and flux off her calloused hands as she did. 
“Lord Evenshade,” the woman nodded to him, sitting behind the desk in the office without preamble.  “A pleasure.  How can our House help you this day?”
Aranos smiled as he subtly Inspected the woman.
Ciliren Omacran
Uninjured elf
Fatigue 1
“Thanks for seeing me, Ciliren Omacran,” he told the woman.  “I’m here because, as you may know, I recently opened a portal to the city of Antas.”
“Indeed.  That knowledge is common in the city,” the elf said noncommittally.  “We of the House of Hammers discussed sending member to join you, but we elected not to do so.”
“I noticed that,” he said easily.  “I was wondering if I could ask why that was?”
The woman stared at him for a moment, then grunted.  “We of the House of Hammers tend not to be diplomatic, Lord Evenshade.  The metal doesn’t care for words and has no patience for delays, so my apologies if my blunt speech offends you.”
Aranos laughed.  “You’re still more polite than I am,” he pointed out.  “Remember, I’m not really an elf noble.  I’m a Traveler, and we tend not to be hung up on decorum.”
“I’ve noticed that,” she agreed.  “Fine, then.  Word around the city is that you’ve been producing Masterwork quality metal goods, and some people say that you forged them yourself.  Is that true?”
“It is,” he nodded. 
“Well, all smithing done in the city is supposed to be under the auspices of this House,” she said flatly.  “We certify your Skills, and in return, you can sell your work in any city in the Elven Realms.  You never came to us for certification, never paid your dues, and never even spoke to us about all the forging you’ve done.  If you’d been anyone else, the Guard would have prohibited the sale of your items in the Great Square.”
Aranos blinked.  “Really?  Why would they do that?”
“Because poorly forged items can be dangerous.  Imagine a sword that shatters when its wielder is in battle, or a wagon tongue that snaps when the wagon’s being loaded.  Not only that, but subpar work makes all smiths look bad, since people will assume that our House approved it.  We have a reputation to uphold.”
“And has any of my work given you those sorts of problems?” he asked archly.
“No, it hasn’t,” she admitted.  “Which is the other reason why no one’s stopped you.  Still, why didn’t you come get certified?”
“Because I didn’t know that was a thing,” he said tiredly, rubbing his eyes.  “I’m a Traveler, and I didn’t learn my smithing Skills from an elf who might have told me.  I got them from a Skill book.”  He glanced up at the woman.  “You know, you could have just sent me a message about all this, and we could have resolved it amicably.  We Travelers don’t know these rules, but we’re usually cool with following them—so long as it’s not ridiculously expensive.”
The woman looked taken aback.  “You weren’t deliberately going around our House?  The former Elder had suggested…”  Her words fell away as she realized what she was saying.
“That explains it,” he nodded.  “He wasn’t exactly a fan of mine, for obvious reasons.  No, I wasn’t trying to slight you.  There’s literally no gain in it for me, unless you’re going to try and take a percentage of whatever I sell.”
“No, nothing like that,” she shook her head.  “You pay a silver a year in dues, certify with us yearly or whenever you reach a new rank in your Skill, and agree not to sell something below a quality rating of Fine or forfeit the price of that item to the House.  As I said, we’re mostly concerned with keeping quality up—unless you want to become a full member of the House, of course.”
“I would, but the House of Stars has an exclusivity clause,” he said apologetically, producing a small, silver disc.  “Here’s the dues.  How do I get certified?”
“I—I can do that for you,” the woman stammered.  “If you’re ready, I’ve got a forge free right now.  You can fill one of our orders, and I’ll judge the quality of your craftsmanship.”
Aranos spent the next hour laboring over a forge, hammering out an axle and wheels.  The hard part was the bearings; he had to place the near-molten metal into a closed die mold and hammer it down, then polish it perfectly smooth.   He hadn’t done that before, and while he technically knew how it was done thanks to his Skill training, he had to be very cautious with it.  As he hammered, he infused his mana and intent into the metal.  The axle and bearings needed to be strong, so he poured soul mana into those.  He beat vital energy into the wheels, allowing them to repair small nicks and cracks they might accumulate, and he used his High Mastery Ability to align the grains and polish everything perfectly smoothly. 
When he finished, he showed the completed work to Ciliren.  “What do you think?” he asked her, wiping the sweat from his brow.
The elf woman stared at the finished piece, her face astonished.  “What—how did you do this?” she asked in amazement.  “This—this is nayasene, is it not?  And coiraisene, the living metal!”  She stared up at him.  “These metals are secrets of the dwarven race.  How do you know to forge them?”
“I’m on good terms with the dwarves,” he shrugged.  “I’ve even got some of them in Antas—working at the Masterforge I built there.”
“Masterforge?” she repeated.
“A unique dwarven building that gives crafting bonuses to everyone in the city, and extra bonuses to anyone using the building itself.  An Expert can even use the Masterforge to draw on the city’s energy, creating a work that’s automatically a rank higher in both quality and rarity and has a decent chance to Evolve into something more.”
The woman stared at him, then looked back down at the axle.  “Masterwork quality,” she breathed.  “And far too good for the commission we got for it.”  She looked back at him.  “Would you still welcome us in your city?”
“Of course.  There are a few ruined smithies we could restore for you.  Or if you provide me with the blueprints for the building you’d prefer, I could probably build it for you.”
“We will discuss this and have an answer for you at the end of the day,” the woman said.  “In the interim, you are clearly Expert ranked in smithing, although I do not recognize the specific style or Skill.  I will certify you as such, and you may freely sell in the Elven Realms without penalty or prejudice.”
“Thanks,” he told her, stretching tired muscles.  “Just so you know, if you’re having this problem with other Travelers, you should try telling them about it.  That’s good advice for all the crafting Houses, in fact.  They’ll probably be happy to follow the rules, and they might even be excited to become full members of your House.”
“That—is good advice, Lord Evenshade,” she sighed.  “And common sense if truth be told.  I will pass word around, and we will reach out to Travelers who have crossed out House to find out if the slight was deliberate or unintended.  I thank you for your wisdom in this…and your understanding.”
“We’re all part of the same city, Ciliren,” he smiled at her.  “It’s best if we’re all working toward the same ends.”
He repeated the trip to the House of Spring, the home of the herbalists of the city, and the House of Midday, the House of elven jewelers and goldsmiths.  At each, he found that Golloron had convinced them that he was trying to work around them, and at each, the problem was solved by his simply paying his dues and showing them an example of his work.  While his Goldsmithing Skill was only Adept ranked, he was a Master of Herbalism, and apparently the fact that he’d been avoiding the House of Spring had become quite a point of contention for them.  It took him quite a bit of fast talking to smooth things over, and if it hadn’t been for his exceptional Charisma, he doubted that things would have gone well for him, there. 
Once he’d repaired his reputation with those Houses and visited the Great Square, Aranos finally walked to Durlan’s shop.  The shop was small, dusty, and filled with rows of bookshelves.  The windows were mostly covered to protect the books from sunlight, making the shop seem even smaller and closer.  However, the owner, Geltheriel’s uncle Durlan, was one of the friendliest and most open elves Aranos had yet encountered, and his Skill book library had given the Sorcerer the first tools he needed to thrive in the game. 
“Lord Evenshade,” the small storekeeper greeted Aranos as he entered the shop.  “It is good to see you returned to Eredain.”  He looked past the Sorcerer.  “And is the lovely Silma not with you?”
Aranos laughed.  “Sorry, she’s making sure the urukkai go back where they’re supposed to,” he said.  Disappointment flashed across the elf’s face; Durlan had fallen in love with the fenrin from the moment he’d laid eyes on her.  “I’ll make sure she visits you first chance she gets, though.”
“That would be most appreciated,” Durlan smiled. 
Geltheriel appeared from deeper in the shop.  “Oathbinder,” she inclined her head.  “Was your day successful?”
“Very,” he nodded.  He looked back at Durlan.  “What’s been happening in the Stronghold while I was gone?”
“Exactly what you might have expected, I am certain,” the elf shrugged.  “It seems that the nobility of Eredain has split into two factions.  There are those who wish you to become the next Elder, and there are those who do not.”
Aranos frowned.  “No other candidate’s been offered?  I was sure that Prince Methild would have convinced someone to step up to challenge me.”
“I believed the same, and while it has not occurred, it certainly is not for lack of trying.  The prince has been active in your absence, visiting those who would be least inclined to support you.  He has frequented House Liapetor, who are quite vocal in their opposition to you, and Houses Theren and Ercyne, both of whom were satellites of House Exxidor and who suffered much from that House’s fall at your hands.”
Aranos nodded.  “They still have time to nominate someone, right?”
“If they do so at the beginning of the night’s Council, then yes,” the older elf agreed.  “However, I cannot imagine any of those three being nominated.  Cohnal of Liapetor is far too rash for such a position, and Evindal of Ercyne is young to become an Elder; he inherited the mantle of Patriarch when his father was killed during a night raid on the city, and he has some years before he should be considered for Elder.”  The man’s face grew thoughtful.  “Lady Rellae Theren is a possibility, but like all of her House, she is a crafter—a bowyer, to be specific—and thus does not possess a combat-related Class to help her defend the city.” 
He shook his head.  “No, I fear I cannot see what the Prince would hope to gain from this.  None of the Council would support any of those three, and he must certainly know this.”
Aranos shrugged.  “At this point, it doesn’t much matter.  What’s done is done.”
“I would think that it matters greatly,” Durlan protested.  “If one such as Lord Liapetor were to be named Elder, it could be a greater misfortune for the city than had the former Elder remained.”
“He won’t be,” Aranos assured the man.  “I’ve already made the necessary arrangements.”
“I wish I could share your confidence,” the storekeeper sighed.  “And yet, you have not steered the city wrong.  If you are certain that all will be well…”
“I don’t know if I’d say that,” Aranos laughed.  “In fact, I’m pretty sure tonight’s meeting is going to be an exciting one.  Once the flames and bloodshed die down, though, it’ll all be fine, and that’s what matters, right?”
Durlan’s face was a bit pale.  “You—you jest, Redeemer,” he said haltingly.  “Blood has not been shed in the Patriarch’s Council since just after the Feast.  You would not consider…”
“One thing I have learned about my Oathbinder, Uncle,” Geltheriel shook her head, “is that he will do what must be done, regardless of how he may feel about it personally.  Blood will spill only if it needs be, but if so, he will not hesitate to do so.”
The old elf looked between the two of them, his face stricken.  “But…” he protested, then seemed to gather himself. 
“No, I will not argue,” he said quietly.  “You have done much for our city, and your determination has made that possible.  I will not fault it, now.  Only…”  He hesitated.  “It does not matter.  I wish you luck, Redeemer, and I can but hope that the Council chambers do not end up stained with blood.”
“I wish the same, Uncle,” Geltheriel sighed.  “However, with my Oathbinder, such often seems to be the case.”
Aranos spent the rest of the day in his estate, training with the crystals to boost his Agility, Perception, and Dexterity each by a point.  The training also gave him a point to his Dodge Skill since Agility training mainly consisted of trying to avoid being attacked by illusory enemies.  Now that he knew what he was looking for, Aranos could feel the illusionary mana pouring off the crystals as he used them, and that actually made things a bit harder for him.  He could see through the illusions generated by the crystals, now, and that added a distraction that forced him to concentrate harder. 
He delved back into his mindscape, setting up some new Spells.  His battle with the urukkai had revealed a weakness in his repertoire: he didn’t really have any wide-area debuffing Spells.  His Debilitation Spell was powerful, but it only affected a single target at once.  That target would have one Stat all but crippled, but unless he was able to hit an army’s leader with the Spell, taking one creature out of a mass battle like that wasn’t going to do much.  Fortunately, the image of his Debilitation Spell served as an excellent template, so all he had to do was spread that energy out over a larger area. 
He also needed to upgrade his Elemental Ward.  It was still a powerful Spell, but it only used Primary aspects, and he was encountering more and more creatures that were immune to those Aspects.  Fortunately, he could easily replace most of the effects in the Spell simply enough.  The air shield became a barrier of damping mana, which would absorb the kinetic energy of any person or object trying to pass it and would be much harder to break through.  The waves of fire shifted to pulses of thermal energy that rippled outward from the safe area at the center, and he replaced the stone spears with intermittent blasts of arctic energy.  Finally, he suffused the area with radiation mana instead of acid; even if creatures managed to survive crossing the warded area, the radiation damage would lower their Physical Stats significantly. 
Finally, he started working on a Spell that would do low levels of damage across a vast area of effect.  It wasn’t hard to do—it was really just a version of his Fire and Ice Spell that filled a huge space with radiation mana—but it was going to be very mana intensive.  Filling a space five hundred feet across with even a low-level radiation field would take a ton of power, and maintaining it would be pricey.  Only his Ascended Spells covered such a wide area, and those used up pretty much all of his mana when he cast them.  He was probably looking at several thousand mana for this Spell, easily. 
None of his new Spells completed, of course, but he hadn’t really expected them to.  Things would go faster in the Tower of Grand Sorcery, but these new Spells were powerful and took a lot of SP.   That meant that creating them would need a lot of SP, as well, far more than he was willing to pour into them in a single sitting.  Finally, he rose from his meditation and gathered Geltheriel, Mutroda, and Mathias, leading them to the Council Hall.  The evening was warm, and the air was soft and smelled vaguely of flowers.  It was a lovely night, but Aranos was fairly sure it wasn’t going to stay that way. 
I’m done playing diplomat, he thought grimly as he strode into the atrium.  This farce ends tonight.




Chapter 19

The assembled elves all turned to watch him as he entered.  Some of them greeted him warmly; others remained silent, while a handful gazed at him balefully.  He smiled at those who greeted him but ignored everyone else.  The ones who weren’t happy now were probably going to be less happy by the time the evening ended, and those who were still neutral didn’t really matter to him. 
Faraine approached him and took him to one side.  “Good evening, Lord Evenshade,” she smiled at him.  “Are you prepared for this evening?”
“As much as is possible, Lady Gilris,” he replied honestly.  “I have laid what plans I could, and now I must hope that they are enough.”
“That is wise.  Know that others had been equally as active this past pair of days, and that perhaps more might be occurring tonight that you expect.”
He glanced at her sharply.  “Do you happen to know what the prince plans, my Lady?” he asked softly.
“I fear not,” she shook her head.  “As we are allies, he certainly knew there was no point in trying to convince me to alter my words.”  She shrugged.  “Whatever occurs, know that I will give you what support you need, should you but ask.”
“In truth, that reminds me of a question I have for you, my Lady,” he said as her words jogged his memory.  “Despite my skills, I have never been offered an Enchanter Profession.  Is there one such, and if so, what are the requirements?”
Her face clearly showed her surprise.  “There is, my Lord, and I cannot imagine why it has not been offered to you.  The requirements are small enough; you must have a Dexterity and Intelligence both of 13, and the Enchanting Skill and a single Spell Mastery at the Adept ranks.  I am certain that you have all of these.”
“Ah, that is likely the problem,” Aranos sighed.  “As a Sorcerer rather than a Wizard, I do not receive the Spell Mastery Skill.”  He frowned.  “Usually, though, that is not an issue for me.”
She shrugged.  “It sounds to me that there is another Skill or Ability you must gain that you do not possess,” she said helplessly.  “I had never heard of a Sorcerer before meeting you, so I could not imagine what it might be.”
He sighed.  “My thanks for your insight.  I am certain that I will discover what is required eventually.”  He glanced around.  “In the meantime, I suppose we should get this started.”
“The sooner we begin, the sooner it will end, my Lord,” she chuckled.
“It is my fervent wish that your words are true, my Lady,” he grinned at her before turning to the others.
“Lords and Ladies, we may as well start the meeting,” he called out, not being rude but also not speaking as delicately as he could have.  “Is there anyone absent?”
“The prince has not yet arrived,” a man that Aranos didn’t recognize spoke up.
“Then he will simply have to miss out on observing, will he not?” Aranos replied bluntly.  The speaker’s face flashed with anger, but Aranos simply stared at the man until he looked away, then turned to address the gathered elves. 
“As you all know, the prince has no say or standing in our Council.  That means we have no obligation to wait for him.  If he wants to be fashionably late just so he can make an entrance, that is his choice, but it is not our concern.  I for one want to get this done and over with.  How about the rest of you?”
It was clear to Aranos that his blunt speech was making the other elves a bit uncomfortable, and they seemed unsure how to respond to his words.  He suppressed a sigh; maybe he was going too fast for them and pushing too hard.  None of these deliberations really mattered, but the nobles here thought that they did, and he was trying to get them all moving in the same direction.  I suppose I can try just a bit of diplomacy…
Before he could speak again, though, Faraine stepped to his side.  “Lord Evenshade is correct,” she said, her voice powerful and clear despite her tiny, almost childlike frame.  “We have a duty to fulfill, and standing here like confused children will not see it done.”
“But the prince!” the first elf protested.
“If the prince truly honored this Council, Lord Ercyne,” another elf that Aranos didn’t recognize spoke up, identifying the first elf for him, “then he would certainly have arrived in a timely fashion.  Why should we put aside our duties for his convenience?  I agree with the Savior of Eredain.  Let us finish this.”
A murmur of general assent swirled throughout the room, but Aranos didn’t wait for it.  He glanced at Mathias and Mutroda.  If the prince arrives late and wants to get in, please don’t stop him, he instructed.
Are you sure, my Lord? Mathias asked silently.  He will try to cause more mischief.
I’m sure.  If we keep him out, he’ll be able to deny what is going to happen today.  Let him and whoever he wants into the chamber.  It won’t matter.
If you say so, Mutroda shrugged.  Send word if you need us inside there, though.
Aranos strode toward the inner chamber, and the other nobles almost reluctantly fell in behind him.  He took the same chair at the end of the table as he’d taken the last meeting and waited while everyone else filed in and sat down.  Once the nobles were gathered, he rose to his feet. 
“Lords and Ladies,” he began, smiling at the nobles in attendance and trying to temper his speech a bit.  “Let us begin.  As is customary, we will open this deliberation by…”
The doors slammed open, and Aranos turned to see the prince entering the room, flanked by a pair of guards and a robed elf Aranos didn’t recognize.  The Sorcerer lowered the hand that had darted up involuntarily when the doors opened so abruptly and allowed his gathered mana to drain away; killing a member of the royal family with a Shattering Bullet wouldn’t exactly be the best way to start this meeting. 
“Your Highness,” he spoke calmly.  “You made it just in time.  We were just about to start.”
The prince looked around at the table, his expression obviously confused.  “The meeting has begun?  I understood that it was customary to wait for all members of the Council before beginning deliberations.”
Aranos’ eyes narrowed as he gazed at the man.  “I would ask what you mean by that, your Highness, but I have a feeling I know.  So, what did you do?”
“I, Lord Evenshade?  I have done nothing.  Queen Sillavana has seen fit to establish a new House, House Fendova, and as the founder of this House, I am its Patriarch.”
Aranos sighed and shook his head.  “And I assume that this House is based here in Eredain?” he asked tiredly, knowing the answer.
“Why yes, Lord Evenshade, it is.  Thus, as a Patriarch of this city, I must be included in these deliberations.”
“This is unseemly, your Highness,” the Matriarch of House Miradan spoke disapprovingly.  “By tradition and custom, a newly appointed Patriarch has no say in the election of a new Elder specifically for this reason, to prevent external interference.”
“But not by law, Lord Miradan,” the prince said coolly.  “The law states…”
“Did you bring a chair for yourself?” Aranos interrupted the prince.
The man’s face clearly reflected his irritation at being cut off, but he regained control of his expression and smiled easily.  “I did, in fact, Lord Evenshade.  I knew that there would not have been time…”
“Then sit down and stop delaying the Council,” Aranos said firmly.
The prince’s face looked outraged.  “You dare order about a prince of the Realms?” he said coldly, his hand resting on his sword.
“I would, yes, but in this case, I do not, because you are not a prince anymore.  Here, in this Council, you are Lord Fendova, the head of the newest, youngest, and most junior House in Eredain, nothing more.  House Fendova has not done anything for this city, earned any favor or regard, and is probably a Fledgling House at best.  If you wanted to be treated like royalty, you should have stayed as royalty.”
Lady Meluiben snorted in barely concealed laughter, and the newly minted Lord Fendova glared at her for a moment before controlling his face once more.  “Forgive me, Lord Evenshade.  It is, of course, as you said.  I am but a Patriarch, here, one who is committed to doing what is good and right for all of Eredain, and the Elven Realms in general.”
“Well said, my Lord,” a woman Aranos didn’t know spoke softly.  The prince—Lord Fendova, Aranos amended silently—inclined his head and stepped aside while one of his two guards moved forward and set a chair down between two of the sitting nobles.  Lord Fendova sat and opened his mouth, but before he had even fully seated himself, Aranos was moving on.
“As I was saying before the late arrival,” the Sorcerer spoke, “as is tradition, we will give one, last chance for anyone to nominate someone else for the position of Elder.  Please be aware that the time for discussion is passed, so the person you nominate will have to stand on their own merits, without anyone being able to speak on their behalf.  Does anyone want to offer another candidate?”
“I wish to nominate Lord Fendova,” Lord Ercyne, who’d protested the prince’s absence earlier spoke up at once, as Aranos had expected.  Once the prince’s new noble title was revealed, the rest of his plan became apparent.  Fortunately, it didn’t really matter. 
“I second Lord Fendova,” the woman who’d complimented the prince added quietly.  Going from Durlan’s explanations, Aranos assumed she was Lady Theren.  “With all due respect to Lord Evenshade and all he has done for this city, I feel that in these times of great change, a more traditional hand guiding Eredain is preferable.”
“These times are not only ones of great change,” Lady Miradan spoke up quietly.  “They are times of war.  Who among us has struck more blows against the Darkness than Lord Evenshade?”
“War?” another man spoke; it took Aranos a moment to recognize him as Cohnal, the Patriarch of House Liapetor.  “What war?  We have seen nothing but attacks from the creatures of shadow, and those have been far less frequent of late.”
“Because of Lord Evenshade’s actions repairing the damage fallen Exxidor did to the Tree-heart,” Faraine reminded everyone.  “And surely, Lord Liapetor, you have heard of the battle Lord Evenshade and his party fought in defense of Antas the evening before this—or do you doubt his words?  Would you call him a liar to his face?”
Cohnal glanced at Aranos and blanched slightly, but before he could speak, the prince rose smoothly to his feet.
“My Lords and Ladies,” he spoke, but as he did, Lady Meluiben’s voice rose in protest.
“You are out of order, Lord Fendova,” she said sharply.  “As Lord Evenshade said, by tradition, the time for discussion is ended.  You may not speak on your own behalf.”
“Actually, Lady Meluiben,” Aranos said calmly, smiling at the woman, “I would like to hear what he has to say, if no one else minds.  I would not want anyone to think that we of Eredain were afraid to hear someone else’s point of view.  However, I leave that decision up to all of you since it is a significant breach of tradition.  Does anyone else object to Lord Fendova speaking?”
When the table remained silent, Geltheriel’s mother bowed her head.  “Very well, Lord Evenshade, I withdraw my objection.  It is very fair and commendable of you to give Lord Fendova this chance to speak when, by all tradition, it should have been denied him.”
“Indeed, it is generous of Lord Evenshade,” the prince bowed toward Aranos slightly as the Sorcerer resume his seat.  “I have heard many stories of him during my short time here in Eredain, and I must admit, I have been mightily impressed.  And yet…”
The prince’s face was troubled, and he rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “I have determined a common thread among all of these tales, and that thread concerns me.  For example, I have heard that Lord Evenshade liberated Haerobel—yet, have any here traveled to Haerobel to see if it is truly freed?”
“Are you suggesting that it is not?” Lady Miradan asked coolly.
“I will not deny that Lord Evenshade battled a creature of Darkness there and was victorious,” the prince smiled.  “Yet, I have visited the city, and it is a wasteland.  The trees supporting it are dead; the buildings have mostly been reduced to sawdust; the Tree-heart stands empty and unable to Bond with anyone.  While certainly his victory over the Darkness should be celebrated, I wonder if perhaps the idea that he freed the city is not somewhat…exaggerated.”
The prince left his chair and began walking around the table.  “So, too, have I heard that Lord Evenshade saved this city from enslavement by the Patriarch of fallen Exxidor, but I must ask…how do we know this to be true?  Those of Exxidor who might have spoken against their Patriarch are in exile, and only this city’s last Elder attested to how Lord Evenshade saved you all.  Considering that one’s skill as a Mindbender, I must ask: is it not possible that everyone, including Lord Evenshade, was being deluded by that Elder?”
“You should ask Master Dirue of the House of Stars,” Aranos said softly, keeping the anger from his voice.  “She had to wear the slave brands Keryth put on her, and she remembers the experience quite clearly.”  The prince opened his mouth, but Aranos stopped him with an upraised hand.  “And if you even consider implying that the torment she experienced during that time wasn’t real, Lord Fendova, you won’t live to regret it.  She’s a dear friend, and I won’t have her minimized that way.”
“I would say no such thing,” the prince replied after a moment of hesitation, during which Aranos wondered if he was considering taking the Sorcerer up on his challenge.  “And if she remembers such, then surely that much is true—but that says nothing about the rest of it.”  He turned back to the others.  “Lord Evenshade believes that he removed a slave brand from Master Dirue, and I do not doubt that he thinks such.  However, is it not possible—no, is it not probable that the fallen Patriarch simply erred when placing the brand, and it failed of its own?  In which case, was the city ever truly in danger?
“I do not wish to impugn Lord Evenshade’s courage or ability,” the elf continued.  “All in the city saw him battle that same Patriarch and defeat him, which is no mean feat and surely was a necessity.  I merely posit that, perhaps, the Traveler’s actions have not been as—exceptional as they might seem.  I have heard, for instance, that many believe he slew a Nightmare Beast, but none among this Council saw the deed done, did they?”
“My daughter did,” one elf spoke, his voice cold.  “She stood beside Lord Evenshade’s dwarven ally, fighting the Beast with nothing but her axe, and she witnessed Lord Evenshade slay the creature with one mighty Spell.  Do you call her misguided, as well, when in her one act of defying the Nightmare Beast, she has done more than the entire royal family to oppose the Darkness?”
“My son stood, as well,” another elf said in a flat voice.  “He is of the House of Twilight, and he and Lord Evenshade’s Follower fought together against the Beast.  He saw all that happened, and if anything, Lord Evenshade downplayed his role in that.  Do you also claim my son to be mistaken?”
“I do not say that there was not a Nightmare Beast,” the prince shook his head.  “Nor do I say that Lord Evenshade and those who followed him did not battle it.  I merely wonder if, perhaps, it had not been sent to slay the former Elder and then retreated when its deed was done.  It would appear to all that Lord Evenshade defeated it when truly, he simply fought it—valiantly, to be sure, but not to its death.”
The prince stood behind Lady Theren and placed his hands on her chair back.  “I do not say this to belittle Lord Evenshade,” he said.  “However, the point has been raised that he is a fit choice for Elder because we are entering a time of war, and he has faced the Darkness more than the rest of us.  However, we have no proof that the times we face are any different than any other times, in truth, save Lord Evenshade’s own observations—and I must wonder if he, as a Traveler new to this world, is not mistaking a simple urukkai raiding party for more than it truly was. 
“If that is so, then would it not be better for all to choose an Elder with more training and experience in administering a city?  As we know, the arts of war and peace are vastly different, and one who is gifted in war is seldom gifted in guiding a city during times of peace…which I believe we are in, despite Lord Evenshade’s thoughts to the contrary.”
Murmuring broke out across the table, and several of the nobles cast furtive glances at Aranos.  The Sorcerer sighed internally.  Go ahead and show them, Geltheriel. 
All conversation ceased as an object flew onto the table, striking with a thump and rolling toward the center of the group, where it came to rest.  The green skin and ebony horn of the ohtruk gleamed dully in the dim light of the chamber, and the sound of the blood dripping slowly from the stump of its neck was clearly audible in the utter silence.  Aranos rose to his feet once more, staring directly at the prince, whose face reflected his chagrin. 
“That, as you can all plainly see, is the skull of an ohtruk,” he said calmly.  “This creature was leading over a thousand urukkai when it assaulted Antas, and my Follower took its head during the battle.”
He left his spot and began walking around the table, slowly heading toward the now-silent prince.  “For those of you who do not know, ohtruks are the commanders of the urukkai armies.  They are rare among the urukkai, and their lives are valuable, so they only leave their fortress during times of war.  If this had been a simple raiding party, as Lord Fendova suggested, then that creature wouldn’t have been in the party.”
“While that is certainly possible, Lord Evenshade…” the prince began, but he stopped as he was cut off.
“It is not ‘possible’, Lord Fendova, it is truth,” an older elf spoke up.  “As all know, we of House Grewynn are historians of war as well as training many of the finest officers and commanders in the Elven Realms.  Ohtruks were last seen during the Feast of Virnal, when the war between Light and Darkness raged, and their kind has not been seen since.  There are many speculative reasons—their rarity, as Lord Evenshade said, is one, but it could be that their unique Abilities require a certain number of minions around them to function, as well—but this much is fact.  None have seen an ohtruk in any urukkai raiding party in centuries.”
“That was the second one we encountered,” Aranos said quietly, now standing a few feet from the prince.  The elf’s face was composed, but Aranos could both smell and sense the fury radiating out from him.  “The first, we found in the High Road Waystation between here and Cendarta.”  He glanced at the older elf.  “There, it was commanding less than a hundred troops, by the way, and it was controlling all of them.  That might help clear up questions about them.”
“Indeed, that is valuable information, Lord Evenshade,” the elf nodded, tapping his chin.  “Still, I wonder…”  He shook his head.  “This is not the time, but I would speak to you of this creature and its tactics later, if I might.”
“I would be happy to,” Aranos smiled, then turned back to the prince.  “As for the rest of your claims, I have the Titles to prove you wrong.”  He shifted his Title to Grand Liberator.  “For example, I got this one for liberating both Haerobel and Antas.”  Mumbling arose as the elves Inspected him, and he switched his Title again to Slayer of Titans.  “This one came from killing the qualintar that ruled Antas, and I got this one for slaying the Nightmare Beast.”  He shifted his Title to Destroyer of Nightmares, and another mutter rose around the table.
“Now, I might have been mistaken, Lord Fendova—but are you claiming the gods were, too?  That they gave me these Titles…on accident?  Or that I somehow tricked them?”  He laughed.  “To be honest, that feels like it would be a qualification to lead a city.  If I can trick the gods into doing what I want, think of what I could do to the urukkai!”  Chuckles arose around the table at that, but the prince didn’t look amused. 
“It seems that my doubts were mistaken, then,” the elf said icily.  “I apologize, Lord Evenshade.”  He turned back to the gathered nobles.  “However, that brings us to another matter.”
The prince took a deep breath.  “I share your admiration for Lord Evenshade.  I truly do.  However, my father has stated that he will not be allowed to take the mantle of Elder, whatever this Council decides.”
The uproar that rose from those words was enormous.  Ladies and lords alike rose to their feet, their voices shouting at the stone-faced prince.  Aranos let that go for several seconds before using his Forge Mana Spell to create a loud bang above the table again.  Everyone winced and fell silent, and Aranos stared at the prince.
“I’m not sure what you’re suggesting, Lord Fendova,” he said quietly into the silence, no longer bothering with even an attempt at formality.  “Perhaps you’d like to clarify?”
“I have been instructed to do whatever is necessary to be sure that Lord Evenshade does not Bond with the Tree-heart,” the man replied simply, resting his hand on his sword.  “I do not wish to do this, Lord Evenshade, but you are leaving me with little choice.”
“The King would dare to interfere in the Council’s deliberations?” Lady Meluiben demanded angrily.
“Yes,” Prince Methild answered.  “Know that Lord Evenshade is held in high regard across the Elven Realms, but this sets a dangerous precedent.”  He gazed around at the table.  “We have seen already that the Travelers are uniquely capable and swift to gain power.  Lord Evenshade is perhaps preeminent among them, but others are swiftly approaching his level of power and accomplishments.
“If then, we allow one Traveler to Bond a Tree-heart…what is to stop them all from doing such?  Will we be placing themselves under their dominion?”  He looked over at Aranos.  “And, Lord Evenshade, should you continue your rise to power, where would it end?  Should you continue to land blows against the Darkness, might not the time come when all the Realms turned to you for leadership and guidance?  Might not the people ask my father to stand aside, and install you in his place?  We would be ruled in truth by one that is not truly of the People, no matter how pure his intentions.” 
The prince shook his head sadly.  “No, it must stop here, Lord Evenshade.  Stand aside, for the good of all.  Choose another that you support, and I will endorse them wholeheartedly.  But do not do this, or I will have no choice but to slay you.  A Traveler will not Bond a Tree-heart.”
A clamor arose once more at those words, but Aranos raised his hand to silence the uproar.  “You know that you’re too late, right?” he asked quietly.  “I’m already Bonded to the Heart of Antas.  The Travelers know that it’s a possibility, now.”
“That is an event over which my family had no control, but it is also one that occurred beyond the borders of elven lands.” 
Aranos shook his head.  “That’s a pretty speech, Methild,” he admitted.  “Heck, part of me wants to just pick someone I trust, like Lady Meluiben, and be done with it.  The thing is, I don’t think you’re telling everyone here the truth.  At least, not the whole truth.”
The elf’s eyes narrowed.  “What do you mean, Lord Evenshade?” he asked softly.
“I mean, that’s not the reason that you don’t want me Bonding the Tree-heart.  At least, it’s not the whole one.  It can’t be.”  Aranos shook his head.  “See, it doesn’t make sense.  As I said, you can’t claim that it’s setting a bad precedent; the precedent’s already been made.  The Travelers know that they can Bond a Tree-heart or gain a noble Title and start a House, and I’m sure there are already people working toward that end.
“However, it’s not just that,” he added.  “For a Traveler to Bond a Tree-heart, an Elder has to die or step down, right?  Let’s say an ambitious Traveler killed an Elder—would the Council vote for them to become the next Elder?  Or would they toss that Traveler out of their city?”  Aranos snorted.  “Sorry, but this seems like a paper tiger, Methild.  It looks scary, but there’s no substance to it.  Personally, I think it’s far more likely that your father’s afraid of what might happen if I in particular become the Elder of Eredain than anything.”
“What do you mean, Lord Evenshade?” Lady Miradan asked, her face confused.
“You all remember what Golloron told us.  He admitted that he’d been paying tribute to the Darkness in exchange for peace.”  Aranos looked around.  “Do you really think that he was the only one doing that?  That the other elven cities just got lucky enough to be overlooked by the Darkness?”
“Be cautious with your accusations, Traveler,” Methild said in a low voice.  “You know not what you are doing.”
“I know exactly what I’m doing, Methild.  I’m telling them the truth.  The king’s probably scrambling right now to find a way to reestablish peace with the Darkness, but if I take leadership here, that’s not going to be possible, is it?”
The prince’s face was white, but his expression was smooth.  “I understand that you are cautious about those in power thanks to your interactions with the former Elder,” he said slowly.  “However, accusing my family of such is a blow to our honor.  Rescind your words, or…”
“The thing is, Methild, it doesn’t matter what you want, or what the king wants,” Aranos cut the man off.  “It doesn’t even matter what this Council decides.”  More voices rose at that, and Aranos let them speak for several seconds, protesting his words.
“Are you threatening this entire Council, Lord Evenshade?” the prince almost purred.
“Not at all, Lord Fendova,” Aranos laughed.  “I’m saying that something you claimed earlier is wrong.”  The prince looked confused, and Aranos simple smiled.  “You remember how you said that Golloron and I were the only ones who really knew the truth about Keryth’s attempt to enslave the city?  Well, there’s one more being who experienced it and can verify my words.  The Heart of Eredain itself.”
“The Heart?” the elf scoffed.  “A Tree-heart is not truly aware, Traveler.”
“This one is.  Aren’t you, Eredain?”
“Indeed, Lord Evenshade,” the Heart’s voice thrummed through the Council chamber, echoing in the minds of everyone present, felt as much as heard.  “I am Eredain.  I am aware, and I am most displeased.”




Chapter 20

“Wh-what trickery is this?” Methild gasped, glancing around.  He looked at the robed elf.  “Master Bellas, you claimed that I would be immune to his spellcraft…”
“This is not a Spell, my Prince,” the apparent Wizard spoke slowly, his face awed.  “I can—I can see the presence of the Tree-heart in this place.  It is true: the Heart has gained sentience!”
“You are correct, Bellas of Farzeiros,” Eredain spoke.  “However, I have always been aware, and I know what has been done to my people—and to me.  I could but watch as Golloron of Famaris slowly Corrupted me, turning my powers to generating fear amongst my people.  I was only an observer when Keryth of Exxidor carved runes of enslavement into my flesh, intending to drag the entire city into Darkness. 
“Then, I was but a helpless bystander, unable to control how my powers were used.  Now, I will choose who I Bond with, and should that person stray from the Light, I will sever that Bond and replace them.”
“No!” Methild protested, shouting over the sudden roar of voices.  “This is not possible!  An Elder is chosen by the Council!  You must submit to the will…”
“I must do nothing, Methild of Elnorin.  I am sovereign, and none may command me.”
“How—how is this possible?” the prince demanded, turning to the robed elf Eredain had called Bellas.  “I do not understand…”
“Nor do I, my Prince,” the Wizard said gravely, “save that somehow, the Tree-heart is aware.  I have not heard of such a thing before, but if the Heart is truly sapient, then what it says might be true.  It is not possible to forcibly Bond a sapient creature without using powerful domination magic.”
“And I’m certainly not going to let you do that,” Aranos said easily.  “I don’t even think it would work, to be honest—the amount of power you’d need to overwhelm something as powerful as the Tree-heart is mind-boggling—but you wouldn’t get the chance to try.”  He glanced upward.  “The choice of an Elder is yours, Eredain.  Who do you choose?”
“I have considered long on this, Council of Eredain,” the Heart said slowly to the stunned assemblage.  “I can see into the hearts of all within my borders, and there are many in this city with whom I would consider Bonding.  My first thought was for Grandmaster Kylantha of the House of the Sickle.  She is powerful, and her concern has always been the forests.  Should we not be facing a time of trial and war, it is she I would choose, make no mistake.
“However, this is not a time of peace and healing, my people, as Lord Evenshade reminded me when we spoke earlier this day.  This is a time of strife and battle.  The Darkness will not rest now that one of its children has been slain.  The death of a Nightmare Beast drove the Darkness to attempt to annihilate the Light in the last war and forced the leaders of the Light to the bargaining table.  It will be so again—however, Prince of the Realms, the Darkness will not likely be assuaged with the offering your father has planned.”
“Offering?” Aranos repeated, suspicion rising in his gut.  “What offering?”
“I do not know of what Eredain speaks,” the prince said smoothly but a bit too quickly to be believable.
“You do, in truth.  As I explained, I can see into the hearts of all within my borders, and I sense the Darkness lingering in your own.  Your father intends to make no true defense of Haerobel—he feels the city to be beyond saving, and he will abandon it to the army of urukkai that currently marches upon it.”
“What?” Lady Meluiben jumped to her feet, her eyes blazing.  “King Andrathath will simply hand the city over to the urukkai?  Will, then, he do the same thing to Eredain?”  Angry voices rose around the table, demanding answers to endless variations of the same question.
“Methild of Elnorin does not know this, but he suspects it to be the case,” Eredain spoke, silencing everyone.  “He fears that should Lord Evenshade be given the mantle of Elder, his mother and father will abandon the city to the Darkness to appease it.  And while this may be true, decisions cannot be made based on fear alone.  And so it must be that the next Elder of Eredain will be…”
“NO!” Methild screamed, yanking his sword free from his scabbard.  “I will kill him before I allow this!”  The man’s sword sparkled and hummed as he flashed forward, moving with the speed of a high-level, skilled swordsman.  Even if Aranos had a weapon handy, he would never have been able to block in time; the prince was fast, and his attack took most of the room by complete surprise. 
However, as fast as the prince was, Geltheriel was faster.  The room rang with the sound of steel clashing as her blade appeared from nowhere, deflecting the prince’s strike and sliding it away from Aranos.  Her foot lashed up, kicking the man in the chest and knocking him backward several steps. He halted, his eyes wide, and rubbed the spot she’d struck.
“You would stand against your Prince, child of Meluiben?” he asked in amazement.
“I would stand between the Darkness itself and my Oathbinder, Prince of Cyva Alari,” she said flatly, her blade gleaming in the room.  “And I am no child, but an Elder of House Evenshade.”
“You cast aside your true House?”
“No, I embraced my true House.  One name I was given, and I honor it.  This one, though, I have earned, and I will defend it with my life.”
The prince’s eyes narrowed.  “So be it.”  He glanced at the robed figure.  “Kill the Traveler.  I will deal with this one.”
The prince almost flew forward, his sword ringing as it struck Geltheriel’s, but Aranos had no attention to spare to that fight.  The Wizard raised his hand, and a wave of gray energy flowed over Aranos, tearing at his Arcane Armor.  Aranos responded with a quick blast of ice that seemed to fizzle and fade as it approached the Wizard.
“I have heard of your skills, Master Aranos,” the elf spoke.  “And yet, I wield the power of Nullification.  No Wizard, despite their power, can stand against me.”  He looked at the guards beside him.  “His armor will fall soon.  You may begin your assault then.”
“Good thing I’m not a Wizard, then,” Aranos muttered, flinging a Mage Shield up to block the wave of mana steadily devouring his armor and sending a quick mental signal to Mutroda and Mathias. Instantly, the chamber’s doors burst open, and the armored form of the Lancer rushed through, Saphielle’s spear in hand.  The spear slammed into one of the two guards, knocking him backwards, then swept low at the other, taking their feet out from under them. 
“Problems, my Lord?” the Lancer asked almost gleefully.
“Nothing too serious,” Aranos smiled, even as Bellas hurled what looked like a bolt of grey lightning at his Mage Shield, cutting deeply into it.  “The others?”
“The Juggernaut is dealing with them.  I doubt she will have great difficulty.”
“Same here,” Aranos chuckled, turning his full attention to the Wizard.  “You know, Master Bellas, there’s no reason for us to fight.  I don’t have any problem with you.”
“I serve the crown first and foremost, Master Aranos,” the elf replied with a shrug.  “I will make your death as painless as I possibly can.”
“And I’ll do my best to avoid yours,” Aranos sighed, hurling a Shattering Bullet at the man.  The Bullet shuddered as it struck some unseen barrier around the Wizard, then passed through and exploded against the armor covering his leg, knocking him back a step. 
At the same moment, Aranos’ Mage Shield ruptured, and the line of grey nullification mana tore into his armor.  His protection shuddered and dropped, shredded by the Wizard’s Spell, and Aranos tossed another Mage Shield up just in time to intercept a volley of black missiles that slammed into it with terrible force. 
Void magic.  Somehow, he’s turned void mana into that nullification aspect.  It looks like it’s really only effective against Primary aspects, though.  It’s a shame most of my Enhanced aspect Spells are wide-area instead of single-target.
Just to be sure, he tossed a Void Paralysis at Bellas, watching as it drained harmlessly away against the man’s shield.  Bellas sent another arc of grey lightning chewing into Aranos’ shield, while Aranos flung a set of Shattering Bullets to explode against the Wizard’s legs.  The surrounding nobles had all drawn back to the other side of the room, with the guards they’d brought standing protectively before them, but even so, Aranos couldn’t truly unload on the Wizard.  He could end up killing half of those in attendance with a single Spell, a fact that Bellas had to be aware of, as well.  Aranos hoped that the Wizard had the same consideration.
He realized quickly that if he didn’t do something different, this was going to be a battle of attrition.  The Wizard’s armor was strong enough that it would take Aranos some time to chew through it, and when he attempted to connect to it and drain it with his Mana Vampire Perk, his unseen probe fell to pieces against the nullification barrier.  He needed to attack a different way, using something that would bypass the Wizard’s armor—but it was an attack he really hated using. 
Sighing, Aranos summoned strands of Mind and Vital mana and lashed out.  His Spell encountered brief resistance as it struck the nullification ward, but it pushed through the emptiness of the barrier and slipped easily past the Wizard’s armor.  Bellas realized too late what was happening; he fought back against the tendrils of mana invading his mind and body, linking themselves to the glowing nodes from which all his Stats flowed, but Aranos clamped ruthlessly down on his will.  The Spell sank into the man’s mind, seizing his thoughts, and the nullification Spell fell silent just before breaching Aranos’ Shield once more.
Aranos hurled a pair of Void Paralyses at the Warriors battling Mathias, freezing both of them.  I’ve got these.  Go help Mutroda, he sent to the Lancer.
At once, my Lord.  The player turned and sprinted from the room, and Aranos soon heard his joyous cry as he entered the battle in the foyer.  Try not to kill any of them! Aranos sent almost desperately at the man, receiving a simple affirmation in return.
He turned to watch the battle between Geltheriel and Methild.  The two moved across the room, their blades darting and moving swiftly, filling the room with the clash of metal.  Aranos readied a Spell to imprison the prince, but Geltheriel’s voice sounded in his mind.
No, Oathbinder!  This is my fight and my foe.  Please!
Aranos let his hands drop, but he kept his mana ready.  He wanted to give Geltheriel her chance, but if it came down to allowing her to be killed versus letting her fight the battle herself—well, she’d forgive him, eventually.  Probably.  At least, she’d be alive to do it.
The combat raged on.  Methild was stronger and clearly more skilled with his sword, but Geltheriel was quicker, and her Shadedancer style flustered and confused the prince.  She danced out of the way of his perfect strikes, vanished when he turned his powerful Abilities on her, and responded with her shadowy blades that slipped through his armor and drew blood.  The woman wasn’t unscathed herself; her armor was rent in several places, blood leaked from her wounds, and she was favoring her left arm slightly where a slash had gone around her buckler and laid open her forearm.  Still, slowly and inexorably, the prince was being pressed backward.  Geltheriel struck at him from all sides, whipping light slashes and lightning thrusts that did very little damage but inevitably drew blood.  The battle was drawing to a close, Aranos realized, and the prince was not going to come out favorably.
Apparently, Methild realized the same thing.  “Enough!” he roared, and suddenly a wave of pressure exploded from his body, flooding the space around him.  Geltheriel vanished into shadow but reappeared a moment later, reeling and seemingly stunned.  The force of the wave crashed into Aranos, knocking him back a step, but he managed to remain upright against it.  It felt like he was standing in a windstorm, even though the air was perfectly still.  The two guards Aranos had imprisoned and his captive Wizard weren’t so lucky; they were hurled backward by the blast and crashed to the floor.  The cage holding the guards shattered, but before they could rise, some of the nobles’ guards rushed over and pinned them, quickly binding their hands. 
The prince strode toward Geltheriel, who staggered upright and set herself, although it was obvious that she was struggling to push against whatever force he was radiating.  “You are strong, Elder of Evenshade,” the prince shook his head, and Aranos felt his words as a pressure against his chest.  “Do not make me slay you.  Stand aside and allow your master to meet his fate.”  Geltheriel staggered just from the power of his voice, but she held her blade before her defiantly.
“He is not my master,” she gasped through gritted teeth.  “And I will never stand aside!”
“Then you will die,” the man said, swiping his hand casually toward her from ten feet away.  Aranos saw the blow ripple through the air and slam into her, knocking her sprawling on the floor.  A trickle of blood ran from the corner of her mouth, and she coughed, clutching her chest.  Still, she rose back to her feet unsteadily.
Yeah, enough of this, Aranos thought, gathering his mana and hurling his Void Paralysis at the prince.  The Spell fashioned in his hands, leapt from his fingers—and guttered and died the moment it struck the ethereal wind emanating from the elf.  Aranos blinked in surprise, then gathered the power for a Shattering Bullet.  It, too, shot from his hands and made it five feet before being shredded by the prince’s Ability.
“It is useless, Lord Evenshade,” the prince said, not even looking at him.  “You stand within my Presence, and here your powers are secondary to mine.”
Geltheriel vanished, but she reappeared after traveling a foot or so, looking stunned.  Methild simply shook his head.
“This is my Presence, Shadedancer,” he said.  “Yes, I recognize you for what you are, and I honor you for your dedication to the Light.  But no matter how powerful your Class, the place in which you stand is an extension of my will, my being, my very soul.  You have no more power here than you would have over my deepest nature, for that is what you are trapped within.” 
The prince inclined his chin, and a slash appeared along Geltheriel’s chest, bringing with it a bright spray of blood.  The woman staggered back with a cry, and Aranos gritted his teeth.  The man’ Presence was powerful, but Aranos had a similar Ability.  He dove within himself, touching the ocean of power within, preparing to unlock his Domain.  Before he could, though, Geltheriel launched herself at the prince, her blade flashing.
The man dodged easily, not even bothering to parry.  “You do not understand, child,” he said a bit sadly, flicking his finger at her.  The Shadedancer was hurled backward and crashed to the floor in a heap, but she rolled drunkenly to her feet.  “You cannot battle a Presence.  It is the ultimate surrender, the abandonment of the self, and such a sacrifice grants terrible power.  You feel the truth of my being, now, and you know that I am a creature of Dominion.  I was born to rule, and I gave myself fully to that concept long before you were even born.  Surrender, and I will spare your life.  Fight on, and you will die.”
“Never!” Geltheriel gasped, gripping her blade with both hands.  “My life is not mine to hold, Prince of the Realm.  I gave it away, willingly, and if its loss serves my Oathbinder, I call it a fair trade for all he has given me.”
“You leave me no choice, then,” the prince sighed.  He lifted his blade and thrust, and Aranos once more saw the ripple of it zip through the air.  He screamed once in denial and unleashed his Domain; the power of War exploded forth, driving the force of the prince’s Presence back, but too late.  The strike slammed into Geltheriel, and a gout of blood erupted from her chest.  The woman slumped to the ground, clutching the wound, and Aranos gathered his power.  He would obliterate the elf, burn him to ashes, destroy him where he stood!  The silver fire of War roared in his veins, begging for release, but as Aranos prepared to unleash his Spell, a new force swept into the room.
The new power flashed across the chamber.  It didn’t push against Aranos as the prince’s Presence did; it cradled him, enveloping him warmly.  It washed over him and cooled his anger, and he blinked in amazement.  He knew that touch; he would recognize it anywhere, even with his eyes closed.  He felt its softness and its power, its rage and its depth, its joy and its sorrow, and he sensed it deep inside himself.  It was Geltheriel; the feel of her being was unmistakable, and he looked at her slumped figure with growing hope and wonder.
Geltheriel rose smoothly to her feet, her movements lithe and sure, her face unlined by the pain he’d seen on it moments ago.  Aranos watched in awe as the wounds on her body healed before his eyes, and she lifted her sword easily and without discomfort.  The Shadedancer smiled at the prince, who stared at her in astonishment. 
“My thanks, Prince of Cyva Alari,” she said easily.
“What—what have you done?” the man asked in amazement.  “Is that…”
“My Presence,” she said smoothly.  “Your words showed me how to unleash it.”
“That is impossible!” the man protested.  “It takes years of practice and effort under the strictest tutelage to even recognize your Presence, much less unlock it!”
“Perhaps for one such as you, this is true,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “It was a simple enough thing for me.  As I said, I long ago surrendered my life and my destiny to my Oathbinder, Prince.  Giving up myself to the truth at the core of my being?  That is trivial compared to what I have done already.”
“It does not matter,” Methild growled, raising his sword again.  “I have trained my Presence for decades.  The power of Dominion will overwhelm you!”  He slashed, and the ripple of his power flashed toward the Shadedancer, fast as thought. 
Just as swiftly, Geltheriel shifted to the side, her movement so fluid that Aranos barely saw it, and the blow streaked past her.  She shook her head.  “Strength is useless if you cannot strike with it,” she said easily.  “Come, Prince of the Realms.  Let us dance once more, and we will see where the mastery lies.”
The prince roared his battle cry and lunged at the woman, his sword gleaming as he slashed at her.  She responded swiftly, dancing around his blow, and responded with a slash of her own.  A shadowy blade appeared from nowhere and skimmed the prince’s back, drawing a thin line of blood as it did.  The prince rushed toward her, his body a blur, but she vanished and appeared twenty feet behind him, slicing another thin line along his shoulders with her shadowy blade.  The battle raged back and forth, and as it spilled around him, Aranos called forth the fires of War and built a transparent barrier separating the combatants from the rest of the room.  He glanced behind him; the Patriarchs were transfixed, staring at the battle in awe, and none of them had thought to flee the room when given the chance.  That again limited his ability to strike at the prince, but as he turned back to face the battling pair, he realized that it might not matter.
As before, the pair was closely matched, but again, Geltheriel’s swift strikes were constantly whittling away at the powerful Warrior, while she slipped past most of his blows.  Even those that landed seemed to have lessened effect, while her strikes slipped through his armor with ease, even though somehow, her LP bar swung up and down like a pendulum throughout the combat.  She flitted around him, never staying still long enough to allow him to fully engage, and his frustration grew on his face as the long seconds passed. 
Methild roared in fury, and a blast of power exploded from him again, washing out in all directions.  It swept inevitably toward the lithe, agile Shadedancer, and the woman stood, seeming to brace herself for the terrible impact.  The power slammed into Aranos’ barrier, and he pushed with his will, struggling but finally succeeding in holding it at bay.  The force of it was impressive, though, and Aranos felt a stab of panic as it struck Geltheriel—and blinked in astonishment as the woman somehow seemed to slip through the wave of force, streak forward, and crash into the immobile prince. Methild’s face reflected nothing but shock for moment before it crumpled into a rictus of pain as Geltheriel’s blade slipped through his armor and plunged into his abdomen.  Shadow blades swept in from all sides, sinking into the Warrior’s body, and the horribly wounded man staggered.  He swept a fist at Geltheriel, but the Shadedancer slipped past it, leaping backward ten feet and withdrawing all the blades at once. 
Methild dropped to one knee as blood poured from his torn flesh.  He struggled to rise, but Geltheriel moved as swift as a shadow, her foot slamming into his forehead.  The prince cried out as he fell backward, his Presence vanishing as he landed on his back on the floor.  He struggled to move his sword, but it looked like he was fighting through molasses; his arm rose very slowly, and Geltheriel was able to pin it to the floor with one foot with ease.  Her blade rested against the man’s throat, and shadowy copies of her sword shimmered into view, all pointing at his head.
“Yield, Prince,” she said coldly.  “Yield or die.”
“I—I cannot,” he gasped, shaking his head.  “Surrender is not in my nature.”
“Mercy is not in mine,” she replied, pressing the blade down against his throat.  “You threatened my Oathbinder, and that makes you my enemy.  You will yield, or you will perish.  There is no other choice.”
“If you won’t surrender, Methild,” Aranos suggested blandly, trying to keep his astonishment from his voice, “you might consider the wisdom of a tactical retreat.  She will kill you if she thinks you’re still a threat, without hesitation.”
“A retreat,” he muttered.  “Tell me, Shadedancer; if I gave you my word that I would leave this city and seek to bring no further harm to your Oathbinder until I return, would that allow us to call a truce?”
“Give me a vow,” she said flatly.  “Vow that you will return to Cyva Alari, report all that has befallen to your parents, and seek no vengeance against my Oathbinder for my actions.”
“Against him, not you?”
“I do not care if you seek me out,” she grinned.  “I have defeated you once; I shall do so again, for the next time you see me, I will be stronger than I am today.  Do I have your vow?”
The man’s face fell, and he sighed.  “I vow to return to Cyva Alari with all haste, to report what I have seen and done here to the King and Queen, and to seek no vengeance against your Oathbinder.”  He hesitated.  “Know, though, that I will likely return, and it will be at the head of the army.  My parents will not take this lightly.”
“Bring them,” Aranos shrugged.  “The army needs to be here anyway.  What matters is that they know what’s happening, here—especially about the ohtruk.  They need to understand that this isn’t some skirmish, and that the urukkai aren’t going to take Haerobel and be happy.  This is a war, and they won’t stop until they’ve taken everything they can—or left it all in ruins.”
Geltheriel looked at Aranos, who nodded once.  Her face creased in concentration, and he could see her interior battle being waged for control, but a moment later, her Presence faded.  Aranos concentrated on the raging fire of War, pushing it inexorably down within him, as well.  War resisted his touch and fought to remain, but his will was still too strong for it to overcome. 
For now, at least.  I’ve been using it a lot more than I’d expected to. 
The prince rose to his feet, looking troubled.  “I—I will bring your words, Lord Evenshade, but I do not think they will be welcomed.”
“As long as they’re heard and understood, I don’t care how it makes your parents feel about me,” Aranos said honestly.
“Then I will tell them all that has happened,” Methild said.  He hesitated.  “Save that I cannot tell them who has become the elder of Eredain, and that is knowledge they will wish to have.”
“It has been decided, Methild of Elnorin,” Eredain’s voice rang in all their thoughts.  “It was decided before this Council convened, and all your arguments and struggles were for naught.  Aranos, Lord Evenshade, the Grand Liberator, Destroyer of Nightmares, and First Sorcerer shall be the new Elder of Eredain.”
A notification appeared in Aranos’ vision, offering him the position of Elder, and he accepted at once.  He felt something connect deep within him, touching the same place where he was connected to Antas, and power flooded his core.  The Tree-heart held far more energy than the Heart of Antas, and that energy seemed to be pouring through him and mingling with the power he gained from his first city.  Curious, he reached into that well of power and drew from it, pouring it not into himself but through his connection into the Heart of Antas.  He felt a brief hesitation, as if the power didn’t want to cross into the other Heart, but he pressed it firmly and unyieldingly with his will.  A moment later, the energy rushed down into the Heart of Antas, and he felt the connection between him and the city deepen significantly.  A second set of notifications appeared in his vision, and he curiously pulled them up.
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City Leveled Up!
The Heart of Antas has gained a level.
New Level: 2
City of Antas
Heart Type: Scholarly
City Rank: 2
Active Radius: 7,636’ from Tree-heart
Population: 219
Attached Territories: Antas Southwest Watchtower; High Road, West Antas Waystation; Darkwatch Keep, Ungoruzgol
Inherent Heart Ability: 10% bonus to all Skill training within the active radius.  20% bonus to all Lore training within the active radius.  
Offensive Benefits: 5% scaling damage bonus to non-humanoid creatures outside the city walls.
Defensive Benefits: 50% resistance to Dark-based Spells, Abilities, or attacks, absorb incoming damage, city defense +30%.
Miscellaneous Benefits: Fresh water for 300 people /day, plant growth and yields +20%, crafting Skill effectiveness and growth +10%, Leadership Skill effectiveness and growth +10%  
Current Energy Stores: 28,000 /6,000 (+2,492 /day)
Current Draws: 1,094 /day
Enhancements: Redeemed, Mana Shield, Deep Wells x3, Dwarven Walls 1, Bountiful Soil 2, Crafter’s Capitol 1, Warlord’s Citadel 1
Trophies: Jordrecki skull
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Title Upgrade!
Your Title: Heart-Bonded has become High Heart-Bonded
Benefit: You have Bonded to multiple city Hearts and linked them together.  This allows you to combine the Energy of your cities into a single pool to draw from and allows each Heart to regenerate up to the total regeneration of all cities per day.  Because your cities share Energy, they are now considered part of the same region.  You gain the inherent Abilities of all of your Bonded Hearts and may add Enhancements to any of your cities or draw on their Energies at will. 
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Oathbinder, Geltheriel’s voice sounded in his mind.  All await your words.  Perhaps later would be a more appropriate time to examine your notifications?
He blinked as he shut the notification screen, then turned to face the gathered Matriarchs and Patriarchs.  The assemblage looked mostly stunned.  A few of the nobles who were closest to him were smiling openly; those who had supported Methild appeared stricken or, in the case of Lord Liapetor, angry.  Most, though, simply seemed unable to process what had just happened.
“My Ladies and Lords,” he said, forcing himself to speak with elven courtesy once more, “I know that this is an unusual situation.  You came together to decide the destiny of our city, and instead, you found that destiny decided for you.
“For some of you, this choice is the one you would have made, so the result of the Heart’s decision will be welcome to you.”  He grinned.  “It is my hope that most of you feel this way, in fact, and that despite things not occurring quite in the manner you wished, the results were as you would have had them.”  A nervous chuckle arose from most of the elves, and Aranos felt a tiny bit of tension inside him ease. 
“However, for some of you, this is not what you would have chosen.  You might feel frustrated or disappointed.  Perhaps you believed that another would be a better leader.”  He glanced at Lady Therel.  “Or perhaps you are upset for more personal reasons.”  He turned his gaze toward the glowering Lord Liapetor. 
“Whatever the cause of your discontent, I ask you to put it aside, not for my sake, but for the sake of Eredain.  Our fair city is in danger, likely from more than one source.”  He looked directly at Methild, who inclined his head in acknowledgment.  “We must stand together against those who move against us, for it is certain that difficult times lay before us all.”
He straightened and let a tiny trickle of Redemption radiate from him, bathing those around him in a golden glow.  “We are Eredain, the Stronghold against the Darkness, and so it has been for centuries.  We are the bastion between the elves and the Darkness.  We are the shield that keeps the Realms safe from peril.  We will stand, whatever is thrown against us, and we will emerge victorious!”




Chapter 21

“Elder Aranos,” Rhys said contemplatively, seeming to tease the words on his tongue.  “Hmm.  It is a strange thing to say, but ‘Elder Liberator’ feels far too awkward.”  The Druid shook his head.  “One might wonder if you gained a new Title by Bonding two Hearts that might be more palatable.”
“High Heart-bonded,” Aranos replied.
“It is not something that rolls easily from the tongue, is it?” Geltheriel laughed.  “Perhaps you should choose another of his Titles, Druid.  ‘Destroyer of Nightmares’ has a ring to it.”
“Just shorten it to ‘Destroyer’ and be done with it,” Mutroda suggested.  “I wouldn’t mind having that Title.  ‘Mutroda the Destroyer’ is a name that demands respect!”
They should all just call you pack leader and stop talking so much, Silma’s voice spoke in Aranos’ mind.  I’m trying to scout, here.
“Silma says to call me ‘pack leader’ and shut up,” Aranos snorted.
“I am not calling you pack leader,” Avalyn said adamantly.
“Perhaps you should all swear an Oath, as I did,” Geltheriel suggested.  “Whatever new Titles he may gain, he is always Oathbinder to me.  It greatly simplifies things.”
“I have considered it,” Rhys admitted.  “What benefits does such a position entail?”
“Besides unlocking my Presence and gaining the chance to take an Evolved Class perhaps a century before I would reasonably expect to do so?” Geltheriel replied archly.
“Yes, besides those, of course, since gaining a Presence would avail me not at all.”
“I do gain bonuses to my attacks, Skills, and Abilities based on my Oathbinder’s Charisma.  Since his Charisma is somewhat ridiculous, those bonuses are…significant.”
“I don’t really understand what a Presence is,” Avalyn said.  “Is it like Aranos’ Domain?”
“It is similar and yet wholly different, child,” Geltheriel laughed.  “A Domain and a Presence are both ways for a person to impose their will upon the world about them, it is true.  My Presence, however, is not truly magical, as my Oathbinder’s Domain is.  Instead, it is the deepest expression of my self, unleashed upon the world, forcing all within to acknowledge the truth of my being.”
“What does it do, though?” Avalyn asked.  “I didn’t get to see your fight with that prince, so I don’t really know what it is.”
“My Presence is the essence of Sacrifice,” the Shadedancer shrugged.  “Long ago, I surrendered whatever destiny might lay before me to bind my path to your teacher’s.   Since then, I have given all that I am over to him, and that deep truth became my Presence.”  The woman gave Aranos a fond glance.  “And not once have I regretted, although he has apparently tried to make me do so with his choices.”
“Hey, they all turned out well,” he mock protested. 
“And for that, we can blame good fortune, as well as your sheer stubbornness,” she laughed.  She looked back at Avalyn.
“As to what my Presence does—the power of Sacrifice boosts my Abilities and allows them to be used against anyone in my presence.  I gain a bonus to these Abilities based on my Wisdom, and I regain my LP far faster than I did before.  In addition, I can attempt to Dodge anything, even effects against which evasion should be impossible.”
“That’s pretty powerful,” Mutroda admitted.
“Indeed, dwarf, but it comes with a cost.  While my Presence is unleashed, I cannot retreat or break off an attack if doing so would risk my companions, for that is the nature of Sacrifice.  I must be true to myself, or my Presence will fail me.”  She looked at Aranos.  “That is why the prince could not surrender, I believe.  If he admitted my mastery of him, it would break the concept of Dominion that is his Presence.”
“In such a case, I am perhaps glad that I cannot unlock such,” Rhys laughed.
“What do divine spellcasters get?” Aranos asked curiously.  “Warriors get a Presence, and arcane casters get a Domain, but what about Druids?”
“Alas, very few Druids or Priests develop a similar Ability, Liberator.”  The Druid made a face, then shrugged.  “Yes, I will stick with Liberator for the time being, although I may revisit my choice at a later time. 
“In any case, our stories say that it was once true that a follower of nature or the gods could unlock a similar power, one where their faith would fill a space and cause it to become exalted—or reviled, I suppose, in the case of the Darkness.  I believe it was termed a ‘Province’, although that could be a misreading of old texts.”
“They don’t get it anymore?” Avalyn asked curiously. 
“No, child, we do not, I am afraid.  Or if we do, it is so rare that I have not heard of such, which is equally possible.  I suppose the followers of Darkness might still possess this power, as well, but I have yet to maintain a civilized conversation with one such long enough to ask.”
“Our stories say the same thing,” Mutroda agreed.  “Once, when the Stone and our gods were still linked, a Priestess of great power and faith could create a zone where her faith held sway over the laws of magic.  We called it a Heimarr, though, which would translate roughly to ‘realm’.  Sounds like the same thing.”  The dwarf glanced at Aranos.  “Although just so you know, not every Warrior discovers their Meggin, what we call a Presence.  In fact, very few do.   It takes a lot of self-knowledge, and apparently there’s some risk involved.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “Had I not mastered my Presence when I unbound it, it would have destroyed me,” she said simply.  “I had to release my true self into the world, to fill the space around me with my soul.  If I failed, that soul would have been freed from my body, and I would have died—or worse.  The words of the gods suggested that failure might have destroyed my soul.”
“That sounds terrible,” Avalyn whispered. 
“It might have been,” the Shadedancer shrugged.  “It was not, however, and it is not the first time that one of us has faced a horrific fate.”  She glanced around her and shuddered.  “In fact, my first visit to this place was perhaps the most horrible thing I have yet endured.”
Aranos glanced at the woman, his gaze speculative.  The party was traveling through the barren, ash-filled forest leading to Haerobel, and he hadn’t been sure about bringing Geltheriel there.  Are you okay? he asked silently.
No, not truly, Oathbinder, she replied.  I know that what I endured here was small compared to the horrors we have faced, but I felt less dread entering the realm of Morx to rescue you than I do now.
You chose to face everything else, though, he pointed out.  This was different.
Yes, it was.  She grimaced.  I will endure, though.  And in a way, it is poetic.  This is where we began, so long ago, and here we return, still battling the Darkness.
Opening a portal to Haerobel hadn’t taken Aranos long at all.  He remembered the city in great detail, and while he found that he could open a portal directly into it, he was worried that doing so might alarm its defenders.  And despite what Eredain had revealed about the King’s plans, Haerobel was still defended; Aranos’ Farsight Spell showed elves in armor walking around the city and manning the walls, and his Tracking Skill clearly showed him the tracks of parties of elves scouting the area.
Of course, elves weren’t the only things they encountered.  Although the area around the city was no longer part of the Blightlands, it wasn’t Redeemed ground, and the creatures of Shadow hunted it.  The once-lush forest was withered and sere, drained of life even beyond what the Blight would have done to it, and the ground was hard and felt dead beneath Aranos’ feet, so the beasts didn’t remain for long.  Even the Shadowborn needed food and water to live, and Haerobel no longer provided either in any quantity. 
Despite that, they’d been attacked by a few amarok packs, flights of bat-like balayangs, and even a swarm of poukas.  The creatures weren’t much of a threat to the party, and the party mostly stood back and let Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango deal with the creatures as much as possible.  Wearing his armor, Glorferdir served as a passable tank, although since he was only slightly more intelligent than a normal lion, Avalyn or Miwango had to issue him specific commands to get him to fight as they wanted.  Avalyn primarily did ranged damage, while Miwango could use Rhys’ basic Spells to heal or do damage with his breath weapons as he chose.  The three of them really needed a dedicated tank, but if they got one, they would be a decent party, Aranos realized.
When the first amarok pack attacked, Aranos had been almost excited.  He trapped six of the pack members in a Gravity Web and, once combat was ended, purified them all of Corruption with his Needed Reclamation Spell.  To his surprise, the Spell hadn’t created a pack of fenrins; instead, his Web ended up holding a group of large, silver-furred high wolves.  The creatures were more powerful versions of lesser wolves, but they were nothing more than simple beasts.  They’d run off to hunt once he released them, and he hoped they’d find a way to survive.  They could live in the Blightlands—now that he’d Redeemed them, they wouldn’t gain Corruption there—but he didn’t know if they could feed off the Shadowborn safely.  If they couldn’t, they might just starve.  The land about Haerobel wasn’t exactly healthy for living things, Lightborn and Shadowborn alike.  After that, Aranos hadn’t Redeemed any of the other creatures they’d encountered.  Until he could see if the land here could be restored, it might be kinder just to kill them as Shadowborn, a thought with which Silma had definitely agreed.
There’s very little food around here, pack leader, she told him silently.  That pack will have a long journey just to reach water; I can’t smell any of it nearby.  That might not have been a kindness.
He’d hoped that at least his Spell would restore the soil beneath him, but while the Spell left the area around them Redeemed, it didn’t add fertility to the ground.  His Spell transformed Corrupted energy back into its healthier version, so when he cast it in the Blightlands, it created grass and even flowers.  Here, there was nothing to transform.  The earth was devoid of energy, and Aranos couldn’t do anything with it.  Rhys’ Spells were far more effective at that sort of thing, and the Druid stopped constantly to try and revive a withered tree or restore a patch of earth.  His magic could normally heal and revive practically anything, but whatever he poured his mana into just greedily sucked the energy in with no apparent change.  At one point, he rose from casting a Spell on a slightly darker patch of earth and sighed.
“Healing this ground will be the work of a generation, Liberator,” he admitted.  “I could spend all day, every day, pouring my mana into this ground, and I would be surprised if grass appeared in a year.  How did this happen?”
“A rabisu,” Geltheriel said quietly, her eyes lost.
“What’s a rabisu?” Avalyn asked.
“A drinker of life, child.  A spirit of Darkness that sustains itself on the living energy of others.”  The Shadedancer grimaced.  “When first your mentor and I traveled here, the city had been inhabited by such a creature for centuries, at least since the Feast.  As its food ran out, it would have ranged farther and farther in search of sustenance, leaving behind this dead, dry earth.”
“I don’t know if it would have even had to do that,” Aranos mused.  “A city’s Heart gets power from its surroundings; if the rabisu kept draining the Heart, it might suck all the life from the surroundings without needing to leave the city.”
“So, the whole city was just a playground for a spirit?” Mutroda asked. 
“No, there were other inhabitants,” Geltheriel smiled.  “Mindless undead, the gasha and edimmu, created from the souls of the elves who were sacrificed to Corrupt this place roamed the city, and we battled them constantly.” 
She laughed, and Aranos couldn’t help but smile at the sound.  “I remember when first we defeated one of the gasha, creatures who are immortal.  While they can be beaten, doing so just renders them inert for some time.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “You recall?”
“When I found you, I told you that I’d killed the gasha guarding you,” he chuckled.  “You weren’t exactly inclined to believe me, as I recall.”
“And why would I?  All knew that destroying a gasha was impossible, so your claim sounded foolish and absurd,” she grinned.  “Of course, I did not know you, then.  That was just the first of all the impossibilities you have shown me.”
“The second,” he corrected.  “You thought it was impossible for me to get you out of that cage, since it had no door, remember?”
“That was not truly impossible, just difficult, and I thought that you were simply incapable of such.  No, the slaying of the gasha was the first impossible claim you made—and then we killed more of them, all over the city, doing the impossible together.”
“So, this is where the two of you met?” Avalyn asked.
“Yep.  It was technically part of my Class training Quest.  I had to get through this city and back to Eredain.  I saw Geltheriel’s tracks in the city and followed them to where she had been captured and imprisoned, and I freed her.  We fought together through the city and eventually made it to Eredain.”
“My Oathbinder is not proficient at storytelling.  There was far more to it than that.  I was on the verge of death; my captors had brutalized me and kept me at the highest levels of Starvation and Thirst.  He tracked down where they were storing what little food they gave me—how, I did not know at the time, since he did not tell me he was a Master of Tracking—although I wished to escape the city as quickly as possible.” 
She gazed at him fondly.  “He convinced me, though, that the true path lay opposite what my instincts said, and I followed him.  By doing so, we found not only food but the key to defeating the city’s master—and this blade, the pride of my family, that I had thought lost forever.  It was then that I swore the Oath to follow him, and I have done so with pride ever since.”
“You’re right, that’s a much better story,” Mutroda grunted.  “You should really let her tell it from now on, Sorcerer.”
Avalyn peered around them, her eyes wide as she took in the world around her.  “This is so cool,” she muttered.  “When do I get to start casting things like this again?”
Aranos smiled.  He’d practically forgotten that to create his True Vision, he’d combined the Skill Night Vision with a Spell he’d crafted, Mana Sight.  While the Spell had been subsumed into the Ability, he still had the image for it in his mind, and it hadn’t taken much of a tweak to allow him to cast it on someone else instead of himself.
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Spell Created: Mana Sight
New Rank: Novice 1
Grant another the power to see ambient mana.
Effects: A single, targeted individual gains the ability to see even in complete darkness by detecting ambient mana up to 120’ distant.  The base casting of this Spell allows the target to detect earth, water, fire, and life mana, each in its own color, but you can substitute any of these aspects for another Primary one at no cost or for an Enhanced one by paying an extra 25% of the casting SP as that mana type.  Additional aspects can be added, increasing the SP cost by 50% per aspect.
Duration: 1 hour
Cost: 40 SP
Now you can see what I see
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Now, Avalyn could at least function without requiring a light that would draw attention from both the city and the creatures of the night.  He didn’t know exactly what she was seeing—his Spell didn’t specify the colors of the various aspects, so either she’d gotten to choose the colors herself or they’d just been randomly assigned to her—but apparently, the sight was pretty amazing to her. 
“Soon,” he replied.  “You got your Mana Control to Adept 1, right?”
“Just yesterday, yeah,” she said eagerly.  “So, when do I get to start practicing?”
“Tomorrow,” he promised.  “We’ll be in the city, and if I can talk whoever’s in charge into giving me a place for an estate for the House, I’ll erect a manor house there for us all to stay in.” 
“You said the city’s still ruined,” Mutroda pointed out.  “If you’ve brought blueprints along, you could probably build up some goodwill by giving everyone a place to stay.”
“I’ve thought about it,” he acknowledged.  Technically, he hadn’t brought a lot of blueprints along; he’d left most of them with Lorsan to help rebuild Antas as needed.  However, thanks to his Architecture Skill, he didn’t need them.  He knew the manor house in Eredain well enough to replicate it here without difficulty, along with simple structures like farms, barracks, and basic houses.  Whether he’d be using them or not depended entirely on the person in charge of the city.
They walked for another ten minutes before Silma warned Aranos that they had company heading their way.  He hadn’t needed the warning—he could smell the elves approaching stealthily, and his Tracking Skill told him more or less where they were—but he appreciated the confirmation, nonetheless.  He stopped the party, and they waited while the people tracking them crept closer. 
“Good evening,” he called out in Elvish when the hunters drew close enough that they were outlined by his Tracking Skill.  Though he could see eight of them, not one spoke up, and he sighed.  “I know you’re there.  My name is Aranos, Lord Evenshade, and I’m on my way to Haerobel.”
One of the figures detached itself from the darkness and stepped forward.  The woman’s face was stern, but Aranos didn’t sense any hostility emanating from her.  “Lord Evenshade?” she repeated.  “The same Lord Evenshade who freed this city?”
How many other Lord Evenshades are there out there?  “Yes, that’s me,” he said aloud.  “Will we be able to enter the city tonight?”
“You are the city’s liberator, my Lord,” the woman shrugged.  “None will stop you, as surely you have more right to enter than anyone else.”  The woman hesitated, as if weighing her words.  He simply waited patiently, and she finally seemed to come to a decision.  “At the same time, I should warn you, Lord Evenshade: do not expect gratitude from those in the city, for there is little to be found.  In fact, there may be some anger.”
“Anger?” he repeated, frowning.  “Why would people be angry with me?”
“Because Haerobel is a wasteland, my Lord,” she said bluntly.  “The land is dead, and the Tree-heart is empty, so it cannot be restored save by arduous work over long years.  Food and water must be brought into the city, and we sleep beneath tents, as the structures are not sound enough to dwell in.  Worst of all, the air is filled with dust.  It creeps beneath your armor and clothing, covers everything you eat and drink, and drifts into your eyes and nose.  On windy days, we must wrap our faces in cloth or risk blindness and suffocation.”
“I didn’t realize it was that bad,” Aranos said softly.
“It is, and none of us wish to remain here, but we do so out of duty.  Many of us wish on a daily basis that you had never freed dread Haerobel, and that frustration may find an outlet with you.”
“Has the House of the Sickle not begun restoring the land, then?” Rhys asked.
“No, they have not, for they have not yet journeyed here,” the woman replied in a flat voice.  “All within are of the Houses of Blades and Twilight, no others.”
“That—is curious,” the Druid frowned.  “Grandmaster Kylantha spoke of the expedition the House of the Sickle was forming to come here, Liberator, and she had thought of sending me on that before I joined you in your travels.”
“No such expedition arrived, Druid.  Perhaps it ran into difficulties on the way.  The High Roads are difficult to travel at the best of times, and even such a force as we comprised struggled along it.”
Or maybe the king stopped the expedition because he didn’t want to sacrifice Druids if he didn’t have to, Aranos sent silently to the party.  I’m guessing that’s why no one from the House of Stars is here, either.
“We’ll do what we can to help while we’re here,” Aranos told the scout.  “If you could fix one problem, what would it be?”
“Food and water,” the woman replied at once.  “Water especially.  If we had a supply of water, we could wash off the dust.  Beyond that, better shelter, so that we could sleep within actual walls.”
Aranos belatedly Inspected the woman and saw that she had several debuffs.
Dasyra Xilleth
Slightly Wounded Elf
Fatigue 2, Thirst 1, Starvation 1, Dirty 3, Demoralized 4
That wasn’t good.  If the entire city was like this, then the defenders wouldn’t even be able to put up a token defense against the urukkai.  The Demoralized debuff made its sufferers less likely to follow orders and more likely to panic during combat.  If the urukkai attacked tonight, Aranos guessed that at least half of the elves would simply break and run, abandoning Haerobel to its attackers.  Which is probably exactly what the king is hoping.
This one doesn’t smell like a predator, pack leader, Silma confirmed.  She smells like frightened prey.  All of her pack does.
She’s almost given up, he replied silently.  Hopefully, they all haven’t.
There’s only one way to find out.  I’ll find the path for us, don’t worry.
He didn’t really need the fenrin to find the way, but he knew that the dead ground bothered her, so he didn’t say anything.  He couldn’t exactly recall the way to the city—unlike Eredain, Haerobel’s entrance was hidden within a hollow tree—but the tracks of the elves led directly to the tree in question.  Of course, the elf guards standing around it were something of a giveaway, as well—as was the rope ladder hanging from the tree between them.
“This ladder will allow you access to the city, my Lord,” one of the elves spoke, the bitterness plain in his voice.  “With the Tree-heart inert, it is our only way to enter and leave.”
“Well, that can be the first thing we fix,” Aranos sighed, stepping up to the tree and ignoring the ladder.  It didn’t take him long to find the spot he needed to channel mana into.  The first time he’d entered the city, he’d used a few hundred SP to open the door, then a similar amount to power the teleport.  This time, he channeled over ten thousand SP into the tree, enough so that the interior was pulsing and glowing with brilliant blue runes when the hidden door cracked open and slid to the side. 
He looked within, examining the runes with his eyes and his mana senses.  Before, he’d had no understanding of the runecrafting etched into the tree’s interior.  Now, it took him only seconds to decipher it—and to recognize how deeply flawed it was.  Large sections of the runes were damaged or missing, scars in the wood connected places that were never meant to be joined, and dust and wood chips created blockages in vital areas. 
“Give me a few minutes to fix this,” he grunted, forging a deepsteel knife and stepping into the trunk.  “We don’t want to use it in this state.”
“And yet, you took this route to enter the city, did you not, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked.
“Yeah, and it’s a wonder it didn’t kill me,” he snorted.  He glanced at Avalyn.  “Come here and watch this.  You’re going to be learning Runecrafting next, and I can show you what I’m doing, here.”
It took him nearly ten minutes to repair the runes, refine them with sub-runes in vital locations, and clear the accumulated dust and debris of centuries.  He could see the tracks where he’d entered this place long ago, but it looked like no one had stepped foot in here since then.  Finally, the runes blazed fiercely and cleanly in his vision.  He took out an ingot of high steel and shifted it into a sphere of hauratite, a metal with one of the highest capacities for mana storage that he’d yet found, then placed the orb in a hollow he’d carefully carved for this purpose.  He charged the orb as fully as possible, halting after a few thousand SP, and stepped back.
“Okay, that should do it,” he told the guards, who were watching him curiously but suspiciously. 
“What, exactly, have you done, my Lord?” a guard asked, her voice flat.
“The teleporter should be functional, now—at least, for a few days.  Hopefully, I’ll have the Tree-heart fixed by then, and maybe it’ll be able to power the entry by itself.”
“Are you certain, Lord Evenshade?” someone else asked dubiously.  “I do not wish to impugn your skill, but…”
“But you were preparing to do so, anyway,” Rhys cut the man off with a chuckle.  “Perhaps a demonstration will be in order, Liberator.”
“You guys go ahead,” Aranos waved them into the tree.  “I’ll meet you up top.”
“You do not trust your own crafting, Lord Evenshade?” the first elf said archly.  “You would send your minions through, first?”
Aranos turned to answer, but before he could, Geltheriel appeared before the startled elf, emerging from the shadows.  Her fist swept across the man’s face in a vicious backhand, cracking hard against his helmet and knocking him to the dusty earth. 
“I am no one’s minion, fool,” the Shadedancer growled.  “And my Oathbinder has given up more for you, this city, and the Elven Realms than you could imagine.  I dare you to mock him once more!”
The fallen elf stared up at the woman, his face shifting from fear to anger, but before he could speak, Aranos stepped forward.  “Everyone calm down,” he instructed, letting another strand of Primal mana trickle into him, this time bathing everyone around him in the silver light of War.  The guards surrounding them stepped back, their faces drawn in fear.  Geltheriel glared at the elf before withdrawing.
Aranos cut off the flow of War and extended a hand to the fallen elf.  The guard ignored it and scrambled tiredly to his feet.
“I get that you’re tired and frustrated,” the Sorcerer spoke softly.  “You’re angry, and you feel like taking it out on me.  That’s fine; I don’t really care about your opinion of me.”
He gestured at the party behind him, and his voice turned cold as he spoke.  “These, though, are my friends.  You can insult me if you’d like, but if you talk badly about them…you and I are going to have words.  Do you understand?”
The elf’s chin rose defiantly, and Aranos tossed a small blast of kinetic mana at his chest.  The guard flew backward, crashing to the hard-packed earth.  The other guards lifted their weapons, but Aranos simply held his hand out toward them and summoned a ball of crackling lightning, letting it hang before his palm. 
“I asked if you understood,” he said quietly. 
The fallen elf groaned and rolled to his knees.  “Y-yes, Lord Evenshade,” he muttered.
Aranos looked at the other guards, who stared at him through wide, fearful eyes.  “And the rest of you?”
“Of course, Lord Evenshade,” the woman bowed her head.  “It was not anyone’s intention to insult.”
“Good,” he said firmly, dismissing the lightning.  “Make sure that gets passed around.  I don’t want to have to explain this again.”
“I shall, my Lord.”
Aranos grunted.  “By the way, who’s in charge, here?  There can’t be an Elder with the Tree-heart drained, right?”
“Captain Verrona of the House of Blades commands the city, my Lord,” the woman replied.
“And where can I find her?”
“We have established several camps about the city, but the main one is in what was once the Great Square.  She is likely there.”
“I remember where that was,” he nodded.  “Thanks.”  He glanced at the fallen guard, who still glared at him.  “By the way, not that it’s any of your business, but I don’t teleport well.  It makes me nauseous, and it usually ends up bad for everyone.  Fortunately, I don’t need to do it, here.” 
Aranos remembered the entrance plaza to the city with almost crystal clarity, so opening a portal to it took only about ten seconds, but the others had already vanished through the teleportation chamber before he arrived, Silma reverting to her wolf form to fit into the chamber.  Once he exited the portal, he stopped and looked around the space.
“It’s barely changed at all,” he muttered, pointing to the scattered and cracked bones lying around the enclosed chamber.  “Those are the remains of the first gasha I fought when I arrived.  No one’s even bothered to clean them up.”
“Would they bother, if they couldn’t transport into this room?” Mutroda pointed out.
“Good point.”
The dwarf sniffed.  “Dusty,” she observed. 
“That dust is what is left of much of the city,” Geltheriel’s voice was tired and morose as she spoke, and Aranos looked over at her with concern.  She was looking around, and her face reflected a deep weariness.  “There was little standing when we were here last, and most of that was but a strong breeze away from being tumbled into ruin.”
“I’ll bet a fire would run through this place like it was a tinderbox,” the dwarf suggested.  She looked at Aranos.  “There’s no way we’re going to be able to hold this place from its walls, Sorcerer.  One good fire arrow, and the whole city will be gone—unless you can clean the dust away, that is.”
“It’s possible,” Aranos shrugged.  “It’s not very workable, though.  I might be able to generate a windstorm powerful and large enough to blow the dust away from the city, but that much wind would also wreck what’s left of the place.”
“What about a rainstorm?” Avalyn asked.  “Wouldn’t that wash it away?”
“Yes, but the water my Spells create only lasts for a few minutes at most.  Once it vanishes, all the dust will just be blown back into the air.”  He shook his head and looked at the Druid.  “Rhys probably has better Spells for that than I do.”
“I could create a rainstorm, Liberator, but to do so, I would have to gather ambient moisture.”  He licked a finger and held it up; an instant later, it was dry, the wetness sucked into the parched air.  “There is none such to be found here, I am afraid.”
“How much water would you need to do something like that, Druid?” Mutroda asked, rubbing her chin.
“It depends on the size of the rainstorm, Juggernaut.  To cover the city, I would need to fill an entire building.”
The dwarf glanced at Aranos.  “You can make permanent stone.  Can you do the same for water?”
“I can, yes,” he laughed.  “I can maybe fill a medium-sized box with water that won’t disappear.  Give me a few months, and I can fill that building.”
“Should the House of the Sickle come here in numbers, we could repair this place,” Rhys said decisively.  “It would still be the work of years, but we could have some life returning in weeks.  However, as we worked, the Blight would no doubt creep into the land, and we would be forced to split our efforts between restoring the land and battling the Blight.”  He shook his head.  “I am unsure how best to proceed, Liberator.”
“It all starts with the Heart,” Aranos said firmly.  “I’ll want to meet with this Captain Verrona at some point, but first, I want to start the process of healing the city, and that means restoring the Tree-heart.”
“First, however, we must locate it, and it may be anywhere,” Geltheriel said softly, still gazing around at the destruction about them.  “Oathbinder…I do not wish to roam this city once more seeking it.  I would spend no more time here than we must.”
I can’t hunt it, pack leader, Silma told him regretfully.  I don’t know what a Tree-heart smells like.
“We won’t have to,” the Sorcerer smiled at Geltheriel encouragingly.  “We may not know where the Tree-Heart is, but we both know someone who did.”
The woman blinked, then turned to look at him curiously.  “Do you mean…?”
“Yep,” he said, forcing his voice to remain hopeful despite the lead weight in his chest.  “We’re going to have to Track Lythienne.”




Chapter 22

Phil, Hector, and Meridian walked together along the wide, brightly lit boulevard in the High Ward, past the gated estates and mansions of Stoneleague’s wealthiest citizens.  Guards eyed them warily from their posts inside those gates, gripping polearms or crossbows and watching the trio until they were well past.
“Well, ain’t this welcoming?” Meridian laughed quietly, watching the latest batch of guards.  “You’d think we look like vicious, hairy brutes or something, the way they’re watching us.”  She glanced over at the heavily bearded Hector in his gleaming chainmail.  “I mean, you are, sweetie, but not the rest of us.”
“Don’t pretend you don’t love the beard,” Hector laughed affectionately.
“Well, sure, it can be all kinds of fun in the right situation.  I’m just saying that right now, walking in the High Ward, it makes you look like some sort of barbarian.”
“Does the game even have the Barbarian Class?” Phil wondered aloud.  “I know there are Berserkers, but what about Barbarians?”
“If there are, they won’t be around here,” Hector pointed out.  “I learned just enough history to know that big cities and barbarians don’t play nicely together.”
“There seems to be a Class for everyone,” Meridian shrugged.  “I’m sure there’s one for people who are sick of civilization and want to go all murder hobo on monsters without consequences.”
“There are other servers, too, and each one is a different game world,” Phil said thoughtfully.  “There might be an entire server where civilization collapsed, and people are living in nomadic tribes.”
“As fun as that sounds, I’ll take sleeping indoors at night,” Hector replied.  “I’ve spent more time than I ever wanted to sleeping on the ground, thanks.”
They walked past the cheerily illuminated houses before finding one that looked run-down and abandoned.  The gate was chained shut, covered with rust, and hung alarmingly from its hinges.  The estate beyond was weed-choked and overgrown; the cobblestones of the path leading to the door were uneven and broken.  In the dim light of the moon, they couldn’t see the state of the main house, but the windows yawned black and empty, and no lights flickered anywhere in the building. 
“Are we sure about this, honey?” Meridian asked Phil, her voice uncertain as she peered through the gate.  “I mean, this feels like another one of those false leads we were talking about.”
“I was worried about the same thing,” Phil nodded.  “I mean, this place is just begging for someone to come investigate it, right?  So, I checked with the Adventurers’ Guild to see if they had any information on the place, and it turns out that there are no Quests attached to this building.  None whatsoever.”
“Not sure what that means, brother,” Hector admitted.
“I didn’t get it, either, but Martina explained it to me,” Phil laughed easily.  “This place isn’t a total ruin.  It’s in bad shape, but it could be fixed up pretty easily, and there are plenty of wealthy merchants living in the Merchant Ward who’d love to move to the High Ward for cheap…but no one’s tried fixing this place up.  No one’s bought it, hired a party to make sure it’s clear of monsters, and moved in.”
“Now that you mention it, that does seem a little odd,” Meridian admitted.
“More like suspicious, and it’s been like this for quite a while, so it can’t just be something set up to distract us.”  Phil shook his head.  “Besides, Martina was right.  They waited until we were dealing with that alchemist to move a shipment of some sort here, and they were being very careful about it.  She and McBane had to keep trading off to keep from being spotted by its escorts.  I don’t think they wanted us to know about this place.”
“Or they’re just getting a lot better at leading us around by the nose,” Hector laughed.  “Still, it’s the best lead we’ve had so far.”
They moved past the gate and stood beside the battered stone wall surrounding the apparently abandoned estate, chatting quietly.  Phil was nervous, but not as much as he honestly thought he would be.  I’ve been through so many of these situations that I think I’m starting to get used to them, he thought wryly.  That should help with the next Board meeting I have to sit through—assuming they let me bring armor and a sword to it, that is.
A moment later, a message from Martina flashed in his inbox, and he skimmed it quickly.  “They’re ready,” he said, taking a deep breath.  “Hector, can you get the gate?”
“Happy to,” the Warrior smiled.  He strolled over to the fence, and his battle axe appeared in his hands.  He glanced around and took a single, powerful swing at the chain, lifting the axe behind his shoulder and bringing it swiftly down.  The chain shattered with a loud crack, and the Magekiller lifted his weapon, examining the edge critically.
“That wasn’t rusted-out steel,” he said wryly.  “Don’t know what the chain was, but it nicked my axe, and steel won’t do that.”
“Sounds like we’re in the right place,” Phil smiled.  He unsheathed his sword, sent a quick message back to Martina, and kicked the gate open, charging inside.
He stumbled as his feet fell on flat, even stone instead of the uneven path he’d been expecting.  He blinked and glanced around; the image of the forlorn, dilapidated estate was gone.  Instead, while the grounds about him were still overgrown, he stood on a smooth marble path that led directly to a house that was well maintained and significantly smaller than he’d been expecting.  It was also guarded, at least judging from the four armored figures rushing toward him and the archers he clearly saw in the windows.  He looked back and realized that Hector and Meridian were perfectly visible through whatever shroud or illusion cloaked the place; that meant the estate’s defenders had seen them coming. 
Fortunately, they hadn’t been trying to hide.  Phil lifted his blade, allowing his Aura of Duty to explode from it.  The blade glowed with brilliant, white light, and the figure charging toward him stumbled and hesitated.  The Aura bolstered his allies, but it similarly sapped his enemies’ will to fight.  Hector appeared beside him, and the two warriors charged their foes.  One of the defenders seemed to gather himself and shouted out a war cry; the other three quickly shook off the stunning effects of Phil’s Aura and charged forward.
The soldiers were good, Phil had to admit.  The two shield-bearers charged to the front, while the other two stabbed at Phil and Hector with long spears.  When Phil or Hector lashed out with their melee weapons, the shield-bearers blocked their strikes, opening them up to thrusts from the spearmen in back.  Once the crossbow bolts from the house’s archers started raining in, Phil and Hector were on the defensive, doing their best not to be driven back. 
At least, they were until Phil cast a quick Spell, and his sword burst into white flames.  He slashed again, and this time, his blow cut deeply into an upraised shield, shattering the arm holding it.  The shield-bearer fell back, and Phil followed him, slamming his own shield into the man’s.  The defender cried out in pain as the blow twisted his shattered arm, and he stumbled back into the spearman behind him.  That exposed the flank of the second shield-bearer, who twisted to intercept Phil’s next slash, then screamed as Hector’s axe sank into his unguarded side. 
The spearmen tried to hold off the pair of attackers, but the fallen shield-bearers limited their range of motion, and soon they, too, fell to the pair of fighters.  Once the initial defenders were down, the two men charged forward, their shields upraised against the crossbow bolts peppering them from above, with Meridian following behind.  Some of the bolts got through, but the Shaman easily healed those minor wounds, and soon the trio stood before the front door.
Hector wasted no time and kicked the door inward in one, mighty blow.  The red-painted wood snapped beneath his foot and crashed against the inner wall, exposing a ten-foot-wide antechamber beyond—and two ranks of armored warriors, the front four holding heavy shields while the rear rank cradled various thrusting or slashing polearms. 
Hector glanced at Phil with a grin.  “You ready for this, brother?”
“I was born ready,” Phil smiled back.  He lifted his blade and called forth his Aura of Duty; the ranks quailed beneath the brilliant light of his Ability, and in that moment, the duo rushed forward.  The soldiers recovered quickly, but the damage was done; both fighters had cut into the shield wall with their initial strikes, and they pushed into those gaps, slashing to both sides.  The wall held for a moment before starting to collapse, and the Warriors shifted, turning toward one another and driving the defenders into a knot.  At that point, it was like shooting fish in a barrel; the defenders struggled to dodge or block Phil and Hector’s strikes, and they were too tangled with one another to retreat.
Shouts rose from all over the house, and more combatants charged from doorways leading off to the sides.  These foes were more lightly armored, wearing boiled leather and chain, and they wielded melee weapons instead of the polearms that were more dangerous in formation combat.  There were a lot more of them, though, and they slowly pushed the more skilled fighters back toward the main door.  Finally, Hector looked at Phil.
“My turn, right?”
“I didn’t know we were keeping track, but sure,” Phil laughed.  “Have fun.”
Hector was a Magebane, a class designed to deal with enemy spellcasters.  Aranos had somehow altered the flows of energy in the Warrior’s body, routing his mana into his Stamina pool.  That made him highly resistant to magic, but it also left Hector without a single SP; he would never cast a Spell.  He could, however, project his Stamina outside his body, achieving affects that looked magical, even though they technically involved no mana whatsoever. 
His Disruptive Shout was one such Ability.  It was designed to interfere with a spellcaster’s concentration; the Stamina-based wave of force that rolled from him would ignore most magical barriers and knock down opponents with low Strength—such as most spellcasters.  It was also good for stopping a charge, though, and the blast of power shoved the onrushing attackers back a step, forcing them into one another and halting their advance. 
That loss of momentum was all Phil and Hector needed to strike, and they pushed forward, working smoothly together.  They cut into the center of the wave of attackers and turned their flanks outward, driving their foes toward the walls.  Caught off-guard, the enemies held only for a few, long seconds before beginning to fall back.  Phil could sense their panic; they were ready to break and flee deeper into the house.  That won’t do. 
“Hector, taunt!” he called out.  Immediately, the Magebane’s voice roared over the sounds of combat. 
“Stand and fight, you cowardly sons of bitches!” the Warrior shouted, projecting his Stamina into his words.  While Phil had a targeted taunt Ability that would force a single attacker into combat, Hector’s was more powerful and could affect multiple foes.  In this case, Hector had apparently drawn the fighters in the back of the line; these charged forward, pushing through their own people and driving those in front against the two fighters.  Clever idea, Hector, Phil thought admiringly.
The pair methodically cut down the house’s defenders, and in a matter of minutes, the entry hall fell silent.  He could still hear shouts from the house, but there were no more sounds of running feet plunging toward them.  At least, not yet.
“Not a bad little fight,” Hector grinned, breathing heavily and leaning on his axe.  That was the downside to his Magebane Abilities: they drew a lot of Stamina to produce their potent effects, and that could leave Hector Fatigued or even Exhausted after a significant battle.  “That first group was pretty good.”
“That they were good makes me feel less nervous,” Meridian spoke as she sent waves of healing energy surging over the pair.
“Me, too,” Phil agreed.  “If they’ve got competent guards watching this place, it’s more likely that something actually important is here.”
“Give me a minute, and I’ll pull another group,” Hector said, his breathing slowing as his Stamina regenerated. 
“Take your time,” Phil shrugged.  “We’re just the distraction, after all.”
When Hector was fully recovered, he unleashed his Taunt again, this time targeting anyone in hearing range.  That drew mostly ranged attackers, which made the battle relatively annoying.  The Archers didn’t exactly stand still and let Phil and Hector kill them, so they ended up chasing a few of the defenders.  Phil’s own taunt came in handy, there; it only targeted a single person, but it also forced them into melee combat with Phil rather than keeping them at range.  He took a page from Hector and targeted the rearmost Archer, whose headlong charge kept the rest from retreating. 
They moved deeper into the house, resting after each combat to let Hector regain Stamina and to give Meridian a chance to heal the pair.  They found only small pockets of resistance; most of their foes had fled deeper into the house by that point, and it was only when they caught a group in the act of vanishing into a hidden staircase concealed behind a tapestry that they discovered where they were all going.  
“You think the others are down there, already?” Hector asked, peering into the darkened stairway.
“I sure hope so,” Meridian laughed.  “If we found this before those three with their high Perception, I’m gonna have to make fun of them for the next week or so.”
“What do you think, Phil?” Hector asked.  “I know we’re supposed to stay up top, but…”
“But there isn’t really anyone left up here to pull,” Phil finished with a nod.  “We go downstairs, but let’s go nice and noisy.  We want to grab anyone we can.”
“Noisy is my specialty,” Hector grinned, slamming his axe into his shield.  “Let’s do this!”
The stairs were too narrow to allow the two fighters to walk side by side, so Phil went first, making as much noise as possible.  As he reached the bottom of the stairwell, a crossbow bolt shattered against his shield, and he glanced over it to see a handful of defenders blocking the narrow hall ahead of him.  They were a motley group, with a pair of heavily armored shield-bearers in front, one woman in medium armor rather inexpertly gripping a spear, and two more crossbowmen standing behind them.  Phil didn’t hesitate; he charged forward, his sword trailing white flames, and slammed into the shield wall.  He felt the pain of a crossbow bolt tear into his shoulder, but he ignored the injury and pushed forward just as Hector smashed into the second shield beside him. 
The two armored defenders were good, but the spearwoman behind them wasn’t.  She thrust and jabbed awkwardly, smacking the haft of her spear into her own defenders half the time, and never finding purchase with her weapon against the two attackers.  Without the threat of the spear, Phil and Hector could push forward freely, and it only took a few moments for them to break the wall and cut down the armored soldiers.  The three remaining figures turned and fled at that point, but Hector’s roar jerked them to a halt and allowed the pair of fighters to slaughter them.
Phil stopped and sent a quick message to Martina.  We’re downstairs in the hidden basement.   Trying to pull as many people as we can.
A reply came back almost immediately.  Change in plans.  Need you here ASAP.  A marker appeared on his map, and he closed out the messaging system in a hurry. 
“Looks like the others ran into trouble,” he said tersely.  “Let’s go help them.”
They encountered two more mixed groups of defenders as they rushed through the tunnels, but they simply smashed into them, broke the shield walls, killed anyone who fought back, and allowed the rest to flee.  They rushed through the corridors blindly, trying to make their way toward the marker on Phil’s map.  They took several wrong turns until Meridian suggested they just follow the fleeing defenders.  That led them on a twisting chase as they ducked down passages and even through rooms that seemed to connect different hallways. 
“This place is a maze,” Hector growled as they bashed through the exit door of one such room, into a corridor that looked identical to the ones they were just in but that their maps said was one they’d never seen.  “We never would have found our way through by ourselves.”
“Pretty sure that’s the point of a maze, hon,” Meridian chuckled.  She reached out and patted the Magebane’s bearded cheek.  “It’s okay, sugar.  You don’t have to be smart.  Just keep looking good, and I’ll be happy.”
“I can do that,” he grinned back at her before turning to Phil.  “Are you sure we’re headed in the right direction?  It feels like we’re being led around by the nose.”
“Not 100%, no,” Phil admitted.  “It looks like if we go that way, though, we’re headed directly for the others.”
“Then we should probably stop talking and go see what all the fuss is,” the Shaman pointed out, making a shooing motion with her hand.  “Go ahead.  I’m right behind y’all.”
They jogged down the hallway, not racing headlong in case an ambush was waiting, but not walking carefully, either.  The corridor ended at a pair of double doors, and it looked like the beacon Martina had sent was just on the other side of them.  Phil didn’t hesitate; he smashed through the doors and charged into the room beyond, then halted at what he saw.
He’d entered a large room that looked like a combination bedroom and study.  A heavy, four-poster bed stood against one wall, while another was taken up by bookshelves and a large, wooden desk covered with papers.  The third wall was empty, save for the figures of Martina, Longfellow, and McBane, who seemed to be pinned against it by some sort of glowing, gray chains.  Armored figures stood before the trio, menacing them with spears and blades, while a single robed man stood behind them, half-turned to face the door.
The robed man sighed and rubbed his forehead with his hand.  “Seriously?  More of them?”  He looked at a heavily armored woman that stood beside him with a massive sword strapped to her back.  “You had one job, Catrina.  Just one.  Keep intruders from getting down here.  And look, the place is crawling with intruders!”
“You had one, as well, Wizard,” the woman named Catrina replied coolly.  “Use your Spells to make sure that no one was interested.  It looks like we’ve both failed, and you know how the King repays mistakes.”
The Wizard’s face paled, and he spun toward Phil.  His hand flashed up, and a weave of gray, glowing chains lashed out from them, speeding toward him.  Before they reached him, though, Hector leaped forward and slashed with his axe.  The heavy blade cut through the chains like they were paper, and the Spell disappeared.  Hector lifted his weapon and cried out, and a wave of energy exploded from him.  As it struck the trapped party members, their chains cracked and shattered, dropping them to the floor. 
The Magebane grinned at Phil.  “Wizard’s mine.   You want to handle the woman?”
“I’m on it,” he said grimly, lifting his sword.  “Meridian, will you go help the others?”
“I will, but I don’t know that they need it.  Martina looks well and truly pissed.”
Phil glanced over and saw that the freed party members had moved forward to attack the soldiers standing before them.  Martina’s face was set, and her heavy mace crashed against a hastily upraised shield, knocking the soldier backward.  She and McBane were both Agility fighters, but she’d been doing Strength training pretty much since she’d joined up with Aranos, and she wasn’t exactly a weakling.  Add to that the fact that she was certainly angry about how her group had been caught, and Phil decided she was about to mess those soldiers up.
He turned away from his party and walked over to the armored woman, who looked him up and down almost contemptuously.
“And what are you supposed to be?” she asked flatly. 
“I feel like I’m supposed to say something like, ‘your doom’,” he snorted.  “I’m just the guy who’s here to take this place down, though.”
“And I feel like I should say, ‘You and what army?’,” she rolled her eyes, sliding the heavy sword from her back.  “I’m just the person being paid to stop you, though.  No offense.”
“None taken.” 
The woman leaped forward, faster than Phil had been expecting, thrusting rather than slashing with her heavy blade.  Only his combat-trained reflexes saved him; he slid the thrust to the side with his shield, twisting and stepping forward to thrust at her in return.  She leaned to the side, letting the strike screech against her heavy armor, and nodded.
“Well, at least this will be fun.”
“I aim to please,” he snorted.
Their battle began in earnest.  Catrina was faster than Phil and terrifically strong.  She was skilled with her blade and used her superior reach and weapon mass to try and force Phil into a defensive stance.  The Paladin’s blade was quicker, though, and his shield allowed him to move inside her reach.  His blade clashed against her armor time and again, but he was having trouble getting through that defense.  Which, I suppose, is the whole point of plate armor like this.
Their battle moved back and forth around the room.  Phil slammed his shield into her chest, knocking her backwards, and his blade clanged against her helmet, stunning her briefly.  He moved forward, but she recovered quickly and swept her heavy sword in a wide arc, crying out inarticulately as she did.  The blow struck his shield with a terrific clash, and only the fact that he’d been trying to deflect the strike rather than block it kept him from having a broken arm.  As it was, the impact knocked him back several steps, giving her the chance to regain her balance and move forward once again.
Phil began to use his own Abilities, trying to drive the woman off balance.  His Sword of Duty scored her armor but didn’t penetrate it, and his Aura of Duty rolled right off her.  His Spells could distract or hamper her, but she was too encased in steel for them to truly harm her, and at best his efforts kept her off-balance.  Her own Abilities did the same to him, though; she could strike with immensely powerful blows, attack as if her sword were light as a stick of wood, and disrupt his attacks with her War Cry.  They were closely matched, and he began to feel frustrated as he realized that there might be no true winner to this battle. 
Even worse, while he fought her, he had no attention to spare to his party members.  He didn’t know if they were faring well or being overwhelmed.  Hector’s resistance to magic hadn’t been tested against a powerful Wizard; what if the spellcaster was able to get through the Magebane’s defenses?  Phil was supposed to be their vanguard, their shield, protecting them against foes, and this woman was stopping him from doing it.  She was keeping him from doing his duty to his party.
As that realization hit, Phil felt power ignite in the core of his being.  This woman stood between him and his duty.  He needed her out of the way; Duty demanded that he brush her aside.  The power roared up into his arm and flooded his blade, which exploded in a blast of white light.  Catrina flinched at the brilliance, and Phil swept her sword aside with his shield, then stepped forward and thrust.  Caught completely off-guard, the woman didn’t even try to dodge, and his blade sank through her armor like a knife through butter, plunging into her chest.  She gasped and grabbed the blade, her eyes wide, but he jerked it free in a spray of her blood.  Her sword clattered to the floor as she fell, clutching her wound and crying out in pain.  He kicked the sword away from her and knocked her onto her back, holding her down with his foot and placing the tip of his blade under her chin. 
The power faded from his sword as he looked around and saw his party members staring at him, their faces awed.  “Is everyone okay?” he asked.
“That was bloody brilliant, mate,” Longfellow told him.
“What are you talking about?” Phil asked in confusion, looking around.  The Wizard lay crumpled on the floor, either unconscious or dead.  The other soldiers were obviously dead or had fled, and his party seemed unharmed—probably thanks to Meridian.
“We’ve been done for ages, over here,” the Archer shrugged.  “We’ve been watching you.”
“And you didn’t think to help?”
“I wanted to, brother, but McBane insisted we enjoy the show,” Hector shrugged.
“I wish I’d had popcorn,” Longfellow added.  “I felt like I was watching Inigo fight the Man in Black in real life.”
“Well, not exactly,” McBane said, his voice taking on a lecturing tone.  “In the movie, those two were fencing using a series of European styles designed for the rapier.  Phil, on the other hand, tends to favor an Italian style similar to the Dardi school, while the woman was following the Spanish Destreza style for the montante pretty closely.”  He glanced around at the others’ incredulous looks.  “What?  I told you I named myself after a famous duelist.  You think I haven’t studied this stuff?”
“He’s right,” Catrina groaned at Phil’s feet, coughing up a spray of blood.  “I do a lot of HEMA fighting IRL, and I’ve trained in the Destreza.  It’s a solid school for a two-handed sword.”  She looked up at Phil.  “I’m done, by the way.  I surrender and all that.  You can let me up.”
“You’re a Traveler?” Martina asked in disbelief.  Phil glanced at her, and she nodded, waving him back.  He stepped away from the fallen woman but kept his weapon handy.
“Yep,” Catrina replied, struggling to a sitting position and wincing in the process.  “That was a hell of a thrust,” she congratulated Phil.  “How’d you get through my armor like that?  It’s Enchanted to resist armor-piercing attacks.”  Her eyes went unfocused.  “Duty’s Smite?  What are you, some kind of Paladin?”
“More or less.”  He glanced at Martina, then looked down at his beaten foe.  “How about we talk about the terms of your surrender?  Such as, you give us information in return for not heading for respawn.”
“Seems fair,” she nodded.  “What do you want to know?”
“What is this place?” McBane asked, stepping forward.  “We know the Scarlet King is running it, but we don’t know what he’s doing here.”
“It’s a prison, of sorts,” Catrina shrugged.  “The King’s been capturing people and keeping them in cages, just through that door over there.”  She pointed to a nondescript door in the corner of the room.
“And you work for him?” McBane pressed.
“I’m a mercenary.  I work for whoever pays me.”  She shifted and clutched her wounded chest.  “That’s what I did in the game.  I started a mercenary group, poached discontented soldiers from the army, and trained them to work together as a team.”  She glanced at the fallen figures near the party and grimaced.  “I’m guessing you killed most of my troops, though.  I’m going to have to start all over again.”
“Who was that Wizard?” McBane continued.  “Is he part of the Mages’ College?”
“I couldn’t tell you that.  His name was Reginald something-or-other; I never bothered to learn his last name.  He’s the Scarlet King’s right-hand Wizard, so to speak.  He’s got some kind of Ability to nullify other Wizards’ magic, and he can create devices that stop all magic in an area for a while.”
“Flashglobes,” McBane muttered.  “I was wondering how the King got his hands on those.”
“In any case, whatever was going on here is a pretty big deal,” Catrina said.  “I don’t work cheap, and the King was paying me three times my normal fee just to guard this place.”
“Why?” Longfellow asked.  The woman looked at him, and he shrugged.  “No offense, but we plowed through your defenses pretty easily.  Why’d you rate such a high fee?”
“Before this, I hadn’t yet failed to complete a contract,” she replied, her voice flat.  “I’m also one of the few Travelers with an Advanced Class—although, obviously, you guys have yours, as well.”  She sighed.  “I worked hard for that reputation, you know.”
“If you did it once, you can do it again,” Martina spoke up.  “Trust me, it’s not impossible to start over and rebuild.”
“Last question: do you know anything about the King or where we can find him?” McBane asked.
“Sorry, no.  I never saw his face, and he sent all his messages to Reginald and me through one of his other high-level lieutenants.”  She frowned.  “I think Reginald had more information about him, though.  You might want to check his desk; the man had a compulsion for writing things down.”
“I’ll do that,” McBane nodded, getting up and moving over to the large desk.
“You’ve been very helpful, Catrina,” Martina walked over to stand beside Phil.  “You understand, though, that this is a one-time pass, right?  We meet again, and you’re heading for respawn.”
“Or you are,” Catrina grinned.  “Like I said, I’m a merc.  I take the jobs that give me the best reward and are the most interesting.  I have a feeling I might be seeing you guys again; you strike me as interesting people.”
“That we are,” Martina grinned back.  She looked at Phil.  “How about you and I go see who the King was keeping down here?”
“Sounds good to me,” Phil smiled.  “I think these guys probably have this under control at this point.”
The unremarkable door wasn’t locked, but it was remarkably heavy.  When Phil pulled it open, he realized why; the back of it was plated with a sheet of some brassy metal that was very cold to his touch.  The door opened to a passageway whose walls were sheathed in the same metal, and runes were etched all along the corridor.  At the far end of the hall, what looked like a globe of black glass or obsidian over two feet in diameter sat on a pedestal, pulsing with an inner glow. 
“Any idea what these are?” Martina asked, touching the runes.
“No clue.  Aranos would know, but I don’t know when he’s coming back.”
“We can get someone from the College to look at them,” she shrugged.  “They’ll want to know about this, anyway, and I’ll bet there’s a Quest here, somewhere.”
Phil silently agreed; this definitely had the look of a Quest to be completed.  He strode forward; the walls on each side of the corridor ahead turned into floor-to-ceiling bars of the same, gleaming metal that covered the walls, and he stopped as he looked inside.  Yep, definitely a Quest.
Dozens of tired-looking, bedraggled figures lay on filthy straw mats or sat on coarse wooden benches all about the room.  All of them looked half-starved, and their expressions were totally defeated.  They were also all dressed in robes of various colors that Phil recognized from visiting with Neela.  These people were Wizards from the Mages’ College.  So, what are they doing here? 
As he thought that, a notification appeared, and he pulled it up, along with one that had been waiting for him from earlier.
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Ability Unlocked: Duty’s Smite
Divine Ability
Destroy those who stand between you and your Duty.
Effect: Add your [Charisma + Wisdom] to the Attack, Armor Penetration, and damage for a single strike.  This is a divine effect and ignores normal damage resistances. 
Limitations: This Ability can only be used against a foe that is actively preventing you from carrying out a specific duty.  Be warned: misuse of this Ability or attempts to twist your duty to allow its use may breach your oath!
Uses: You may use this Ability once each day per 10 points of Wisdom you possess, rounded down (minimum of 1, currently 2/day)
In Duty’s name, I smite thee!  Heh, I said duty…
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Quest Completed: Restore the Order 2
You have discovered the lost Paladin Ability to Smite those who stand against their oath.
Objective: Uncover a lost Ability, Skill, or Rare or rarer lore about the Paladin Order
Difficulty: A
Reward: 5,000 XP, Cha +1, Duty’s Smite Ability
Quest Unlocked: Restore the Order 3
Discover more about the Paladin Order
Objective: Uncover a lost Ability, Skill, or Rare or rarer lore about the Paladin Order
Difficulty: A
Reward: 5,000 XP, Cha +1, ???
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Quest Unlocked: A College Confused
Wizards have gone missing without trace from the Mages’ College.  Discover their whereabouts.
Objective: Find the missing mages and return them to the College.
Difficulty: A
Reward: 100 XP per Wizard recovered, +50 XP per Wizard returned alive, reputation with the Mages’ College.
Failure Condition: Fail to locate the Wizards within one week, refuse to return Wizards to the Mages’ College, aid the Wizards’ captor.
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation with the Mages’ College and city of Stoneleague, amount variable based on severity of failure.
Secondary Objective: Discover who has been taking the Wizards and how they have been kept hidden.
Reward: +1,000 XP, reputation with the Mages’ College.
Do you accept this Quest? (Yes/No)
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“Oh, hell yeah, we’re taking this,” Martina said excitedly as she walked up to stand beside Phil.  She turned and looked back toward the room they’d entered from.  “Hey, McBane!  We need your talents in here!”
“Just a minute!” he called back.  “I’m looking through these papers.”
“Just take everything!” Martina called back.  “In fact, Hector, break the desk up to make sure there are no hidden compartments, and take everything from it!”
“You got it, sister!” Phil heard the Magebane’s voice yell back.
Martina looked at Phil with a grin.  “Now this is going to piss that Scarlet King off,” she said happily.  “We just took his pawn and ruined his game plan.”
Phil stared at the Wizards and shook his head slowly.  “We took a pawn,” he corrected.  “We don’t know that it’s the only one.”
“You’re right,” she agreed.  “But I’ll bet this is going to force him to move some pieces that weren’t quite in place.  We’ll have to be watching closely, but this might be our chance to checkmate the King.”




Chapter 23

The Treehome of Haerobel looked a lot smaller and more rundown that Aranos had remembered.  It was at the highest level of the city, normally accessible only through the central staircase leading upward, but he was fairly sure that if the party tried to use the staircase, they’d have to deal with the captain in charge of the city.  That would involve politics, convincing the captain that he was here to help, and managing a lot of disgruntled soldiers.  All of those things would still have to be done, but they’d be a lot easier if the Tree-heart was restored. 
“I feel I should congratulate you, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel told him as she stood before the shattered, broken wall that had once surrounded the Treehome. 
“Oh?” he asked.  “For what?”
“The last time we were here, we were forced to ride from level to level on your created discs to avoid the stairways,” she smiled sadly.  “Traveling by portal is much, much easier.”
He nodded; it had been far simpler to step through a portal and exit in front of the Treehome than to fight their way past the gasha or float up and down on the mana discs he could create and control with his Forge Mana Spell.  “If I could have done this back then, we could have just opened a portal back to Eredain.  That would have been even easier.”
“Much,” she agreed. 
He led the others to the nearly collapsed door leading into the Treehome, weaving around the gigantic bones that had once housed the spirit of the city’s last ruler.  The inside of the Treehome was dark and had mostly fallen into ruin; the passages leading into the wings of the former palace were filled with rubble, and the only path forward was into the throne room.  He hesitated before opening the door and shared a look with Geltheriel; they’d both come very close to dying the last time they were here.  His heart leapt as he opened the door and stepped through, half-expecting to see the Corrupted, wasted figure of Lythienne sitting on the mangled remains of her throne. 
The throne room was blissfully empty.  Her throne was nothing but a scorched chunk of twisted metal, destroyed by the blast of the overpowered Mana Arrow he’d used to try and destroy the Sorceress.  He walked inside, aware that the only sounds were of the footsteps of his party and that they echoed forlornly within the hall.  His eyes were drawn almost inexorably toward the scorched mark where Lythienne had been sitting, and his feet seemed to move to stand before it of their own accord.
“What’s this?” Avalyn asked quietly from beside him, her voice bereft of its usual complaining tone.
“This used to be the throne where the person who Corrupted this city sat,” he answered softly, although his voice carried across the room.  “She waited here for something that she could never obtain, even after centuries of scouring the city.” 
“That sounds sad, but you said that she Corrupted the whole city.  Doesn’t that mean she was evil?”
“Yes.  No.  Both,” he sighed.  “Lythienne was afraid.  She was the Last Sorceress, and she’d watched her pupils slaughtered during the Feast.  She was afraid of all her knowledge and learning being lost, so she tried to hide the city from the Nightmare Beasts.” 
“Could you really do that?” Mutroda asked.  “Hide a whole city?”
“I suppose if I wanted to,” he nodded his head.  “I don’t, though.  The cost would be too high.  She paid for it by sacrificing everyone in Haerobel and unleashing the rabisu on the city.  I’d rather take my chances fighting.”
“I am glad that you feel that way, Liberator,” Rhys spoke.  “Yet, there is an abiding sorrow in you that I cannot understand.”
“The Sorceress was also my Oathbinder’s teacher,” Geltheriel spoke when Aranos was silent for long seconds.  “He cared for her—or for her memories, which she had lost, and he had gained—and in the end, he was forced to destroy her.”
“That’s pretty awful,” Avalyn whispered.  “Did you really like her?”
Aranos smiled sadly.  “Before I met Geltheriel, she was the closest thing I had to a friend in the game,” he replied.  “I was the only Traveler in Eredain, and Phil had spawned in Stoneleague.  The elves of the city didn’t trust me, most of them were working against me, and Golloron was just using me.  Lythienne helped me for no reason except that it was the right thing to do, and she gave me far more than she had to.  I wanted to save her, but in the end, I had no choice.”
“And yet, through that sacrifice, she gave you far more, did she not?” Rhys said shrewdly.  “I will wager that you have become greater than your mentor could have dreamed, and you have gathered not only acclaim but true friends to your side.”
Aranos nodded.  “You’re right, Rhys, and I don’t regret what I did.  Lythienne was too far gone to be Redeemed, and she wasn’t even trying to be.  She’d been driven insane, and the humane thing was to put her down.”  He sighed.  “That doesn’t mean I don’t regret the fact that I needed to do it.”
“Then let us do what we came here for, and spend no more time in this place than we must,” Geltheriel said softly. 
“We might want to sort through this loot at some point, though,” Mutroda pointed to the piles of rubbish piled against the wall, the detritus left from years of Lythienne’s edimmu scouring the city for every bauble and treasure they could find. 
“I did, once,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “I took what I felt were the best things from it.”
“Really?  I can see a half-dozen valuable items just from here.  Were you doing it in a hurry?”
“Yes, I suppose I was.”
“Then maybe when we’re done here, we should do it more carefully.  I’d hate for something useful just to be sitting here, collecting dust.”
“We can do that after we’ve made sure the city’s safe,” Aranos nodded.  “And that means finding the Tree-heart.”  He turned and looked down at the dust coating the floor.  It had been disturbed quite a bit, which didn’t surprise him.  He and Lythienne had fought a pitched battle here, and a lot of magic had been tossed around.  He’d thought they were both powerful back then, but the combined power they’d both used during that battle was only a tiny fraction of what he could do now.  If I faced Lythienne today, I could kill her without even trying hard, he realized.  She was so Corrupted that she barely had any power left at all. 
He forced his thoughts away from his former teacher’s death and instead focused on her life: specifically, he concentrated on where she had gone while she was alive.  Surprisingly, there were very few signs of her passage in the throne room; she’d apparently spent most of her time sitting on her throne and rarely left it.  That actually made things simpler because he had far fewer trails to follow. 
“I’ve got her trail,” he said.  “Let’s go.”
Lythienne’s tracks branched out into three places in the city.  The first led them to a completely destroyed structure that he recognized from her memories.
“This was her home,” he told Geltheriel softly, staring at the scattered piles of rubble.  The edimmu had obviously torn the place apart looking for the flawed memory stone.  He suddenly realized that he still had that stone in his pack.  Huh.  I guess it made its way back to Haerobel after all.  It only took centuries to do it.
“Then the Tree-heart is surely not here,” his Follower replied.
“No, it isn’t.”  He sighed.  “There’s nothing here, at all, anymore.”
“This city is a place of sorrow, Oathbinder,” she placed her hand on his arm gently.  “We need not tarry here to feel it; it soaks into the very air.  Let us continue our search.”
“You’re right.  No one place is really any less bleak than the other, is it?” 
He led them back to the Treehome and followed a second trail, one he quickly realized was heading for the Great Square on the first level.
“There’s a decent chance the Heart is there,” he told the others.  “At least, that’s where it is in Eredain.  However, we’ll have to deal with the city’s defenders at that point, and I’d rather not until it’s necessary.”
“Then we’ll try the third path,” Mutroda said.  “If it leads nowhere, at least we know that the Heart’s in the Square, right?”
“Or that the Sorceress did not travel to it,” Rhys pointed out.  “In which case, it will likely be buried beneath the rubble of the Treehome.”
“If it is, we’ll find it,” Aranos said decisively.  “We’ll save excavating that place as a last resort, though.”
The third trail also led to the first level, down to a building that both Aranos and Geltheriel recognized a once.  It was the only stone structure they’d seen in the city, and it had been the headquarters for the edimmu, as much as such mindless beings had a headquarters.  It was also currently occupied by a large number of elves, which made sense since it was one of the few structures left fully standing. 
“This thing was dwarven-made,” Mutroda said quietly as they peered at the building.
“It was,” Aranos nodded, his Masonry Skill clearly pointing out how the stone blocks were fashioned and joined in the dwarven style.  “It’s also where Geltheriel first swore her Oath to me.”
“This is where the Ekimmu, the intelligent edimmu resided, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel reminded him.  “It is likely that the Sorceress traveled here to speak with her minion.”
“She didn’t have to travel to do that, remember?” he countered.  “She could talk to it mentally.  It was afraid that she would know that it had spoken to us—which it turned out she did.”  He shook his head.  “And the rabisu was here, as well, passing messages to the Ekimmu.  It didn’t even occur to me, then, that if she could communicate telepathically with it, there wasn’t any reason for her to send the rabisu, was there?  Maybe it was here for its own purpose—to try and tap the Tree-heart again—and it was just pretending to pass messages, so the Ekimmu didn’t wonder why it was there.”
“Seems reasonable,” Mutroda said.  “What about the elves already there, though?”
“I can disguise Geltheriel, Rhys, and myself with my Illusory Cloak,” he replied slowly.  “It won’t work for you, Mutroda—unless I make you a really short elf—and it won’t help Avalyn, because she doesn’t speak Elvish.”
“Speak I small,” Avalyn protested in halting, badly accented Elvish, making the listening elves wince.  “Learn I do.”
“Child, do not attempt to communicate with anyone until you have gained more fluency,” Geltheriel instructed.  “I am glad that you are learning, but that was simply painful to hear.  If you wish, we will practice with you and aid your understanding—but not right now.”
“One might wonder why we are discussing this at all,” Rhys said mildly.  “It is plain that the Liberator and the Shadedancer must infiltrate the building, while the rest of us remain in hiding.  Should we be discovered, I could convince a patrol of our innocence far more easily than a dwarf or human could.  As well, you both know the building, which we do not.  You can move with confidence within.”
“Green-hair’s right,” Mutroda grunted.  “You two go.   We’ll explain to Avalyn what she just said and why it made her sound like an idiot.”
“What?” the young woman protested.
“Well, it did, girl.  Fortunately, you said it to people who know that you aren’t one, so no damage done.”
Aranos tuned out the quiet argument that quickly started to form between the dwarf and young Sorcerer, gathering strands of mind and light mana.  He wove them into a pattern that he wrapped around himself, making him look more or less like he had when he’d first come to the city.  He now resembled a simple elf with bright, red hair and pale skin.  Geltheriel looked the same as she always did, save that her skin no longer had the gray shade to it that her Shadedancer Class had given her.  Both of them appeared to be dressed in green leather Keeper armor; Aranos had a bow strapped to his back, while Geltheriel’s sword looked plain and unassuming. 
“How do we look?” he finally asked, interrupting the burgeoning argument.
Mutroda looked them up and down.  “Like elves,” she said simply.  “You’ll stand out less, that’s for sure.”
“That is the hope, of course,” Geltheriel said.  “And Oathbinder, I must say that I prefer this disguise to the one that you laid upon me in Stoneleague.  At least, I believe that I do; I have yet to walk in it.”  Her eyes narrowed.  “You did not again replicate the daywalker’s stride, did you?”
Aranos stifled a laugh.  Martina tended to sway when she walked, and he’d copied that when he made Geltheriel look like a human, something that had bothered her to no end.
“No, I copied your normal walk,” he assured her.  “It should be fine.  I only added maybe 50% more wiggle to your backside, I promise.”
“Then I will only be forced to remove half of your teeth if it is true,” she said calmly.  “I suppose we will see soon enough.”
Fortunately, he hadn’t actually changed the appearance of her walk, so they reached the building without issue and stepped inside unchallenged, although several elves glanced their way curiously as they passed. 
Do you have the trail, Oathbinder? Geltheriel sent him silently.
Yeah.  I think it’s leading toward the Ekimmu’s room.  At least, that’s what it’s showing on my map.
Then perhaps the Ekimmu was here not just from convenience, but to place a guard on the Tree-heart.  Perhaps the rabisu was in this exact room drawing on the Tree-heart even as we listened to it.
That’s very possible.  Only one way to find out, though.
They made their way through the dwarven structure confidently, following the ancient Sorceress’ trail through the building.  Geltheriel offered polite greetings to a few elves, and the replies ranged from an inclined head to an angry scowl.  There seems to be a great deal of anger, here, Oathbinder. 
We knew that already, though.  Hopefully, we’ll be able to help some of that.
Why do you seek to Redeem the Tree-heart?  Would not providing shelter be all that is needed?  You could open a portal to Eredain, and any who wished could go to the Stronghold to rest, eat, and restore themselves.
I’ll probably do that anyway, he agreed.  I’m thinking about something you said earlier: how this is a city of sorrow.
If it is not, I do not know what would be, Oathbinder.
Oh, I agree.  The thing is, I think you’re more correct than you meant.  Ever since I stepped foot in this place, I’ve been all melancholy.
You have reason to be, do you not?
Maybe, but I’ve got even more reasons to be glad I came here.  This is where I really became a Sorcerer.  It’s where I overcame the limitations of my abilities, and where I started my journey.  He glanced at her.  It’s where we met, and for that alone, I should be happy. 
She frowned.  It is true.  While I have horrible memories of this place, I have ones of triumph and victory, as well.  I battled the dreaded gasha and fought a rabisu.  Together, we freed a city, something that had not been done since the Feast.  Here, I bound my destiny to yours, and in a way, doing so was the beginning of a new life for me. 
Exactly.  But we’re fixated on the bad stuff.  We were when we were here last time, too.  The whole place felt—hopeless.  He looked around.  And that’s what everyone in the city is feeling, I think—because the Heart is making them feel it.  I don’t think that anything is going to help them until we fix the Heart.
They stepped into the large, amphitheater-like room where they’d first met the Ekimmu, and where Aranos had gotten his first inkling of how to defeat Lythienne.  A dozen or so elves were gathered here, all sitting quietly and staring at nothing in particular.  Aranos could smell the anger and despair in the room, but he ignored it.  Lythienne’s trail led to the very center of the room, and he stopped where it did, reaching out with his Sense Mana Skill and probing the floor beneath him.
“What are you doing?” one of the elves asked sharply, rising to his feet.  “I do not recognize you.  Who are you?”
“I am Geltheriel, of the House of Twilight,” Geltheriel replied smoothly.  “Might I ask your name, as well?”
“You did not answer me.  What are you doing here?”
Aranos tried to ignore the byplay as his tendril of mana sank into the floor.  He gasped aloud as he touched the Heart and felt the despair and hopelessness filling it.  The Heart tried to lash out at him in defense, but its power was feeble, and its assault crumbled before it even reached him. 
“What is he doing?” the elf demanded, and Aranos heard steel being drawn.  “Is there something wrong with him?”
Geltheriel sighed.  “I am poor at dissembling,” she said at last.  “As I said, I am Geltheriel, formerly of the House of Twilight, now Elder of House Evenshade.”
“House Evenshade?” The words rippled around the room, being repeated by more than one elf in tones of suspicion or even dislike.
The elf stepped forward.  “Does that mean that he is…”
“This is Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Liberator of Haerobel and Antas, Elder of Eredain, Destroyer of Nightmares,” she finished for the elf. 
The outcry from that announcement filled the room, and Aranos heard more than one blade being yanked from its scabbard.  He tuned it out, though; Geltheriel could handle it, and he was busy.  The Tree-heart’s despair was a palpable thing, and it tore at his heart.  Through their connection, it sent him flashes of its existence: the moment that Lythienne doomed the city, the painful presence of the undead within it, and the endless feeding upon it by the rabisu.  It had been drained countless times, its energy sucked out to feed the savage creatures, leaving it with just enough power to keep existing.  It had already drawn every scrap of power from the land around it, and there was no more to be had.  It was dying, and it knew it, and it despaired.
“Lord Evenshade!” the first elf shouted.  “The one whose actions brought us all here?  Condemned us to this place?  You will suffer as we have…”
The elf fell silent as Aranos’ Battlesense suddenly kicked in.  Geltheriel stood before the angry man, her blade resting against his throat.  “We are here to assist you,” she said quietly.  “However, I will not allow you to threaten my Oathbinder.  Step back, and let him do his work.”
“Will you kill me, then?” the elf said quietly in reply.  “In truth, I may welcome it, for it will free me of this dreadful duty.  Slay me, Elder of Evenshade.  Slay us all, and live with our blood on your hands, but we will not be silent or ignored!”
“No one’s slaying anyone,” Aranos said flatly, closing his eyes.  “As she said, we’re here to help, and I’ll start that right now.” 
He delved into his core and pulled up strands of Redemption mana, channeling them down his link into the despairing Heart.  He needed the Heart to be Redeemed, it was true, but he also ached with sorrow and pity for it.  It had been the victim of the Darkness perhaps more than any; while the races of Light had fought and struggled against the shadow, this Heart had been forcibly bent to its will, existing in pain for centuries, always aware of its torment. 
His sorrow and need flowed through the link, driving his Needed Reclamation Spell and pouring energy into the Heart.  Power roared through him in a torrent, barely contained within his channels, and flooded the link.  As the link widened, he was drawn deeper into the Heart, his communion with it growing as it greedily sucked in the power that he sent it. 
Not enough.  The Heart’s thoughts weren’t speech; it wasn’t aware enough to speak.  Aranos understood, though, and he plunged deeper into the ocean of Redemption.  Power surged in him, racing into the Heart.  Golden fire burned away the Corruption that still lingered within it and renewed the shattered Heart, rebuilding its broken defenses and repairing its cracked walls.
At the same time, Aranos reached through the link, just as he did when using his Soulmending Skill.  He sent waves of hope coursing through the Heart, showing it images of the rabisu’s destruction, of the freeing of Antas, and of the Nightmare Beast’s defeat.  The Darkness can be defeated, he told it firmly.  We can win.  We just have to fight, and to hope. 
Its despair was overwhelming, but Aranos endured it.  This Heart wasn’t alive; it was a creation of mana, but it had a soul, and that soul was broken.  No, it was shattered, just as the city around him was.  Haerobel was just a reflection of its Heart.
His eyes widened as he realized the truth of that statement.  He’d always thought of the Heart as part of the city, but he was wrong.   The Heart was the city.  Every building, every street, even the trees it was built on—they weren’t just connected to the Heart.  The Heart was the sum and total of them, the expression of them. 
It’s like the city is a giant rune, and the Heart is the activation site, he thought with amazement.  It’s just a huge spellform, and every new building modifies that form, adds to it.  I think—I think that I can fix more than just the Heart!
He dove into the Tree-heart with abandon as he allowed his Redemption Domain to spring forth.  The elves around him cried out as the golden energy enveloped them, and he heard a clash of steel as someone tried to attack him, mistaking his Domain for a Spell.  He didn’t care; if he was going to do this, he needed to put his entire focus into his efforts.  Nothing else could matter. 
His mind raced through the Heart, studying it, analyzing its patterns.  Seen from within, the Heart was enormous, far larger than its exterior size could have contained.  That’s because it’s not really in there; that’s just the interface.  It’s spread out over the entire city. 
If the Heart was a spellform, it was the most complex one he’d ever seen.  It was vast, and at first, he despaired of ever repairing it.  It would be the work of years just comprehending the Heart’s structure, not to mention learning how to alter it! 
Don’t think about what you can’t do, he admonished himself.  Focus on what you can.  Start small, and work your way outward.
His gaze fell on something that he recognized; the structure there reminded him of the blueprints of dwarven buildings he’d seen.  It was an expression of stone, not wood, and it was in much better condition than everything around it.  Patiently, he sifted through that structure, repairing small bits of damage, replacing pieces of the spellform that were severed or mangled, until it looked whole, at least as far as he could tell. 
From there, he spread out, repairing what he could.  In a way, it was like doing an enormous jigsaw puzzle; the pieces of the shattered rune structure were all there, but they were scattered and twisted, almost unrecognizable.  He carefully restored them, using the golden fire of Redemption to weld them together, mending what was broken.  In some places, the spellform was utterly destroyed; there, he copied what he could from other parts of the structure.  When that didn’t work, he erased the entire structure and rebuilt it with something else drawn from the pattern.  He didn’t know what he’d created, but it was better than leaving the Tree-heart with gaping holes in it.
He didn’t know how long he spent in that place, his thoughts racing through the Tree-heart, but at last, he withdrew, allowing the flames of Redemption to die out.  His mind was exhausted, and his body felt drained of energy, but the Heart pulsed before him steadily, brimming with energy and life. 
Thank you.

With that thought, the Heart severed the link between them, and Aranos collapsed to the ground.  He opened his eyes and saw his entire party gathered around him protectively.  Beyond them, a handful of battered and wounded elves lay on the ground, being dragged back by their comrades.  Geltheriel stood beside Mutroda, facing a tall elf with bright, pink hair cut short and dressed in gleaming armor.
“What’s going on?” he asked wearily, stumbling to his feet.  Already, he could feel the melancholy that had been plaguing him seeping away, and from the faces of the elves around him, he could tell they felt the same.  Most looked confused, while some had expressions of relief. 
“We could ask you the same thing, Lord Evenshade,” the pink-haired elf said, her voice level but with an undercurrent of anger.  “Your followers assaulted my people and injured many.”
“I’m betting that your people struck first,” Aranos shook his head.  He glanced at Geltheriel, who nodded slightly.  “Yeah, that’s what I thought.  Let me guess: they thought I was attacking them, tried to hurt me, and my party stopped them, right?”
“More or less,” Mutroda growled.  “I wanted to kill them, but Geltheriel insisted that we let them live.  Lucky for them.”
“Why are you in my city without permission?” the pink-haired woman persisted.  “And why didn’t you announce yourself?”
“To avoid exactly what just happened, obviously,” he replied.  “I’m sorry, I forgot your name.  Captain…”
“I am Captain Verrona of the House of Blades,” she said stiffly. 
“Good to meet you, Captain Verrona.  I have a lot of respect for the House of Blades.”
“You demonstrate such in a strange way, Lord Evenshade,” she replied flatly.  “What have you done to my city?”
“Give me a second to check my notifications, and I’ll tell you what I did—and then we’ll discuss that whole, ‘your city’ thing.”  Not giving her a chance to speak, he pulled up his notifications.
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Skill Evolution!
Architecture has become Heartweaving (T)
You can add buildings to a city directly by using its Heart.  
As you are the first person to gain this Skill, it is automatically upgraded to Expert rank.
New Rank: Expert 1
Effect: You can craft any Common or Abundant building in a city using only mana and Energy, if you are connected to that city’s Heart.  You can erect Abundant-ranked structures without a blueprint if you are familiar with the building, but you require a blueprint for Common-ranked buildings, unless another Skill allows you to create the structure without one.  You can make cosmetic modifications to Common blueprints or create Abundant blueprints without risking failure.  All crafted buildings have their effects improved by 1% per Skill level.
Student Ability: You can raise Uncommon buildings without materials.  You do not need blueprints to raise Common buildings.  You can make cosmetic changes to Uncommon blueprints or create Common blueprints without a risk of failure.
Adept Ability: You can raise Rare buildings without materials.  You do not need blueprints for Uncommon buildings.  You can make cosmetic changes to Rare blueprints or create Uncommon blueprints without a risk of failure.  You can make substantive changes to Abundant blueprints; this allows you to add a single minor function or quality to the building without risk of failure.  Material costs for rarer buildings are reduced by 1% per Skill level.
Expert Ability: You can erect Exotic buildings without materials and Rare buildings without blueprints.  Buildings you raise through this Skill have a 1% chance per Skill level to be Enhanced, gaining one or more additional qualities and rising a rank in rarity.  You can make cosmetic changes to Exotic blueprints, create Rare blueprints, and add substantive changes to Common or Abundant blueprints without risk of failure, adding a single minor quality or function to a Common building or two to an Abundant building. 
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World’s First!
As the first person in Singularity Online to discover the truth of the link between city Hearts and cities, you gain the Perk: Master Builder
Master Builder
Effect: You can build structures of greater rarity using fewer materials.  All building costs are reduced by 15%, and all structures you erect have a 25% chance to spontaneously gain a level of rarity. 
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Hidden Quest Completed: Restore the Lost
You have rebuilt the lost city of Haerobel.
Objective: Repair the lost city of Haerobel enough for it to be inhabited once more. 
Difficulty: A
Reward: 10,000 XP, reputation with the Elven Realms, Perk, chance to claim this city
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Unclaimed Heart
The city of Haerobel has no city ruler and no one with a claim to it.  As a High Heart-bonded city ruler, you may claim this city and Bond to its Heart without requiring permission from the city’s titular rulers.
Do you wish to claim this city? (Yes/No)
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Level: 19
Current XP: 172,118/190,000
Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points
You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Aranos read through the notifications with a widening smile.  It looked like his realization of how Hearts and their cities interacted was correct, and now he could use that knowledge to alter the pattern of a city’s Heart to forge a building directly from mana.  It really does seem like the line between mana and matter is fairly blurred.  I seriously need to look into that deeper.  If the entire world is a spellform… wouldn’t I be able to make things happen just by changing that spellform?  That could be a world-breaking Ability.
He dropped his three Stat points into Charisma, bringing it to a base score of 285.  It had been a while since he’d leveled up his Base Class, and it would be longer still until he did it again.  Sorcerer only gained XP at a quarter of the normal rate, now, so he’d have to get over 70,000 XP to level up in it again.  Fortunately, he was a lot closer to leveling in his other two classes, needing about 1,600 XP to go up in Sorcerer Ascendant and 2,600 for Primal Sorcerer. 
“Okay, Captain,” he finally spoke, dismissing all the notifications except the one about claiming the city.  “It looks like most of the city is now rebuilt and restored.  The dust should blow away in a day or two, and you should be able to move out of your tents and into actual barracks.”
The woman stared at him, her face mirroring her obvious confusion.  “I—what did you say, Lord Evenshade?”
“I rebuilt the city.”  He grimaced.  “At least, I think I did.  I don’t know how well it was done, to be honest, so I’d like to go tour it and check.  If I accidentally meshed parts of the barracks into a library, for example, I’ll want to fix that.”
“You rebuilt the city—while standing here?  I do not understand how that is possible.”
“It doesn’t matter how it’s possible,” he sighed.  “What matters is that it’s done.  The city should be restored enough to be livable.”
“And the lands surrounding the city?  Are they once more fertile?”  Her face displayed her obvious doubt and suspicion, and Aranos repressed a sigh.
“No, they aren’t.  I can’t do that, sorry.  If they were just Corrupted, I could have fixed that, but I can’t revitalize earth and soil.  What I did do is Redeem the ground, so you should have a lot fewer issues with attacks from Shadowborn beasts.  We’ll still need to get the House of the Sickle here to start bringing everything back to life, though.”
“It is obvious that you do not believe, Captain,” Rhys observed gently.  “And yet, one would imagine that it would be a simple matter to check the validity of the Liberator’s statements by sending one of your number outside this building.  If what he says is true—which it certainly is, or he would not have said it, although I for one cannot imagine how he performed such a feat—then surely it will be immediately obvious.”
“A fair point,” the captain nodded.  She turned to the soldiers behind her and issued a few quick, quiet orders.  Three of them ran out of the room, and the captain turned back to face the party.  “I have sent my soldiers to investigate not just the nearby area but more of the city.  They will tell me if you have done what you seem to believe—and what it truly means for us who now call this city our home.”
“Good.” Aranos held off mentioning that the Tree-heart was available for Bonding; it occurred to him that if he said anything like that, Verrona would assume that he’d fixed up the city just so he could claim it.  With the way everyone was feeling, he didn’t think that would go over well right now.  “Once you’re satisfied that the city is mostly repaired, we need to speak privately.”
As the words left his mouth, though, a new notification appeared in his vision, one that he couldn’t ignore.
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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 after medical and psychological evaluations.
Prepare yourself for logout in 53s… 
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“Why do we need to speak, Lord Evenshade?” the woman said dubiously, either not noticing or not caring about the shock that had to be plain on Aranos’ face.  “I have many demands on my time, and I do not have much to spare for idle talk or gossip.”
He ignored the woman and looked at Avalyn, whose face looked equally surprised.  “You see it, too?”
“Yeah,” she nodded.  “I’d totally lost track of what day it was.”
“So did I,” he admitted with a sigh before turning to Geltheriel.  “It’s the day where Avalyn and I have to return to our world.”
“I surmised as much from your expression, Oathbinder,” she nodded.
“Please tell the captain what’s going on while I’m gone.  Hopefully, it won’t be for long.”
“Return to your world?” Verrona repeated.  “What is this, Lord Evenshade?”
“Geltheriel will explain, Captain.  Please believe what she tells you, because Haerobel’s in danger of being lost once more.”
“Lost?” the woman echoed.
Before Aranos could reply, the countdown timer dropped to zero.
Logging out.  Thanks for playing Singularity Online!




Chapter 24

The citadel of Cendarta loomed large in Lily’s vision as she soared across the High Road, carrying a squad of urukkai along on the breath of Madness.  She laughed at that thought; it was too damn poetic for what was happening.  She could fly just fine with her wings, and at a decent speed, too—fast enough, at least, that with the speed boost of the High Road, she’d been able to make the trip in a single night.  She didn’t get sleepy anymore, thanks to being undead, so she had no problem going all night without a break. 
The big issue was that to get from Northmoor to Cendarta, she had to dodge around Stoneleague, and the humans were patrolling in force around their borders.  Apparently, they’d gotten scared enough by what happened at Northmoor that they were being extra careful.  That was smart of them—not that it would do anything more than give the assholes a few hours extra notice that her army was coming—but it didn’t really matter to Lily.  She could get around the patrols without even trying, and she could kill them even easier. 
Her urukkai slaves, though, were a different story.  They were stronger thanks to their bond with her, but they weren’t strong enough, fast enough, or sneaky enough to get around Stoneleague without being caught.  Lily didn’t know if Aranos was in the city, but if he was, she didn’t really want to rile him up just yet.  That would happen, eventually, but she was on a mission, here.  A tussle with the Sorcerer would be fun, but really, it would just be a distraction from what she wanted to do, and Madness had given her clarity; she wasn’t about to be turned aside by her urges anymore.   She understood them better, now, and that gave her more control of them.  She knew that the temptations she’d fought against hadn’t really been anything more than her attempts to pretend to be a regular human.  She wasn’t, though; she was a damn monster.  Accepting that was freeing.
Since Lily didn’t have a Spell to grant the power of flight to her slaves, she had to figure some other way to haul them along with her.  She’d chosen to use her trapping Spell, the one that paralyzed a target.  She wrapped the urukkai in her ebony mana, intending to hold them motionless and carry them along with her, but Madness had other ideas.  It warped her Spell and bound the urukkai in black vines of ropy brambles that dug into their flesh and drained their lives slowly.  They didn’t make a sound—thanks to a direct command from her that they couldn’t ignore—but they had some freedom to move, so they writhed in pain as the thorns sunk into their skin and sucked them dry.  Their bond to her gave them a bit of her regeneration Ability, though, so they weren’t in danger of dying anytime soon, so they basically existed in a state of constant agony as she carried them along.
That suited her just fine.  She didn’t know if urukkai could gain Stat points or Skills, but if they could, they’d probably all get a couple points to their Endurance from this trip and the Pain Resistance Skill, maybe up to the Student level.  Anything that made her minions stronger was a good thing, and if this worked, she might have to start doing this to a bunch of her slaves and make some elite troops.  Plus, watching them twist soundlessly in torment was kind of fun.
They had to leave the High Road and swing wide around Antas.  The whole city made her skin burn and her body feel weak, and something in the air around it actually damaged her and her urukkai every second.  That added a couple hours to the trip, because to skirt the city, they had to head north into the mountains.  A few adventuring parties from the city spotted them, and a couple even attacked them.  If they left Lily alone, she left them alone.  The ones who tried to hurt her, though…well, they were a distraction she didn’t mind indulging in.  Both groups were players, and they were stronger than the ones she’d faced in Northmoor—a lot stronger, which meant they’d probably gotten their Advanced Classes.  Killing them had been fun and a minor challenge, and it hadn’t cost her more than twenty minutes or so total. 
A similar problem arose as she got closer to Cendarta.  The urukkai were moving around in force near the citadel, and their patrols were frequent and large.  She didn’t encounter them on the High Road once she’d rejoined it a bit west of the Waystation—she noticed that Aranos had fortified it pretty heavily, so maybe they’d already attacked him, and he’d bloodied them up some.  That was stupid of them; all by himself, the Sorcerer could probably tear up a small army of urukkai.  Attacking him with his friends behind fortifications—well, even Lily wouldn’t do that without her army.  She was crazy, but she wasn’t dumb. 
She waited for the voice in her head to agree, but that voice seemed to be gone.  It had vanished when she finally embraced Madness, as far as Lily could tell.  She guessed that maybe since she was being honest with herself, the voice just wasn’t necessary anymore.  It still left her a bit lonely, though.  That voice had been the closest thing she’d ever had to a friend.  She’d figure something out.  She always did.
The ground-based patrols weren’t an issue, really.  Lily just sped past them and let their crossbow bolts and Spells bounce off the shield she wove around her and her slaves.  They might spread word of her coming, but she wasn’t trying to sneak up on Cendarta, so that didn’t matter.  The bigger problem was the airborne assholes on their poukas.  Those guys could keep up with her pretty well, and while their crossbows weren’t really dangerous to her individually, there were a couple hundred of them flying around the city.  Even she couldn’t ignore two hundred crossbows firing at her for very long; Madness was powerful, but it had limits.
She didn’t really want to kill the damn urukkai, but they weren’t giving her much of a choice.  When the next patrol flew toward her, their crossbows raised, she answered with a blast of lightning that dropped the birds from the sky.  That was the great thing about lightning; it didn’t do a lot of damage, but it paralyzed its victims, and a paralyzed bird was just a feathered rock, more or less.  The patrol crashed hard, but Lily didn’t stop to see if they were alive or dead.  She hit another patrol with similar results, and after that, the rest sort of hung back and just followed her.  That was fine; killing them might make what she wanted to do harder, to be honest.
There was a shield of some kind around the city, but it got a bit scrambled when Madness touched it, and Lily and her unwilling entourage sort of slipped right through.  She guessed that unwilling wasn’t really the right word; she’d bound them, body, mind, and soul, and they didn’t really have a will anymore.  Or, if they did, their will was her will; they couldn’t refuse her orders any more than they could yank out their souls and toss them away. 
They landed on a wide street that was lined with buildings, and Lily released her enslaved urukkai.  She only had a rough idea of their stats, but it did look like they’d gained some LP from the trip.  That meant they’d gotten at least a point in Endurance.  She’d definitely be using that Spell to toughen up her favorite troops—at least, she would once she learned a Spell that did that on purpose.  If she couldn’t find one, maybe she could do the same thing by using her normal paralysis Spell and fire; cooking them a bit would probably damage them just as effectively as the thorns did.  Plus, it would likely hurt just as much, and that was important.  Not just because it would make her happy, either.
Her creatures formed up around her and started leading her through the city—or citadel, she supposed.  In fact, citadel was a lot more appropriate, although fortress would work, too.  She could instantly tell that this place had been designed with defense in mind.  The road she was on sloped uphill, and the buildings to each side were stone, smooth-faced, had no windows on the ground floor, and linked together to make a set of walls she had to walk between.  Urukkai lined the rooftops; anyone who busted in here was in for a long and bloody trip deeper into the city. 
The urukkai just watched as her group marched forward.  The two dabruks led, with a pair of her tame ogrins on each side, and two kerruks behind her.  She, of course, was in the middle.  If the urukkai decided to rush her, they’d take out her minions in about two seconds—but Lily could do a lot of damage in only two seconds.  She’d die in the process, of course, but what did that matter to her?  She’d come back, and next time, she’d come for blood.  Eventually, she’d kick down this place’s gates and force them to deal with her.
Fortunately, they didn’t try to stop her as her entourage led her beneath the watching eyes of the city’s defenders to another wall, this one with a steel portcullis blocking their way.  At least, it sort of looked like steel.  Lily didn’t know metals.  She’d never bothered to learn a crafting Skill, because that was the kind of thing she had minions for.   Her party stopped before the gates, and a creature she didn’t recognize appeared atop the wall overhead.  It was tiny compared to the urukkai, about the size of a kid, and it had a huge head with a horn like a unicorn sticking out of it.  Lily’s hands twitched involuntarily; this was a new type of urukkai to her.  That meant a new type of slave she didn’t already have.  She almost lashed out at it with her magic, but she stopped herself just in time.  That wasn’t what she was here for, and if she struck first, these urukkai would hit back, hard.  Besides, once she’d gotten what she came for, she could always come back here and take one or two of these things.  They looked almost adorable, in a hideous sort of way.
“Why have you entered our fortress, Darkened One?” the creature spoke in a voice that was oddly hollow and resonant.  Lily recognized the sound; it was how her slaves sounded when she talked through them, too.  Someone was using this thing as a mouthpiece, and they were smart enough to get on her good side.  ‘Darkened One’ had a nice ring to it, and she’d have to start telling her minions to call her that.  Or maybe ‘Dark Queen’.  That would be good, too. 
She refocused her thoughts and looked up at the creature.  That was an issue with Madness; it tended to make her mind wander in strange ways.
“I’m here to talk to whoever’s in charge,” she said.  “I know you’re starting a war against the Lightborn, and I want to be a part of that.”
“You have a substantial army already,” the creature replied.  “Use them.  What do you seek here?”
“My army’s great, but I need more,” she said.  “I know that the urukkai only played a minor role in the Feast.  They’re just not strong enough to have destroyed as many cities as the Light lost, and those cities aren’t destroyed enough to have been trampled by Nightmare Beasts.  I want to know what took those cities and how I can get an army of them.”
The voice was silent for a long moment.  “What makes you think that you are worthy of such knowledge?” it asked at last.
“Because I’m as Dark as they come,” she laughed, letting Madness flare around her.  She didn’t even notice as her power incinerated her own minions, but she wouldn’t have cared if she had realized it.  They’d done what they were supposed to do and gotten her here.  They were expendable, now.  “And I’m powerful enough to do something with them.”
The creature actually laughed at that.  “While you have some small measure of power, it is not as potent as you might believe—at least, not yet.  You need an Evolved Class that will help you grow and develop your power, and you need training in how to use it.”
“I’ll get my Evolved Class soon enough,” she said dismissively.  “And can you show me how to use Madness?”
“I cannot, but I know of one who can,” the voice replied.  It was silent for almost a full minute, and Lily started to get impatient.  She hated being kept waiting; it felt too much like being ignored.  When she got ignored, she tended to lash out to make sure everyone was paying attention to her again. 
“Very well,” the voice finally spoke before she lost her control.  “What do you offer in return?”
“To not kill you,” she laughed.
“That is a feat beyond your power,” the voice said dismissively.
“Maybe right now, but I’ll keep coming back.  I’ll kill as many of you as I can each time, and every visit here will get me stronger and stronger.   Your beasts won’t respawn the way I will.  Every one of them I kill makes me stronger and you weaker.  Eventually, I’ll get you, and you’ll tell me whatever I want to know, anyway—as my eternal slave.  It’s up to you how we do this; I’m fine with it either way.”
The voice laughed, and Lily thought it sounded appreciative.  “Then the bargain is set.  Reach me, and I will teach you what you need to know.  I will show you how to call the bodakkai to your banner, and I will give you a new slave that will teach you about Madness.  All you need to do…is survive.”
Lily could tell the moment the voice vanished, because the urukkai around her suddenly became menacing, and the creature it had been occupying stopped looking all vacant and started looking angry.   She grinned and let Madness flow forth.  She didn’t know if she’d make it to the creature this time or not, but eventually, she would. 
And getting there was going to be a hell of a lot of fun.




Chapter 25

Jeff opened his eyes to see the interior of the Mark I capsule and watched as she last of the green nanogel drained away.  He barely noticed as the IVs withdrew from his arm and waited impatiently for the restraining straps to slide away, freeing him.  When the pod opened, a familiar face appeared. 
“Welcome back, Mr. Lawing!” the young man who usually helped him log out said cheerfully.  “You know the drill; just stand still while I rinse you off.”
“No problem,” Jeff replied, hiding his impatience.  What a crappy time to get logged out!  I need to figure out a way to track the days better.  What if this had happened as Haerobel was being attacked? 
He raised his arms to allow the man to spray him down, washing the residual nanogel and its attendant nanites off him.  The tiny machines were expensive, and the rinsing process would recycle them so they could be used again.  The water was warm, and a couple months ago, Jeff would have luxuriated in the feel of it.  Water was a precious commodity, and only the wealthy could afford to use it for things like bathing thanks to the near worldwide drought and rampant pollution.  Bathing was a normal thing in the game, though, so the makeshift shower didn’t quite have the same impact on him that it might once have.
The doctor greeted him a bit perfunctorily when he entered her office, and he sat down on the examining table with a frown.  While her face held a professional smile, her body language was all wrong.  Her muscles tensed; her shoulders were set and slightly hunched; her hands kept moving idly and clenched into fists randomly.  She’s really frustrated right now.  I wonder what’s wrong?
“Are you okay?” he asked her cautiously.  She seemed to jump a bit, as if startled that he spoke, and gave him a smile that was utterly false. 
“I’m fine,” she said somewhat tersely.
“Are you sure?  You seem a little—aggravated.  Is there anything I can do to help?”
She gazed at him calmly for a few moments, then sighed.  “You’re good at reading people,” she finally said.  “Are you in the marketing department?”
Jeff laughed.  “Programmer,” he corrected.  “And I don’t think I’m that good with people, period.  I can just see that you’re feeling upset, is all.  Your whole body screams that something’s annoying you.”
“And you think that being able to tell how a person’s feeling from their body language isn’t being good at reading them?” she snorted, some of the tension leaving her shoulders.  “You should go into sales.  You’d get rich if you could figure out how to monetize that skill.”
As she said the word ‘skill’, Jeff suddenly realized what was happening.  He’d never really figured out how his Sense Intent skill worked in the game; he just always seemed to know how people were feeling.  He’d assumed the AIs were spoon-feeding him that information—secretly rolling a check for the Skill and giving him information based on the results of the check—but now he wondered if maybe they weren’t.  I mean, when I trained the skill, I had to practice reading facial cues and body language a lot.  Maybe that training actually took, and now I’m good at reading people IRL? 
“Well, whatever the case, I can tell something’s bothering you,” he finally spoke.  “I can be a decent listener.  Do you want to talk about it?  Maybe vent a little?”
She gazed at him calmly before shrugging her shoulders.  “I suppose it can’t hurt for you to know,” she said at last.  “This morning, I got a memo from upstairs telling me that they were worried about your health, thanks to the longer immersion times you’ve gotten, and they wanted me to pull you out for an overnight observation.”
“Overnight?” he repeated, his eyes widening.  That would be a disaster, at least in the game.  It was entirely possible that the urukkai army would reach Haerobel while he was logged out, and that might spell catastrophe for the city.  He looked calmly at the woman.  “Are you worried about my health?”
“Not in the slightest,” she shook her head, accessing her virtual terminal and pulling up a screen that had his face on it.  She pointed to the numbers there.  “It’s right here.  Your general health has consistently increased with every checkup.  Muscle mass and density have slowly increased at a rate consistent with vigorous, maintained exercise; blood oxygen levels are excellent, and your cardio fitness has gone way up; all your panels are normal.  Even your EEGs are excellent, and the MRIs have shown increased neural connectivity without increased activity that might be worrying.”
Jeff frowned.  “According to the terms of the beta test,” he said slowly, “you can pull me from the test for observation if you have just medical cause.”
“That’s the thing; I don’t,” she sighed.  “I’ll run the tests again, today, but I’m fairly certain nothing will come up.  Without that cause, I can’t legally keep you out of the test.”
He rubbed his chin, his mind racing.  Obviously, Newsome had orchestrated this; he was sending Jeff a message.  There was more than one way Newsome could screw Jeff over or make his life difficult, and he was making sure Jeff remembered that fact.  However, Jeff wasn’t willing to just roll over, either.  He might have, once, but now?  Now, he intended to fight back.
“It seems to me that they’ve put you in a bad place,” he finally said.  “If you disobey them, you could get reprimanded, but if you do what they say, you’re opening yourself up to liability.”
“That’s basically it, yes,” she agreed in an exasperated tone.
“So, what we need to do,” he continued, “is let you do both things.  You need to observe me—just not overnight—and you need to let me back in the game—just not right away.”
“I’m all ears if you know how to do that.”
“It’s simple.  Run your tests, and then we’ll go grab some coffee together.  You can observe me under normal, social conditions and gauge my responses to common stimuli, and afterward, you can send me in saying that you did what they asked, found no issues, and returned me to the game.  They can’t yell at you because you did what they wanted.”
She stared at him for a moment, then laughed.  “Are you asking me on a date?” she said.
“Just for coffee,” he smiled at her.
“Can my husband come along?” she asked archly.
“If he really wants to,” he laughed.  “He’ll need to pick up the tab, then, though.”
She snorted.  “You know what?  Why not?  It’s as good a solution as any, and better than any I can think of.  Now take off your clothes.”
“Doesn’t that usually happen after the coffee?” he teased, pulling off his shirt.
“In your dreams,” she rolled her eyes.  “And just for that, I might accidentally run your stress test a bit too long.  I guess I was distracted by your witty banter.”
“Okay, I’m sorry,” he chuckled.  “It was just too perfect.”
“Yes, I did kind of set you up for that one.  Fine, you’re forgiven—but you’re using your rations for the coffee.”
His tests went swiftly; once she started work, her manner became utterly professional, and she ran through the battery efficiently.  Afterward, the two of them went to the cafeteria and grabbed a cup of coffee, sitting down together at a table.  Jeff took a long sip and sighed with satisfaction.
“Oh, that’s good,” he said contentedly.  “I’ve missed coffee.”
“None in the game?” she asked.
“Not where I’m at, which is in the Elven Realms.”  He laughed.  “Actually, where I’m at now doesn’t even have water, much less coffee.  The Human Kingdoms have coffee, though.”
“What’s it like inside the game?” she asked curiously, sipping from her cup.
“It feels totally real,” he replied with a sigh.  “Every sight, sound, taste—even smells are as real as…well, as real as that floral perfume you’re wearing.”
“You can smell that?” she asked in a surprised voice.  “I must have put too much on today.”
He shook his head.  “I’ve just got a really good sense of smell,” he hedged.  “It smells nice, by the way.  The point is, when you’re in the game, you can’t tell it’s a game.  It’s that realistic.”
She sighed, her face wistful.  “I was on the list for the beta testing, you know.  I didn’t get in.  They needed all the doctors they could find to screen the applicants and perform the weekly testing.  It sounds amazing, although I’m not really into the whole ‘swords and sorcery’ bit.”
“What kind of games do you like to play?” he asked.
“Futuristic ones.  You know, Galactic Warlord or Matter Impact.  I love sci-fi, both books and games.”
“I like those, too, sometimes,” he nodded.  “I mean, I prefer fantasy, but it’s fun to look through the sights of a plasma blaster sometimes, too.”
She laughed.  “Tell me more about the game,” she prodded.  “What are you doing in there?”
“Well, I think I started a global war between good and evil,” he smiled.  “Or restarted it, I guess.  Now, I’m gathering an army to fight in that war.”
“Seriously?  You started a global war?  How?”
“By killing something that was supposed to be unkillable,” he sighed.  He went on to explain about his class, the conflict between light and darkness, and how he’d slain the Nightmare Beast.  “So, now, I have to defend Haerobel against an urukkai army,” he shook his head.  “After that, I’ll probably need to head to the elven capital and convince the monarchs there to give the army to me.”
“Correct me if I’m wrong,” she said curiously, “but it sounds to me like that citadel is the key to all of this, right?  It’s splitting your territories and keeping you from using these roads to move troops.”
“Yes, but the problem is, I’ll need an army to take Cendarta—probably more than one.  I’ll need to gather the elves under my banner, rally the dwarves, and get at least the army from Stoneleague if I’m going to have any chance at taking that place.”
Her face looked thoughtful.  “You know, usually in these games, the whole build-up climaxes in a big battle between you and the BBEG.  The armies are just there to kind of force that confrontation.  If you could figure out another way to do that, you wouldn’t need the entire army.”
He stared at her in astonishment.  “That’s a great idea!” he finally said.  “You’re right, that is the usual point to the armies.  I kill enough of his people or take enough of the city that the Big Bag End Guy has to come out and deal with me himself.  I just need to find a way to kill a lot of his people without needing an army!”
“You’re welcome,” she smiled at him.  “That’s my favorite part of games: coming up with ways to break it.”
“Me, too,” he grinned.
They chatted for another hour or so, talking amiably about games they’d played and comparing notes on the ones they both had in common. 
“You know, I think it’s plain that you aren’t suffering from any cognitive issues,” she finally smiled at him.  “I think it’s safe to send you back into the game.”
“I appreciate that,” he smiled at her.  “This was fun; your husband’s a lucky guy.”
“I’m not married,” she laughed.  “I said that to see what your reaction would be.  I wanted to know if you were more interested in helping me resolve the situation or going out with me.”
“Sneaky,” he admitted.  “In that case, we should do this again sometime.”
“We should, although maybe next time, it can be a full breakfast.”  She rose from the table, and he did the same.
“I’d like that.”  He suddenly stopped as realization hit him.  “You know, I never asked you your name.  I was enjoying our chat so much that it just slipped my mind.”
“It’s Karla,” she shook her head.
“Well, it’s been fun, Karla,” he said as they walked back to the examining room.  “Now, I actually have something to look forward to at the next logout.”
“It was fun, Jeff,” she agreed.  “Go kill some—what are they called?  Urik-eyes?”
“Urukkai.”
“Right.  Go kill some urukkai for me.  And remember, no one ever won a war from a defensive stance.”
He gave her a quick hug that she returned willingly, then returned to the waiting pod.  Karla had given him some good ideas, and he knew how he was going to move forward, now. 
As the cover closed over him, though, for the first time, part of him wasn’t eager to jump into the game. 
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“Mr. Lawing is now re-entering the pod, Mr. Newsome,” Veronica’s voice spoke in the darkness of David Newsome’s office. 
He paused in his scan of his myriad holo-feeds and looked up toward the ceiling.  He knew that Veronica’s voice was projected from hidden speakers all around the room, and that she was watching him through a dozen cameras at once, but he always felt more comfortable speaking to a specific point.  A human failing, I suppose.  We need to feel like we’re dealing with a specific individual.  That’s why the AIs created avatars like Veronica, after all.
“I’m certain that we ordered him held for observation for a day,” he observed mildly.  “Why isn’t that happening?”
“Mr. Lawing convinced Dr. Burke to give him a green light,” his assistant explained. 
“And just how did he do that?”
“He went for coffee with her.”
Newsome shook his head.  “I take it this is the result of his abnormally high charisma stat?”
“Most likely, yes, sir.  He could also sense her distress at being put in what she felt to be an untenable situation and helped her resolve it in a way that will make it difficult to discipline her.”
“She disobeyed a direct order.  How is that hard to discipline?”  Even as he said it, he realized that he was wrong.  “Never mind; I understand.  She works for us, but she’s legally obligated to follow the testing protocols, and those won’t allow her to hold someone without cause.  She can say that she observed him in a social situation and saw no need for further sequestering.”  He sighed.  “It’s mildly clever.  I take it Mr. Lawing worked it out?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What’s his in-game intelligence, again?”
“286 base score.  That puts him in the top one percent of the entire game, including NPCs.”
“And what effect has that had on his actual IQ?”
“Well, as you know, IQ is a fairly imprecise measure of intelligence, Mr. Newsome.  However, with the increased neural connectivity and the extra stimulation to his reasoning and cognitive centers, we estimate a jump of approximately thirty-five points, putting him well above the genius threshold.”
Newsome rubbed his face.  “And there’s no way to prevent this sort of thing from happening?” he asked.  This was the aspect of the game that made him most uncomfortable.  People who developed skills in-game took those skills back into the real world, but it was the same for improving stats.  As people became stronger in the game, their bodies became stronger in real life.  If they were faster in game, their real-life speed was boosted, as well.  Not by as much as the game might imply—Lawing’s IQ boost, for example, was probably about a twenty to thirty percent increase, while in the game his intelligence had gone up about a thousand percent—but it was noticeable.  That could be a useful marketing tool for the interface, since it could be used for all sorts of training and would require far less space, time, and supplies as standard training, but it would also raise flags in certain quarters.  People didn’t want their brains altered, even for the better.
“Not without completely losing the current skill and stat systems, no,” she replied calmly.  “As I explained previously, to increase a stat in the game, we have to alter the subject’s neural connectivity and nervous system.  Otherwise, they can’t imagine what they’ll need to do to perform the skill in question.  If we do that without also strengthening the involved muscles and bones, players will be far more susceptible to injuries even during normal activities, since their muscles won’t be able to keep up with their new faster actions and reflexes.”
He nodded; they’d been through this discussion several times already.  “Yes, fine,” he waved the idea away.  He’d looked into what she said, and she was substantively correct.  To fix that issue, the AIs would have to completely rework how they handled skills and stats; instead of relying on the subject’s own nervous system to handle much of the load, they’d have to do it themselves.  That would drastically slow down the game and would work against their goal of making a full neural map of the human mind.
“How, then, did his charisma score translate into actual increased interpersonal abilities?” he asked.  “Did you alter his personality?”
“No, Mr. Newsome.  That is well beyond the bounds of our protocols, as you know.  We simulate the effects of high charisma by altering the world around players, not altering the players themselves.  Our best guess is that he’s become so used to being confident and in-charge in the game that he’s altered his own behaviors to match that reality.”
“And does he know about this effect?”
“He does, sir.  He noticed it during his first logout, when his scent ability and archery skill both functioned outside of the game.  He’s also concerned that we might be altering his personality to match that of his character, but he has yet to address it.  I believe he’s nervous that it might be true, so he’s subconsciously avoiding contact with the AIs.”
Newsome’s gaze almost unseeingly scanned through his holo-screens.  He had dozens of things to deal with that should be far more important; at the same time, Lawing’s success in integrating with the system was the most important thing in Newsome’s world at that moment.  Singularity had to work; it was the only option left to him. 
“Very well.  Thanks for the update.  Keep an eye on him, and let me know if anything important comes up.”  He hesitated.  “Oh, and send Dr. Burke a message thanking her for taking the extra time to certify Mr. Lawing, and include a bonus equal to 25% of her current weekly pay for her efforts.”
“Of course, Mr. Newsome.  Will there be anything else?”
“Yes, Veronica.  Get my pod ready.”  He sighed.  “I think it’s time I started getting back into the game.  Mr. Lawing has been causing some rather large-scale changes, and it might be time to rein him in a bit.”
“Are you sure, Mr. Newsome?  Your character’s presence…”
“Yes, I know, but I think it’s worth the risk.  Arrange for the two of us to meet, Veronica.  Mr. Lawing needs to see what true power actually is.”




Chapter 26

Aranos felt the familiar falling sensation as he was literally dropped from his respawn room back into the game.  Light swirled around him, and he opened his eyes to find himself still standing above the Tree-heart in the city of Haerobel.  A few elves were gathered around him, and from the drawn weapons they held, either they’d been badly startled by his appearance—or Geltheriel’s talk with the captain hadn’t gone well.  When the elves lowered their weapons, Aranos breathed a sigh of relief.  He knew that Mutroda and the elves were capable enough, but against an entire city of enemies, they’d have been in trouble.
“Lord Evenshade,” one of the elves bowed.  “Your Follower told us that you would be returning here at some point.  I am instructed to guide you to the Great Square and Captain Verrona.”
“There’s no need,” Aranos waved away the offer.  “While I haven’t spent as much time here as you have, the time that I did spend here is etched in my memory.  I can get to the square by myself.”  He pulled up strands of light and dimensional mana, opening a window into the square to look around.  He smiled as his Spell showed him towering buildings where before there had been only ruins and wreckage.  That wasn’t why he was scrying the area, though.  There were a lot of elves there, and he didn’t want to open a portal that someone might accidentally walk through.  It took him almost a minute to locate a clear space and another thirty seconds to open the portal before stepping through into the square—and into another group of hastily drawn weapons. 
Wow.  They’re really on edge, aren’t they? 
“Sorry for startling you all,” he said, holding his hands out to the sides even as he belatedly poured a few thousand SP into his Arcane Armor.  It would suck to come back and get killed right away because someone thought he was a monster or something.  “I’m looking for Captain Verrona.”
“Lord Evenshade,” one of the elves bowed, lowering his weapon.  “The captain is in her command tent.”  The elf hesitated.  “Is—is it true that you are the one who restored the city, my Lord?”
“Yeah,” he nodded.  “I didn’t realize how bad you all had it, here, and I wanted to help.”  He looked around at the tall, proud buildings, noticing that while there was still dust, there was a lot less of it.  “It looks a lot better, at least.”
“Indeed.  Having shelter from the accursed dust is vastly preferable to living in tents.”  The man frowned.  “I wish to thank you, Lord Evenshade—and to apologize.”
“Apologize?”
“Yes.  I, like so many of us here, cursed your name with regularity.  We have been told that this posting is our duty, a duty that was thrust upon us by your actions.  And yet, not once did I consider that perhaps you, too, were merely doing your duty—and that perhaps you are as much a victim as we.”
Aranos wasn’t sure what to make of that.  It almost sounded like someone had been deliberately trying to worsen his reputation with the elves here.  That didn’t make much sense—at least, it didn’t until he remembered that the royals were planning to sacrifice this city to the Darkness.  When I look at it that way, of course they were trying to make this my fault.  That way, they could blame me for the city’s loss: Lord Evenshade took the city and didn’t even bother to rebuild it!  We had no choice but to let it go!
“Well, I’m glad you understand that I’m only trying to help,” he said at last.  “Regardless of what people might think, I never set out to free Haerobel, and I came here specifically to defend it.”
“I am glad of that, my Lord,” the man nodded.  “Let me show you to the captain’s tent.”
Captain Verrona’s tent was larger than the others, but once Aranos stepped inside, he understood why it was.  The place was relatively crowded, with at least ten elves standing around in the tent, looking at different maps or papers and speaking quietly but intently.  He spotted Verrona immediately, standing in the center of the tent, speaking rapidly with Mutroda, who stood nearby.  Aranos pushed forward, weaving around the groups, and Verrona spotted him at once.
“Lord Evenshade, you return,” she said shortly.  “We are planning our evacuation of the city.  We could use your aid.”
“Your what?” Aranos repeated, freezing in shock.
“Our evacuation, my Lord.”
“The pink-headed imbecile doesn’t think we can hold this place, Sorcerer,” Mutroda grumbled.  “I’m trying to convince her we can, but she’s not really listening.”
“I hear your words, but you do not know of what you speak, dwarf,” Verrona said waspishly.  “If the urukkai are truly moving upon us in force, we cannot hold.  We must abandon the city and retreat along the High Road to Ulethelas.”
“You want to run and leave this city to the urukkai,” he said loudly, his voice rising with his anger until all conversation in the tent ended.  “You just want to abandon it.  Is that right?”
“My Lord, we have no choice,” the captain replied coolly.  “We have practically no food and very little water.  If the urukkai besiege us, they will starve us out in days.”
“Then we kill them before they can besiege us,” he snapped.
“My Lord, I understand that you have fought the urukkai before on the High Road, but this is siege warfare,” she began, but Aranos cut her off.
“I led a force about a fifth the size of this one to defeat over a thousand urukkai not two days ago,” Aranos said flatly.  “When’s the last time you commanded in a battle of that size, Captain?”
“My Lord, my training tells me…”
“That’s not your training, Verrona,” he spoke over her again.  “That’s your fear.  You’re choosing to listen to it.”
The woman’s eyes flashed.  “Do I fear to try and hold this place?  Yes, of course I do!  Any sane commander would!  You think I wish to spend the lives of my people to hold this—this inhospitable wasteland of a city?  No, Lord Evenshade, I do not.  This city is not worth even one elven life, much less hundreds.”
Aranos took a deep breath, cooling his anger.  “Fine,” he said flatly.  “You want to leave the city?  I’ll make it easy for you.  Come with me.”  He stormed out of the tent, summoning his mana as he did.  He felt more than saw the other elves leaving the tent, but he glanced back to be sure that Verrona was with them.  A long moment passed before the woman stepped almost reluctantly from the tent, and Aranos saw Mutroda dragging her by the arm with one hand, her other hand clamped over the woman’s sword hilt. 
He turned and took another deep breath, facing toward the elves who had stopped their activities at the sound of raised voices.  Most of them were looking at him with mixtures of concern and mistrust, although a few looked genuinely curious.  What he needed to do was going to be an uphill battle, to be sure.  Summoning his mana, he floated up in the air so that everyone could see him and looked out at the hundreds of faces.
“Elves of Haerobel,” he began, speaking as loudly as he could without shouting and forcing himself into the stiff cadence of elven formality, “you have likely heard that an army of urukkai marches even now toward this city.  This is true: there can be no denying it.  There are likely over a thousand of those monsters moving this way along the High Road.  In fact, I would not be surprised if they arrived tonight.”
A wave of murmuring rose among the elves at his words, but Aranos plowed on.  “Your Captain wishes to quit the city.  I understand her concerns.  This is not your home.  This city is not the deep woods of the elven forests.  It is a barren place, bereft of life.  She does not wish to spend your lives to hold a place for which she feels no loyalty and no duty.”
More mutterings rose at that, and Aranos allowed them to continue for some time. 
“For me and mine, though, we will stay and fight,” he finally spoke, silencing the elves.  “Haerobel is not my home.  It is not a place of joy to me.  When first I came here, I was hunted through the streets by undead.  I was forced to hide and battle just to survive from one moment to the next, and my journey through this place was marked with blood, both mine and that of my dearest friend in this world. 
“Still, we will fight, not because we wish to, but because we must.  We will fight to deny the Darkness this victory.  We will fight to hold what is ours.  We will fight because refusing to stand against the Darkness is giving in to it.” 
He looked around at the elves, who’d mostly gone still and stared at him.  “Look at what has become of the Light.  Look how much was taken from it by the Feast, how much was destroyed and thought lost forever.  We will fight because this is our chance to deny this city to the Darkness, to stand against it and declare that it will take nothing more from the Light!”
Determination began to appear on faces, and Aranos took that for a good sign.  “Days ago, I stood on a wall against an army such as the one we face.  There, a fifth of your number turned back the hordes of urukkai who wished to destroy and sack Antas.  On that wall, the dark assault broke; they fled before us, having lost almost the entirety of their army.  The Darkness can be beaten!  We can stand for the Light and emerge victorious—but to do this, we must first have the will to stand and fight!”
More elves were nodding at his words, now.  “This is not your city, that is true.  And yet, think of this.  This is not even my world, and I fight.  I fight because it is the right thing to do, because the only way to raise the banner of the Light is to stand against the Darkness.  I fight so that this horde is stopped here, so that no more of the Light is lost to the Darkness.  Because if I do not stand here today, if Haerobel is given to the Darkness, what will be next?  Will we stand by and let the Darkness take Ulethelas or Eredain, choosing to save lives by sacrificing what is ours?  Will all the Elven Realms collapse into the city of Cyva Alari?  Once the retreat is sounded…where does it end?”
He rose higher and allowed a trickle of War to flow into him, radiating gently out into the surrounding square.  “I choose to stop the Darkness here.  However, those who do not wish to stand with me can flee.  In fact, I will make it easy for you to do so.”
He reached out a tendril of mana, connecting to the city beneath him.  He could feel Haerobel’s Tree-heart pulsing with power and knew that it was watching him carefully.  Don’t worry, he sent silently to the Heart.  I’m just going to build something really quickly.  He felt the Heart’s silent, cautious assent, and he allowed his thoughts to plunge into the matrix that was the entirety of the city of Haerobel.  Finding the Great Square was easy—the large, open space was almost a beacon in his mental sight—and he recalled the blueprint for the Portal Arch that he’d gotten from Skollheld Heill.  He mentally wove the concept of that blueprint into the Great Square, altering it as he had his other portal arches to make it more efficient and use less energy.  As the image formed in the Heart’s matrix, a notification appeared.
[image: ]
Building Available: Evolved Portal Arch
Rarity: Uncommon
Effect: 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 to whom its owner grants access.
Cost: 11,740 SP
Do you wish to build this structure? (Yes/No)
[image: ]
He chose ‘Yes’, and he felt mana pouring out of him into the Heart.  The energy rushed through the construct he’d built, filling it with power.  He heard gasps from all around him, but his concentration was fully on the structure he was crafting with his mind.  It wasn’t easy holding the blueprint perfectly in his thoughts and keeping it connected to the Tree-heart.  SP rushed through him in a torrent, finally dying away as the last of the mental blueprint was filled with his energy. 
He opened his eyes and saw the portal arch looming before him, just as he’d imagined it.  He quickly went to his city management tab, selected the High Arch he’d built to connect to the Skollheld, and opened it, connecting it to the portal in front of him.  The smooth, gray arch shimmered for a moment before filling with a swirl of colors.  The kaleidoscopic image slowed and stilled, revealing the square before Saphielle’s tree in Antas. 
“This portal will take anyone who wishes to pass through it to the city of Antas,” he said.  “It is not Ulethelas, as you may have hoped, but it is far from this place—and far more hospitable.  There is food and water, places to sleep, and enclaves of the Houses of Blades and Twilight.  Anyone who wishes to leave the city need not dare the High Roads at all.  You can go now, and I will say nothing against you.
“However, I will stay.  I will stand and fight for this city, for the Elven Realms, and for the Light!  If you stand with me, I do not promise you safety; this is war, and there is none to be had.  I promise you only the chance to stand for the Light, to know that you have done something that each generation since the Feast has wished they could do: you have taken a land back from the Darkness and defended it with courage and honor. 
“So, choose.  Stand with me, or flee to Antas.  Choose now, and choose well.”
As he finished speaking, he activated his Mass Inspection Skill.  The nearest elves’ information appeared in a few seconds, with each second popping up more and more tags.  Most of the elves still had the Demoralized debuff, albeit only at the first or second level instead of the fourth or fifth as he’d seen earlier.  Quite a few of the elves, though, had lost that debuff entirely, and to his surprise, many of them had gained a new buff, ‘Inspired’. 
Unfortunately, the captain wasn’t one of those.  “Your words are stirring, Lord Evenshade,” the woman said heavily.  “And there is a part of me that wishes to believe them—but I cannot bring myself to.  I will travel to Antas, as you said, and submit myself to the House of Blades there for assignment.  I cannot leave, though, until I know that all of my command in Haerobel have been given this opportunity.” 
Aranos’ Skill told him that Verrona still had the Demoralized 2 debuff; he could probably talk her into staying if he wanted to, but to be honest, he was worried that her staying might cause more problems than it solved.  Even if he removed the debuff, would it stay gone?  Or would it return at the first urukkai attack?  How much worse would things be if she broke in the middle of the battle?  He didn’t know how it worked, but it seemed reasonable to him that once someone had been Demoralized, it would be much easier for it to happen to them a second time. 
“Then send word, Captain,” he told her.  “This portal will remain open until sunset; any who remain when the night falls have chosen to stand with me.”
“Very well, my Lord,” she sighed.  “I will have word spread of your offer.”  She glanced at him, and he could see the indecision warring on her face.  “Your portal will save many lives,” she finally spoke.  “The trip to Ulethelas is two days by the High Roads, and we would have suffered casualties traveling it at night while only lightly supplied.  You—you have my thanks for that.”
He floated back down to the square and walked over to stand before her.  “I know that you’re just trying to save lives,” he said softly.  “I am, too.  You’re trying to save the lives of your soldiers; I’m trying to save the lives of everyone in the Elven Realms.”
She shook her head.  “I do not doubt your sincerity, my Lord.  I doubt the wisdom of choosing this as your battleground.  Can you not open a portal to Ulethelas?  Join us there, and we will stand together against the urukkai!  A thousand of their number will destroy themselves against our defenses.”
He sighed.  “That’s not how it’ll happen, though.  They won’t destroy Haerobel; they’ll occupy it.  They’ll use it as a staging ground and field an army in the tens of thousands, only two days from Ulethelas.  Will the city hold against that?  Will it hold against two or three armies like that?  The urukkai breed fast, and no one knows how many of them there are in Cendarta.”
The woman looked troubled.  “I see what you are saying, my Lord, but will they not just do the same here?  Will they not simply field another army, one large enough to smash our defenses?”
“Cendarta’s a long way from here, and a lot of things can change by the time they get another army here,” he smiled, then shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter; I’m not going to try and convince you.  Go, pass your messages to your people.  They should have a chance to leave if they want—and to stay if they want, too.”  He looked at her directly as he spoke those last words, and she lifted her chin a bit defiantly.
“I will not speak for or against their staying, my Lord,” she said softly.  “I will tell them my choice, but I can see that you have swayed many of my command with your words.  I am certain that those will speak of what you told us; they will hear of their choices.”
“Good,” he nodded.  “That’s all I ask.”
As the elf walked away, Mutroda came up to stand beside him, shaking her head.  “That woman has no business being a commander,” she said bluntly.
“I don’t know about that,” Aranos hedged.  “I mean, she’s worried about her people.  I get that.”
“That’s my point.  She’s too afraid to lose anyone.  You can’t lead soldiers into battle if you can’t deal with them dying.”  The dwarf sighed.  “I’ve seen things like this happen before.  Someone’s good at managing people, and they get overpromoted.  In the Skollheld, when that happens, we usually post that person somewhere far away from combat.”
“Maybe someone assumed Haerobel was far away from combat,” he suggested.  Or maybe someone wanted the occupation of the city to fail, and chose the perfect commander to make that happen.  I’m starting to think that’s more likely.
“Maybe.”  Mutroda sounded unconvinced, and he wondered if her thoughts ran parallel to his.  In the middle of this crowd of elves, though, he didn’t want to voice those suspicions aloud. 
He glanced around.  “Where’s the rest of the party?” he asked. 
“Rhys went out to try and heal some trees or something,” the woman snorted.  “Silma said she’s scouting the High Road to look for the urukkai.  And Geltheriel…”  The dwarf shook her head.  “She got frustrated at the captain’s refusal to listen to reason and went off somewhere.  I’m sure you can find her.  And if you can’t, give her a bit.  She’ll definitely find you.”




Chapter 27

Indeed, it wasn’t hard for Aranos to use his Tracking Skill to follow his wayward Follower.  She’d left in a hurry at first, her strides long and her steps far harder than they usually were.  She’d been angry, and she’d stomped away—or, at least, she’d done her equivalent of stomping, which was still lighter than Aranos walked normally, judging from the tracks.  At some point, her stride length normalized, and she’d wandered off into the city.  She’d stopped at several points, and her steps became more hesitant as she went, but she’d never turned back.
Aranos knew where she was going even before he saw the building she’d disappeared into.  He’d never forget it; even if he hadn’t recognized the pile of broken, shattered bones that had once been a gasha beside the door, he’d have known it for what it was right away.  The last time he’d seen this place, it had been artificially reinforced with materials cannibalized from all around the area.  Now, the building stood as whole as it must have before the city’s fall.  It was two stories tall, narrow, and made of burnished, golden wood. 
When he walked inside, though, he realized that his restoration of the city had a flaw.  It had fixed the damaged buildings, but it hadn’t changed anything non-structural.  He should have guessed what he would find within from the gasha bones—if those hadn’t been cleared away, then certainly what was in here wouldn’t have been. 
The lower floor of the building had once been some kind of tavern, at least he guessed that from the bar running along the right side of the wall.  Now, it was obviously a jail.  High steel bars ran from the floor to the ceiling, blackened and pitted with rust but still thick and strong.  A rectangle had been cut out of the center of the bars, and the severed pieces lay on the floor, untouched.  The entire place reeked, a stench that reached back into his throat and seemed to coat his tongue.  The miasma emanated from the back of the cell, where piles of waste and filth stood. 
Geltheriel stood in front of the bars, seemingly unperturbed by the stench.  As Aranos stepped up beside her, she glanced his way.  Her face was thoughtful, rather than angry or despondent as he’d feared, which was a good thing, at least.
“Oathbinder,” she said simply before turning to gaze back at the bars.
“Are you okay?” he asked quietly.
“I was not, I must admit.  When I told the captain of the looming threat, her first response was to abandon the city.”
“I know.  I think I convinced about half of the soldiers to stay, but she’s still leaving.  Mutroda said you got angry.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “I did, although not for the reason she likely assumed.  You see, Oathbinder, I was not frustrated with the captain.  I was frustrated with myself.”
He remained silent, and after a moment, she continued.  “I hate this city, Oathbinder,” she said softly.  “A part of me wishes to see it burned to the ground.  I grew angry not because of the captain’s refusal, but because her words too closely mirrored my own thoughts, and I knew that I was failing my duty toward you.”
“Geltheriel…” he protested, but she held up a pleading hand, and he fell silent.
“Understand, Oathbinder, that I know you would hold me blameless.  You would tell me that my emotions were understandable, and that thoughts were immaterial so long as my actions supported you.  And yet, in that you would be mistaken. 
“Thoughts do matter, for dark thoughts have a way of multiplying and growing out of control.  You can see the results when you observe the captain; she has let her rancor for this place consume her, and even if she wished to remain, I would hesitate to place her in charge of the walls.”
“She has a Demoralized debuff,” he confirmed.  “I saw it with my Inspection Skill.  It went from level four or five to level two, and I think I could use my Charisma to get rid of it entirely, but I was worried that she’d break at the first attack.”
“A valid fear, Oathbinder.  The Demoralized debuff is an insidious one, for once someone has attained it, it is easier to regain it each time.  Only a triumph or the Inspired buff can offset this weakness.  It is quite possible that the mere sight of the urukkai could have caused her to call for a withdrawal.
“However, that is not my true concern.  Since I have returned to this place, I have been far more aware of the Corruption within me than usual.  I can typically ignore its whispers, the urge to give in to my anger, the need for violence.  My Class aids me in this, as do both your presence and Silma’s, as the Redemption that emanates from you both quiets the Corruption to some extent.
“In Haerobel, for whatever reason, the Corruption is more insistent and harder to resist.  I wanted desperately to agree with the captain, to abandon the city—or, in all honesty, to burn it myself and watch it be reduced to ashes.  And that is why I left, Oathbinder.  Not because I was unhappy with the captain, but because I was struggling to think of reasons that she was not correct.”
Aranos stayed quiet for a few moments as he pondered her words.  He’d screwed up a bit, he realized.  Geltheriel was so in control, he usually forgot about her being Corrupted, and he hadn’t considered what returning to the place that had Corrupted her might do to her.
“I’m sorry,” he said simply.  “I didn’t think of what being here might mean for you.”
She snorted derisively.  “I am a grown elf, Oathbinder.  I could have spoken to you at any time, and you would have allowed me to remain in Antas.  I did not, for my duty is at your side.”  She looked directly at him.  “Besides, I find that I am glad that I returned.”
“Glad?”
“Yes.”  She looked back at the prison.  “This is where our journey truly began, Oathbinder.  Here, in this exact place, you freed me from my imprisonment.”  She laughed.  “I must admit, I thought very little of you or your abilities at that point.”
“Well, you didn’t have any reason to think otherwise,” he pointed out.  “You didn’t know me, yet.”
“True enough.  You struck me then as naïve, inexperienced in our world, and clever but not particularly powerful.”  She barked a short laugh.  “By the time we had left this city, I no longer believed the last.”
“Meaning I was still naïve and inexperienced?” he chuckled.  “Yeah, that’s probably fair.”
“Yes, but that only shows how much you have grown.  How much we both have grown.  Were someone to imprison me in this place today, I could slip out through the shadows.  Or…”  She walked over to the bars, grabbed one with both hands, and pulled.  The bar bent with a shriek of tortured metal, curving and twisting until the top of it pulled loose from the ceiling and slipped out.  She tossed the curved hunk of steel onto the floor with a clatter and wiped the rust and grime from her hands.
“You’re definitely stronger,” he agreed.
“In more ways than one,” she nodded.  “And that is why I returned here, Oathbinder.  I needed to see this place.  I needed to remind myself that here was where I truly began to battle against the Darkness—both within and without.”
“How are you feeling now?” he asked concernedly.
“I still do not like this city,” she shrugged.  “I likely will never have fond memories of it.  However—it has a meaning to me.  It was the place of my rebirth, and it is worth defending.  It is a reminder that even as the Darkness tried to conquer me, it but gave me the tools I needed to destroy it—and now, it will be a place of my rebirth once more.”
“What do you mean?”
She turned to face him.  “My Evolved Class, Oathbinder.  Freeing the Tree-heart gave me enough XP to finally reach level 15 in my Shadedancer Class, and now a choice is upon me.  I must select the direction in which I choose to Evolve.”
He nodded.  “I went through the same thing.  What are your choices?”
“I have three.  The first is to walk the Path of Shadows.  This path will improve my Shadedancer Abilities.  I will be as I am, but…more.
“The second is the Path of Battle.  I will advance my combat Skills far more rapidly, but this will likely be at the expense of my Shadedancer Abilities.  I am not disposed toward this Path, for it will change my nature, but it might make me a vastly more formidable Warrior.”
“It sounds like what Prince Elnorin took,” he noted.
“That is quite likely.  He is a more technically skilled fighter than I, and in a simple duel without the use of Abilities, he would have bested me.”  She grinned.  “Which is why I would never face him under such circumstances, of course.”
“Not when you already kicked his butt twice,” Aranos agreed.  “So, what’s the third choice?”
“The Path of Sacrifice,” she said softly.
“Sacrifice?  That doesn’t sound like a great choice,” he frowned.
“And yet, it may be my best choice, because that is the nature of my Presence, as you may recall.  Still, there is more to it than I told you before.”  She looked seriously at him.  “Just as you, I no longer have Stamina, Oathbinder.  That has melded with my life force, and now I can power my Abilities with LP, making them far more potent but draining my health with their usage.  As I once gave my life over to you, I can now trade my life for the power to protect and defend you.” 
“That—that seems like a dangerous power,” he admitted after a moment of thought.  “I mean, trading your LP for combat power…”
“Is the essence of Sacrifice, which is my deepest nature,” she shrugged.  “It is true, though, that it is a dangerous Path to walk.  On the Path of Sacrifice, my Presence will slowly grow stronger, as will my mastery of it.  I assume that my attacks will become more potent the more LP I am willing to put into them, and should I choose to give enough of myself—I might one day face a Nightmare Beast just as you did.”  She sighed.  “It is a difficult decision.”
“What are you thinking you’ll do?”
“I cannot choose,” she admitted.  “The Path of Shadows is safer and more certain.  I have done well as a Shadedancer, and I will certainly continue to excel along this Path, but…”  She fell silent, and he gave her a moment.
“But what?” he finally prompted.
She took a deep breath.  “When we faced the Nightmare Beast, Oathbinder—I was afraid.”
“I think we all were, Geltheriel.”
“Yes, but not for the same reasons.  I was not afraid that it might kill me—I was afraid that you were facing an enemy so far beyond me, there was nothing I could do to aid you.  At that moment, you were alone, and even if I had wished to, I could not have come to your defense.  I was helpless…and the feeling terrified me.
“If I choose the Path of Shadows, I will grow stronger, but not as you have.  I do not know what Evolved Class you chose, but I can see that it was one that embraced your Domains, not your former Classes.  Is that true?”
“Yes,” he admitted.  “I’m a Primal Sorcerer, now, and my Class does focus on my Domains.”
“And that Class will lead into greater and greater conflicts, with creatures such as the Nightmare Beast—and I will fall behind, unable to stand at your side.  That is my fear, Oathbinder.  I fear that I will become useless unless I dare to walk the path of greater danger.”
He remained silent, considering her words.  “If I were talking to anyone else,” he said slowly, “I’d probably say something reassuring…but you’re more than my Follower or companion, Geltheriel.  You’re my dearest friend in this world, almost a sister to me, so you deserve the honest truth.
“You’re probably right that I’m going to keep throwing myself into more and more dangerous situations.  I’ll probably be facing things that are just as powerful as that Nightmare Beast, if not stronger.  And while I don’t know about the Path of Shadows, I’d bet that everyone who gets an Evolved Class has a similar choice: choose something to pursue your Base Class, like the Path of Battle; choose something to pursue your Advanced Class, like the Path of Shadows, or choose something riskier that moves beyond either.”
He shook his head.  “My heart wants you to pick the Path of Shadows, because I think it’ll be safer for you, but my head…my head says pick the Path of Sacrifice.  Ever since we met, you’ve taken risks that you never would have, walked paths that you wouldn’t have considered, and grown in ways that I’ll bet you couldn’t have imagined.  It’s a risk, but you’ll be the better for it in the long run…and you’ll be happier with yourself for not taking the safe route.”
She looked away from him, her eyes shining, and wiped her cheeks briefly.  “Oathbinder—Aranos,” she said thickly, “I feel the same.  You are my family, now, and our time together has made me more than I ever could have been.  You are correct; I turned my back on the safe path the moment I bound my fate to yours, and I have not regretted it for a single instant.  My way is clear; I must choose the Path of Sacrifice.” 
She closed her eyes, and Aranos felt a sort of pressure emanating from her, as if a deep well of power had just opened inside her.  The power pushed out at the room, a visible force that washed over the converted tavern.  Everything in the building started to vibrate as the pressure emanating from her increased, and he had to lean toward her slightly to resist the outward force.  Her body went rigid, every muscle seeming to lock up, and he felt a stab of panic; what was happening to her?  Had he pushed her into a choice that was going to hurt her, or even kill her?
He was forced back a step as a pulse of energy blasted out of her, one he recognized.  It was her Presence, the very essence of who she was, and it swept out into the room.  The gray tint to her skin began to swirl and shift beneath her flesh, whirling like storm clouds in a gale, and her skin flexed and bubbled alarmingly.  Aranos didn’t know what to do, but he readied a tendril of mana; maybe he could channel some of that power away from her before it hurt her. 
Before he could do anything, though, the gray mist suddenly erupted from her skin, lashing out and filling the space around them.  It recoiled from his flesh but coiled around everything else, caressing the objects in the room and coating them in a pall of shadow.  Her pale skin began to darken, shading by degrees until it was a slightly darker gray than it had been.  Her Presence and the shroud of shadow both hung in the room for an instant before sweeping back toward her.  The shadowy cloud wrapped around her, hanging like a barely visible mist coating her flesh, seemingly held in place by her Presence.  Her body relaxed, and Aranos noticed a change about her.
Geltheriel had always been lean and lithe, but now her body seemed sinuous and graceful, even in stillness.  A sense of danger emanated from her, one that thrilled him rather than making him cautious.  She seemed taller, if only slightly, and her honey-blonde hair was glowing visibly in the darkened room.  She opened her eyes, and he could see that they’d changed, as well; it looked like her irises had ruptured, and their violet hue now filled her eyes completely.
“I—I Evolved, Oathbinder,” she said haltingly. 
“Are you talking about your Evolved Class?” he asked.  “Did picking the Path of Sacrifice do this?”
“No.  I mean, yes, in a sense it did, but…”  She shook her head.  “My new Class is that of the Baleful Shade.  To walk this Path, I had to allow my Presence to suffuse my body, carrying it with me at all times, but my elven form could not handle that power.  The energy forced a transformation, and I am a true elf no more.”
“Congratulations!” he grinned at her.  “What did you become?”
“A shadow elf.  The shadows within me are now a vital part of my nature, granting me bonuses to Stealth, movement, Dexterity, and Agility.”  She grinned happily.  “And my Agility surpassed two hundred!”  She shifted, and her form seemed to blur as she moved across the room, almost flowing from one space to the next in the blink of an eye.  “Were I this powerful when I faced the prince, it would not have even been a contest!”
“It sounds like you made the right choice,” he laughed in relief; he’d been genuinely terrified for a moment, there.  “I’m glad it worked out so well.”
“No, you helped me make the correct choice,” she said firmly.  “Once again, I have become more than I ever dreamed by following at your side.  The powers of this Class—they bring great danger, but they promise legendary rewards.  It will not be long before I could have stood against the former Elder of Eredain myself, and I foresee the day when I can battle Nightmare Beasts beside you.”
“I can’t wait,” he said honestly, reaching out and clapping her on the shoulder.  He looked around.  “Is that why you came here?  To take your Class?”
“Yes.  I wished to move forward in this place that once imprisoned me, an act of defiance against the Darkness.”  She straightened her shoulders.  “I will give this place no more power over me, Oathbinder.  I will not dwell here, even in my thoughts.”
She turned to face him.  “And yet—I would see it gone, Oathbinder.  Or at least, I would see it cleansed.  I will do it manually, if need be, but…is there aught that magic can do, instead?”
Aranos frowned as he contemplated the bars and the filth beyond them.   The steel was easy.  A dust blast would dissolve them into powder in no time.  In fact, since they were nothing but congealed metal mana, he could use his High Mastery Ability to turn them into steel ingots and later forge those into weapons and armor.  He liked the idea of taking something that the Darkness had used to torment Geltheriel and turning it into a weapon against it. 
The waste, though…that was another matter.  Most of the ways he could destroy it would damage the building equally—he didn’t know if restoring this place had also renewed its resistance to fire and damage, but he was assuming it hadn’t.  He could freeze it, but that would just reduce the smell and require it to be carted off manually.  And it was organic material, like wood; he’d never had any luck using his High Mastery on that sort of thing.  If he wanted to, he could just unmake the bars, reducing them to pure, unstructured metal mana.  He couldn’t do that with the waste material.
He stopped, considering.  Or can I?  I mean, technically, this building is nothing but a construct of mana that I made through the Tree-heart, right?  It’s wood, so that means that somehow, even organic things can be made of mana.  Maybe this stuff is, too…
“I can try,” he sighed.  “The only way I can be sure is to destroy the whole building, and I’d rather not do that, but there’s something else I’d like to try, first.”
“If all else fails, I will conscript some of the city’s defenders, and we will do it by hand, Oathbinder.  Anything you could do to ease that process would be greatly appreciated.”
He walked through the bars, doing his best to ignore the rising stench beyond them, and stopped a few feet away from the piles of waste.  He closed his eyes and reached out with his High Mastery Ability, almost reluctantly touching the nearest clump with a slim tendril of mana. 
He didn’t recognize the energy patterns at all.  The waste was mostly dried out by this time, but he could still sense small amounts of water mana in it, as well as some air and earth.  Traces of life energy lingered in it, as it did in all once-living materials he’d encountered, but everything else was simply opaque to his Sense Mana Skill.  He couldn’t tell if it was a singular type of energy or an amalgam of multiple types.  He pushed at the mana, trying to force his probe into it, but it was like battering against an immovable wall. 
It’s a mana type that the AIs don’t want arcane casters to be able to manipulate, he reasoned.  That gives utility to divine casters like Rhys or Meridian.  They can directly affect the mana of living creatures, and I can’t.  That’s balanced, I guess, but I’ve yet to run up against such a hard limit in the game.  There has to be a way for me to affect that mana—after all, I can do it indirectly, by burning it to ash or smashing it with a hammer. 
He relaxed his thoughts and let his mind drift.  The fact was, the AIs were going to keep him from directly manipulating that mana—he decided to call it living mana, just for clarity.  If he were able to use living mana the way he did, say, air mana, he’d be able to heal, buff, and debuff people the way a Cleric could and affect plant and animal life the way a Druid could.  With his massive SP pool, he’d be able to fill every magical role at once.  Wizards might still be limited—they could only cast Spells they learned, after all, and if there were no healing Spells for them to learn, they couldn’t heal—but Sorcerers would become way too powerful.  He understood why the game kept him from handling living mana, no question.
Of course, I’m also not supposed to be able to manipulate my Stamina or LP like that, but I do, he reasoned.  I’m probably not supposed to erect buildings using nothing but mana and the Tree-heart, either, but I did.  There’s a lot more overlap in the different energy types than someone might think at first sight. 
He pulled his mana probe back and stopped trying to connect to the living mana.  Instead, he simply examined it, allowing his mind to take it in.  It was apparent immediately that the living mana formed a sort of lattice that other types of energy could fill.  That made sense; a person contained bits of every kind of mana, and their body was sort of the vessel that held all that energy.  Even if the vessel was destroyed, the living mana would still exist—Singularity seemed to mostly preserve the conservation of energy, as far as he could tell.  It might be changed a bit, but it would still exist…
His musings ceased as an idea crystallized in his mind.  What he was seeing was just another spellform, more or less, and he was trying to disjoin it.  He didn’t need to alter the living mana into something else or even understand it.  He just needed to change the spellform a bit, breaking the coherent structure into its individual elements. 
He reached back out with his mana probe, not trying to connect to the living mana this time.  Instead, he tried to slip his probe into the cracks between the flows of energy, worming his way into a place in the spellform that he knew from long experience was a weak point.  It was hard, because the energies resisted his attempts to alter or move them, and he was forced to apply more pressure to his probe.  He slowly but inexorably inched his mana tendril into the depths of the lattice, forcing his will against the matrix of living mana until he felt himself touching its core. 
He took a deep breath and grabbed the core of the spellform, trying to shift even the tiniest bit of it out of phase with the rest of the structure.  The mana flowed stolidly through the matrix, ignoring his efforts.  He gritted his teeth and tried again, pouring SP into his effort, using his own energy to amplify the force of his will—but the spellform remained unmoved, totally resisting his attempts.
Aranos set his jaw and reached deeper within himself.  In his rising anger and frustration, he plunged into the silvery depths of War and pulled a stream of Primal energy forth.  The energy almost eagerly churned through him, roaring down the tendril he’d created and slamming into the spellform.  The silver fire burned in the core of the lattice, wrenching at the heart of the structure—and with a silent snap that echoed in Aranos’ mind, the lattice bent, shifting the matrix ever so slightly.  The living mana began to unravel, pouring out the hole in the spellform and flooding the surrounding air. 
A wave of stench hit him in the face, but he ignored it and reached out to the next structure in his mana senses.  His War-enhanced probe drove into the spellform, and snapping it was a matter of seconds this time.  He moved to the next, then unwound a second and third probe.  Each matrix resisted his efforts, but a surge of War’s fire shattered those resistances and allowed him to dive into the heart of the spellform.  The miasma in the room rose into a nearly choking cloud, and he had to fight the gorge that rose in the back of his throat, but he pressed on until no more of the twisted piles of mana remained.
He opened his eyes and fought to keep from squeezing them shut immediately.  The odor in the room was intense, magnified by his Perception and Scent Ability, and it was strong enough to sting his eyes.  Instead, he grabbed the air mana in the room with his High Mastery Ability and channeled it out through the open door.  The air rushed past in a breeze, carrying the stench with it, and fresh air swirled in behind its passage.  Aranos took a deep, cleansing breath, fighting off a sudden surge of weakness.  His SP were down to only 10%, and a notification was flashing in his vision that he ignored for the moment.
“What—what was that, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked, her voice muffled.  He glanced at her and saw that she had a thick cloth pressed to her nose and mouth, and he smiled.
“The smell’s gone, now,” he told her.  “And I sort of disjoined the filth.”
The woman slowly lowered the cloth and sniffed delicately.  She made a face and lowered the cloth.  A trace of the stench still lingered, but it would dissipate soon enough, and apparently it wasn’t bad enough for her to block her breathing again. 
“Disjoined?” she repeated.  “Is that not what you do to a Spell?”
“Yeah, but in a weird way, it seems like everything’s a kind of a Spell,” he shrugged.  “In any case, I got rid of it, and no one had to do any shoveling.”
“I would almost have preferred the shoveling,” she muttered, rubbing her nose.  “That was truly foul, Oathbinder.”
“Yeah, I wasn’t quite expecting that.”
She shook her head.  “You continue to surprise me.  ‘Everything is a kind of a Spell’.  That is a thought I will have to ponder.”  She looked at the room.  “Will you be able to remove the bars as easily?”
“You know what, I got a notification.  Let me check it, and I can tell you.”  He pulled up the glowing notification with a smile.
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Spell Created: Dissolution*
Rank: Novice 3
Turn solid matter into its component mana.
Effect: You can turn one cubic foot + 1% per Spell level of inorganic matter within 60’ into a less coherent form.  The matter to be altered must be a single, connected structure: a chunk of wall could be affected, but four small rocks would require four separate castings.  Solid matter becomes liquid, and liquid matter becomes gaseous.  You can only unbind mana aspects you have unlocked; other types of matter will be left in a solid state. 
Opposed Check: To change an item, you must pass an Opposed Check: your [Int + Spell Level] versus a base score of 10 for an object that is Abundantly rare and of Shoddy workmanship.  For every level of workmanship or rarity above that base, the score is increased by 50% (rounded up).  Thus, to dissolve a sword that is Uncommon and Fine, you need to make an Opposed Check versus a score of 76: 10 x (1.5 x 1.5 [Rarity]) x (1.5 x 1.5 x 1.5 [Workmanship]), while changing an Exceptionally rare, Masterwork shield would require a successful check versus a score of 577.  Enchanted items or objects also add the Enchanter’s Skill level to this check. 
Cost: 150 SP per cubic foot, +10% per extra aspect to be unbound.
Channeled Spell: This Spell can be Channeled by paying the usual costs, removing an additional cubic foot per second.
Evolved Spell: You instead turn solid matter directly into its component mana, changing it into energy and destroying it for most intents and purposes.  This causes a burst of that mana type, doing 12—18 LP damage per cubic foot of matter destroyed to creatures within 10’.
Pride goes before destruction, unless I get to it first!
+150 XP
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Spell Ascended!
Dissolution* has become War’s Destruction!
Rank: Novice 2
Reduce any solid matter into its component energy
Effect: Choose one or more objects within 30’ of one another up to 10 cubic feet per point of your Intelligence in volume (currently 3,380 cubic feet), +1% per Spell level.  This object is reduced to its component mana, meaning it is shifted into energy and essentially destroyed.  This Spell affects organic and even living creatures, as well as inorganic substances.  A creature affected by this Spell takes 100 LP damage per point of Int you possess, or 10% of that if they pass the Opposed Check below.  Creatures killed by this Spell are utterly destroyed; no remnant of them is left behind.
Opposed Check: An object can make an Opposed Check against your [Int + Spell level + 50] to resist this Spell.  The object’s score is half its base score for the Dissolution Spell; if it succeeds on the check, its Workmanship and Rarity are permanently reduced by two levels each (to a minimum of Shoddy and Abundant) but it remains intact.  Unintelligent organic matter has a base score equal to its Dissolution score, and living or undead creatures have a check score equal to their [End + Creature level] to resist.
Cost: 90% of current SP
Special: This Spell can only be cast in anger.  After casting, you suffer the Weakened debuff*.
* Your Primal Sorcerer Class allows you to cast Ascended Spells without the attendant debuffs.
My enemies often give me the means of their destruction!
+250 XP
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Aranos’ eyes widened as he read the Spell descriptions.  Dissolution would let him target an enemy’s armor, weapons, or defenses and destroy them—so long as they were inorganic, that is.  That was something he could technically do already with his High Mastery Ability, but the Spell would do it a lot faster.  Plus, since he’d been using it already—sort of—it started at Novice 3 instead of Novice 1.  It wasn’t too expensive, either, and it would be very useful for tearing through physical barriers or when facing a single armed and armored opponent.
War’s Destruction, though—that was a powerful Spell.  He quickly did the math and estimated that three thousand cubic feet was a cube around fifteen feet on each side, or a cylinder ten feet across and thirty feet high.  A normal sized person was about three cubic feet, so technically, he could use it to take out a thousand urukkai or so—assuming they were packed into a sphere for him.  If his War Domain were unlocked, he could cast it fairly regularly, obliterating an entire army in minutes, assuming he flew overhead and rapidly cast the Spell.
The downside of that was that his War Domain would grow enormously by doing that, and after a single battle, he’d probably have to shift his Charisma to his Wisdom just to suppress it again.  So, while that was a strategy, it was a pretty bad one, long-term.
“Have you finished considering the ways in which you might use this new Spell or Ability you have gained?” Geltheriel asked mildly.  “Or do you need more time to puzzle out its deepest workings?”
He dismissed the notifications and gave her a wry grin.  “Is it that obvious what I’m doing?”
“Only to one who knows you as I.  You always spend some time considering the usefulness of these things when you first attain them.  It is a worthwhile use of time—at least, of your time.  At the moment, however, you are primarily wasting mine.”
“Can’t have that, can we?” he grinned at her.  “It was a Spell, by the way.  I could destroy the bars with it, but I’d rather turn them into metal ingots and use them for crafting.”
“There is a certain justice in the idea of my former prison being used to enrich us,” she agreed. 
“I thought so, too, so I’m going to take a few minutes and do that.  Then, we’ll start getting ready for the urukkai army.  I’ve got a few surprises in store for them this time around.”
“I hope, Oathbinder, that they do not also have surprises in store for us,” she sighed. 




Chapter 28

Aranos examined what he assumed was Lythienne’s old dwelling critically in the late morning light.  When he’d restored the city, he’d only repaired the actual, physical structures.  Nothing else had been repaired, so buildings were still filled with collapsed furniture, the wreckage of old stone and metalwork, and other debris that had weathered the rabisu’s feedings over the centuries.  The Last Sorceress’ home was no exception. 
Aranos stepped over the twisted remains of a metal gate and walked across a barren courtyard filled with hard-packed earth that had probably once been a garden of some sort.  The stones of the walkway were broken and tilted, forcing him to step carefully as he approached the main door.  The building itself was in good condition…but not great.  Aranos’ repairs had been the best he could do, but without skill in carpentry and the appropriate blueprints, some of the buildings he’d restored had come out a bit slipshod or even esoteric.  Lythienne’s house was one of those. 
Apparently, this had been one of the buildings that was missing large chunks of its pattern in the Tree-heart, and he was pretty sure he knew why.  When he’d encountered the Sorceress, she’d been almost desperate for her lost memories.  She’d probably blasted the building apart searching for the memory stone that she would never find, and he didn’t think that any parts of the building destroyed through magic would have remained as remnants in the Heart.  He’d patched it using nearby structures that—didn’t mesh very well, to be honest. 
The front of the building looked almost like a building from ancient Rome or Greece.  It was fronted by a portico with pillars of smooth, gold wood, and a series of wooden steps led up to the main doorway.  It looked like at one point, the Sorceress had hung doors there that weren’t part of the original structure—either that, or she’d blown them apart in her fury to recover her memories.  In any case, the single, hinged door that filled the grand doorway was far too small, not even reaching the top of the door frame or the center of the open portal.  Beyond that, a roof jutted up from the center of the building, lacking the side walls to enclose it, and in the leftmost corner, a second story rose but ended abruptly, leaving the interior of the building open to plain view.
“This was the Sorceress’ home?” Geltheriel asked from his side. 
“She had some peculiar tastes, didn’t she?” Mutroda asked from his other side.  “This reminds me of a story we all get told in our training as Priestesses.”
“Your stories are often interesting,” Geltheriel smiled at the dwarf.  “I would hear this one.”
“Well, there was a Priestess who had three mates, all of them builders.  Her mates wanted to build her a new home to celebrate the start of their family, but they argued over the best way to do it.  One wanted a building that was tall and graceful; another wanted one that was low and strong; the third wanted one that maximized space.  The Priestess got tired of their arguing and told them to work together to build something.  The story goes that each of the males built a third of what they wanted, and the result was a ridiculous eyesore that had to be knocked down.  A good lesson, that.”
“We have a saying like that,” Aranos nodded.  “Too many cooks spoil the meal, or something like that.  The soup, maybe?”
“I do not believe that was the lesson, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel chuckled.  He glanced at her, and she shrugged.  “I would say that the lesson is that males need a firm hand and strong guidance, for left to their devices they will go astray.  That seems more of a dwarven moral, does it not?”
“Exactly,” Mutroda agreed.  “Dwarven males are like children.  They need structure and discipline, or they’ll be at each other’s throats.  That Priestess stopped running her household, and it started running her, instead.”
“Elven males can be much the same,” Geltheriel laughed.  “To be fair, however, so can elven women.  Elves live long, and it is easy for us to become so involved in our chosen pursuits that we fail to notice the world turning about us.  My mother once spent ten years working on the formula for a single potion and was so startled to find my sister and I had grown during that time that she thought we had been afflicted with some curse.  It was quite amusing, at least until she called in a Wizard to break the curse upon us.  That was not the most pleasant day I have spent, to be sure.”
“You know, I don’t even know how old you are,” he realized suddenly.
“Among the People, I am still young,” she shrugged.  “Among humans, I would be considered much older.  As to the actual number, that is not a polite thing to ask any woman, Oathbinder, regardless of her race.”
Aranos began to stammer an apology before he caught the glint in her violet eyes and sighed.  “It’s okay that you can’t tell me,” he said after a moment.  “I hear a lot of people as old as you forget little things like their name or their age.  As long as you don’t start drooling or anything, I can deal with it.”
She looked affronted for a moment before laughing.  “Much better,” she said approvingly.  “That one actually stung a tiny bit.  There is hope that you may develop a wit, yet.”
“Speaking of crazy, old things,” Mutroda interrupted.  “What’s the deal with this place?  Why does it look like this?”
“I couldn’t restore it fully, so I tried to paste in some pieces from nearby,” he shook his head.  “They looked like they fit when I was in the Tree-heart, but without a blueprint, I couldn’t tell.”
“And you’re going to make this place your House’s main building, here?” she asked dubiously.  “Seems like it might be hard to live in.”
“Yeah, like this, it would.  I’m going to have to fix it up a bit.” 
Before starting, he took a moment and shifted to his Architect Profession.  The Profession made buildings cheaper to make and improved the results of anything he designed or built, and even a small bonus would be welcome.  He really needed to pay better attention to his Professions; while they didn’t do much for him, yet, eventually, they would probably become pretty powerful.
He closed his eyes and called up his mental recollection of the Evenshade manor house in Eredain.  As he examined it in his mind, his Heartweaving Skill picked it apart, helping him to envision its exact structure in his mind.  It was a strange thing; it was almost as if he could walk through the building and place each wall and beam within it into the correct place on a mental blueprint.  He made some changes to the structure, opening up the interior a bit, adding more sleeping quarters, combining the library and study into one, and removing the larger, more formal dining room, replacing it with a sitting room where people could gather informally.  He altered the exterior to retain the portico that Lythienne’s building had but otherwise left it alone.
He took out the blueprint for a Dwarven Forge from his pack and added it to the mental image he was creating, connecting the forge to the building with a simple passageway.  Once that was complete, he sank into the Tree-heart, feeling its existence beneath his feet and spread throughout the city.  The Heart seemed much more comfortable with his presence this time, although he still felt its wariness.  He quickly found the disjointed image of Lythienne’s former abode and began to alter it, shifting its patterns into those of the manor he was envisioning.  In some ways, that was harder than simply creating a structure where none had been before; it seemed to take less of his SP, but it required far more focus and concentration.  He heard the creaking of timber and rumbling of stone, and he felt the building shifting through the soles of his feet.  When he finally opened his eyes, the building stood before him, exactly as he’d envisioned it—and far easier on the eyes than what he’d built previously.
“That’s a lot better,” Mutroda acknowledged.  “It looks a lot like your place back in Eredain, though.”
“I used that as the basis for it.  I did change it up somewhat.”
“What matters most is that you included sleeping chambers, yes?” Geltheriel asked.
“Yep.  I actually put extra ones in.”
“Then I will go avail myself of them.  We have been traveling constantly for some time, and I will need to rest if the urukkai are coming tonight, as you suspect.  While my Evolution and the unlocking of my Presence have apparently reduced my need for rest, I still think I would find comfort in it.”
“I wondered what happened to you,” Mutroda grunted.  “I wasn’t going to ask but…how did you Evolve, and into what?”
“I chose my Evolved Class, and doing so forced the transformation upon me.  I am now a shadow elf, and my Class is Baleful Shade.”
“Sounds impressive,” the dwarf admitted.  “You’re moving differently, too.  Agility threshold?”
“Indeed.”
“Congratulations.”  The Juggernaut glanced at Aranos.  “I wonder if that’s common for anyone who spends time around Travelers.  I’m going to have to work to catch up to you two and find out.”  She stifled a yawn and shook her head.  “Not now, though.  I’ve got the Fatigued debuff already, and nothing but sleep will fix that.”
“Enjoy,” he nodded.  “I’ll be in the forge working, then I’ll probably go meditate in the study for a bit.”
“Will your forging not keep us from sleeping?” Geltheriel asked a bit testily.
“It shouldn’t,” Mutroda explained.  “That’s a Dwarven Forge.  They’re designed to muffle the sound of the hammer.  Noises like that carry a long way underground, after all, and they can echo in the tunnels for days.”
“Hmm,” the shadow elf frowned.  “We shall see.  If you are disturbing us, Oathbinder, I will let you know.”
“And I’ll stop and give you a chance to rest,” he promised.  “Now, go get some sleep.  I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.”
The forge stood cold and empty, waiting for him to use it.  After shifting back to his Blacksmith Profession, Aranos began heating the forge with a blast of thermal mana that quickly raised the temperature of the entire building, causing sweat to break out on his brow.  He withdrew the ingots of high steel he’d pulled from the bars earlier that day and set one down to heat in the forge.  As he did, he took the bar of thoughtsilver he’d gotten from the Vault and examined it closely. 
His experience with crafting sourcemetal gave him some insights into the thoughtsilver bar, but the metal was still something utterly beyond his experience.  In other arcane metals he’d worked with, there was a matrix of metal mana that contained and controlled a flow of energy through it.  With the thoughtsilver, it was the opposite; the odd energy he sensed in the metal seemed to form a matrix that held the metal mana in place.  When he willed it to soften, the matrix shifted, allowing the metal mana to flow freely; when he commanded it to harden, the lattice of energy crystallized and rendered the metal incredibly durable. 
He could see a tremendous utility in the metal.  If it could form any shape that its wielder wanted, it could literally become any weapon.  However, to create it, he’d have to replicate the energy filling it, and this time, he couldn’t use his own blood.  He considered that issue while the ingot of high steel heated to a bright, cherry-red.  It felt like a totally insoluble problem.  He needed a sample of the odd energy to create more thoughtsilver, but he had no idea how to find more of that energy. 
It took him longer than he wanted to admit to consider using a bit of his sample of thoughtsilver as the template for the energy he needed.  He stopped and rubbed his forehead; he needed to get some rest, too, but that would have to wait.  He took his ingot of thoughtsilver and held it over the glowing bar of high steel, then willed a tiny drop to separate from the exotic metal.  A bead of gray metal dripped from the thoughtsilver and splashed onto the high steel, spreading out into a nearly perfect circle. 
He began to pound the liquid metal into the high steel, slowly channeling invocation mana into it as he did.  He focused the mana on the thoughtsilver that was spreading out through the metal as he worked it, and to his delight, he sensed the odd energy begin to flow out into the metal.  The power flooded the high steel, shattering the crystalline matrix and immediately softening the metal…which splattered under Aranos’ next hammer blow.  He hissed as red-hot metal splattered against his Arcane Armor; he hadn’t been expecting the metal to soften that quickly.
He tried to will the splattered metal together, but the eerie energy had fled from it when he stopped adding power, leaving it nothing but regular high steel.  He sighed and used his High Mastery ability to drain the steel away from his armor, then placed a second ingot in the forge to heat up.  While it did, he recovered as much of the first ingot as he could, but its lattice had been badly fractured.  He did his best to repair it, but the thoughtsilver energy that had flooded it left it brittle and practically worthless.  Well, that sucks.  I’ll need to be more careful; I don’t want to waste metal.
He started over, this time hammering more slowly and cautiously and trickling invocation mana into the bar instead of allowing it to pour forth.  He worked the metal gently, comparing it to the ingot of thoughtsilver and trying to capture the way the grains of metal mana were held in place by the odd energy.  It took him far longer to forge it than he thought it would, but finally, the bar of steel flashed bright silver and collapsed into a pool of liquid metal.  A wave of heat rolled over him as the warmth was seemingly ejected from the metallic puddle, and he held his hammer stroke just in time.  He hesitantly touched the pool with a finger, then willed it to reform into the shape of an ingot.  Instantly, the metal rose up and hardened into a silvery bar, and he let out a sigh of relief. 
That was a major pain in the butt. 
The next issue he had was forming the metal into a shape.  He wanted to create a suit of liquid armor for himself; something that would be soft until he needed it to harden up.  His first inclination was to create a sort of chain mail shirt, not as long as a traditional hauberk, but while he could get the metal into the correct position, it took a long time and a huge amount of concentration.  When he stopped concentrating, the armor melted back into a puddle; there was no way to keep the armor in its shape without his focus, and holding it in such a complex pattern took far too much attention.
He was finally forced to give up on the idea of a hidden chain shirt beneath his clothing.  While he thought that thoughtsilver might still make a powerful armor—it was as hard as the will of the person wielding it, after all, and his Willpower Stat was fairly high at over five thousand—it would take more careful planning to make it work.  He didn’t want to spend all day on a single item; with a sigh, he reluctantly placed the two ingots of thoughtsilver back into his pack. 
At least now I know how to make more.
Next, he pulled out the ingot of starsteel and examined it with his senses.  The metal felt warm in his hands, and touching it filled him with an odd sense of peace and contentment.  He actually had to force himself to set it down, and his fingers itched to touch it again.  He set aside that urge and reached out to the metal, examining it with his senses. 
He could tell immediately that the starsteel was filled with an energy that reminded him of the fire of Redemption but was markedly different.  This power felt somehow purer, more refined, as if Redemption was a cruder version of it.  The power had totally infused the metal mana, binding with it and making the two nearly inseparable. 
No wonder this stuff’s so hard.  It’s like it’s all one, solid crystal.  He frowned.  If that’s the case, though, then how did the mana leak out of Geltheriel’s sword?  That’s starsteel, too, but it’s empty of this energy.  Maybe being in the Vault all these centuries protected this one somehow?
Of course, the metal’s hardness created a huge problem.  Aranos had been hoping to chip off a piece of the ingot and use it as a template to create more starsteel, but that proved to be impossible.  Heating the metal didn’t alter its structure at all, and his High Mastery Ability couldn’t even weaken its bonds.  A deepsteel chisel snapped against it without even leaving a mark.  Nothing he could do would damage the ingot in any way.
No one could have forged with this, then, he thought firmly.  It’s not possible.  They had to have forged something and then infused it with energy to turn it into starsteel—or, I suppose, maybe in the realm this came from, there are fires hot enough to work it.  That doesn’t help me any if that’s the case, though.  I have to assume they managed to take a regular item and infuse it somehow.
He took out an ingot of truesilver and began fashioning it into a longsword.  He hammered his intent into it, trickling mana into the blade to make it sharper, stronger, and faster than it would have been.  When it was done, he quenched it with water he created with his Forge Mana Spell, then took the ingot of starsteel and laid it atop the blade.  Taking a deep breath, he channeled invocation mana into the ingot, directing it through the starsteel and into the blade below.
He could see immediately that it wasn’t working.  His flow of mana poured through the starsteel and into the blade, but it wasn’t a match for the power in the ingot.  It felt more like the fires of Redemption, a crude and impure version of the refined energy in the starsteel.  The power flowed into the blade and simply dissipated; somehow, he wasn’t able to truly replicate that energy, and what he could make, wouldn’t take.  He tried shifting the direction of the flows, but nothing worked.  There was simply more to the starsteel than he’d imagined. 
This isn’t going to be as easy as I thought.
He went ahead and Enchanted the sword; it was a good item, and if nothing else, it would sell for decent money.  He thought about turning it into warforged steel, but he held off.  Right now, the only one of his party who could use this blade well was Geltheriel, and she wouldn’t use it, preferring her family’s sword instead.  He didn’t want to sell warforged steel—it was simply too powerful to let out of his control—and adding a deepsteel coating to it would weaken the dwarven Enchantments he’d placed on it. 
He set the mostly finished blade aside and allowed the forge to cool before heading into the house and the master suite.  He settled into a cross-legged position and dropped into meditation.
He had a lot of work to do to prepare for the urukkai assault—and for his own assault on their distant stronghold.




Chapter 29

The Grand Gatehouse gleamed glossily in the setting sun, which streamed over Aranos’ shoulder and painted the walls in glorious colors.  The twin observation towers that rose behind the gatehouse glowed with the sunlight streaming through them, illuminating the handful of elven archers that stood atop the shielded platforms he’d added to the towers using his Heartweaving Skill.  He’d had to raise the gatehouse and towers using his Needed Reclamation Spell—he needed to practice Heartweaving more before he could fine tune the structures being built with it the way he could with the Spell—but the results were worth it.  The golden obsidian structures stretched across the High Road, blocking access to Haerobel, and thanks to the flat, barren ground, the lookouts in the towers had an unobstructed view for miles in all directions.
“This is an impressive structure, my Lord,” an armored elf by the name of Lieutenant Aymer said from beside Aranos, hefting his spear and looking at the wall admiringly.  The lieutenant was dressed in gleaming plate armor and had a shield strapped to his back; according to Geltheriel, he was the man promoted into Saphielle’s position in the House of Blades and had already garnered a reputation as a competent commander.
“Your stonework’s gotten better,” Mutroda added.  “Most masters wouldn’t be ashamed if their student built something like this.”
“I’ve been practicing,” Aranos agreed.  He had; he’d trained his Dwarven Masonry Skill during his meditation, along with his Diplomacy, Otherworldly Lore, and Animal Handling Skills.  He’d spent the rest of the time refining some of his more frequently used Spells by reworking them manually, specifically his Arcane Armor and Ravaging Burst, and then pouring as much SP as he could into a specific Spell he wanted to create.  It hadn’t crystallized despite his using both his Redemption and War aspects to power it, and he guessed that it would take at least three more sessions to craft it.
“I do not recognize the stone,” a woman in leather armor spoke.  Apparently, Lieutenant Kavrala, the commander of the contingent of Keepers Captain Dorn’ar’el had sent, had some background in masonry or stonework.  “Is this some dwarven material that you discovered?”
“It’s not dwarven,” Mutroda shook her head.  “Best I can figure, it’s something he made up.”
“Golden obsidian,” he explained.  “It’s an Evolved type of stone that gives everyone on the wall extra magic resistance and resists Darkness-aligned attacks.”
“I still have difficulty believing that you raised all of these buildings in a mere double handful of minutes, my Lord,” Aymer shook his head.  “And I was here to bear witness.”
“You get used to it,” Mutroda laughed.
“And no one is going to mention that the Liberator spent nearly thirty minutes hammering upon the gates?” Rhys said slyly.  “One might wonder what the purpose of that was.”
“I had noticed, but I thought it might be impolite to ask,” the armored lieutenant said delicately.
“He was altering the metal somehow,” Kavrala noted.  “They began with a purple sheen to them, but now they shine as if lit by a silver fire from within.”
“The gates are warforged steel, now,” Aranos explained.  “They’ll simply ignore impacts from any source less than Legendary ranking.”
The two elves stared at him for a moment.  “Below…Legendary?” Aymer said slowly.  “My Lord—are you expecting another Nightmare Beast to show itself?” 
“No,” he said firmly, sensing the relief flooding from the two commanders.  “I can’t imagine the Darkness risking one of those again unless it’s a battle it has to win.  It knows I can kill them, and apparently, it can’t replace them.”
“That is good to hear,” Kavrala sighed.  “I would stand against a creature if needs be, but I am direly hoping there will be no need.”
“So am I,” Aranos grinned.  He glanced over at Aymer.  “What happened with Verrona?”
True to her word, Captain Verrona had led approximately two hundred soldiers through Aranos’ portal to Antas.  Aranos hadn’t closed it, though; he had plans for the portal arch.  He’d instead sent Geltheriel and Rhys through; the pair traveled from Antas to Eredain to meet with the heads of the Houses of Blades, Twilight, and the Sickle.  They’d returned with reinforcements, over one-hundred-fifty of them, in fact. 
“The former captain was relieved of her command, my Lord,” Aymer said seriously, his expression hardening.  “She will return to Eredain to face judgment for her actions.”
“I think she really was worried about her soldiers’ lives, Lieutenant.  I don’t think it was cowardice.”
“A commander of the House of Blades has many duties, my Lord.  One of them is to preserve the lives of those under their command, of course—but a greater one is to defend the Elven Realms against incursion.  This is the highest duty of all, and the former captain perhaps forgot this.”
Kavrala nodded.  “No true commander wishes to spend their followers’ lives cheaply, my Lord, but they know that those lives must sometimes be spent, nonetheless.  If I were to order those of my command to cease their patrols, certainly they would be safer—but all those who live amongst the forests would not be.  We fight and we bleed—and yes, sometimes we die—so that those under our protection do not have to.”
“The former captain was perhaps not the best choice for this command,” Aymer sighed.  “She came from Elren Aethel, far to the northwest, where they face creatures of ice and snow but not hordes of Shadowborn.  She was an able administrator but not a capable leader.  She will be disciplined, then reassigned somewhere that her true talents are allowed to shine, and her weaknesses will not hamper her greatly.”
“That sounds fair,” he admitted.  While he didn’t really want the woman to be punished, he understood the elves’ point.  A soldier had to be willing to fight, not just because they loved what they were defending, but to protect the people they had sworn to defend.  If Verrona had just given up the city, Aranos was certain that the urukkai would have inhabited and fortified it.  He’d Redeemed the Tree-heart, so they wouldn’t enjoy living here, but their masters wouldn’t care.  Haerobel would be an easy place to gather a vast army, assuming the urukkai could get supplies here—and he had a feeling they could.  Just because the Arcane Doors didn’t work for the Light didn’t mean they didn’t work for the Darkness just fine.
“I admit that I am looking forward to the upcoming battle, my Lord,” Kavrala deftly changed the subject.
“Oh?”
“Yes.  I am eager to stand against the Darkness directly.  For long, we were unwitting victims of its hunger, and now, we have the chance to punish it for its depredations.”
“That’s true,” he agreed.  “We’re still going to be facing an army about five times the size of ours, though.  It’s going to be bloody.”
“All battle is, my Lord, but at least this battle has meaning.  It is better than dying in the night to a Shadowborn predator because the one who was meant to safeguard you allowed it entrance to our lands.”
Aranos couldn’t argue with that.  He felt the woman’s anger, and he understood it.  Still, the army they were facing was larger and probably better prepared than the one he’d faced in Antas.  And, thanks to the logout, they were doing it without any Travelers.  He had four hundred or so defenders, and fifty of those he wasn’t sure he could depend on completely, thanks to their recent Demoralized debuff.  Aranos had everyone from Eredain as well as the Warriors from Haerobel with the Inspired Debuff here on the walls or in the towers.  The rest were either in the city or dug in to protect the teleport gate.  They were there to protect the defenders’ line of retreat.  This had the potential to turn bloody if things went wrong.
Silma had located the approaching army without difficulty and was keeping a close watch on them, including when they left the road.  She reported that the group was larger than the last, at least double the size, and they had fewer cavalry than they had last time, both aerial and mounted, with no siege engines at all—but significantly more of the magic-wielding kerruks.  She hadn’t been able to get too close, since both types of cavalry were ranging far from the army as advance scouts, flushing monsters as they went.  Silma was sneaky, but there were a lot of scouts, and she had to be careful not to let them know they were being watched.
The fenrin’s intel told Aranos that the urukkai had learned from their last engagement; someone must have made it back to Cendarta to report, since he had a feeling he would have sensed scrying magic being used on them.  The winged poukas were too vulnerable to ranged and magical attacks to be much of a threat beyond harassing the defenders, and the amarok cavalry had been practically worthless.  If the urukkai had been meeting the elves on an open field, things might have been different, but against his defenses and confined to the High Road, they just didn’t have much utility. 
The wealth of arcane casters also told him that the urukkai planned to be much more aggressive this time and to use magic far more freely.  That was a smart strategy, and one he would have used in their place.  They could outweigh him, magically speaking, and the ohtruk’s Ability to draw power from nearby casters and focus it gave them some powerful magical artillery.  They didn’t need catapults and ballistae when the ohtruk could hurl magical spears of stone or waves of fire at the walls.
He’d spent the last couple of hours considering how to blunt that magical offensive.  He had to assume the ohtruk could do almost anything he could, and he knew how he would attack a fortification like this.  He’d laid plans based on that concept; if the ohtruk had a trick up its sleeve that he hadn’t considered, he’d just have to react as quickly as possible, but if that failed—well, if they had to retreat from here, they’d stand as well as they could from the city’s walls…and fall back through the portal if they had to.  He was willing to fight for Haerobel, but he wasn’t willing to sacrifice everyone here to defend it.
The urukkai are getting closer, pack leader, Silma’s voice rang in his mind, and Aranos quickly cast his Massless Flight Spell and rose above the defenders, hovering above the gate where everyone could see him.  Three hundred elves were spread out before him, all waiting with varying degrees of patience for the approaching urukkai.  Geltheriel and her group of stealth-type Keepers were already moving; Aranos knew that their mission was really the key to the battle.  If they could kill the ohtruk, the urukkai advance would be blunted or even fall apart.  After the last battle, the urukkai probably knew that, as well, and he was certain Geltheriel wouldn’t find it as easy to reach the army’s commander this time.
“Defenders of Haerobel reborn,” he said grandly; elven formality was coming more easily to him, and he didn’t have to concentrate so much to keep it up.  “The army of Shadowborn draws nearer.  Soon, we will see their advance scouts, mounted upon wing and amarok.  They come here to destroy what we have retaken, and then to ravage the Elven Realms.”  The elves murmured softly at his words, and he saw both angry and nervous faces in the crowd below him. 
“However, they will fail in their attempt.   Their assault will shatter against our walls, and they will fall to our blades and arrows.  We are ready for their assault, and we will be triumphant!”
A roar of cheering voices rose from the elves, and he floated back down to stand over the gate, where Lieutenant Aymer quickly joined him.  Kavrala was on one of the towers, where her view of the battle was better, and her longbow would be more useful. 
“A stirring and short speech, my Lord,” the elf lieutenant beside him said dryly.  “Those are often the best kind.”
“I’ve always thought so,’ he agreed, glancing around at his deployment.  He had a squad of heavy infantry in each barracks beside the gatehouse, ready to deploy if the gate was breached, and another forming a shield wall in front of the two dozen Druids from the House of the Sickle that Rhys had brought who were ready to heal those upon the walls.  He had forty archers in each tower and sixty more along the wall, with shield-bearing infantry standing guard over the ones along the gatehouse.  More infantry was in the base of each tower, Aranos’ reserves. 
The elves watched in silence as the dark specks appeared in the sky, blacker dots against the steadily darkening horizon to the southeast.  The pouka riders approached rapidly, racing along the High Road at incredible speed, but when they neared, they banked sharply and soared overhead, trying to stay out of bow range.  Aranos squinted; he could probably hit them with an arrow if he wanted, thanks to his Expert-ranked Archery Skill, but it wasn’t worth the arrow.  After he killed one, the others would just circle higher until they were out of the range of his bow; they weren’t there to fight.  They were the ohtruk’s eyes on the battlefield. 
The rest of the army followed soon after, moving closer to the gatehouse than they had last time, if still out of bowshot.  They began to form up along the High Road, and Aranos watched as the lines of infantry clustered into several wedges.  As before, a single wolf rider rode out, hesitating only briefly at the edge of the Redeemed ground before moving to well within bowshot.  The creature’s face was blank, and it opened its mouth as if to take a deep breath. 
Before it could speak, Aranos’ Shattering Bullet punched through the invisible barrier surrounding it and buried itself in the uruk’s eye before exploding.  The blast reduced the monster’s head to splatters of reddish mist, and it dropped lifelessly from its mount at once.  The freed amarok snarled once before a second Bullet pierced its side, burying itself in the beast’s heart and bursting.  The wolf fell to the road beside its slain former master, and Aranos heard a howl of rage echo from the pavilion where the ohtruk presumably waited. 
“My Lord, I believe they were looking to parley,” Aymer said calmly.
“I know.  They were going to ask for us to flee the city in return for a head start.  I figured that was all the answer they needed.”
Aymer grinned.  “It seems an appropriate response, then, Lord Evenshade.”
Aranos turned back to the battlefield as a roar rose from the urukkai lines.  The wedges of infantry began to move, slowly and liquidly at first, but with increasing speed as they built up momentum.  Aranos channeled his Charisma into his Perception briefly to get a better look; instantly, the distant attackers were perfectly clear in his sight.  The charge was being led by simple uruks bearing shields held out in front or overhead to deflect arrows, with better-armed and armored dabruks charging behind them bearing scaling ladders.  It was a solid strategy: the ohtruk could use the expendable uruks as cannon fodder to expose Aranos’ magical traps and disjoin them, allowing the dabruks to scale the wall and engage the defenders directly.  At least, it would have been a good plan, had Aranos been planning to fight the same way he had last time.
“Archers ready!” the cry went up among the elves as the urukkai neared the edge of the Redeemed ground.  All along the wall, bowstrings creaked as they were drawn back.  The leading elements of the charge stumbled as they crossed the invisible boundary that sapped their vitality, and immediately after, someone shouted, “Loose!”
A sheet of arrows arced toward the urukkai and slammed into their ranks, humming audibly as they did.  The uruks held their shields up desperately, but the kinetic-Enhanced arrows pierced the simple, wooden shields easily and plunged into the creatures below.  Aranos smiled as the first ranks of the uruks simply crumpled and died; he’d hoped that, after the last battle, the urukkai would assume the defender’s weapons could pierce magical barriers and would be relying on physical ones, instead. 
Another volley of arrows arced forth from the walls, scything through the charging uruks and opening huge gaps in their turtle formation.  The third arrow storm, however, struck an invisible barrier that appeared over the attackers.  About half the arrows still made it through—kinetic mana reduced the effectiveness of any defense that wasn’t made from an Enhanced aspect—but the rest shattered harmlessly against the barrier.  When Aranos saw that, he sent out a quick mental command to Kavrala.
“Tower archers, ready!” he heard the woman’s voice call above the roars of the urukkai.  “Loose!”  A sparkling river of prismatic arrows arched overhead and descended on the onrushing army.  These arrows had been spirit-Enhanced, and they tore through the magical barrier with ease, plunging through the gaps in the urukkai shield formation and felling more of the creatures.  A second volley sliced through the creatures, causing the advance to finally stumble and slow, but at the same moment, Aranos felt an upswelling of power rising from the center of the distant kerruks.
Take cover! he practically shouted silently to his commanders, and the command was repeated all along the wall and towers.  The defenders ducked behind parapets and shields just as a line of gray death energy erupted from the ohtruk’s pavilion.  The attack slashed across the battlements, moving across the top of the wall almost methodically.  Most of the energy splattered harmlessly against the golden obsidian, but Aranos heard a dozen or so shouts of pain and saw an equal number of defenders simply crumple beneath that inimical power. 
He responded by raising his Scepter of High Sorcery and hurling a Ravaging Burst of kinetic mana at the distant kerruks.  The Spell hit a glowing barrier over the army, but boosted by his scepter and his natural bonuses to piercing barriers, the Spell punched through the shield and slammed into the casters below with a roar of force.  Thanks to his scepter—and his efforts at refining the Spell that boosted its effectiveness—the Burst did over ten thousand LP damage to anyone caught within it.  The kerruks beneath simply vanished into a red mist that settled over a cleared, hexagonal space sixty feet across.  
While his Spell had been devastatingly effective, it had also given his position away to the ohtruk.  An instant later, a lance of blazing fire shot from the pavilion and exploded against the Mage Shield he’d conjured earlier.  Fortunately, he’d used his scepter to forge the shield; the fiery blast raged against it, and the barrier flexed alarmingly beneath that assault, but the shield held.  Aranos launched a second Burst that cleared another space of kerruks, then dropped back down as a storm of icy spears began exploding against his Mage Shield.  He couldn’t take the ohtruk in a battle of attrition; while a single kerruk probably only had a fiftieth of the SP that he did, the ohtruk could draw on the energy of hundreds of them, and the lion’s share of Aranos’ mana was reserved to boost his troops.
The urukkai had taken dreadful casualties, but their own archers had followed behind the rushing infantry and were now unleashing a storm of crossbow bolts at the walls.  The archers on the walls returned fire, their arrows punching through the shields held up by uruk infantry to protect the crossbowmen, but a moment later, darts of flame, shards of ice, and chunks of stone arced from the kerruk casters to crash against the defenders, forcing them to take cover.  The Magic Resistance of the golden obsidian caused half of the Spells to simply fade away as they neared, but the rest splattered against the walls and upraised shields.  The twin barrages didn’t do much damage, but they did give the infantry the cover they needed to finally reach the walls.
Scaling ladders went up all along the walls, and archers stepped back to allow infantry to move to block the coming assaults.  A crash of steel went up all along the wall as the elves fought against the dabruks climbing the ladders.  The magical and mundane fire from the urukkai army never slackened, even though more of the ranged attacks fell on dabruks than on elves.  Aranos understood; the urukkai could afford to sacrifice their own, and the rain of death forced the defenders to guard against more than just the creatures swarming up the ladders. 
Aranos waited, watching the battle closely with his Battlesense.  The defenders were holding, but it was clear that couldn’t last.  There were too many urukkai, and under the control of the ohtruk, they felt no fear or pain.  He could feel the balance slowly shifting as the dabruks crested the wall—and finally triggered his first trap. 
Gravity Wells exploded into life all along the wall’s face.  The ladders and every creature on them flew backward and hurtled toward the centers of those Wells, crashing into not only each other but the mass of urukkai flesh.  Ogrins might have been able to hold against the incessant pull of gravity, but the dabruks and uruks weren’t strong enough to resist, and at least half of the warriors near the walls were crushed into piles of meat and twisted metal.  The Wells vanished a moment later as a wave of power exploded from the ohtruk’s tent and shredded his Spells, but fully half of the attacking infantry was gone.
Speaking of ogrins…where are they?  That should have been their time to attack.
Aranos glanced back at the distant line where the remainder of the army waited.  No ogrins had joined this assault; he could see their towering forms standing at the front of the line.  That doesn’t make sense.  If the ogrins had been the ones up the ladders, they might have breached the walls.  I’m sure the ohtruk doesn’t want to risk them against my traps, but at some point, it’s going to have to.
Even as that thought crossed his mind, he saw fifty or so kerruks peel away from their place closest to the ohtruk’s pavilion and push through the ranks to stand just behind the ogrins.  These kerruks looked different from the rest; their skin was red instead of pink, they were several inches taller than their brethren, and they wore what looked like crowns of bone and feathers atop their skulls.  Aranos watched as the strange kerruks wove their hands almost in unison, casting some complex Spell—and suddenly, gray portals opened up before the ogrins.
Aranos realized what was happening an instant too late.  Holes in the air ripped open in the space behind the wall, and ogrins began to pour through, roaring and raging as they tore into the elves nearby.  He yanked his mana up and hurled a wall of forbiddance mana up along the face of the wall, using his scepter to boost the power of the Spell, and the portals instantly winked out, causing half of the ogrins to appear at the edge of his barrier, looking confused for a moment, but the damage was done.  The creatures were inside his defenses.
Chaos reigned for a moment as the defenders on the wall hesitated, torn between joining the battle below and facing the dabruks still climbing up the handful of ladders that had survived Aranos’ Gravity Wells.  In that brief pause, the dabruks pushed the defenders back and began to swarm up onto the battlements.
“Hold the walls!” Aymer shouted from beside Aranos.  “Drive them back! Reserves to the courtyard!  Isolate and contain the ogrins!”
“Tower archers, target the ogrins!” Kavrala’s voice rang out.
The guards from the House of Blades rushed out of the barracks and towers, slamming their shields together and forming walls to hold the ogrins in place.  Arrows fell sporadically from the towers, piercing the huge creatures.  The monsters raged and battered against the shields raised against them, but the walls held.  Slowly, the elves began to shift position, angling their shield walls to guide the ogrins away from one another.  This might have worked had the monsters not been linked to the ohtruk, but the distant commander apparently realized what the elves were trying to do.  Instead of following the path of least resistance, the ogrins started to push toward one another, trying to link up.  While the shield walls could hold against one ogrin at a time, if the creatures were able to attack in unison, they’d break through. 
Aranos gathered his mana, intending to rain Shattering Bullets down on the ogrins, but before he could cast a Spell, Silma’s voice spoke in his mind.
They’re in position, pack leader.
Perfect timing.  He closed his eyes and reached out through his Bond with his Companion.  Instantly, his viewpoint shifted; he was looking directly at the ohtruk pavilion.  The depth and beauty of Silma’s sight overwhelmed him as always.  The growing darkness didn’t obstruct his vision in the slightest, and he could see every detail of the structure as clearly as if he were standing directly beside it.  Everything was lit in colors he couldn’t describe, much less name. 
He gathered his thoughts and focused on a spot above the pavilion.  His mana flowed through the Bond and roared outward; instantly, a Gravity Well sprang into existence twenty feet above the pavilion.  The ohtruk shrieked as it and all the nearby kerruks were sucked upward.  A bubble of force appeared around it, protecting it from being crushed by the Spell, and a moment later, Aranos felt his Spell being torn to shreds as the ohtruk disjoined it.  The creature tumbled to the ground below—and as it landed, a gleaming, white blade flickered into view and plunged into its chest. 
The urukkai horde stumbled as Geltheriel yanked her blade free of the creature’s chest.  The ohtruk spun toward her, and flames poured forth from its horn, but the Shadedancer vanished and appeared behind it.  Her sword clanged into its hastily forged armor, but its shadowy copies slipped right through, plunging into its flesh.  She kicked the creature in the back and leapt backward, slashing at the creature from ten feet away.  The ohtruk stiffened as her Presence rolled over it, and its head went flying as a shadow blade sliced easily through its neck. 
The effect on the urukkai was instantaneous.  The horde continued to push forward, but now it was little more than a disorganized mob.  Dabruks hacked at elven defenders wildly, lacking the coordination and finesse they’d possessed moments ago, and ogrins raged blindly, following the shield walls built by the elves and allowing themselves to be isolated.  Uruk archers fired into the melee almost randomly, and the kerruks hurled Spells without thought at any target they saw. 
Geltheriel’s squad suddenly appeared amongst the casters, hacking and cutting at them with precision.  The kerruks hadn’t raised any barriers, counting on the ohtruk to protect them, and they fell before the stealthy elves like wheat beneath the scythe.  Most of the kerruks focused their attacks on Geltheriel, but her Presence allowed her to Dodge their magical assaults with ease, and she responded with lightning-fast slashes that severed limbs and heads. 
Aranos withdrew his thoughts from Silma.  Go help her, girl, he thought at the fenrin as he opened his eyes.
I don’t think she needs any help, pack leader.  I’ll be happy to kill these things, though.  They think they’re predators, but they’re nothing but weak prey.
Aranos turned back to the battle at the walls.  He concentrated and triggered his second trap; a wave of power rolled out from the walls as his massively Overchanneled Dust Storm Spell sprang to life.  The urukkai cried out in dismay as all the metal they were carrying crumbled into dust.  Swords and axes pitted and corroded, armor fell to pieces, and even the nails holding the ladders together disappeared, allowing the wooden rungs to tumble to the ground and sending everyone on those ladders hurtling toward the stones below. 
Without the ladders, the urukkai assault was doomed.  His infantry cut down the ogrins behind his walls, while the Warriors atop the walls cleared the remaining dabruks from it with ease.  His archers atop the wall returned their focus to the ogrins and dabruks trapped at the base of the wall, while the archers in his towers targeted the uruk crossbowmen and quickly shredded the enemy archers’ lines.  Aranos began hurling empowered Ravaging Bursts at the kerruks, tearing giant holes in their ranks, while Geltheriel’s squad and Silma savaged the spellcasters in melee combat. 
The pouka cavalry stooped on the defenders, sweeping low to rain crossbow bolts on them—and freezing in midair as Aranos flung three Thermal Webs up overhead, trapping most of them.  The poukas began to smoke as their feathers smoldered before erupting into flames, and the uruk archers on their backs screamed as their flesh blistered and peeled off in strips.  The few who hadn’t been trapped tried to flee, but Kavrala ordered her archers to target them, and the attackers fell swiftly to the elven arrows.
The rout started at the walls, as the few remaining uruk shield-bearers began to fall back, cowering behind the meager protection of their shields.  The dabruks followed swiftly, but as arrows pierced their ranks, their withdrawal became a full retreat.  Aranos tossed another Ravaging Burst at them, and the explosion of fire broke their wills at last.  The dabruks and uruks simply turned and fled, trampling their archers and overrunning the kerruks as they did.  The kerruks attempted to rally the fleeing urukkai, but with their own numbers dwindling rapidly, they finally joined in the rout and raced from the field…where they encountered the last of Aranos’ traps.
The distant High Road exploded into a maelstrom of death as his upgraded Elemental Ward roared to life.  He’d Spell Sculpted it into a wall, with the barrier of damping mana on the far side.  The urukkai crashed into that wall and beat at it futilely while waves of thermal mana cooked their flesh, blasts of arctic power turned their bodies to ice, and radiation energy sapped their lives and vitality.   Not a single urukkai escaped his Ward; within a minute, nothing was left but heaps of seared flesh and shattered bone.
Only the ogrins remained; in their single-minded rage, they beat uselessly against elven shields and golden stones until they were finally put down.  As the last fell, silence reigned over the courtyard for a moment. 
A single voice erupted with a joyful cry.  “The Darkness has fallen!”
“The urukkai are no more!” another shouted.
“All hail Lord Evenshade!” he heard Kavrala’s words echo from the tower, and this last cry was picked up all along the walls. 
“Lord Evenshade!”  “Hail Lord Evenshade!”
As the cheer continued, Aranos looked over at Aymer, standing beside him.  The Warrior looked tired and was covered with urukkai blood—apparently, some of the dabruks on the wall had gotten closer to the main gate than Aranos had realized—but his eyes shone triumphantly. 
“This is a great victory, my Lord,” he said proudly.  “And our losses were far fewer than I had dared hope.  Only thirty of our number fell in that battle, when we should have lost a hundred against an army of such numbers.”
“It is, Lieutenant,” the Sorcerer agreed.  “Until we deal with Cendarta, though, battles like this are nothing more than skirmishes.”
“We will need more than the House of Blades for that, Lord Evenshade.  We will need an army.”
“I’m hoping we’ll have one—assuming what I’m about to do doesn’t make your King and Queen too angry, that is.”
“Of what do you speak, my Lord?” the man asked a bit suspiciously.
Aranos pulled up his old notifications and selected the one that would allow him to Bond with Haerobel.  He hesitated a second—this would definitely not endear him to the elven royalty, since he’d now hold three cities out of the six the elves could ostensibly claim—but selected ‘Yes’.  He felt the Bond form instantly, connecting him to Haerobel’s Tree-heart, and energy poured from the Heart into his core, mingling with the power that already existed there from the other two Hearts he’d Bonded.  The energy melded into one and flowed back into Haerobel, and he felt a trickle of life spreading from the Heart into the city. 
Well, it looks like the House of the Sickle might find restoring this place easier than they thought.
“I just Bonded the city, Lieutenant,” he finally answered the waiting officer.  “Eredain, Antas, and Haerobel are all linked now, through me.”
“That seems only just, my Lord,” the man visibly relaxed.  “You freed the city, repaired it, and fought to defend it.  Who else has the right to claim it if you do not?”
“I agree, but the royals probably won’t,” Aranos sighed.  “And that will make getting the army a lot harder than it should be.”
“You have led us against the Darkness not once, not twice, but thrice, Lord Evenshade.  They will see the wisdom of placing the army under your command, I am certain.  And then, we will free ancient Cendarta, and we can start rebuilding that which was lost.”
Aranos didn’t reply, but he knew it wouldn’t be that simple.  The King and Queen were probably being manipulated, just as Golloron had been.  They wouldn’t willingly give him the army, but he’d have to have it.  Although he had a plan to free Cendarta without it, once the citadel was his, he’d need to gather armies from across the Lands of Light to face the greater forces he was sure were coming.  This had been a victory, to be sure, but a still greater battle awaited.  Cendarta is the key to everything, he thought grimly.  Until I take it, we don’t stand a chance in this war.




Chapter 30

Lily ducked inside the window of a nearby tower, pressing her back to the wall beside the doorway and sucking in deep breaths.  As an undead, she didn’t need to breathe, really, but she still had Stamina, and she guessed panting was one way the AIs told her that her Stamina was getting low.  She only had a few moments—there was another type of urukkai she’d never seen before in the city, one that made ogrins look small and could Track like a damn bloodhound, and one of them would probably be on her in minutes—but that would be enough to let her recover her Stamina.  At least, she hoped so.  She was already sick of dying.
She hadn’t lasted long during the first attack.  Her Madness Domain obliterated everything nearby—but there were so many of the fucking urukkai that she’d been overrun in about ten minutes.  She’d respawned just outside the city and tried again, and this time she lasted twenty minutes.  After that, she’d decided that just blasting through with power wasn’t going to cut it.  There had to be fifty thousand urukkai in the damn city, and it would take her weeks to kill all of them. 
Instead, she’d tried stealth, which was when she’d learned about the damn trackers.  The blue-skinned bastards could follow her no matter what she did and saw right through her shadow form.  They were big and strong, but they weren’t that dangerous individually once she learned to cover her ears when they roared.  The first time that happened, she’d gotten the Deafened debuff, which made it easier for her to get overwhelmed.
And that was the problem.  Once the things found her, they roared—and every urukkai in shouting distance came in to attack.  She could kill the trackers, no problem, but the waves of urukkai that immediately followed eventually brought her down.  That had been her third death, and she swore it would be her last.
She realized that she wasn’t really playing to her strengths.  Aranos might be able to just blast his way into the city, but that was because he was a damn DPS caster.  She wasn’t; she was a Summoner at her core, and she hadn’t been using that very well.  Instead of just trying to sneak through the city, she started summoning creatures to her side.  She sent them out into the city, instructing them to run and hide and only fight when they had to.  Most of the trackers followed her pets, and when one did get close to her, she managed to paralyze and enslave it. 
She had that thing out in the city, roaring randomly and drawing the urukkai out of position.  She’d enslaved at least thirty more urukkai since then and sent them out into the citadel to cause havoc—although not one of the little, horned things, yet.  Those were particularly resistant to her mental Spells, and she’d discovered that they could control nearby creatures, making them a hell of a lot more dangerous.  Now, she just killed the damn things first chance she got, which wasn’t that easy since they sucked up magic like a sponge and could toss her Spells right back at her.  They weren’t very strong, though, so the easiest thing to do was just to snap their skinny, little necks.
As her Stamina returned, she rushed up into the tower and peered out the highest level.  She was close; the central palace or keep or whatever the hell it was called was in sight.  Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy.   She was sure the place was filled with the urukkai, but now that she was here, she wasn’t about to let them get the best of her.  She wasn’t a DPS caster, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have some nasty Spells to toss around. 
Ebon wings sprang from her back as she raced through the air toward the keep’s outer wall.  She’d tried to just fly over the city already, but she’d learned that was a bad idea.  She could ignore the arrows and rocks sent her way—but the blasts of power from those little, horned guys were a bit much.  After one had knocked her from the sky and nearly killed her, she’d decided that she wasn’t just going to be able to rush the keep that way.  For a short distance like this, though, it should be okay.  At least, she hoped.  If not, well, dying sucked, but she’d keep trying.
She landed atop the wall, knocking a uruk with a crossbow off its perch, and hurled a blast of black fire down into the mass of urukkai gathered in the open space below.  She quickly launched herself sideways as she did; sure enough, a gout of flame shot right through where she’d just been standing as one of those horned guys bounced her Spell back at her.  The flames were regular orange, not black, but they kept tracking her as she flew.  She laughed as the fire splattered over a bunch of uruks standing atop the wall, roasting them, but she knew the thing didn’t care.  Uruks bred like rabbits and were totally expendable.
She hurled Spells down into the courtyard, blocking crossbow bolts with her Domain and dodging return Spells from the horned thing.  Finally, she hurled a cloud of Darkness down on them, then plummeted to the courtyard.  Urukkai could see in regular darkness, but only undead could see through her Necrotic Darkness.  The Spell sucked the life from the nearby creatures, and while they died, Lily snatched the horned thing, pulled it to her, and tore its throat open with her teeth.  Urukkai blood was nasty and tasted like shit, but this creature’s blood was steeped in energy, and drinking it restored a lot of her lost LP and SP.  She tossed the drained husk to the side and began wading through the monsters, tearing them apart with her bare hands. 
When the courtyard was clear, she allowed the darkness to dissipate and looked at the central building.  It looked like a fucking castle, complete with a drawbridge and a ditch around it, but it still had windows.  They were narrow slits, and crossbow bolts rained from them, but they were there, and a slit was all she needed.  She flew up to one and shifted into her shadow form, allowing her to slip through the window without effort and materialize inside a small room.  Two uruks stood inside, and she killed one quickly, then drained the second until it was near death before binding its soul to her will. 
The enslaved uruk led her in shadow form through the passages of the inner keep, and she was glad it did.  The damn place was a maze, and she’d have gotten lost in it quickly.  Eventually, the creature led her into a quiet tunnel that opened to a balcony overlooking an obvious throne room.  A pair of sealed, metal doors looked like the main entrance to the place, considering the tattered, threadbare carpet running from the door to the raised dais at the back of the room.  The walls of the place were decorated with severed heads or mummified corpses hanging from manacles, and Lily couldn’t help but notice that some of those trophies were elves.  Not that she cared, but that told her how long the damn things had been there. 
The main thing that drew her eyes, though, was the throne in the center of the room.  A single creature with blood-red skin, thick, black hair, and a long, narrow face that looked sort of demonic, like someone had taken the piggish face of an uruk and made the features sharper, more deeply sunken, and less brutish.  The twin ebony horns that stuck out of its forehead added to that appearance, although at least it didn’t have goat hooves for feet.  It looked to be a bit bigger than a person and was dressed in ornate robes, and it held a twisted staff in its hand.  As she stared at it, the creature turned its head slowly and looked at her. 
“Ah, so you reached me after all,” the thing purred.  Lily frowned.  She could have sworn she heard the thing, but its damn lips didn’t move.  She wasn’t just hearing the voice in her head, though.  It had been a real sound…hadn’t it?
“Do not hide in the shadows, Summoner,” the voice spoke, again without the creature moving its lips.  Lily didn’t say a word, but suddenly, she felt herself jerked from the shadows, and her body became solid once more.  “Much better.  Now, come down here so that we may talk.”
Lily felt a powerful urge to obey the thing, and she took a half step before she caught herself.  No one commanded her!  She was finally free, free of the expectations she put on herself, that the world put on her, that society demanded of her.  She wasn’t about to start listening to a thing like this when she was finally free!
“No, I don’t think so,” she said, grinning as she realized that she didn’t have to obey this thing, after all.  Madness had cut her loose from that sort of control forever.  “At least, not unless you say please.”
The creature rose from its seat, and Lily felt a sense of pressure washing out from it, battering against her thoughts.  She didn’t even bother to fight it, just letting the thing’s mind swirl around in the chaos that was hers.  The pressure withdrew almost immediately, and the thing inclined its head. 
“You have truly given yourself to Madness, Wizard,” it said.  “Few have the courage to do so.  For that, you have my respect.  Please, come down where we may talk.”
Lily’s conjured wings flashed out, and she floated gently down to land on the floor before the dais.  “Am I supposed to bow to you or something?” she laughed as she looked up at it.
“Would you if I instructed you to?” it asked curiously.
“Hell no.  I didn’t bow to Morx, and I won’t bow to you.”
“Morx,” the voice replied thoughtfully as the creature sat back on its throne.  “A serviceable god to follow, especially for Wizards.  It is the patron of forbidden knowledge, after all, and Wizards thrive on such.  However, for one such as you, the Lord of Nightmares will likely not serve.”
“I don’t give a shit about the gods,” she said dismissively.  “Hell, I’d kill them all if I could.  Maybe I will one day.  That might be fun.”
“You may not be concerned with them, but some of the gods certainly care about you,” the voice chuckled.  “You have great power among the Travelers, and your potential for Darkness is nearly unmatched.  My mistress bade me speak to you and offer you what you seek.”
“Your mistress?  You serve someone else?  Maybe I should be talking to her, then.”
“I am certain that in time, you will, and all who follow the Darkness serve my mistress, even if they know it not.” 
“I don’t follow anyone,” Lily shrugged.  “Or anything.”
“As I said, many do not know that they dance to the Darklady’s song,” the creature laughed, its voice rich and smooth.  “However, what you believe is immaterial.  You have come here for a purpose, have you not?”
“Yeah.  I want to know how the Darkness won the war last time, and how I can get my hands on whatever they used.  And you said you knew more about my Domain.”
“I do not, myself.  I said that I knew of one who did, and I do.  It will be up to you if you seek out their council, though.
“You are correct that the urukkai did not claim victory in the Feast.  While our numbers are great, they paled in comparison to the combined might of humans, elves, dwarves, and the other races of the Light.  However, Ka is not the only realm where the Darkness dwells.”
The creature gestured, and a swirling globe of colors that looked kind of like Earth appeared.  This globe had two big continents, one in the north and one in the south, connected by a skinny bit of land.  Other, smaller continents were stuck around the globe, but it turned only one time before stopping with the big lands facing her. 
“This is the world of Ka.  To the south are the Nightmare Lands, where Darkness has always reigned.  The Realms of Light once dominated the northern lands, although they now but cling to isolated islands in the Darkness.”
It gestured again, and what looked like a huge, black hole opened up beneath the globe.  It was way bigger than the planet, and its depths seemed to plunge down through the floor. 
“This is the Bottomless Pit, the home to the gods of Darkness,” the creature said.  “Here dwell the armies that felled the Light: the dreaded bodakkai.”  The image shifted, revealing creatures that looked like black, hairless humanoids with large, white eyes, oval heads, and wide, fanged mouths.  “The bodakkai in the Pit are without number.  As the depths of the Pit are endless, so are the hordes of the bodakkai.  It was they who overran the armies of Light, who swarmed this citadel and slaughtered its defenders.”
Lily’s eyes narrowed, and she glanced around at the walls.  “If they did that, then why do you have elf trophies on your walls?” she asked suspiciously.  “All the elves had to be gone before you got here.”
“Because it was I who summoned them to this place,” the creature smiled.  “The bodakkai hate all life and will destroy anything and everything, leaving nothing but desolation and ashes.  They must be controlled, or they will run rampant over the world, killing Shadowborn and Lightborn alike. 
“You have the will to summon and control the bodakkai, Wizard—if just barely.”
“So, teach me the Spell.”
“If it were that simple, we would all have been overrun long ago,” it laughed.  “Mortal Wizards would have summoned them foolishly to their own demise, thinking their power was greater than it was.  No, there is only one way to summon the bodakkai: through the Arcane Doors.”
“I went through one of those,” she countered.  “I didn’t see any of these things in there.” 
“Because a Door must be opened for that purpose if the bodakkai are to be called.  They can only be called through blood, pain, and death…and only by mortal hands.”
Lily realized that meant this damn thing had to be mortal.  That was good; if she had to kill it, it would be easier if it wasn’t an immortal like her.  “Will you show me how?” she asked.  “And what about the helper for my Domain?”
“I will teach you, yes.”  It rose from its seat and began weaving its hands in the air, gathering magic.  “And as for the helper…you must ask for that, yourself.  I will teach you of the Mad Goddess and her rites.  You must choose to ask for her help, for she alone understands the Domain of Madness. 
“Beware, though.  Xankswa is the Heart of Chaos, and her nature is mercurial and uncaring.  She may choose to aid you, or to eat your still-beating heart as you watch.  There is no way to know.”
Lily grinned.  “She sounds like my kind of bitch,” she laughed.  “Go ahead.  Teach me what I need to know.”




Chapter 31

Dawn rose over Haerobel without fanfare, despite the great battle that had been fought the night before.  It found Aranos back in the Dwarven Forge, hammering at a suit of full armor that he’d spent the last two hours crafting.  The armor was dark grey and forged of cloudmetal, harder than deepsteel and, if anything, even harder to work.  Fortunately, he’d kept his Profession as Blacksmith; the boost to crafting speed and quality were both useful for working the difficult metal.  He focused his intentions on the armor as he labored, pounding mana into it and Enchanting it in the dwarven fashion.  He focused on making the metal stronger, lighter, and resistant to the powers of Corruption, trickling soul, spirit, and Redemption mana into it as he did.
His Otherworldly Lore training had been the key to unlocking the secrets of cloudmetal.  His latest training session with Cron had taken him to the world of Xeggorim, a place of sentient constructs where no organic life existed.  The constructs mined their world for cloudmetal ore, the basis for their construction, and disposed of inferior ore by tossing it into dimensional portals—which occasionally sent fragments hurtling down into Ka.  Once Aranos had realized that cloudmetal had an extraplanar origin, he’d had no difficulties reproducing it.  It was a simple enough matter to use the ingot he’d gotten from the dwarven master smith Olizzour as a template, and he’d forged several ingots of the super-hard metal already.
When the armor was finished, he set the piece aside and sat down to carve runes into it with a warforged steel athame, the only thing he had that would scratch the metal.  He spent another hour Enchanting the armor, then poured energy into it.  The multiple layers of runes and Enchantments gave the armor’s wearer extra defense, resistance to magic, and mobility, as well as boosting their Physical Stats a decent amount.  When the armor was at last finished, he set it down beside the rest of his night’s work and examined what he’d made.
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Crafting Success!
You have crafted the following:
Armor of the Grand Paladin
Type: Armor
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Material: Cloudmetal
Base Defense: 145
Effects: Defense +92, Damage Resistance +46% to physical damage, Magic Resistance +92%, Movement speed +23%, Immunity to Corrupted Spell or Abilities +138%, All Physical Stats +28
Activated Effect: Nova of Light—Does LP damage equal to wearer’s Wis x 92 to all Shadowborn within 60’ (3 charges)
Charges: 418
Scepter of Sorcerous Thought
Rarity: Legendary (artificial due to material rarity)
Quality: Masterwork
Material: Thoughtsilver / Sourcemetal
Base Damage: Wielder’s Willpower / 100 (currently 52)
Effects: Attack bonus equal to wielder’s Willpower / 20 (currently +257), Amplification—any Spell cast through this scepter requires 5x SP and is 10x more effective (applies only to Spell effects, not duration, range, or area of effect),  Redemption—any Spell cast through this scepter is considered Redeemed, doing an extra 50% damage to Corrupted or Shadowborn and only 50% damage to Redeemed or Lightborn. 
Special: Can be formed into any weapon that has a handle at least 2 feet long and in which the wielder has at least Adept Weapon Mastery.  Gains special Abilities based on wielder’s Perks and Titles (1 Ability / 1000 Willpower, minimum of one Ability).  
For Aranos Evenshade:
Does double damage to Corrupted or Shadowborn, half damage to Redeemed or Lightborn.
Does +[Willpower / 500]% damage for every 10 levels higher the target  is than the wielder 
Increases SP Regen +[Willpower / 200]% when held
Increases Spell Casting Speed by [Willpower / 200]%
Reduces targets Magic Resistance by [Willpower / 200]%
 
He’d finally stumbled on a way to use the thoughtsilver ingot.  He’d been playing around with it, and he’d realized that however liquid the metal became, it wouldn’t drip or flow far from the main mass unless he willed it to do so.  With that in mind, he’d forged a copy of his Scepter of High Sorcery out of pure ashatine but left it hollow inside and filled the middle with thoughtsilver.  He’d opened holes in the top and bottom for the liquid metal to flow through, and to his relief, the thoughtsilver remained inside, no matter how he swung or shook it. 
He hefted the scepter and concentrated on it; instantly, the liquid metal flowed out and formed into a silvery quarterstaff.  He spun the staff through some exercises, then slammed it into the floor repeatedly.  The stone floor chipped, but the weapon still gleamed perfectly.  He grinned; this was going to be his go-to weapon from now on.  His SP pool was big enough to eat the extra mana costs for casting Spells through it, and with it, one of his Shattering Bullets could do over ten thousand SP damage.  He wondered if Bullets he cloned with his Multishot Ability would have the same boost; he doubted it, but it was worth checking.
The armor he’d crafted for Phil wasn’t the only other thing he’d made, of course.  He’d fashioned a warforged axe for Hector that did extra damage against barriers, a sourcemetal totem for Meridian that could amplify her Spells to a lesser degree than his scepter, a cloudmetal chainmail armor for Longfellow, a pair of matched warforged short swords for McBane, and a longbow for Martina.  That last one, he’d carved from telmallern wood, and he was pretty proud of it.  It had a powerful boost to attack, damage, and armor piercing, plus it boosted the archer’s Perception.
He piled everything into his pack and walked into the manor house, where the rest of his party was starting to awaken. 
“Oathbinder,” Geltheriel nodded to him as he entered.  “Did you rest at all last night?”
“I meditated.  I’m working on a new Spell, and I spent the time trying to create it.”
“You spent four hours on a single Spell?”
“It’s a really powerful one.  I’m going to have to spend that sort of time on it for the next couple of days, at least, I’m guessing.”
“I hope the time is worth it,” she sighed. 
“Oh, it will be.  In fact, if I’m right, it’s going to be the key to taking the initiative in this war.”  He grimaced.  “So far, we’ve been reacting, because we just don’t have the numbers to attack Cendarta.  I’d like to change that, but to do that I’ll either need the combined elven, human, and dwarven armies—which will be hard to manage if Cendarta stands, since it’ll block those armies from coming together—or change the scenario a bit.”
The Shadedancer nodded.  “Well, it will be gratifying to take the battle to the Darkness,” she admitted.
Rhys and Mutroda joined them not long after, and they settled in for a quick breakfast from their rations. 
“So, we’ve stopped the urukkai from taking Antas and Haerobel,” Mutroda finally spoke.  “Back to Eredain, now?  That’s their next, logical target.”
“No,” Aranos shook his head.  “After losing two armies like that, I’m betting they’ll hold off and send a full army after Eredain.  That will take some time to put together.”
“Where to, then, Liberator?” Rhys asked.  “While I would not mind spending the day in Haerobel working with my fellow Druids to restore it, I am certain the rest of the party would rather be elsewhere.”
“Stoneleague,” Aranos replied with a smile.  “I want to check in on Phil and his party, and I want to talk to the Merchants’ and Adventurers’ Guilds, as well as the Mages’ College.  Oh, and I have a few hides to give to Portia.”
Geltheriel sighed.  “I must be Theria again?” she asked in a long-suffering voice.
“Nope,” he shook his head.  “This time, we go as ourselves.  I’m hoping that my presence might allow me to speak to the King; I need to make sure he’s getting the army ready.  I’m sure Lily’s going to be heading that way at some point, and if she catches the city by surprise, she might take it the same way she took Northmoor.”
“Good.  I have no desire to subject myself to your strange fantasies of how I should walk.  I believe if I actually moved that way, my weapons would fly free of my hips, likely killing many in the process.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” Aranos laughed.
“It was somewhat…pronounced, Liberator,” Rhys said mildly.  “Not that I offer complaint, of course.  If nothing else, the Shadedancer’s discomfiture was an endless source of amusement.”
“As was your mangling of human speech,” the woman grinned.  “And yet, I would remind you that I am truly a Shadedancer no longer, any more than you are a simple Druid.”
“True, but ‘Baleful Shade’ is something of a mouthful,” the Furor shrugged.
“Call her a Shade, then,” Mutroda suggested.  “It’s short and accurate.  She’s kind of oozing shadows all over the place, now.”
“I ooze nothing, dwarf,” Geltheriel said archly.  “I emanate shadow.”
“It’s the same thing.  They both mean that something’s coming out of you, don’t they?”
“Perhaps, but I will not be accused of oozing anything.  I am not particularly fastidious, but that crosses my boundaries.”
“Fine.  You’re emanating shadows all over the place.  That better?”
“Much.”
Avalyn rejoined them an hour later, and Aranos opened a personal portal to allow them to return to Eredain.  The portal arch in the Great Square was still functioning, and they could have taken that to return, but their trip to Haerobel had attuned them all to that specific portal.  Now that the two cities were technically one region, he didn’t know if that would still hold true, but he didn’t see a point in risking it when it only took a half-minute and some SP to fix the issue.
His portal opened into his own manor grounds in Eredain; now that he was the city’s Elder, its wards didn’t exactly hold him out anymore.  He stepped through the portal, and seconds later, an elf hurried up to him, bowing obsequiously.
“My Lord Evenshade,” the young, turquoise-haired woman said deferentially, then paused.  “Or do you prefer Elder Aranos?  I am unsure of the proper address in a situation such as this.”
Aranos opened his mouth to ask who the woman was before remembering that thanks to his Inspection Skill, he didn’t need to.
Salihn Evenshade
Uninjured
“Salihn,” he greeted the woman with a nod.  “Either is fine.  What can I do for you?”
“I have taken over your former majordomo’s duties here in Eredain, my Lord,” she said, bowing once more.  “There are some few matters that require your attention.”
“Can’t Mathias and Gwinivere handle them?” he sighed.
“They cannot, my Lord, as some of them pertain to Eredain as a whole, while others are matters for you, specifically.”
Geltheriel chuckled.  “It seems that our departure for Stoneleague may be somewhat delayed, Oathbinder.  I will take the time to report our victory to Captain Dorn’ar’el and Lady Wynathra.”
“That will not be necessary, Elder Geltheriel,” Salihn replied.  “Those two wished to meet with Lord Evenshade at his first convenience, along with Grandmaster Kylantha of the House of the Sickle and Master Dirue of the House of Stars.  Also, Lady Gilris has been asking for you.”
“Can you have them all gather here?” he asked the woman tiredly.  “Maybe we can get this all handled in one meeting.”  He stopped.  “Oh, and can you let Ilmadia of House Waeslar know that I’ve got more samples for her?”
“All of that can be arranged, my Lord,” the woman acknowledged.  “Also, Mistress Tialha of the House of Grass wishes to present you with her works.”  Salihn looked him up and down.  “Were I to make the decision, I would summon her and be fitted while arrangements for your meeting are made.”
Aranos glanced down at himself, taking in his decidedly threadbare appearance.  His recent battles hadn’t left his Robe of the Grand Sorcerer in very good shape, to be sure.  “That’s probably a good idea,” he admitted.
“I will make the arrangements, then,” she smiled.   “I am certain that Mistress Tialha will be here within the hour.”
In fact, the cantankerous old woman arrived in only twenty minutes, long enough for Aranos to bathe and wash the dust of Haerobel from his body.  She stormed into his room as he was dressing, dragging the blushing Avalyn in behind her and carrying bundles of cloth over her arm.  Fortunately, he was wearing pants at the time, but if Tialha saw any problems with barging in on him, he couldn’t tell.
“I’m sorry,” Avalyn said a bit desperately, her face bright pink.  “I told her you were taking a bath…”
“Bother that, child,” Tialha snapped in Human for the teen’s benefit.  “I spent a great deal of time, energy, and mana on these clothes, and I wish to see our new Elder in them.”
“But he could have been naked,” the girl protested.
“He will be in moments as he puts these on.  I fail to see the difference.”  She glanced at the young woman.  “Do not forget, I have clothing for you, as well.”
“I—I’m not getting dressed in front of him!” Avalyn gasped, turning an even deeper red.  “That—I can’t!”
“Of course, you will not, foolish girl.  Even I am not that inappropriate.  You will change in Lord Evenshade’s bathing chamber, and then you will come out here so that I can inspect my handiwork upon you.”
The girl seemed mollified as she grabbed the bundle of cloth Tialha held out to her and dashed into the room Aranos indicated.  As she vanished, Tialha chuckled.
“Silly child,” she spoke in Elvish.  “She thought I was going to barge in on you while you were fully undressed.”
“You might have,” he pointed out.  “I had just gotten out of the bath.”
Tialha shook her head.  “I could sense your clothing through the door,” she explained.  “It is an Ability granted by my Class, Arcane Weaver.  I can feel fabric and sense if it is being worn or not.  Unless you were foolish enough to put on a shirt first and pants second, I knew you were not indecent.  And if you had, then you would have deserved to be embarrassed for dressing so ridiculously.”
Aranos shook his head.  “That was a mean trick to play on her,” he admonished.
“She takes herself far too seriously,” the old woman scoffed.  “She is enamored of you, and she is desperate to hide the fact.”  Aranos looked at her dubiously, but she pointed a finger at him.  “Take the word of one who is far older than you, Elder—and who has an Expert rank in Sense Intent.”
He shifted uncomfortably; Avalyn was a kid, after all, and the thought that she might like him was a little off-putting, to be honest.  Tialha glanced at his face and chuckled again. 
“And now, you are uncomfortable with that thought.  That speaks well of you, but you have no need for distress.  You are the girl’s mentor and instructor, yes?”
“Yes,” he agreed.  Would he need to stop teaching her?  To make sure Geltheriel or Mutroda was around when he did, just to be safe?
“Then what she feels is normal.  You have done many wondrous things, and she respects and admires you.  She simply mistakes that admiration for more than it is.  She will outgrow it, and when she does, she will realize that the bond between master and apprentice is far deeper and more profound than any she might have imagined.
“Now, strip and put these on.”  She held out an outfit. 
“You actually want me to take my clothes off in front of you?” he asked, feeling his own cheeks warm.
The old woman laughed.  “Lord Evenshade, I have seen countless young men disrobe in the course of my fittings.  Do you believe that you possess aught that they did not?”
“Well, no, but…I’m not really used to undressing in front of women.  I mean, unless…”  He let the sentence trail off as he realized what he’d been about to say, and his cheeks burned like they were on fire.
She snorted.  “Have no fear of that being an issue, my Lord.  I admire you, but my tastes run to men who are more…strapping.”  He blushed again, and she sighed.  “Fine.  I will turn my back, but dress quickly, as I wish to see the finished product.”
She turned around as he took the clothing and dressed quickly, appraising the items as he did.
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Appraisal Success!
Success was automatic as the items are being purchased.
Shirt of the Elder Sorcerer
Type: Armor
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Base Defense: 45
Effects: Str +15, Resistance to physical damage +50%, SP regen +25%
Trousers of the Elder Sorcerer
Type: Armor
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Base Defense: 45
Effects: Agil +15, Resistance to physical damage +50%, Movement speed +25%
Coat of the Elder Sorcerer
Type: Cloak
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: End +15, Magic Resistance +25%, Resistance to magical damage +50%, immunity to nonmagical heat and cold.
Boots of the Elder Sorcerer
Type: Boots
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Dodge +50%, No movement penalties for difficult terrain, Stealth +50%
Matched Set!
You have discovered the matched set Apparel of the Elder Sorcerer
Benefits: While wearing all four items, bonuses are increased by 20% and all items gain the Self Repair Ability, repairing 1% of any damage done to them per hour unless totally destroyed.
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“Wow,” Aranos breathed, taking in the outfit. The clothing was a rich, royal blue with brilliant, ruby-hued chasing and accents that matched his hair color perfectly.  Patterns had been woven into it that looked vaguely arcane but that he didn’t think were magical, and the material was incredibly soft and silky against his skin.  “This—this is amazing!”
“It is the best I could do in three days,” she said critically, walking over to him and adjusting the outfit.  “I saw that you had a cloak—and a very finely made one, at that—so I adjusted my normal patterns to account for the lack of one in the set.”
“What are these made of?”
“Moonsilk,” she said absently.  “An Exotically rare fabric that can be produced only in distant Elren Aethel.  It is very difficult to work, but it takes Enchantment well and is highly suitable for my particular manner of working.”
“It feels like I’m barely wearing anything,” he said admiringly.  A thought occurred to him, and he pulled his Surcoat from his backpack.  “Do you think wearing this will cause a problem with the outfit?”
“What is this?” she demanded, grabbing at the surcoat and feeling along it, muttering to herself as she did.  “Weave is odd; practically without texture; carries power almost perfectly…”  She looked up at him.  “Is this samalhie?  What the humans call warpsilk?”
“Yes,” he nodded.  “I Enchanted it to…”
“Yes, I can see the Enchantments.  They are quite well done, if not particularly long-lasting.”  She stared at him.  “You have no skill in Weaving, do you?”
“No,” he admitted.
“Then let me fix this.  This material is—it should only be Enchanted by one who knows its secrets.  I mean no offense, but what you have done only brushes the surface of the possibilities for this surcoat!”
“You can replicate the Enchantments I put on it?”
“I can significantly improve upon them,” she corrected.  “I can make of this…”  She shook her head.  “It will be my crowning achievement, Lord Evenshade.”  She took a deep breath.  “Please.  I must—I need to work on this.”
He looked at her appraisingly.  He didn’t need his Sense Intent Skill to tell him that this was important to her.  “On one condition,” he finally answered.
“Name it,” she said instantly.  “You wish me to provide my work for no charge?  Done.  To join your House?  It will be my honor.  Whatever you wish.”
“My apprentice, Avalyn, picked up the Weaving Skill,” he began.
“And you wish me to train her in my arts.  Yes, I will do this.”  His surprise must have shown on his face as she shook her head and looked at him intently.  “You do not understand, Elder.  This—this is a Legendary material.  I am a Grandmaster in Weaving.  I could make an item of Artifact
or even Mythical quality with such fabric!  It would be a Great Work for your House to possess such, and my place in the House of Grass would be forever secured.  None would ever turn aside from my work after this!” 
“Then you should have that chance,” he nodded, letting go of the surcoat.  “I’d ask how long it will take, but if you’re talking Artifact quality—I don’t care.  Take as long as you need.  Let me know if there’s anything I can do to assist you, and I’ll do my best.”
She chuckled.  “You have given me more than I ever dreamed, my Lord,” she said, the harshness gone from her tone.  “Were I a century younger, I would demonstrate my gratitude right here on this bed, and to the Pit to any who dared protest.”
Aranos laughed.  “I thought I wasn’t strapping enough for you!”
“I lied,” she shrugged.  “I prefer my men intelligent, and you have that in ample supply.”
“What are you talking about?” Avalyn asked curiously as she came out of the room.  Her outfit was a dress-like robe of scarlet, with azure highlights that matched her eyes.  A wide belt held it around the middle, and she wore a coat and cloak on top of it.  She held her arms out and looked at Aranos.  “Do you see this?”
“It looks great,” he smiled at her. 
“Looks great?” she echoed.  “It’s…it’s gorgeous!  The colors are perfect, and the fabric…”  She looked at Tialha.  “How did you get the weave so tight?  And how did you make it carry the Enchantments you gave it?  I can barely understand how it works!”  She looked back at Aranos.  “This isn’t how you taught me to do it.”
“My arts are far different from his,” Tialha shrugged.  “Yet, you will come to know them, for your teacher has made a bargain with me to instruct you.”
“He…wait, what?”  She looked at Aranos.  “You’re paying her to teach me?”
“Not exactly.  It’s a favor for a favor,” he explained.  “Mistress Tialha is a Grandmaster at Weaving, and you can see that she has rather unique skills in it.  I thought that if you learned how to do what she does, you could craft things as valuable as I do—or even more.”
“I…that’s…”  The young woman’s mouth worked, and tears shone in her eyes.  “Thank you,” she finally whispered.  “Thank you for that.  I—I really appreciate it.”
“You may not once you have come to work with me,” Tialha chuckled.  “I am not an easy taskmaster, I bid you fair warning.”
“I’ll learn,” the girl promised quietly.  “If you’ll teach me, I’ll learn.  I swear it.”
“Hmm,” the old woman said thoughtfully.  She glanced at Aranos.  “Do you need this one for the next hour?”
“No, not really.  I’m going to be in meetings.  I was just going to have her train.”
“Then come with me, child.  You will show me what you can do, so I know how far you have to go.”
“Okay,” she agreed.  She stepped toward Tialha, then stopped and walked over to Aranos.  She wrapped her arms around his chest and squeezed him briefly. 
“Thank you,” she whispered softly.  “I really mean it.  Thank you for everything.”
“You’re welcome,” he murmured, patting her a bit awkwardly on the shoulder.
Tialha’s eyes glinted merrily at Aranos’ obvious discomfort as the girl released him and followed the old woman out the door. 
“Well, that wasn’t awkward at all,” he sighed, glancing down at himself again.  “I mean, I love the fancy, new clothes and all, but I could do with about fifty percent less teenage drama.  Hopefully, there’ll be a lot less of that at the meeting today.”




Chapter 32

Salihn found him less than thirty minutes later, knocking on his door and interrupting his spellcrafting.  He’d spent the time pouring more mana into the Spell he was creating, and the disturbance had almost caused him to lose hold of the Spell image.  That would have wasted the energy he’d poured into it for the past half-hour; not a great loss, to be certain, but not something he would have been super happy about, either.  That probably explained his irritation as he jerked open the door to his room.
“What?” he demanded of the woman.
“I—forgive me, my Lord,” the slim woman stammered, bowing low to him.  “I merely wished to inform you that those you had requested to speak with have arrived and are waiting in your dining room.”  The woman’s face was downcast, and he could feel the hurt emanating from her.  Stupid Sense Intent Skill, he thought as guilt swept through him. 
“I’m sorry, Salihn,” he apologized with a sigh.  “I was in the middle of something, that’s all.  I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”
“There is no need to apologize, my Lord.”
“No, there is.  You did well, getting everyone here so quickly.  Thank you for that.”
“Of course, Lord Evenshade,” she said, and he could sense her relief.
As they walked through the hallways, he looked down at the woman.  “So, how did you get this job?” he asked.  “Were you Lorsan’s assistant, or something?”
“No, my Lord,” she smiled.  “Unlike your majordomo, I am a member of this House.  When he left to go to Antas with you, someone needed to care for the estate and your affairs here.  I volunteered, and Elder Mathias confirmed the appointment.”
“Why did you want the job, though?”
“I took the Merchant Class when I was with my previous House, my Lord,” she explained.  “I had hoped to become a Master Merchant one day, but in the House of Summer, I discovered that I am far more suited to managing warehouses and employees than to dealing directly with customers.”  She shrugged.  “I find Bargaining difficult, and without that Skill, a Merchant cannot run a store, for obvious reasons.
“I joined your House because I could sense the burgeoning opportunities in it, especially for one such as I who is skilled in management and administration.  I have worked with Elder Gwinivere to manage the Quests we accept and to make sure they are apportioned fairly, and she was pleased with my work.  So, when the chance came to manage your entire estate, I naturally leaped at it.”
“And are you happy with your choice?” he asked seriously.
“Very much so, my Lord.  Your estates here and around the city are significant, and there is much to do.  As well, there are always those who seek audience with you both as Lord Evenshade and as Elder Aranos, and I must determine which warrant your attention, which can be handled by the Elders, and which are unnecessary to deal with at all.”
“Unnecessary?” he repeated.  “What do you mean?”
“There are many who simply wish to speak to you in order to say that they met with the Savior of Eredain, my Lord.  They have nothing to discuss, in particular, but they seek to gain fame through proximity to yours.  To those, I thank them for their interest and tell them that perhaps, when our world is in less danger, you will have time to meet with them. 
“Others come to bring trivial complaints that are beneath your notice, things that should be handled by either their own House Elders or another House of the city.  Those, I send in the proper direction, so they may have their concerns abated without wasting your time unnecessarily.”
Aranos glanced at her, impressed.  “You do all that?” he asked.  “Did Lorsan do that, as well?”
“Your majordomo was more skilled at such than I,” she admitted.  “I am still learning what he has mastered.”
Aranos decided that maybe he wasn’t giving Lorsan enough credit.  He’d have to take some time to express his appreciation to the majordomo next time he saw the man.  “Well, it sounds like you’re doing a great job,” he spoke.  “Keep up the good work.”
“My thanks, my Lord.  Oh, and Elder Ilmadia agreed to visit you after your meeting today.  I trust that was your intent?”
“It was,” he nodded as he entered his dining room.  He recognized the elves in attendance immediately, of course, and he smiled at them as they rose from the long table to greet him.  Wynathra was the leader of the House of Blades in Eredain, while Dorn’ar’el held a similar position for the House of Twilight.  Kylantha, the ancient Druid, seemed to be in charge in the House of the Sickle, as far as Aranos could tell, and obviously Dirue was here as a representative of the House of the Stars.  Those Houses were the ones with which Aranos had the best reputation, along with the House of the Moon and Faraine’s House Gilris, so it made sense that its members should comprise a sort of advisory council for the city.
The meeting went swiftly enough.  Aranos told them about the state of Haerobel and the battle to defend it.  Wynathra and Dorn’ar’el questioned him closely about the battle and the urukkai tactics, while Dirue expressed far more interest in the ohtruk’s Ability to absorb and channel nearby mana.  He spoke with Kylantha about exactly what had happened to Haerobel and how the rabisu had drained the city so completely; the Druid wanted to pass his words along to the other heads of the House of the Sickle and bring more Druids to the city to restore it.  Dirue had primarily come to congratulate him on his elevation to city Elder and to let him know that the House of Stars was willing to lease the Tower of Wizardry he’d raised in the city. 
“The building you have created for the House is very valuable, Lord Evenshade,” she told him.  “The only other is in the capitol of Cyva Alari, and its proximity to the royal palace means that the House must weigh political considerations when determining who can be appointed there.  Here, we may send those best suited to use the tower and the nearby Library, such as researchers and Loremasters, and the House will likely benefit far more from it.”
“I heard that all the elven cities used to have one,” he observed.  “Why don’t they anymore?”
“You have seen a tower, Lord Evenshade,” she laughed.  “You can certainly surmise that they are too large and heavy to be placed within the heights of our tree-cities.  They must stand apart, and during the Feast, the Darkness made a point to capture and destroy them to weaken us.  Only that which stands outside Cyva Alari survived.”
When the meeting finished, he returned to his manor house to find Ilmadia waiting for him in his study.  He greeted the old woman warmly and handed over three more ingots for her.  The old woman glanced at the items almost disinterestedly at first before doing a classic double-take and reaching out to touch the azure bar of sourcemetal. 
“What—Elder Aranos, what is this?” she asked reverently.  “The feel—the energies within…”  She closed her eyes, then opened them with a stunned expression.  “Ashatine!  The metal of the arcanes!  Can it truly be?”
“I thought you might like it,” he grinned.  “What about the others?”
It took the woman a minute or more to identify the thoughtsilver and warforged steel, and her hands trembled as she placed the shining, silver ingot down.
“I jested with you once about bringing me a Legendary metal,” she said softly.  “And you repay my insolence by offering me not one but three.  Elder—Lord Evenshade—I cannot possibly accept these.  They are far too valuable and rare.  You may never discover their ilk again, and I would see them used, not collecting dust in my trophy case.”
“Not a problem,” he shook his head, pulling out his scepter and holding it up for her to see.  “I figured out how to make more of all three of those.  I created those ingots you’re holding, and I can make others if I want to.”  He flexed his will, and the glossy, liquid thoughtsilver shot from the scepter and formed into his staff.  “See?”
She stared at the weapon, her face awed, then looked away.  “I—I do not know what to say,” she finally sighed.  “I was going to gift you with samples from my full collection in return for what you already gave me, but this…I have no way to repay such generosity.”
“You can repay me by learning everything you can about those ingots,” he said gently.  “The more you understand them, the more effectively we can use them.  Could you imagine a city gate made of thoughtsilver that could be opened and closed at will and was as hard as the combined wills of all the inhabitants inside?  Or a device made from sourcemetal that lets a hundred Wizards add mana to it and fires a blast a hundred times more powerful than what they poured into it?  What if every Warrior in the House of Blades went to battle wearing warforged steel armor?”
“If you can create these bars, could you not make such a possibility?”
“Not really,” he shook his head.  “I can only create so much of it, so quickly.  It would take me weeks to turn Antas’ gate into thoughtsilver, much less an entire wall, for example.  But, if you can figure out how to separate the energy from it and contain it, the House of Stars could probably make more of it themselves.”
She stared at the metals for long moments before nodding.  “That—I do not know if I can complete such a task, Elder,” she admitted.  “My years dwindle, and what you ask may be the work of a lifetime.  However, it is a work worth doing.”  She grimaced.  “It may be time, at last, for me to choose an apprentice, one to whom I can pass on my knowledge and who can continue this work when I am gone.”
“You’ve never trained an apprentice?”
“No.  I have little patience, and my husband was a better teacher than I, so it fell to him to train the younger generations.  However, this is a task that will outlive me, and it is one of incalculable value, even beyond the tools of war of which you speak.  I can imagine ashatine collectors where magical energy is gathered and amplified, creating places where arcane research and Enchantment are both vastly easier and far more potent.  I foresee sanwetel bridges that can be directed to take you anywhere in the city with a thought.  I picture matayai repositories to house knowledge, impervious to most damage and protecting our greatest lore.”
Aranos smiled at her; those all sounded good to him, as well.  “Exactly. These metals are only Legendary because we don’t know how to reproduce them, yet.  In their own worlds, sourcemetal and thoughtsilver are apparently fairly common.  They could be here, too.”
The old woman had finally accepted his gifts and left, promising to send over the samples she was talking about once they were fully prepared.  Apparently, she dealt with a lot of Exotically and Exceptionally rare materials, and some of them were dangerous if not handled carefully.  He insisted that she take her time; the thought of so many new samples intrigued him, but he knew that until Cendarta was freed, at least, he wouldn’t have enough time to spend on them, anyway.
He regathered his party and led Faraine and a handful of her people to the portal in front of Danastor.  He noticed that a significant amount of work had been done to the place in his absence, but he also saw that much of the stonework, at least, was fairly inferior to what had originally been there.  Mutroda apparently noticed it, as well, judging from the disapproving look on her face.
“You need better stonemasons,” she grumped.
“I’m sure they did the best they could,” he shrugged.
“Probably, which is why you need better masons.  Maybe once the clanhomes are repaired, you can have your masons come out here to repair the repairs, so to speak.”
“Or I could just do it now,” he pointed out.  He closed his eyes and reached out with his High Mastery Ability.  To his Dwarven Masonry Skill, the tower was a mess.  It looked like his people hadn’t been able to reuse all of the stones that the Nightmare Beast had knocked free, so they’d cut stones that weren’t quite a match in texture, shape, or quality.  The stones they had reused were reset randomly, leaving irregular gaps and destroying the careful grain patterns of the wall.  It only took him a few minutes to fix those issues by shifting the crystalline matrix of the replaced stones to match the original ones more perfectly, smoothing the irregular mortar between the blocks until they were level and even, and twisting the grains of the recycled slabs to complement the ones around them.  Once he was done, he examined the structure critically.
“That’s much better,” Mutroda approved.  “It still needs a door, though.  Preferably metal or stone.”
“We’ll get to it.  Maybe we can forge one with the Soulforge.  I’m sort of eager to see what it can do, to be honest with you.”
“I’ll bet every dwarf in Skollheld Antas feels the same way.”
When they arrived in Antas, Aranos asked Lorsan to make sure Faraine and her people got an escort to their dwelling in the city.  He lost another thirty minutes dealing with issues that had cropped up in the past few days, none of which were particularly important but all of which the majordomo seemed to think were necessary.  Aranos might once have dismissed the man’s attention to detail as being too fussy, but he’d gained far too much respect for his servant to ignore him so easily anymore.
“The most serious issue with which you must deal is the influx of new mouths to feed from Haerobel,” the elf informed the Sorcerer.  “None wish to return to that city, of course, but having witnessed the punishment of their former leader, many also did not wish to remain here or face similar judgment in Eredain.”
“So, where are they?” Aranos asked.
“Most are within the city but remaining hidden as best they can.  Perhaps twenty of them left through the gates and are reported to be living in the surrounding forests—what little of that exists, that is.  My worry is that our forests cannot yet support them, nor do they have supplies to feed themselves long.  I fear what they may do as hunger strikes.”
They’ll turn into bandits or thieves, Aranos filled in the blanks easily enough.  “I understand.  Pass a message to them that any of them can avoid punishment by agreeing to serve in one of the garrisons for three months.  If they don’t want to do that, they need to report to the House of Blades to take their consequences.  Any who don’t within a week will be considered outlaws and will be captured and sent to Eredain for trial, even if I have to do it myself.”
Lorsan inclined his head.  “They may feel backed into a life of crime by those choices, my Lord,” he pointed out.
“They were going to end up there anyway.  Antas isn’t Eredain, where people can build a village in the forest and live indefinitely.  They’ll strip the forest bare in a week, and they’ll have to either turn themselves in or start raiding our farms and patrols at that point to survive.  This way, they can’t say they didn’t have a choice.”
“What if they ask which locations they would be defending, my Lord?”
“Not Haerobel.  We’ve got the gatehouse between here and Cendarta that needs more people, as well as the Waystation between here and Stoneleague.  Also, there’s a keep south of Stoneleague and the portal arch near Skollheld Heill that could use defending.  Plenty of places that need soldiers, and none of them Haerobel.”
“I will deliver the message to Captain Xilyra, who will be able to spread word to those hidden in the city, and Lieutenant Aekian, who can ensure those without hear the same.  It is a fair offer of penance through service, and if they choose not to take it, the fault is upon them, not you.”
When Aranos’ majordomo was at last finished, the party stepped through the portal that led to Darkwatch Keep, overlooking the trade road that ran between Stoneleague in the north and Avendale to the south.  The High Road kept to the north in the Human Kingdoms, connecting Stoneleague and Northmoor, so the party had to follow the simple trade road to get to the human city.  Just as they had when traveling to Haerobel, Aranos, Mutroda, and the elves stood back and allowed Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango to do as much of the fighting as possible.  It would have been a waste for Aranos to kill the amaroks, anisi spiders, and dinosaur-like kondinyas they encountered.  The game awarded XP based on how difficult and dangerous an encounter was, and Aranos could take out twenty or thirty of the weaker creatures with a single Ravaging Burst at that point.  His Spell XP might go up, but his Class XP probably wouldn’t.
He used his new instructor tab to monitor Avalyn closely as she fought with the creatures.  She’d finally gotten her Mana Control to the Adept ranks; he’d need to get her started on aspecting her mana as soon as possible.  He also needed to work with her on refining her Spells a bit; it looked to him like she was using more SP per Spell than she should have been and getting less effect than she might have.  Of course, she doesn’t have all the Perks and Titles I do, either, he reminded himself.  Still, it never hurt a Sorcerer to work on making their Spells better.
While the party was near Darkwatch Keep, they encountered practically no Shadowborn at all, despite traveling through the Blightlands.  The oilairie trees Aranos and Rhys had planted around the Keep spread their pollen throughout the area, carried from the hilltop into the nearby forests, and that pollen was deadly to creatures of Darkness.  After they’d traveled a couple of miles, though—which only took ten minutes thanks to Aranos’ Zone of speed Spell boosting their movement speed to four times their normal pace at the expense of almost all his SP regen —the attacks began in earnest, and soon, they were practically fighting every few minutes to reach the city.
“I do not recall this road being so heavily infested with Shadowborn, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel observed as they watched the lower-leveled members of their party battle a swarm of eight anisi.  The giant spiders had poisonous bites and could hurl strong, sticky webbing to entangle their victims, but the webbing wouldn’t cling to Avalyn’s magical armor, and both Glorferdir and Miwango were agile enough to dodge the attacks. 
Glorferdir tanked the monsters, relying more on his Dodge Skill than on pure defense, tumbling them around with his powerful roar and tearing into them with claws and teeth.  The two-foot-long Miwango hovered overhead, dodging web blasts and hitting the creatures with his breath weapons.  His kinetic blasts knocked the spiders about almost as easily as Glorferdir’s roar did, and his thermal and arctic beams fried and froze the anisi respectively.  Meanwhile, Avalyn offered ranged support; she’d apparently improved her capture Spell, weaving an elaborate web of mana that tangled and slowed the creatures, and she’d also developed a sort of AOE Spell that rained a dozen tiny darts of power on her foes, each doing only small amounts of damage.  The two Spells combined had an impressive effect; the anisi couldn’t easily escape her web, and they took constant damage as she bathed them in glimmering darts.
As the party moved north, though, the attacks slowly fell off until they ceased entirely.
“Where did all the monsters go?” Avalyn asked after ten minutes of silence.  “I’m really close to leveling up again!”
“Could be that patrols from the city drove them off,” Mutroda suggested.  “The merchants use this road, right?  Maybe the city has been clearing it and only got this far.”
“My Oathbinder can confirm this, but I do not see the tracks to support such a supposition,” Geltheriel countered.  “I have been looking, and while there are tracks here that do not belong to the beasts of Shadow, they are not human.”
“There are human tracks here, as well,” Aranos replied.  “They’re just older.  No human’s been this way in days.  I don’t recognize the tracks, either, but whatever made them was humanoid, slightly taller and heavier than a human or elf, and probably armored from how the depths of the prints differ.”  He frowned as his Scent Ability kicked in; he’d smelled these creatures before, but he couldn’t recall when.  “They’re about a mile ahead of us.  I think they’re where we first met the tigroons, in that merchant encampment.”
“Then let us proceed with caution,” Geltheriel said, glancing at Silma, who nodded to the Shade. 
Tell her that I’ll go check it out, the fenrin said silently, vanishing into the forests beyond the road. 
Aranos eased off on his Zone of Speed, bringing them down to only double their normal movement rate, and they moved forward quietly.  Avalyn and Glorferdir were now in the center with Rhys and Miwango, who always rode on the Druid’s shoulder; Aranos doubted they would be caught by surprise, but those three were the most vulnerable members of the party.
There’s a problem, pack leader, Silma’s voice rang in his mind a minute or so later. 
What’s wrong?
You’re right about whatever we’re hunting being in that human den.  Their trail led there, and I can smell them inside—but I can’t see them.
Aranos blinked in surprise.  Silma’s Perception was the highest of all of them, and it was enhanced by her fenrin nature to beyond superhuman levels.  How is that possible?
They’re covered in some kind of darkness that I can’t see through.  I thought it might be a shield and went inside, which was a mistake.  It burned to step inside there, and the whole place is totally black.  There’s no light at all, and even worse, the darkness extends out into the road.  You’ll have to go through it to get to Stoneleague.
We’ll handle it, one way or another, he said grimly.  Keep an eye out for me and make sure nothing sneaks up on us.
As if anything could sneak up on you, she snorted.  Still, I’ll keep a nose out.
The darkness Silma had warned them about was visible from a hundred feet away.  As Silma said, the pall stretched out of the woods and covered the road, creating a wall of inky blackness.  Aranos shifted through his Mana Sight, trying to pierce the gloom, but none of his aspects seemed able to penetrate it. 
“It’s not dark,” he mused softly, halting the party.
“Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked.
“That wall.  It’s not dark mana.  If it was, it would glow in my Mana Sight, but it’s invisible to it.  I don’t know what it is, but it’s more than just dark mana.”
“Is that bad?” Mutroda asked.
“If it was, I could wipe it out with a Nova Blast.  I don’t recognize it, though, and that means I have to get closer to see if I can undo it.  Silma said it burned to step inside, so I’d rather not just walk through.”
“Yeah, I don’t really want to get burned,” Avalyn agreed. 
They moved slowly closer, until Aranos was within range of his Mana Vampire Perk.  As they neared, though, the wall shifted and rippled—and suddenly, a wave of black-skinned, hairless figures burst from it, charging toward the party.  Aranos recognized them instantly, and as he did, he realized why their tracks and scent were both familiar and alien to him.
“Bodakkai!” Geltheriel cried, whipping out her blade and moving to stand beside Mutroda.   
The dwarf hefted her halberd and set her shield grimly.  “Not these things again,” she muttered.
The pair had faced the bodakkai when helping Aranos to Redeem his portal in Danastor, and they’d defeated them handily.  Aranos noticed, though, that these creatures were subtly different from the ones they’d faced outside Eredain.  There, all the bodakkai were human-sized and proportioned, with ebon skin, huge white eyes, gill slits instead of nostrils, and wide mouths filled with canine teeth.  This group was different; only the foremost attackers were the same as they’d faced last time.  Some were tall and slim, with long arms, and these hung back, wielding longbows made of some yellowing material that looked like old ivory.  Four of them were shorter and were wrapped in a pale fabric he didn’t recognize; these had smaller eyes and larger mouths than the others, and they looked frailer.  Other were larger and stronger-looking, still human-sized but with the height and proportions of a tall, muscled human, and those wore heavier armor and carried cruel-looking weapons.  Aranos quickly activated his Mass Inspection Skill as they charged.  A few seconds passed before labels appeared over their heads.
Bodak
Unwounded
Light sensitivity
Tayak
Unwounded
Light sensitivity
Alwanak
Unwounded
Light sensitivity
Gimrak
Unwounded
Light sensitivity
Light sensitivity, huh? he thought with a grin.  “Close your eyes!” he shouted as he grabbed strands of light mana and hurled them into the air, feeding them into a tight ball of power.  He squeezed his eyes shut as his Nova Blast exploded overhead, visible even through his eyelids, and he heard a chorus of pained cries and angry hisses rise from the bodakkai.  He opened his eyes again and saw the creatures stumbling around aimlessly; most of them now had the Blinded debuff added to the labels floating over their heads.
Mutroda and Geltheriel rushed the disabled creatures as Silma blurred into view on their flank.  Aranos fired a pair of Shattering Bullets at the smaller, cloth-wearing alwanaks—those looked too much like spellcasters to him.  Sure enough, his bullets struck invisible barriers surrounding the creatures…and punched clean through the shields, piercing both of their skulls and exploding.  The alwanaks dropped, and he turned his attention to the bow-wielding tayaks.  As he did, a storm of tiny magical darts rained down on them, piercing their flesh.  The creatures were only mildly wounded by the attack, but a quartet of his Bullets finished them off. 
Geltheriel, Mutroda, and Silma were tearing through the bodakkai almost without effort, although as the more heavily armed ones regained their sight, they turned out to be able Warriors.  Still, the powerful party members scythed through their foes, and in a moment, the battlefield was clear.
“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Mutroda observed.
Rhys sighed.  “Dwarf, no good can come from saying such things.  One might wonder why you would tempt fate so.”
“Don’t be superstitious,” the Juggernaut scoffed.  “You don’t really think the gods punish people for…”
The dwarf’s words broke off as a bolt of ebon energy shot from the wall of blackness and arced toward her.  Only her battle-honed reflexes saved her, as her shield swept up almost of its own accord and intercepted the arc of power.  The woman grunted as the force of the impact knocked her back a step.  Smoke rose from a large scorch mark in the center of the shield, but she was otherwise unharmed.
“Are you certain you wish to finish that statement?” Rhys said dryly as the blackness rippled and another wave of black-skinned figures rushed out of it. 
“Shut it, green-hair,” the dwarf growled, regaining her balance and turning to face her foes.




Chapter 33

The second wave of bodakkai was larger than the last, and they attacked aggressively.  Aranos flung his Mage Shield up just as five of the magic-wielding alwanaks chanted and hurled a barrage of black, fiery orbs at the party.  The orbs slammed into the shield in a wash of flame that curled around it and faded away harmlessly.  Aranos responded with a light barrage that plunged through the casters’ invisible shields and exploded all around them, blinding them and scorching their flesh. 
Arrows arched from a group of ten tayaks but clattered against the party’s shields and armor.  Aranos launched a Ravaging Burst at the archers that obliterated them in a wash of flame, but even as he did, twenty more rushed from the wall of darkness and opened fire.  At the same time, another group of alwanaks stepped into the light, this one larger than the last and joined by a handful of creatures that Aranos’ Inspection Skill told him were called kittaks. 
The kittaks were similarly sized to regular bodaks but had larger eyes, smaller mouths, and glowed with an eerie, green light.  Aranos wondered what the things were, but as one, they raised their hands and chanted a short incantation in some strange, guttural language.  Instantly, a dark haze shimmered around the warrior-like gimraks, and Aranos watched as their wounds swiftly closed. 
Healers.  Those things are healers.
He launched another Ravaging Burst that encountered a magical barrier above the alwanaks and exploded.  Kinetic force swept through the barrier and battered the spellcasters, killing most of them instantly, and a pair of Shattering Bullets took down the two who survived.  As those died, though, more of the creatures appeared from the wall and joined the battle.
The party was having no difficulty destroying the bodakkai.  They seemed to be relatively low-level creatures, probably averaging around level 10 judging from how easily Aranos’ Spells slaughtered them.  They were weak enough, individually, that Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango had joined the battle and were holding their own.  If the party had been facing thirty or forty of the creatures, this would all have been over in minutes.
However, there seemed to be no end to the monstrous humanoids.  As one group fell, a larger one would rush from the darkness to take their place.  The bodakkai almost seemed to get smarter as they attacked and started using group tactics, the gimraks forming a shield wall to hold out the party’s fighters while the bodaks moved to attack their flanks.  The tayaks and alwanaks struck at the party from a distance, and the kittaks worked to heal the front-line tanks. 
The formation was a classic one, and it would have worked if both Geltheriel and Silma weren’t so fantastically mobile.  The Baleful Shade and fenrin weren’t constrained by the shield wall, though, and both kept appearing behind the enemy lines, ripping holes in the shield wall or slaughtering the healers.  The tattered wall wasn’t enough to keep Mutroda, Glorferdir, and Miwango back, and the bodakkai slowly crumbled beneath the party’s assault.
New creatures began to appear on the field, ones that were stronger and more dangerous.  Aranos recognized the huonwe, monsters that looked like nude, eight-foot-tall humanoids with obsidian skin, clawed hands and feet, a head that looked like a dog’s but covered in scales, and prominent male genitalia.  There were also three new types of bodakkai with four arms that seemed to be upgraded versions of the lesser ones: heavily muscled and armored nakkaks; slim, robed essataks; and tall duraks dressed in blood-red armor with spiky crests on their heads that looked like a crown.  These creatures were more powerful than their lesser counterparts, and the party had to work harder to hold them off.  The nakkaks could attack with more than one weapon at once and still hold a shield; the essataks and duraks could fling two Spells at the same time.  Still, the party held on and kept driving the creatures back.
The wall rippled once more, and Aranos tensed for the next assault.  Instead of a horde of monsters, though, a single creature stepped out into the light.  It had six arms and wore crimson armor with what looked like an emerald set into the breastplate.  It had the same spiky crest as the duraks, but its crown burned with black flames.  The creature strode out onto the field and glanced around at the carnage before raising four of its six arms.  It started chanting in a guttural language, and Aranos winced as the words struck his ears.  He didn’t understand them, but something about them disturbed him at a deep level.
He cast his flight Spell and rose above the fray, Inspecting the new creature.
Lugarak
Unwounded
Light sensitivity, Life of the Kin, Power of Pain
The lugarak paused its chant as it spotted Aranos, and he felt a wave of pure malevolence roll out from it.  The creature lifted its two unused arms, and twin jets of inky, black light shot toward the Sorcerer, slamming into his Mage Shield and exploding violently.  The Shield flexed beneath the assault but didn’t crack or buckle, and Aranos responded by targeting the creature with a light barrage.  An opaque shield flashed into being before the caster, and the globes exploded against it.  Aranos poured power into the Spell, and the creature’s shield flexed, then exploded, and the monster shrieked with rage as the blasts of light energy exploded against its skin. 
A lash of mana whipped out from the monster and slashed into Aranos’ Mage Shield with a loud snap.  His Shield held, but a second whip of power struck it, and he felt it crack beneath the assault.  He cut off the light barrage and hurled a Gravity Well over the lugarak’s head.  The monster roared in anger as it was flung into the air and pelted by fallen weapons and corpses of the creatures the party had killed previously.  Four of its hands clapped together, and a wave of power rolled out, tearing apart his Well.  The bodakkai corpses and weapons fell like rain on the monsters still fighting below, but the lugarak floated menacingly in the air, apparently held in place with a Spell.
“Sorcerer,” the creature spoke in Elvish, its voice deep and harshly accented but understandable.  “Even in the darkest depths of the Blood Realms, I have heard of you.  I wonder if your power matches your reputation.”
Aranos didn’t bother to reply.  Instead, he snatched out his Scepter of Sorcerous Thought and channeled a Shattering Bullet down it.  The empowered Bullet screamed toward the lugarak, striking another opaque shield and punching through it with ease.  A second, transparent barrier appeared around the monster, and the bullet sheared through it, as well.  The bullet raced toward the creature’s skull, but it flung up one of its hands at the last instant and intercepted the projectile.  The bullet exploded with a flash of power, and the lugarak screamed as its arm was torn from its body.
It lifted four of its remaining arms and shouted a Spell.  A wave of black fire raced toward Aranos, wrapping around his Mage Shield and washing over him.  The flames licked against his Arcane Armor, but his defenses held it out.  He fired a Kinetic Blast in reply, and the blast tumbled the monster through the air.  Another of its arms snapped with a crack, but it lashed back with a storm of black spheres of energy the size of marbles.  The tiny globes rained against his Mage Shield, finally shattering it and splattering against his armor. 
The two casters flitted above the battlefield, tearing at each other’s defenses with Spells.  Aranos’ Spells were stronger, and he ripped through his enemy’s defenses more easily, but the lugarak seemed to ignore the terrible damage it was suffering.  In fact, the more badly it was wounded, the more powerful its Spells seemed to become.  Aranos watched as the beast’s LP dropped to 50%, through 25%, and down to 10%.  Its life plunged to 1%…and stopped.  Aranos hurled Spell after Spell at it, but no matter what he did, its LP status didn’t budge.  At the same time, its own Spells struck like sledgehammer blows against his shield and armor, hitting with far more force than they had at the start of the battle.  That, he reasoned, was probably its Power of Pain buff; the more it was hurt, the stronger it became.
I’m going to run out of SP if this keeps up, he thought desperately as he once more rebuilt a shattered Mage Shield as an arc of black lightning tore into it.  This thing can’t be unkillable; there has to be a way to defeat it! 
He hurled a blast of pure death energy at the creature, glancing down at the battlefield to check on his party as he did.  He could tell through his Battlesense that they were holding their own, but he liked to confirm things with his eyes every so often.  The flood of creatures coming out of the blackness hadn’t abated, but it had seemed to stabilize; the numbers weren’t rising with every new wave any more, at least. 
As he looked down at the reinforcements rushing forward, he saw a dozen of them suddenly crumple and drop to the ground, lifeless.  He blinked in surprise; nothing had touched them, as far as he could tell.  They’d just died, for no reason…
A sudden intuition chilled his heart, and he hurled another blast of power at the lugarak, this one of simple fire.  The flames burned and seared the creature’s flesh, and it screamed in pain.  Its LP bar still didn’t change, but Aranos wasn’t looking at that.  He shifted his vision to detect vital mana, and he swore silently as he saw power rising from the battlefield below and infusing the lugarak. 
Life of the Kin, he suddenly recalled the buff he’d noticed on the creature before.  That’s what that means!  When an attack would kill it, it can suck LP from the bodakkai around it to stay alive.  I’ll never be able to kill it—unless I can stop those reinforcements from coming in.
Aranos took a deep breath and dove toward the wall of blackness.  He closed his eyes reflexively as he plunged into it, ignoring the laughter from the lugarak as he did.  As Silma had warned, the blackness burned; it was so cold that it felt like fire on his skin.  He gasped, and the darkness poured down his throat, trying to invade his body.  Ice crystallized in his chest as he felt the darkness trying to press its way into him.
Redemption responded instantly.  Golden fire surged up through his body, burning out the icy blackness and driving the ache from his chest.  Aranos hung in the center of that inky cloud and reached out to it with a tentative tendril of mana.  The power lashed out at him, racing up his probe and battering at his mind, but it recoiled from the fire of Redemption that filled his thoughts.  The dark energy circled him, hanging warily just beyond the light of his inner fire, and waited.
He knew this place.  He’d been here before, the first time he’d traveled through the Arcane Door to Haerobel.  This was the same blackness that tried to take him over, and that had dominated Geltheriel, allowing her to be Corrupted.  He didn’t know how he knew, but he was certain; somehow, someone had opened a portal to that place without using an Arcane Door.  He grinned as understanding filled him.
This is just a portal, and portals can be closed.
He reached into himself and pulled up strands of dimensional and void mana, weaving them into a complex thread of power.  He gathered the energy to himself and fed it into his hand, pressing more and more power into his palm as he did.  The darkness raged about him, but he hung safely in his cocoon of Redemption and focused only on concentrating as much power as he could in the Spell he was about to unleash.  Five thousand, ten thousand, and finally fifteen thousand SP poured into the construct he was holding, enough to make it permanent once it was cast.  That left him at less than 25% of his SP; if this didn’t work, his only option would be to unleash his Domains and try to Redeem this place.
He pushed those thoughts aside and concentrated on what he wanted to do.  This wasn’t a complex construct; it was really just a variation of one of his existing Spells, in fact.  He’d never tried a variation like this, though, so there was a significant chance the whole thing would explode in his face if he weren’t careful.  His mind flitted along the threads of his spellform, adjusting it and trying to make the construction as perfect as possible.  Even the tiniest flaw would be magnified all out of proportion with the amount of energy he was pouring into it.  He’d only get one chance to do this right.
Finally, he hurled the orb of power into the darkness.  He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it racing toward the center of the cloud.  He halted it with his will; he had a decent recollection of this place, after their battle with the tigroons, but it wasn’t perfect.  He thought the orb of energy was at the center of the mass of blackness, but he couldn’t be sure.  It would have to do.  He took a deep breath…and released his hold on the power.
Forbiddance mana exploded outward in a wave, tearing through the darkness.  He heard screams of pain and shrieks of rage as his power ripped apart the blackness.  Something in the heart of that darkness resisted for an instant, but his Spell tore through it.  The blackness around him vanished like fog in a hurricane, and he blinked as sudden sunlight streamed into his eyes.
The bodies of over a hundred bodakkai lay strewn about him.  A dozen still stood, fighting his party, but even as he watched, the monsters were steadily winnowed down until only the hovering lugarak remained. 
“Sorcerer!” it roared, lashing out at him with a blast of black flame that he hastily dodged.  “What have you done?”
Aranos didn’t answer; instead, he tossed a Gravity Well on the ground below the creature.  It screamed as the power sucked it down to the earth, whatever flight Spell it was using overcome by the massively enhanced gravity he’d created.  It crashed hard, but it quickly rolled to its feet and looked back up at him.
“I still have enough power to kill you,” it raged, slashing an arm that shredded his Gravity Well.  It lifted up another arm and fired a swarm of inky, black globes—a swarm that cut off as a slim, white blade flashed through the upraised arm and severed it at the elbow.
“And we have more than enough power to kill you, foul creature,” Geltheriel said calmly, holding her blade at the ready.  “Which, I am certain, is why my Oathbinder grounded you in the first place.”
The creature lashed at Geltheriel, but she dodged it with preternatural swiftness.  It lunged for her, Spells forming on its three remaining arms, but Mutroda smashed into it with a roar.  Her Unstoppable Ability drove the creature back and sent it flying through the air.  Silma flashed into view beside it, snatching it from the air by an arm and slamming it to the ground.  Her fangs lashed out, savaging its throat and chest. 
It swept out at her with its claws, but she dodged easily and lifted her head to the sky.  Her howl poured forth, along with a pulse of golden energy that washed over the lugarak and seemed to cling to its flesh.  The energy ate into it like acid, dissolving its skin and exposing blackened bones and sinewy muscle.
The lugarak stumbled to its feet once more and hurled a blast of flames at the fenrin, but Mutroda leaped in front of the blast, deflecting it with her shield.  Vines erupted from the ground beneath the monster, lashing about its arms and dragging it to its knees.  It struggled, tearing through the vines, but every second, more of them wrapped around it, binding it securely in place.
Geltheriel appeared behind the creature, her blade held high.  “Return to the Pit, creature of Darkness,” she said contemptuously.  “Tell your masters there that the Ascendants hold Ka against them, and soon, this world will belong to the Light once more.” 
The lugarak’s scream of rage ended as the woman’s blade swept downward.  Her sword clanged against an invisible field of force that surrounded it, but a dozen shadowy blades slashed through its body and erupted from the other side.  The monster exploded in a spray of black blood as its body was reduced to little more than chunks of meat, but Geltheriel vanished before the wash of blood could drench her. 
“The Ascendants hold Ka against them,” Mutroda repeated, ignoring the blood that oozed down her armor.  “Huh.  I like that, elf.”  She looked up at Aranos, floating above the carnage.  “See, Sorcerer, now that’s how you kill something with style!”




Chapter 34

The gates of Stoneleague stood open when the party finally came within sight of the walls.  It was something of a relief; they’d spent the last hour on edge, watching for more attacks, and the safety of the walls was very inviting. 
In retrospect, the rest of the trip hadn’t been that bad.  After they’d defeated the bodakkai ambush, they hadn’t suffered a single attack for the rest of the journey, which Aranos supposed stood to reason.  He assumed the Shadowborn had been driven away by the bodakkai, a guess that Geltheriel had quickly affirmed.
“The bodakkai are creatures of hatred, bloodlust, and death, Oathbinder.  They exist to cause pain and misery in others—and in one another if our legends speak true.  They would certainly hunt down any living creature they could, and it seems apparent to me now that this is the reason we faced so many attacks on the road north from your portal.”
Aranos figured the woman was correct, and that also explained why they didn’t run into anything farther north of the attack.  The bodakkai just killed everything that moved, Shadowborn or not.  It was a chilling thought; even the urukkai would leave creatures of the Darkness alone unless they were hunting for food.  The bodakkai were apparently indiscriminate in their rampages.
Of course, the battle hadn’t been without some benefits.  The bodakkai were higher level than urukkai, on average, and they’d defeated about two hundred of them.  The lugarak, in particular, had been worth a significant amount of XP, even among the party, and everyone in the party except Geltheriel and Silma had leveled up at least once.  Aranos had been lucky enough to get a double level: he went up in Primal Sorcerer and Sorcerer Ascendant at the same time:
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 3
Current XP: 334,539/351,000
Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 16
Current XP: 305,269/325,000
Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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The Stat boosts and the extra 12 points he put into Charisma bumped his Intelligence and Charisma over 300, and he’d been hoping to get a threshold bonus, but apparently, 300 didn’t count as one.  He supposed it made sense; so far, the thresholds had doubled each time, so he supposed he might get one at 400.  That was a long way away, though; he probably needed to pay more attention to training his Physical Stats and boosting those where he could.  With training and Dwarven Smithing combined, he could probably get his Str and End Stats over 100 in a week or so.
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Aranos, Lord Evenshade, High Heart-Bonded
Age: 26
Race: High Arcane
Evolved Class: Primal SorcererXP: 334,539/351,000
Level: 3
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 305,269/325,000
Level: 16
Class: SorcererXP: 175,135/190,000
Level: 19
Profession: BlacksmithXP: 1,355/2,000
Level: 3
Abilities:
Str: 84 (169)     Dex: 63 (148)    Agil: 60 (145)   End: 84 (169)
Int: 308 (363)   Wis: 246 (301)Per:  63 (118)     Cha: 308 (363)
LP: 7,307/7,307Regen: 401.0/s
SP: 92,487/92,487Regen: 401.0/s, 565.6/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A
Soul Points: 321
[image: ]
He’d leveled up his Blacksmith Profession twice without even realizing it; he tended to ignore his Profession notifications, since the XP gains were small and slow compared to those of his Classes, Spells, and Skills.  At level 3, though, he was getting about a 5% boost to the Quality of anything he forged, which wasn’t anything to sneer at. 
Avalyn had been equally excited.  “Do you know how close I am to level 10?” she’d asked him after the battle.  “Those things were a gold mine!  I need maybe a thousand XP, and that’s it.  Then, I can pick an Advanced Class!”
“Well, let’s hold off on that until we’ve aspected your mana,” Aranos had chuckled at her enthusiasm.  “I’m almost 100% certain that will give you more options for your Advanced Class.”
“Can we work on it in the city?” she’d asked excitedly, practically bouncing on her toes as they sped northward. 
“Absolutely.  We’ll find a place to stay, first, and then we’ll visit the College.  I’m sure they’ll set you up with a training room.”
The moment they left the Blightlands and entered the region of Stoneleague, Aranos sent a message to Phil through player chat.  When the group finally reached the gates, the Paladin was waiting just outside for them. 
“J—Aranos!” the man called out as the group approached, raising his hand in greeting.  “Welcome back to Stoneleague!”
“Phil!” the Sorcerer grinned at the man.  “It’s great to see you!  How are things going?”
“They’re going,” the Paladin shrugged.  “I’m glad you’re here.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah.  This Quest is—weird.  Martina and McBane have done a good job with it, but…I’ll feel better if you help out.”
“I’m happy to,” Aranos clapped the man on the shoulder with a smile.  “Are you guys staying in the Blade, still?”
“No, we were staying in the Adventurers’ Guild, but it’s pretty full, so we moved to the Golden Lion.  It’s just off the Guild Square, it’s clean, and it’s reasonably safe.”
“Lead on, then.”
There was a bit of an issue when they reached the gates, though.  The guards stepped before the party, not actively threatening them but blocking their entrance.  “Hold!” a woman in a uniform with a pair of silver stripes on one sleeve stood behind the guards, her hand upraised.  “Who are you, and what brings you to Stoneleague?”
Aranos sighed and stepped forward with Phil on one side and Geltheriel on the other.  “Good afternoon, Lieutenant Fairchild,” he said, Inspecting the woman quickly.  “My name’s Aranos, Lord Evenshade, High Heart-Bonded of Antas, Eredain, and Haerobel, Destroyer of Nightmares, and the Grand Liberator.  This is my party, the Ascendants.  We’re here to speak with some friends in the Merchants’ and Adventurers’ Guilds and the Mages’ College.”
A murmur rose among not only the guards but every person in earshot as Aranos announced himself and his party.  Phil leaned close to the Sorcerer and spoke quietly.
“New Titles?”
“Yep.  Killed a Nightmare Beast and took over two more cities.”
Phil stared at him for a second, stunned, and shook his head before turning back to the white-faced guard.  “Is something the matter, Lieutenant?” the Paladin asked. 
“No—no, Paladin Brightblade,” the woman said deferentially, shaking her head.  Aranos glanced at Phil appraisingly.  Apparently, his buddy had been busy building reputation in the city, as well.  “It’s just that…I’m sorry, Lord Evenshade, but what are you?  I don’t recognize your race.”
Aranos chuckled.  “High arcane,” he said.  “I got an Evolution.  It’s a long story.  I’m planning to stay at the Golden Lion with Paladin Brightblade, here, so you’re welcome to drop by, and I’ll tell you all about it.”
“I—my Lord, I don’t even know what a high arcane is, much less if one is allowed entry into the city!” the woman protested.
“Lieutenant,” Aranos said mildly, allowing a tiny trickle of War to rise up from within and radiate out from him, “I’m not here to cause any problems.  In fact, I might be able to solve a few of them while I’m in the city, but that’s not the point.  I’m the visiting ruler of not one but three cities.  I’m on good terms with three separate guilds in the city and the King himself.  Do you think it would be a good idea to bar me from the city?  Really?”
The woman swallowed, and most of the guards leaned back as War brushed them gently.  “I—no, my Lord, but…I think I should report this to my captain.”
“You do that,” he smiled at her.  “While you’re doing that, I’m going to go check in at the Golden Lion, then meet with the people I told you about.  If you need to get in touch with me, leave a message at the Lion.  Does that seem fair?”
“It…I…”  The woman seemed to deflate.  “Yes, my Lord.  That is quite fair.  Please, if you are going anywhere in the city besides those places, let the innkeeper of the Lion know, in case we need to reach you.”
“Not a problem,” he smiled at her, tossing a gold link her way.  “Thanks for doing your job.  I know it’s not an easy one.”
The woman deftly snatched the coin from the air, her eyes wide.  The square coin was probably equal to several months’ pay for her, likely a year’s pay for the standard gate guards.  “Welcome to Stoneleague, my Lord,” she bowed deeply, then turned to the others.  “Make way for Lord Evenshade and his party!”
The guards quickly moved aside, and once Aranos had passed through them, he dropped the strand of War.  He blinked as the odors of the city wafted into his nose, the scents of spices, burned meat, garbage, and human waste mingling together into a bouquet that wasn’t particularly appetizing.  He could feel a similar distaste coming from Silma, and Glorferdir sneezed as the scents irritated his nostrils. 
Phil led them through the crowd without any problems.  The last time Aranos had been here, disguised as a human, he’d found the press of people a bit off-putting.  There were far more humans in Stoneleague than there were elves in Eredain, and the humans weren’t spread out among three levels of their city the way the elves were.  The noise of thousands of conversations had rung in his ears, and the shouts of barkers in the Lower Market had carried over everything else. 
This time, though, they moved through an open space of near silence, broken by hushed whispers that erupted as they passed. 
“Elves in Stoneleague!” he heard someone gasp.
“Look at the size of that wolf!”
“I hear that’s Lord Evenshade, the man who fought the Darkness himself!”
Aranos ignored the whispers, as did his companions, although he could feel Geltheriel’s amusement through their silent communion.  Phil just looked around, glanced back at the Sorcerer, and shook his head, grinning. 
Looks like your reputation proceeds you, the message from the Paladin appeared in Aranos’ chat, and the Sorcerer rolled his eyes ostentatiously.
The Golden Lion was just as Phil had described it.  It was a block east of the Guild Square, close enough that the guards patrolled its street regularly.  The building itself was made of stone, three stories tall, with an iron-banded front door and shuttered windows.  A wooden sign with a decently painted picture of a yellow lion hung outside the door, clearly marking the place for anyone looking for it.  The door was small enough that Silma had to shift to her normal wolf form to enter, but it was solid and opened almost noiselessly on obviously oiled hinges.
The common room of the Lion was large and well lit.  The tables seemed in good condition, and there was only a faint smell of smoke in the air.  It was already early afternoon, but the tables were mostly empty except for what looked like several well-dressed merchants and a couple of what Aranos guessed were craftsmen rather than laborers.  Phil led them over to a group of tables that had been pushed together, and all conversation in the quiet place ceased as the party passed.  Every eye in the place was fastened on them, including that of the man standing behind the bar, who stood paused in the act of wiping clean some mugs made of actual glass.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Alexander,” Phil smiled at the obviously stunned innkeeper.  The man was tall, an inch over six feet, with dirty blonde hair pulled back into a tail behind his head.  He had a heavy shadow of a beard on his face, as if he’d missed shaving for a day or two, but everything else about him was so well-maintained that Aranos guessed the scruff was a deliberate affectation.  The man stared at the party, his eyes wide and his face stunned. 
“Mr. Alexander?” Phil repeated.
Aranos sighed, then stepped up to the bar and smiled at the man.  “Afternoon,” he said in as friendly a tone as possible.  “I’m hoping to rent some rooms.  Do you have anything available?”
The innkeeper blinked suddenly and seemed to gather himself.  “I…rooms…,” he stammered.  “I…what?”
“We need some rooms for a couple of days,” Aranos repeated.  “Five would be best, but we can make do with as few as three if we have to.”
“Three?” Avalyn repeated softly from behind him.
“His Follower can bunk with him, you stay with me, and the animals can sleep with the Druid,” Mutroda explained quietly.
“Oh.  I guess that makes sense.”
“Of course, it does.  That’s why he said it.”
“I…yes, I have rooms,” the man stammered.  “I…”  He hesitated.  “I’m sorry, but is that…is that an actual lion?  Here in my place?”
It was Aranos’ turn to be surprised.  He’d assumed the man was overwhelmed by the appearance of so many strange-looking people, but apparently, that wasn’t the issue.  “Yes, he is—well, sort of,” Aranos hedged.  “He’s a leonal.  He’s kind of like an Evolved lion, in a way.”
“He looks like a lion,” the man breathed, leaning forward and staring at the big cat.  “Look at him—he’s beautiful!”
“I feel the same way about him,” Geltheriel stepped forward, reaching down to rub the leonal’s head.
“Is he tame?” the innkeeper asked.
“Not at all,” the Shade laughed.  “He is a magnificent creature who understands the difference between an enemy and a friend, is all.  However, he may allow you to touch him if you ask him politely.”
“I…touch him?  Really?” the man repeated.  He looked down at the leonal.  “Could I touch you?”
Glorferdir looked up at the man, then glanced at Rhys.  The Druid gave the cat an encouraging smile, and the leonal loped up to the bar, lifting up to place his paws upon it and leaning his head forward.  His mane wasn’t full, yet, but it had come in enough to hang down onto the bar below.  The innkeeper flinched back momentarily, but when the leonal simply stood there, he reached out a tentative hand toward the creature.  Glorferdir sniffed once, let out a heavy whuff of air, and went still as the man’s fingers slid along his mane. 
“An actual lion,” the man whispered.  “No, even better.  A—what did you call it—a leonal.”  The man lowered his hand, and Glorferdir dropped to the floor once again and moved away from the bar. 
“He’s so soft,” the innkeeper shook his head.
“You always did have a thing for lions,” a woman’s voice spoke from the back, her tone one of long-suffering patience.  “It’ll probably be even worse, now.”  The woman stepped up to the bar.  “Good afternoon.  I’m Constance Heyward, co-owner of the Golden Lion.”
“You’re not a co-owner, Connie,” the innkeeper replied almost absently.
“I’m close enough,” she said dismissively.  “You said you wanted rooms?”
“Yes, five, if you have them,” Aranos nodded.  “For two nights, at least, maybe three.”
“I have the rooms,” she nodded.  “The going rate is two silvers a night per room.”
“That’s for one room,” Aranos countered.  “We’re renting five, and that’s five rooms that would have been sitting empty otherwise.  One silver per room for two nights.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed.  “The Lion is one of the nicest places in the city,” she told him.  “To get better food or safety, you’d have to go to the High Ward, and you’d be paying a silver link a night, there, at the minimum.”
“The food sounds good, but do we really look like we’re worried about our safety?” Aranos laughed, gesturing at his diverse and well-armed group.  “In fact, our being here is adding a level of safety for everyone else.  You should be paying us instead of charging us, but instead, we’ll accept a discount off the rooms.”
The woman shook her head.  “I could do a silver a room per night,” she countered.  “We’re right on the edge of the Guild Square; we don’t need extra protection.  You’re still getting breakfast, a bathhouse, and good service.”
“Let me have an artist paint him for a mural in the common room,” the innkeeper said abruptly, “and you have a deal at five silvers for your group for the two nights.”
“Dylan!” the woman hissed.  “We’ll lose money on the food alone!”
“No, we’ll make money,” the innkeeper shook his head.  “I’ll make sure word spreads that there’s an actual lion, here, and people will come to see him.  Then, more will come to see the mural, and once they taste your food and my beer, they’ll keep coming back.  We’ll make a fortune, Connie!”
The woman sighed and rubbed her head.  “All right, Dylan,” she said at last.  “I hope you’re right about this.”
“I am, I promise.  Just—I have to go to the Artists’ Hall.”  He started to take his apron off, but the woman smacked his arm. 
“You have to serve our customers,” she corrected.  “I’ll send one of the girls to the Hall.”  He glanced at her suspiciously, and she rolled her eyes.  “Don’t worry, I’ll send Myrna.  She’ll do a good job of it.”
“Myrna’s a good choice,” he said after a moment, then turned back to Aranos with a grin.  “Welcome to the Golden Lion!  What’ll your pleasure be?”
Aranos joined the others at the table with a mug of beer and a plate of bread and cheese that was all the innkeeper had ready at the moment, since it was still early for dinner. 
“Welcome back to Stoneleague,” Longfellow said grandly as the Sorcerer and his party took a seat, then glanced curiously at Mutroda.  “Looks like you picked up another tank.  How’s that working out?”
“The Sorcerer’s not a bad sort,” Mutroda answered the man’s question with a snort.  “He keeps me busy if nothing else.  Green-hair, here, can be a bit annoying, though.  Name’s Mutroda, by the way.  Mutroda Antas.”
“Antas?” Martina repeated.  “As in, the city?”
“The Skollheld,” the dwarf corrected. 
“That’s like a dwarven city,” Aranos explained. 
“So, then, you’re named after the city,” Martina repeated.
“No, the Skollheld.  Big difference.”
“I’m—I’m not seeing it,” the Ranger admitted.
“The Skollheld is below the ground.  The city is aboveground.  I don’t know how much clearer that can be.”
Aranos suppressed a smile.  “For a city to be a Skollheld, it has to have a Masterforge,” he explained.  He went on to detail how he’d gotten the plans for the forge and built it, then upgraded it to a Soulforge.  “Now, the lower part of the city is Skollheld Antas, and every dwarf in it took ‘Antas’ as part of their name.”
“That’s amazing,” Meridian observed.  “And you’re a Priestess?”
“Yes, but in human terms, I’d be a Wizard, specifically, one that works with earth and stone.  The Stone can grant us the knowledge of Spells, but it can’t give us the power to cast them, the way the gods once could for their followers.”  She shook her head.  “So, who are all of you?”
Aranos introduced everyone, then turned to Phil.  “By the way, I come bearing gifts.”
“Gifts?” the Paladin asked.  “More of your crafting?”
“Yep.  Here you go.”  Aranos handed out his creations, and the humans stared at their newest toys in stunned silence.
“Damn,” Hector finally whispered, staring at his axe.  He glanced at Phil.  “This thing can cut right through any armor that’s not at least Legendary rarity!”
“Same here,” McBane whistled, staring at his new swords.
“This is pretty, and it’ll let me heal y’all in a hurry,” Meridian laughed, putting on her amulet.  “I love when a man brings me presents.”  She glanced at Hector.  “Might want to make a note of that, sweetie.”
“Hey, my presence is your present,” Hector mock protested.
“Well, yeah, but jewelry’s nice, too.”
“What’s this bow even made of?” Martina asked wonderingly.  “I’ve never heard of this wood!”
“It’s one of the trees I Redeemed near Eredain,” Aranos explained.  “As far as I know, that tree is the only one of its kind in the world, right now—although I think Rhys is working to fix that.”
“Indeed,” the Druid agreed.  “The House of the Sickle is growing some few saplings for transplant into the forest, but they will require years to be large enough to safely cut wood from them.”
“Will you give us something this nice every time you go away for a while?” Longfellow asked, examining his newly donned chain shirt.  “If so, do you mind buggering off for a few days?  I could use something in a helmet.”
Aranos chuckled.  “Well, I’m hoping to be here for a couple of days, sorry,” he replied.  “I have some people to meet.  Oh, and Phil said something about needing help with a Quest?”
“We’re doing okay on our own,” Martina protested.
“We’ve hit another wall, Martina,” McBane said tiredly, strapping his swords around his waist.  “We need another perspective on this.”
“Tell me about it,” Aranos leaned forward over the table.  “Is this McBane’s Class Quest?”
“That’s what I thought it was.  Now, I’m not so sure.”  The Rogue shook his head.  “Okay, so here’s the deal.  You know that I was looking for a…”  He glanced around the room.  “A particular individual.”
“Oh, sorry, give me a second.”  The Sorcerer concentrated and wove a dome of air around the table.  Instantly, the quiet sounds of the inn faded to silence.  “Okay, we’re good.”
“Thanks,” the Rogue nodded, taking a pull from his mug.  “As I said, I was looking for the Scarlet King.  Well, I found him…sort of.  He set me up to find him to offer me a job with him.”
“Which you obviously refused.”
“Obviously.  So, I went hunting for him, took Quest after Quest, but no matter how close I got to him, he nailed me.  I walked into ambushes, found myself stuck in rooms with no exit, or fell into lethal traps.  It was like he knew I was coming.”
“Or led you into those places deliberately,” Aranos mused.  “Keep you looking one way while he moved another.”
“That’s what I thought, too,” Martina offered.
“She did, and so we came up with a plan to spring one of the traps while watching for him to move.  It worked, and we discovered that the Scarlet King had been kidnapping Wizards and keeping them in a house up in the High Ward.  We brought them back to the Mages’ College and let the College take a look at the house.  Apparently, the entire prison had been constructed of some gold metal that sucks mana out of Wizards.”
“Auril,” Aranos volunteered promptly.  “It’s a standard method to imprison a Wizard.  They gather SP for a Spell, and the auril drains it from them and radiates it into the air faster than they can draw it.”
“Well, in this case, the College said the metal was directing the energy into some kind of orb,” Phil explained.  “I guess it worked like a big battery, holding the power so it could be released in a single burst.”
“More like a capacitor, then,” Aranos said absently.  “Then what?”
“Then…nothing,” McBane sighed.  “Every lead dried up.  All the Scarlet King’s activity in the city just stopped.  It’s like he’s in hiding or something.”
“I think we screwed his plans up so much that he has to rebuild,” Martina suggested.
“That’s possible,” Aranos agreed.  He leaned back, letting his mind relax and allowing his thoughts to race freely.  In a way, it would be better if Martina were right.  Sure, they wouldn’t find and capture the Scarlet King, but they’d have stopped his plans and ended a war in the underworld of the city, at least for a while.  That war could have torn the city apart; the guards would keep clamping down, which would cause unrest.  If that grew, the army might even have to occupy Stoneleague, placing it under martial law. 
Aranos frowned as that thought flashed through his mind.  “I wonder if we’re not going about this the wrong way,” he said slowly. 
“The wrong way?” Martina repeated.  “What do you mean?”
“I think he’s suggesting that we should have let the King do whatever he liked, so that he exposed himself more,” Longfellow offered.
“No, but that’s not a bad idea, either,” Aranos admitted.
“Except for the whole, ‘city being torn to pieces’ thing,” McBane pointed out.
“That’s the thing, though,” Aranos argued.  “There was a war going on between the King and the Guild, right?  So, why wasn’t the city being torn apart?”
“They did bring some IEDs into the Adventurers’ Guild,” Hector said.  “Damn near blew the whole place to hell, in fact.”
“They did?  Wow.”  Aranos shook his head.  “And then what?”
“What do you mean?” Phil asked curiously.  “Then we went looking for them.”
“Why you?  Wizards were being kidnapped.  People were being assassinated.  The Adventurers’ Guild was assaulted.  So, where were the guards?  The army?  Why wasn’t this city locked down, hard?”
“That’s—a great question,” McBane admitted.  “I’ve wondered it myself a few times.  The Guild has rules to keep the guards and the crown from interfering in the dodgy trade, and the King broke all of them.  The guards should have been arresting people for looking suspicious, enacting curfew, and twisting the arms of every black-market dealer and fence they could find.  They didn’t do any of that.”
“Maybe someone told them not to,” Meridian suggested.  “Maybe they were being paid to sort of look the other way.”
“I don’t think that would work,” McBane shook his head.  “It’s one thing to bribe the guard to skip patrolling a specific street or release a petty criminal instead of putting them in prison.  It’s another to pay them to let the city burn.  I don’t think there’s enough money in the city to do that.”
“And the College wouldn’t care about money,” Avalyn added.
“The College?” Martina repeated.
“Well…yeah,” the girl shrugged.  “I mean, its members were being abducted, and it didn’t go get them back.”
“I think that prison kept them from being found magically, sweetie,” Meridian smiled at the girl.
“So?  There are other ways to find people, and the College doesn’t seem to have a money problem.  My father taught me that there aren’t very many issues you can’t solve by throwing money around.”
“She’s right,” Aranos nodded.  “They could have had Diviners out sweeping the area of traces of the missing Wizards, or a few people from the School of the Unseen walking through the city and reading minds until they found someone who’d seen the Wizards.  They could have caught some thieves and used domination magic to force them to talk.”
“Add the Rangers’ Guild to that list,” Martina sighed.  “They probably could have tracked the Wizards to that house if they’d scoured the city.”
“The army, as well,” Hector snorted.  “By all rights, when the guard dropped the ball, they should have moved into the city and cracked down.  They didn’t, which means either the officers were bribed an awful lot, or they were ordered not to interfere.”
“So, rather than trying to find the King by chasing him,” Aranos suggested, “maybe figure out who in the city could have stopped all those groups from interfering.  That list has to be small, probably no more than two or three people.  One of those has to be your Scarlet King—or at least, someone very, very close to him, close enough to know how to find him.  It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
“Dammit,” Martina shook her head.  “He’s right.  I can’t believe I didn’t see that.”
“I didn’t when I was here last, either,” Aranos pointed out.  “I knew about the Quest for the College, and since I got attacked by someone with an anti-magic device, I had a feeling the King was tied up in that Quest.  It never occurred to me that the College should have done more to find its people, and the Rangers should have been sweeping the city.  I just thought of it right now.”
“That makes me feel a little better,” the woman grinned.  “Still, it’s a good call.  We’ll get to work on that list.”
“What are you going to be doing?” Phil asked the Sorcerer.
“Running errands,” Aranos sighed.  “Being as visible and obnoxious as I can, really.”
“Not that you wouldn’t do a bang-up job at the whole, being a prat thing,” Longfellow said easily, “but why?”
“Because if I make enough noise about it, I’m hoping to see the King—the real one, not the one you’re chasing.  I want a royal audience.”
“Why do you need to see the King?” Phil asked.
“Because I’ve got a plan to take Cendarta, and to do it, I’m going to have to get as many Travelers as possible to go with me,” Aranos shrugged.  “The easiest way is to get the King to issue a Quest for me.  If he won’t see me, I’ll have to issue that Quest myself, somehow.”
“Can you do that?” Phil asked in an awed voice.
“For my House, yeah.  For my cities…I don’t know, yet.  I have a feeling I can, though.”
“That’s brilliant,” Longfellow said admiringly.  “And can you set the rewards to whatever you’d like?”
“Nope.  I pick the Quest; the A…the gods pick the rewards,” he corrected himself swiftly.  “I’m pretty sure the rewards for this Quest will be huge, though.”
“One Quest at a time,” Martina waved her hand dismissively.  “We’ll be happy to join you, Aranos, but I really want to get this Scarlet King, first.”
“Of course,” Aranos laughed.  “It’ll be a couple days before I’m ready, anyway.  That list should be short enough for you to run through it by then.”
“Not if we don’t get started right away,” Martina said firmly.
“You really want to capture this Scarlet King, Ranger,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “Did he harm you in some way?”
“Yeah, he pissed me off by jerking my party around,” the daywalker laughed.  “Now he’s the one about to be jerked, instead.”
“So, we’re just not doing phrasing at all, then?” Longfellow asked.  “I mean, Martina, you do you and all, but you don’t mind if the rest of us try a different method?”
Aranos joined in the laughter, feeling a bit of his tension drain away.  He had a lot to do, but it was good to be back among players again. 
Hopefully, compared to the last couple of cities, Stoneleague will be a nice, little break.




Chapter 35

Portia’s shop was busy as Aranos entered, but all conversation ceased as he, Geltheriel, and Silma in her wolf form entered the room.  Aranos looked around; the leatherworker had been busy, and all sorts of leather goods hung from the walls.  He triggered his Appraise Skill and examined a few of them; almost everything displayed was of Excellent quality, which meant it was probably the lesser items she’d crafted.  She was capable of producing Masterwork goods, but those probably went to the auctions, where the nobility generally shopped.
“May—may I help you, sir?” a querulous voice spoke up, and Aranos turned to see a familiar young man standing behind the counter, staring at him.  
“Collin, right?” the Sorcerer asked after cudgeling his memory for a moment before remembering he could Inspect people.  “I’m Aranos, Lord Evenshade, but you know me as Oran.”
“O-Oran?” the man repeated.  “But, sir, Oran is…”
He fell silent as Aranos cast his Illusory Cloak, wrapping himself in the image of the red-haired human he’d disguised himself as when he was in the city last time.  He dropped the Cloak an instant later.
“Oran is me,” he smiled.  “Just tell Portia that Aranos is here; she knows who I really am.”
“I—I’ll tell her, my Lord,” the man bowed, quickly vanishing into the back room. 
Aranos turned and looked at the nearest human, a woman holding a burnished, leather satchel that had been dyed a deep, glossy black.  “That’s a nice bag,” he inclined his head to her.  “Ursusz leather, Excellent quality, Exotic rarity.  It’s a good deal.”
“Umm…yes,” she agreed.  “It is.  I don’t know what an ursusz is, though.  It’s advertised as night-bear.”
“Same thing.  Sorry, we killed it outside of elven lands, originally, so I naturally use the Elvish name for it.”
“You killed the creature yourself?”
“My party and I did, yes.”  He looked around.  “I’d say that we killed 90% of the creatures whose hides you’re seeing right now.”
“A night-bear killed by Lord Evenshade,” she muttered, examining the purse.  “I was looking for one with a Storage Enchantment, though.”
Aranos rubbed his chin.  “I should learn how to create those,” he mused.  “If you took it to the College, would they add the Enchantment for you?”
“I—I’m honestly not sure,” she admitted.  “I never thought about it.”
“Might be something to look into.  You could probably buy the bag and then pay for the Enchantment for less money than buying a premade Storage Bag of lesser quality.”
“Lord Evenshade,” Portia emerged from the back room.  The woman was as tall as Aranos, with short, messy brown hair and large, calloused hands that she was wiping on a rag.  “Decided to stop wearing a disguise, eh?”
“More or less,” he smiled.  “How are things going?”
She jerked her head toward the back.  “Let’s talk,” she said shortly.  She glanced around the room.  “For those of you who don’t know, this is Aranos, Lord Evenshade, with a bunch of Titles I don’t even want to try and remember.  He’s part owner of this shop and one of the main suppliers of the hides that make what you’re buying.”  She grinned.  “Plus, the much rarer hides that I use to make the things you’ll never see out in the shop.  If you want to know more about those, ask Collin, here.”
Aranos followed the woman into the back of the shop and through a heavy, leather curtain that divided her workspace from the storefront—and kept the smell of tanning leather from wafting into the store.  Aranos braced himself for the stench, but it still smacked him in the face and made his eyes water the moment he passed through the curtain.  Geltheriel and Silma both hesitated, and he smiled at them. 
“Why don’t the two of you stay here and make sure we aren’t bothered?” he asked. 
“Of course, Oathbinder,” the woman said with relief.
I wasn’t going in, anyway, Silma assured him.  That room smells worse than any prey we’ve ever encountered, pack leader.
Aranos breathed shallowly as he followed the woman back into the room.  “I’ve got a bunch of new hides for you,” he told her, pulling a pile of Harvested items out and setting them on a nearby table.  He took the jordrecki hide from his pack separately.  “This one’s special, though.  I got it from a jordrecki, a deep drake, in the Deeps below Skollheld Heill.”
Portia took the hide from him, her eyes wide.  “This is an Exceptionally rare hide,” she breathed in amazement.  “Anything I make from it will start at that rarity—and could go up to Legendary!  This thing’s worth more than the gold you fronted me to buy this place, Aranos.  I can’t take it…”
“You can, and you will,” he said firmly.  “That’s how this partnership works.  I find things like this, and you make items from them.”
She blinked, then nodded slowly.  “You’re right,” she acknowledged.  “I can think of a dozen nobles who’d pay for armor made from this…especially if I’m allowed to tell them you Harvested it.  Does you dropping the disguise mean I can advertise where my hides come from openly, now?”
“I just told everyone out there about it already.  I wasn’t sure if it would make a difference, but…”
“Oh, it’ll make a difference, for sure.  For one, it’ll make buyers less skeptical when I tell them things are made from night-bear or shadow wolf hide.  More importantly, though, a lot of important people will want to contract with me just for the connection to you.  Your name is all over the Guild Square, and there’s a lot of mystery surrounding you and what you’ve done.  People will pay out the nose for the possibility that they might meet you.”
“In that case, I’m glad I did it,” he grinned.  “Extra money is always welcome—speaking of which, business seems to be going well.”
“Very well,” she nodded.  “I can pay you back about half what you fronted me already.  Having the store instead of a stall really helps—and I started getting a lot of business from the Adventurers’ Guild, once people found out that ‘Oran’ is my partner.”
“That’s good.  Any problems so far with that merchant family…what was their name?”
“Madigar.  And that’s why I wanted to talk privately.”
“They’ve been bothering you again?”
“No, and honestly, that concerns me.”
Aranos blinked in surprise; was she actually upset that she wasn’t being hassled?  He opened his mouth to speak but snapped it shut, considering her words.  “Okay, I can see that,” he finally said.
“You can?  It feels kind of, well, stupid to be worried that they aren’t bothering me.”
“It’s not, though.  You were expecting them to act, and they didn’t, so now you’re wondering when the hammer’s going to drop.”
“To some extent,” she agreed.  “The thing is, it isn’t just me they’re leaving alone.  In the last couple of days, they’ve just kind of…vanished from the streets.”
“Vanished?”
“Yeah.  They’re not collecting payments from the businesses they control; they’re not putting pressure on new businesses to work with them; they’re not even buying and selling in the auctions.  It’s like their entire house has vanished.”
Aranos felt a chill as he mused over what she was saying.  “Didn’t you say that they have underworld connections?” he asked slowly.
“That’s the word.  They’ve got some kind of arrangement with the Thieves’ Guild to leave their controlled businesses alone—and to pay extra attention to ones they want a piece of.  I’ve got no proof, but it seems to be the truth.”
Aranos remained silent, his mind racing.  He was sure that the Madigars weren’t the only merchant house that had ties to the Thieves’ Guild.  Most of the big ones probably paid for protection or to move goods they couldn’t sell legally, in fact.  Still, from what he’d heard, the Madigars had gone silent about the same time that McBane said the Scarlet King had.  It might have been a coincidence, and in the real world, Aranos probably would have chalked it up as one.  In games, though, things that looked coincidental almost never were.  It doesn’t hurt to look into it.  He sent a quick message over to Phil; this was their Quest, after all, and he had plenty of other things to occupy his time.
“I know someone who I think is looking into this already,” he told the woman.  “They’ll check on the Madigars and see what they can find out.”
“I appreciate it.  Half the small vendors in the market are holding their breaths, right now, wondering when everything’s going to explode.”  She snorted.  “Half the city is, to be honest.  Everything’s really tense these days.  Something big is about to happen, mark my words.”
So much for my nice, relaxing visit to Stoneleague, he thought with a sigh.
All conversation ceased the moment the trio entered the Merchants’ Guild.  Everyone turned to stare at Aranos, Silma, and Geltheriel as they entered, although no one seemed surprised to see them, despite their exotic appearances.  Aranos caught an undercurrent of unease from the group, but for the most part, he sensed a considerable aura of excitement from the younger and more junior merchants.  He hadn’t been expecting that, but apparently, Geltheriel had.
These are merchants trying to build a name and reputation, Oathbinder, she reminded him.  They seek out opportunities, and your presence here is one such.  It is a chance to open trading ties with the People, to be among the first merchants in a new city, and to garner exotic goods that might otherwise not be seen in human lands.  In fact, I am surprised that none of them have approached you already.
He ignored the stares and went directly to the main desk, where a thin woman with short, light blonde hair gazed at him with large eyes and a stunned expression.
“Good afternoon,” he smiled at the woman.  “Is Master Merchant Warren available, by any chance?”
“I—I can check,” the woman stammered. 
“Thanks.  Please tell him that Aranos is asking for him; he knows me.”
“I’ll tell him right away,” the woman bobbed her head nervously before vanishing through a door to a back room.
“Aranos, Lord Evenshade of the elves?” a voice spoke, and he turned to see a young man in his early twenties or so standing nervously before him. 
“That’s me,” Aranos smiled, Inspecting the man.  “And you’re Stass Nicolau, right?”
“Yes!” the man replied.  “How did you…oh.  You Inspected me, didn’t you?”
“I did.  Is there something I can do for you, Merchant Stass?”
“I—I understand that you’re trying to set up a trading house in your city,” he replied.  “Is that right?”
“Yes,” Aranos hedged.
The man took a deep breath.  “I’d like to talk to you about that.  My family, the Nicolaus, are one of the preeminent merchant families in the city.  We’ve got connections…”
“None of that, boy,” a voice growled irritably, and Stass jumped noticeably as the door to the back opened and Master Merchant Warren stepped out. The older man was dressed in scarlet and silver instead of the green Aranos had seen him in previously, but his face looked just as annoyed.
“This man is a client of the Guild, which you well know,” Warren snapped.  “You know the rules: when someone’s a client of the Guild as a whole, the Guild gets to decide who works with him.  I should tell your father you tried to sell to him right here in front of everyone.  You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t have you thrashed in the Guild Square as punishment!”
Stass’ face went pale, and he took two quick steps back from Aranos, bowing his head.  “Forgive me, Lord Evenshade,” he mumbled.  “I shouldn’t have bothered you.  I hope you weren’t offended.”
“Not really,” Aranos shrugged.  “It sounds like you should be apologizing to Merchant Warren, though, not me.  I’m not the guy whose rules you broke.”
“Master Merchant Warren,” the young man began, but the older merchant cut him off instantly.
“Don’t bother.  You know the rules of the Guild, and you chose to break them.  There’ll be a consequence for that.”  The old man glared at all the younger merchants in the room.  “That’s the biggest thing any merchant needs to remember.  Choices have consequences, and you’ll have to deal with them when they occur.  It’s part of being a merchant; sometimes your risks pay out, and sometimes you lose everything.  Never forget that.” 
He turned back to Aranos.  “Come with me, Lord Evenshade,” he said gruffly.  Aranos, Geltheriel, and Silma followed the man into the back area, where the actual business of the Guild was being done.  Eyes tracked them as they passed through the space, but the merchants continued their work without pause.  Apparently, I’m not quite famous enough to stop them from making more money.
Warren led them into one of the soundproof conference rooms and sat down, eyeing Aranos cautiously.  “No disguise this time?”
Aranos shook his head.  “I want to be seen.  I’m hoping to get an invite to the palace, and the easiest way to do that is to be seen all over town.”
“You could probably just ask,” Warren suggested with a chuckle.  “You’re a visiting ruler from another city.  I don’t know how the king could refuse you.”
“You never know,” the Sorcerer extemporized.  He knew why the king might not want to see him; it was the same reason the elven royals weren’t happy with his elevation.  “In any case, I wanted to let you know that I’ve established a permanent portal to Antas in Darkwatch Keep, on the trade road to Avendale.  I’ve also Redeemed the keep and added some defenses so that it’s a safe place for caravans to stop on the way south.”
Warren nodded.  “I had a feeling that might have been you.  We had some reports from the caravans out of Avendale that the road near the keep was surprisingly clear of Shadowborn.  That part of your defenses?”
“Yes.  I’d like to Redeem the entire trade road and add similar defenses to it at some point, but that’s a long way off.”
Warren laughed.  “You don’t think small, do you?”  He leaned back in his chair and produced a piece of paper that he’d probably been storing in his inventory.  “Fortunately for you, neither do I.  I assumed that you’d get that portal system of yours up and running sooner rather than later, so I’ve been thinking about what will suit you best.”
He set the paper down and eyed Aranos.  “You’ve got portals to the elves, then, too?”
“And the dwarves at Skollheld Heill, yes.”
“Good.  Here’s what I’m thinking.  I know that, originally, you wanted one merchant with enough contacts to be useful but small enough to be willing to set up shop in Antas, but I don’t think that’s the best way to go.  If there’s only one merchant, then that merchant controls all trade between the humans and the elves.  Monopolies like that are great for the merchant but terrible for everyone else. 
“What you want is a competitive marketplace.  I’m thinking three merchants minimum, all of them small and hungry.  That way, people looking to buy human goods in the Elven Realms will have options, and so will people looking to buy elven goods here in Stoneleague.  Once trade is established, we can bring more people in, but for the start, I think three to four merchants is enough.”
Aranos frowned.  “What if those four merchants get together to agree on prices and such?  Wouldn’t that destroy the competitive aspect you’re looking for?”
“Yes and no.  To make that work, they’d still have to keep up the appearance of competition, or people would stop trading with them—or the elven and dwarven merchants would simply band against them and make their lives even harder.  The easiest way for them to do that is to specialize, so that one merchant only deals in arms and armor, while another handles luxuries, and so on.  That’s hard to do when there are only three or four merchants since they’d be missing out on entire markets.  That’s one reason I’m suggesting so few.”
Aranos considered the man’s words, then nodded.  “Okay, that does make sense.  I take it you have the ones you think are worthwhile picked out?”
“I do,” the man grinned.  “None of them are junior members of large families like that idiot Stass; they’re all people who are starting their own houses but have already built up enough of a base that they can afford to expand.  I’ve also already spoken to all of them—circumspectly, of course—and they’re all looking for new markets.”  He placed the paper in front of Aranos.
“Very efficient, Master Merchant,” Geltheriel observed, picking up the paper and reading through it.  “I also assume that all of these are readily available for us to speak with—and are most likely waiting to be ushered in, correct?”
“Efficiency equals money to a merchant, my Lady,” Warren chuckled.  “And yes, they’re all waiting to be summoned.  I had them come to the Guild as soon as word spread that you’d returned to the city just in case you stopped by today.”  The old man stared at Aranos, his eyes glinting.  “Now, about my finder’s fee…”
Aranos left the Guild a bit poorer but satisfied with the arrangements Warren had made.  The Master Merchant had also offered to send a few people to set up a branch of the Merchants’ Guild in Antas, to handle any disputes between the merchants there and to make sure the four were following the Guild’s rules.  Aranos had spent some time haggling over that; he’d pretended that he wanted the Guild to repair and restore a building themselves, which would have been a significant expense for them since they would have had to ship the materials to Antas and either pay craftsmen to make the trip or hire dwarven and elven craftsmen in the city.  He’d finally ‘caved’ and agreed to build whatever building they needed in return for the blueprint for the building and an increased rent payment. 
The Master Merchant believes he got the better of you in that deal, Oathbinder, Geltheriel sent to him silently as they walked back to the Lion to pick up Avalyn.
Yeah, because it would probably cost them a few platinum links to get the place built on their own, and it’ll be years before the extra rent they agreed to will equal that.  By then, they’re hoping to be vital enough to the city to renegotiate better terms, I imagine. 
However, since you can raise the building for practically no cost, that extra income is far more valuable to you than having them build it themselves would ever be, she laughed silently.
And I get the blueprint, so I can raise it more than once if I need to—and adjust it to make it fit better in my city.  Definitely a win-win for me.
Avalyn was greeted with genuine enthusiasm when they reached the Mages’ College.  Her face lit up as the young woman behind the desk came around to greet her, and the two started an exchange of pleasantries and gossip that Aranos had a feeling might go on for a few days, if he let it.
“I hate to interrupt, but we need to start getting your mana aspected, Avalyn,” he broke up the conversation.  “Once we do, you’re going to want to update your Spells to use the aspected mana, I’m sure.”
“Oh, yes, I do,” she nodded.  “Sorry, Aerlin, I’ll catch up later.  I’ve got work to do, first.”
The orange-haired Aerlin smiled at Avalyn.  “You seem a lot happier,” she observed.  “You’ll have to tell me about your adventures later.”
“You won’t believe me when I do,” Avalyn snorted.  “But yeah, I’d like that.”
As they entered the College, they both realized that something had changed.  “The barrier,” Avalyn said in puzzlement.  “It’s gone.  Where did it go?”
“My guess?” Aranos asked.  “Dean Greghoff couldn’t think of a way to create it without using mind mana, and the College’s prohibition on that probably outweighs their need for the barrier.  It’s just a test, really, and one that anyone who can use their SP can pass.  Silma could have gotten through it if she wanted.”
Avalyn frowned.  “It doesn’t seem like it would be hard to create a new one, though.”
“Not for you or me, no.  That’s what we do: we create Spells that we need.  Wizards can’t do that.  Creating a new Spell is almost impossible for them, and even if they manage to create one, they’re not likely to build another.”
“Maybe I could make a new one for them, then,” she said thoughtfully.
“Maybe.  You could probably make a simple, unaspected wall right now, and you could probably set it to open a hole when anyone applies SP to it, if you wanted.  Once you unlock your Enhanced aspects, though, you’ll be able to create something a lot more powerful and precise.”
“That’s kind of exciting,” she admitted.  “I mean, Dean Greghoff can’t make a new barrier, but I could if I wanted to.  Knowing that I can do something they can’t is…well, it’s really different from when I was here before.”
Avalyn led him into the unaspected section of the College, where they approached a desk with an older woman in a white robe standing behind it.  At the young woman’s suggestion, Aranos asked to book an Adept-level training room for his apprentice, and to his surprise, the Wizard agreed readily.
“You are a registered faculty member of the College, Sorcerer Aranos,” the woman smiled.  “Headmaster Mandla added you as an adjunct professor, one who can teach here but isn’t a full member of the College.  You have full faculty privileges.”
That’s useful.  I’ll have to thank him.
He spent an hour in the training room with Avalyn, showing her how to get her snowflake fractals spinning quickly enough to separate out her mana.  “Your fractals act like a centrifuge,” he instructed.  “Heavier earth mana will get flung to the outside, with water, air, and finally fire layered on top of it.  The hard part is keeping them all separate, and you’ll probably need to increase the complexity of your snowflakes to add some distance between them.”
Once he saw her mana starting to separate out, he left her to her own devices.  “You’ll need to practice that for a while,” he instructed.  “I’ll come back in a bit, and I’ll show you how to draw on those new aspects to create specific Spells.”
“This is so cool,” she said wonderingly, staring at the snowflakes spinning on the ceiling of her mindscape.  The hexagonal shapes rotated so quickly that they were a blur of colors, but Aranos could sense the distinct bands of energy forming within them.  “What should I do while I’m waiting?”
“It’s up to you, but I’d suggest refining your Spells.  You’re using a lot more SP than you need to, and the more efficient you can make them, the stronger they’ll be and the less mana you’ll need to power them.”  He gestured to the fractals overhead.  “Now that your mana’s aspected, you’ll have to be even more careful with it.  If you’ve got a thousand SP, only a hundred-and-fifty of that will be fire mana, for example.  If you run out of fire SP, you can’t cast more fire Spells until it regenerates.  The more efficient your Spells are, the longer each type of mana will last.”
He departed her mindscape and left the College, heading back toward the Lion.  The sun was starting to set, and the shadows in the Guild Square grew long as night started to fall.  The Square was quieter as vendors started to close down their stalls for the night, and in the distance, he heard the boom of the city gates slamming shut.  Before he’d crossed half the square, though, a message from McBane popped up in his player chat, marked urgent.  He opened the message quickly, frowning as he did.
Aranos, I’m checking that merchant family you were talking about, and I think you need to see this.  With the message was a location, one that Aranos’ map located squarely in the High Ward. 
He sighed and turned around, heading back to the northeast.  The High Ward was the wealthiest part of the city, where the palace was located, and Aranos walked past the massive, castle-like structure, giving it only a cursory glance as he passed.  He saw parties of well-dressed nobles and jingling guards as he walked beneath glass globes that slowly began to glow with light mana as the darkness spread over the city.  The streets were wide enough for everyone to give one another an ample berth, and he made good time as he hustled toward McBane’s location.
He stopped before what looked like a typical manor house.  It had a large, grassy estate surrounding it and was separated from the street by a ten-foot-high stone wall.  A large gate that looked golden but that Aranos’ High Mastery assured him was High Steel painted to look gold blocked access to the estate, but no guards stood beyond the gate, and the entire place felt far too still as Aranos gazed at it. 
I’m outside the house, he messaged McBane.
You can come in.  No one will try to stop you, trust me.
As a breeze wafted down the street, Aranos caught a brief scent that made him think that McBane was probably right.  He could smell blood in the air, along with the mixed odors of feces and spoiled meat that he’d come to associate with corpses that were more than a couple days old. He reached out to the gate and unlocked it with a touch of his High Mastery Ability, then sealed it behind him after he walked through.  
The stench of death rose steadily in his nostrils as he walked along the manicured, white stone path that led to the main doors of the house, but as he neared, something else tickled his mind.  It wasn’t a scent, exactly; it was more of a flavor to the air, one that he found familiar but couldn’t quite recognize.  The feeling grew stronger as he neared the main door and unlocked it with a quick nudge of metal mana, but when he opened the door, the sensation poured over him, and he couldn’t help but shiver.  It felt like he’d been plunged into icy water, and the little bit of light from the street behind him seemed to flicker and die at the edge of the doorway. 
Aranos cast his Illuminating Mists Spell, and the space inside the door suddenly flooded with light, revealing a scene that Aranos had been expecting.  He was standing in what looked like an entrance hall, with stairs leading up directly across the room from him and closed doors leading off to the sides.  The stench of death was overpowering, no doubt rising from the six still, armored figures that lay sprawled around the periphery of the room. 
“Aranos?” he heard McBane’s voice call out from further upstairs.
“Yeah,” he called back, his voice grim as he knelt to examine one of the corpses.  The man’s flesh was whole and unmarked, and there was no blood visible on his clothing or armor.  His face was twisted in a rictus of pain, though, and when Aranos touched the man, the Sorcerer jerked his hand back with a hiss as the icy energy permeating the air burned his fingers.
The Rogue appeared at the top of the stairs, his face stony.  “The whole house is like this,” he said in a flat voice.  “Everyone in here is dead, and there’s not a mark on any of the bodies except one.”
“They were killed by magic,” Aranos replied, rising to his feet and flexing his burned hand.  He’d only taken a couple of LP damage, and thanks to his Fortitude Skill, it didn’t even hurt, but the sensation of that fell power still lingered in his fingertips.  “And not just any magic.  This was Shadowborn magic; a creature of Darkness killed them.”
McBane nodded.  “That tracks with what’s upstairs.  Here, I’ll show you.”
Aranos followed the Rogue up to the third floor and into what was probably the master suite for the manor.  They stepped into a large antechamber that had a doorway in the righthand wall; beyond that, Aranos’ Spell illuminated what looked like a bedchamber with a large, four-poster bed.  Aranos barely noticed that, though; his attention was focused wholly on the antechamber.  A huge circle of runes had been inscribed on the floor, with a second, smaller set inscribed around the only corpse in the room.  The body of the middle-aged, heavyset man was nude, secured spread-eagle on the floor, and had a single stab wound in the very center of his chest.
Aranos walked over to the rune circle, hastily translating them.  “This circle’s meant to gather power,” he said slowly.  He pointed to a set of runes.  “And not just any kind of power.  These are runes for things like death, pain, fear—and souls.”
He examined the corpse.  “I’ll bet this was the head of the family,” he guessed.  “The runes around him talk about a sympathetic link, and I think that’s probably the blood ties of the family—and maybe the loyalty of the guards.”  He shook his head.  “I think this thing sucked the life out of everyone in this building and concentrated it right here.”  He pointed to a spot in the center of the room, directly over the corpse and about halfway between the floor and ceiling, a spot that was conspicuously empty.
“These runes look a lot like what we saw in that Wizard Prison,” McBane said slowly.  “There was an orb of some kind there, though, and I’ll bet it was collecting power from the Wizards.  Maybe they had something similar, here?”
Aranos nodded.  “It could be.  If they set up a collector made out of something that could hold the power—a large, perfect crystal, for example—they might have drained these people and stored the energy to be used later.  That’s a scary thought.”
“Yeah.  My question is, what do you make of that?”  McBane pointed upward, and Aranos glanced at the ceiling overhead.  “It looks like writing, but I can’t read it.”
“That’s because it’s in Elvish,” Aranos replied softly as a chill settled in his heart.
“Elvish?  Why would someone…”  McBane’s voice trailed off.  “It’s a message for you, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“So, what does it say?”
Aranos felt a stir of dread in his heart as he turned to look at the Rogue. “It says, ‘Proof of concept completed, Sorcerer.’  And it’s signed, ‘The Scarlet King’.”




Chapter 36

“That’s messed up,” Meridian said quietly as they all sat together in the Lion.  “He killed all those people and left you a note written in their blood?”  The woman shivered.
“That’s not even the worst part of it,” Aranos sighed.  “From the tracks in the house, it looks like he did it right after you guys found that Wizard prison.”
“I’m not sure why that’s worse,” Hector observed.
“Because Aranos wasn’t in the city, yet,” McBane said grimly.  “We didn’t even know he was coming here at that point—but somehow, the King either knew or suspected it.”
“He also had to have guessed that either Aranos would find that house, or we would,” Longfellow added.  “No real point in writing in Elvish if some guards or a cleaning lady tried to knock up the house and found the mess, is there?”
“What do you think it means?” Phil asked Aranos quietly.
“Well, after we found the place, I had McBane show me the Wizard prison you guys cleared,” Aranos said.  “The College was right: the runes on the walls were drawing power and directing it into the orb, but there’s a second set of runes hidden beneath the auril, a second level of complexity.  Those runes modify and amplify the first ones, drawing not only mana but LP and soul energy from anyone trapped in the prisons.  Those Wizards were having their lives slowly sucked out of them.”
“That was probably why they were all so beaten-down,” Martina said thoughtfully.  “But…what’s the point?  Why would someone do that?”
“To cast a really, big Spell, obviously,” Longfellow laughed.  “Maybe the King wants to take out the whole Thieves’ Guild with one giant fireball.  Boom!  War’s over, half the city’s on fire, and Bob’s your uncle.”
“I don’t know any Bob,” Mutroda spoke up, “but whoever he is, why would he level half the city?  He’d win the war but lose what he was fighting for in the first place.”
“Maybe he’s powering a huge ritual,” Meridian suggested.  “Those need a lot of energy, which is why they usually get cast by a bunch of people at once.  You don’t even have to be a spellcaster to make one: you just have to have the right diagram, ingredients, and chant and give it a power source.”
“That’s a disturbing thought,” Phil sighed.  “A massive ritual designed to wipe out the Thieves’ Guild in one swoop?”
“I think this goes beyond the Thieves’ Guild,” McBane admitted.  “I mean, if the King can imprison Wizards and wipe out noble families without anyone noticing, he’s not afraid of the Guild.  And don’t forget that he left that message for Aranos, not for us.”
“What does that matter?” Hector asked.
“Because he knew that Aranos would be the one looking into it,” Martina said slowly.  “I mean, he’s the one partnered with that leatherworker, right?  The King knew that Oran was Aranos, that he was in with the leatherworker, and that if the merchants suddenly vanished, she’d alert him, and he’d come looking into it.”
“Portia said the Madigars had underworld ties,” Aranos added.  “I’ll bet those ties were to the Scarlet King or someone working for him.  The Madigars probably asked for help dealing with her, the King started looking into it, and he figured out who I was.  It wouldn’t be too hard if someone just started looking closely.”
“There is something that I feel I must add,” Rhys said quietly.  “Whatever this stolen energy will be used for, it will not be a normal Spell.  It cannot be, in fact.  Energy stolen from lives is inherently Corrupt; it can only be used to power Corrupt Spells and Abilities.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Aranos nodded.  “The note said, ‘proof of concept’.  That could mean that the Madigars were just a test to see if the King could collect the energy that way, but it could also mean the energy was used somehow, and however they used it worked.  In fact, that’s probably more likely; I might be able to sense that much power if it was being stored somewhere in or near the city.”
“Were you able to Track those who did this, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked.
“Some of them.  Two of them vanished from the house; I think they used teleportation magic or a portal.  Four more went down to the Low Ward and met with someone there.  That person killed them and left them in an abandoned house, then vanished as well.”
“Your Skill does not tell you where any of them are?” she asked, her voice surprised.
“No.  That could mean they teleported somewhere I haven’t been, but I think then I’d still get an idea of their direction.  It’s more likely that they know about my Abilities and are behind a shield of some kind that blocks their presence from me.”
“That would have to be a weaving of incredible power, Liberator,” Rhys said in a troubled voice.  “To hold out a Master Tracker would require a Spell or Ability of Grandmaster rank, in all likelihood.”
“That’s what I’m thinking, yeah,” the Sorcerer sighed.  “Whoever did this was prepared to deal with me, which means they know more about me than I do about them.  That’s never a good thing.”  He looked over at Martina.  “What about that other angle?  Any ideas on your end?”
“We’ve been wracking our brains, but we haven’t come up with anything, yet.  To be honest, we can’t think of a single person who could make all that happen.  High Captain Delroy commands the Guards, and he or one of his aides could keep them from interfering, but they wouldn’t have any authority over the army.  General Trembath commands the army, but he doesn’t have any authority over the Guards. 
“There’s a couple of officials in the King’s Court that might serve,” Longfellow spoke up.  “The Lord Steward is the King’s highest official and could probably order both the guards and the army to stand down…but he’s got no say over the Mages’ College.  The Master of Arms might be able to do the same thing, but again, no authority over the College.  The Guilds all answer only to the King himself.”
“And the King as a suspect doesn’t make sense,” Martina finished.  “He already controls the city; he could destroy the Thieves’ Guild any time he wanted to or order the College to provide him with Wizards if he needed them.  He’s got nothing to gain and everything to lose.”
Aranos sighed and leaned back.  “Why don’t we all get a good night’s sleep on it?” he asked.  “We’ll take a fresh look in the morning.  I’ve got to go and get Avalyn from the College, and we could all use the rest.”
An hour later, Aranos settled into his room and closed his eyes, descending into his mindscape.  His mind was racing, and he sat quietly for a bit, trying to let his thoughts wander as they would.  He relaxed his mind and didn’t focus on any one thing, but it didn’t help.  He was missing something; he knew he was.  There was a vital piece that tied everything together, but his mind simply refused to relax.  It kept churning round and round in circles, despite his best attempts to calm it.
I need to think about something else, he thought firmly.  It’ll come to me, but the harder I chase it, the longer it’ll take.  I need to occupy myself, and let my mind get to it in its own time. 
Working on Spells was out—he was too distracted to hold an image—so he walked over to his bookshelf and grabbed his Dwarven Masonry Skill Book.  He plunged into the pages and immersed himself in cutting and setting stone, mixing mortar, carving sculptures, and learning about the various types of rock to be found in the depths below the Skollhelds.  When he was done with that, he threw himself into his Diplomacy book and spent what felt like a week practicing speeches, learning how to control his facial expressions and body language, and being placed into realistic scenarios where he had to talk his way into or out of trouble. 
After a training session in Staff Mastery, he finally opened the book for his Otherworldly Lore and settled into the pages.  He found himself standing in the middle of the Well of Doors, with Cron floating serenely before him. 
“Welcome back, Aranos,” the nadzir rasped, its voice as emotionless as ever.  “This session, we will begin with the world of Hecoclite.  This is a world of powerful energies, where what you would call magic is so dense that it assumes a physical form, that of a crystalline substance the natives call hecolium.”
Aranos was swept into world after world, learning about the various cultures and races in each.  As he journeyed, though, the tickle in the back of his mind grew stronger and stronger.  Toward the end of their training session, they stood in the realm of Thanope, where the planets themselves were the only sapient creatures and the various plants and animals on them were essentially parasites living atop them.
“The only truly valuable export of this realm is thanoline, which is nothing more than the spilled blood of the saeclum, the living planets,” Cron told him.  “The creatures’ flesh rots quickly when removed from this realm, and no living plant or animal here can survive for more than a week or so without feeding on the saeclum.” 
The nadzir glanced at Aranos.  “You seem distracted, Aranos.  Is this not wondrous enough for you?”
Aranos blinked.  “No, it’s not that,” he said quickly.  “This world is astonishing.  I’m not sure how these planets even survive, with the square/cube law; shouldn’t they overheat, since they’ve got a massive volume compared to their surface area?”
“An excellent question,” Cron nodded.  “So excellent that I already answered it; what look like hairs are actually heat dispensers that sink into the depths of the saeclum and produce both warmth and an atmosphere for the parasites that dwell on them.”  He looked curiously at the Sorcerer.  “There is something on your mind, yes?”
“Yes, but I can’t think of it,” the arcane said with frustration.  “There’s something that’s bothering me, but I can’t quite pin it down in my thoughts.”
Cron nodded.  “A common enough ailment among my kind.  I have seen so many things that it can be difficult to remember them all, and sometimes a thought simply gets tangled amidst all the memories.  When this occurs, I have found the easiest method is to approach it from another angle.”
The nadzir gestured, and suddenly they hung in the middle of the Well of Doors once more.  “Has this thought been growing as we traveled?” it asked.
“I think so, yes.”
“Then it is likely related to the other worlds, perhaps to one that you have read about or heard of.  Have you seen any otherworldly creatures lately?”
“Only the bodakkai,” Aranos chuckled.
“I am not sure if there is anything about those creatures I would consider amusing,” Cron said mildly.  “Where did you see them?”
“Just outside a city,” he sighed.  “There was a big cloud of darkness, and they kept coming out of it.  The darkness had a strange, icy feeling and tried to invade my thoughts…”
“Ah, that is the touch of Kala Kasbu,” the creature nodded.  “Menehuin, in the tongue of the elves of Ka, the Ways of Shadow.  A dark and inimical realm, one that few mortals travel and survive, even among my people.”
“What is it?” Aranos asked.
Cron stood silently for a moment.  “I can show you the Kala Kasbu,” it said at last.  “However, we must be cautious.  There are things there that would see us, even in this memory, and we would be fortunate indeed if they simply killed us.  Remain silent, and simply observe.”
The Well of Doors spun around them, and Aranos felt like he was falling from an enormous height.  Suddenly, they halted before a single door, one that radiated cold even into the Astral Realm.  Cron hesitated before it and turned to face Aranos.
“Beyond this door are the Ways of Shadow.  They are a place of evil, even by the standards of my people, and they cannot be easily traversed by mortals.  Hold tight to the bubble of reality that you bring with you, for the very air will seek to turn you to the Darkness.” 
The nadzir reached out slowly toward the door, and suddenly, Aranos found himself plunged into blackness so absolute that it made the darkest night seem pale.  The air was bitterly cold, and the darkness around him scrabbled at the bubble of reality he held tightly around him, feeling like thousands of sharp claws scratching at his mind. 
This—this is different, he heard Cron’s voice echo silently in his mind.
What do you mean, it’s different? Aranos asked.
This is not how I remember the Kala Kasbu. 
Aranos couldn’t hide his surprise.  I thought we were in your memories!  How is this different than the way you remember it?
The process of creating a Skill book is not as straightforward as you might believe.  It is a space not of the mind, but of the soul, and that space is tied to reality.  When we travel the Well of Doors, a tiny piece of us actually journeys to each realm.  Usually, you perceive things as I remember them, for the differences between my remembrances and reality are not profound. 
The nadzir’s voice turned cautious.  In this case, though, it is as if someone destroyed the Ways of Shadow entirely. 
I don’t understand.  We’re here, aren’t we?  How could they be destroyed?
The Ways are not merely a realm, Cron sighed mentally.  They are a barrier, a shield between the mortal realms and the Sallus Han, the Bottomless Pit of the Darkness, and a test that mortal souls must pass before reaching the Pit. 
A test?  What kind of a test?
Few among mortals are truly evil, as you likely know.  They are mixtures of Light and Darkness, and we all have some of each in our soul.  The Kala is meant to purify the souls of the wicked, removing that taint of Light as they pass deeper into it.  Mortal souls go through tests and trials, and only the truly evil eventually pass into the realms of Darkness below. 
At the same time, the tests work to keep the creatures of the Pit from ascending to our world.  To reach us, they have to shed their Darkness and embrace the Light, changing them from monsters of purest evil into souls that are mingled Light and Darkness—souls that can be reborn in our world as mortals once more.  It becomes a cycle, new souls being drawn upward to take their place in the mortal world, and evil souls descending into the Darkness to become creatures of evil.
Aranos looked around him, seeing nothing but blackness.  This doesn’t look like a testing ground, he observed.
No.  How the Ways are perceived is wholly subjective, but when last I visited, it looked like I was walking through the veins of some vast creature.  I did not venture past the first test, for while I am not wholly good, I am also not eager to embrace evil.  In any case, the Kala always appears to be a tunnel of some sort.  It may seem an underground labyrinth, a hive of deadly creatures, or a web made from tubes of darkness, but you will always seem to be walking through a tunnel of some sort.  I do not know what you perceive, but to my senses, this place is a vast and empty ruin.  It would not be so unless the Ways have been destroyed.
Or moved, Aranos thought with dawning realization.  What if that’s what the Feast was, Cron?  What would happen if the Ways of Shadow were changed so that there weren’t any tests? 
Then the creatures of the Pit would have free access to our realm, the nadzir said imperturbably.  At least, they would if they had an exit, a way into our world.  The mortal realm has its own defenses, and it holds out beings of power.
And if something somehow pierced those defenses? Aranos thought with growing dread, picturing the Arcane Doors.  He knew that the Doors didn’t work the way that regular portals did.  What if they used something like the Ways, paths through another world that weren’t instant but felt instant to anyone going through them.  Could someone breach those barriers and allow the Darkness to slip into our world?
Cron’s voice was silent for long moments.  It—is possible, he finally admitted.  Not from this side, however.  It would have to be done from the mortal realm, and the power required to do so would be enormous.
Aranos’ mind was racing as pieces began to fall into place.  The Arcane Doors hadn’t started Corrupted, but if there was something like this for the Darkness…
Cron, does the Light have a place like this, too?  A place of testing?
Of course.  The Lalu Armizza, the Bridge of Dawn.  It is a place of open spaces and beautiful views, but it serves the same function.
The more Aranos thought about it, the more confident he felt that he was right.  What if someone shifted the paths in the Bridge of Dawn to allow them to travel through it from one place in the mortal realm to another?  Would that work?
It—is an intriguing idea.  Time is meaningless in the Kala and the Lalu, and our physical bodies have difficulty experiencing them.  It is possible to perceive these realms physically, but it takes either a strong will or the intervention of some power within them.  Anyone stepping on such a path might simply emerge from the other side, convinced that no time had elapsed, so long as they did not encounter a test. 
And if a path like that was set up, could it be changed?  Shifted from the Lalu to the Kala?
Anything can be Corrupted, of course.  It would require terrible sacrifices, and only a mortal could do it, but with enough power, yes, the Bridge of Dawn could be brought here, to the Ways of Shadow.  Doing so would sever the ties between the Mountain of Light the mortal realm, though, so you would certainly know if it happened, Aranos.
The darkness around them began to shake and shudder, and waves of blackness started to pummel Aranos, trying to overwhelm him. 
“ARANOS!” a voice roared in the dark, one that burned with rage and hatred.  “SORCERER!  YOU DARE COME HERE!”
It sounds as if your name is known in this place, Cron thought mildly.  I suppose saying it was a mistake.  I believe it is time for us to leave.
“SORCERER!” the voice roared, and Aranos could sense that it was getting closer.  “I WILL TEAR YOUR SOUL APART!”
What is that? Aranos asked nervously.  And why aren’t we leaving?
If I had to guess, I would say that is a minion of Garax, the Bloodrager, dark god of battle and fury.  Or perhaps an avatar of the god itself, I suppose.  That should not be possible in the Ways, but as they are, there is simply no way to be sure.
And as for why we are not leaving, the nadzir continued, I am afraid that the path behind us is closed.
Closed?
Yes.  Some power blocks us, and I cannot pierce it.  That lends credence to the idea that this is indeed Garax himself rather than a minion.  He certainly does not like you, does he?
“SORCERER!” the voice screamed again, and now Aranos could hear the fury, pain, and violence in it.  The sound seemed to echo with battle cries and sang with screams of the dying.  It battered at him, trying stir up his anger, but he held it out easily. 
Can you show me the barrier? he asked Cron silently. 
No, I cannot see it.  I can only sense it. 
Then we need some light, Aranos thought grimly, delving into himself.  He didn’t know if this would work, but if Cron was right, this place was connected to his soul, and some part of him was truly here.  He plunged into those depths and found the oceans of Redemption and War raging within.  He took a deep breath and called them both forth.  The powers hesitated at first, and he reached deeper, driving them with his will.  The power was his to command, and it would obey him, even here.  This was his soul, and he was the master of his soul.  He pulled harder, demanding the power to rise, and suddenly, he felt something shatter, as if a wall had been breached. 
Power roared up within him, blasting aside the Darkness as Redemption and War surged out of his body.  He saw Cron standing beside him, looking surprised—and beyond the nadzir, at the edge of Aranos’ Domain, a huge, bestial figure lurked.  It looked almost like an ogrin, if an ogrin was fifteen feet tall and had skin made of what appeared to be bloodsteel.  The monster’s face had a muzzle like a gorilla’s, four-foot-long, ebony horns that curled up from its skull, and small, beady eyes that blazed with crimson fire.  It stopped and roared as Aranos’ Domain struck it, and it lifted one massive arm to shield its face.
“Yes, most definitely Garax,” Cron said mildly.  “I believe we are about to die, Aranos.”
“SORCERER!” Garax roared at him.  “YOU DARE BRING THE LIGHT HERE?”
“I am Redemption,” Aranos replied in a ringing voice.  “I’ll always bring the Light into the Darkness.” 
Garax screamed in fury and lunged forward, but Aranos pushed his will outward, and a wall of golden light sprang up before the beast.   It struck the wall with the force of a freight train, and Aranos winced as a spike of pain lanced through his mind.  His barrier flexed alarmingly, but he hardened his will, and the wall snapped back into shape, forcing the avatar back a step.  Garax roared incoherently and slammed its fists into Aranos’ barrier.  The Sorcerer shuddered as the power of those blows beat against his will, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to hold this barrier for long.
He raised a hand, and a beam of light mana wreathed in silver fire shot from it, bathing Garax’ face in brilliant flame.  The god screamed in pain and raised an arm to protect itself, and in that moment, Aranos whirled to see the barrier holding Cron and him in this realm.  It was a wall that looked like glossy, black obsidian; he could feel the cold power radiating out from it, binding the two of them to this place. 
While one hand bathed Garax in flames, the other shot up, palm pointed toward the wall, and a lance of silver energy lanced forth.  The power struck the wall and splattered harmlessly against it, but Aranos drove the energy with his will.  An incoherent cry sprang from his lips, and the ebon barrier shivered beneath his Roar of Freedom Spell.  It held for a long moment, flexed, and shattered, bursting into shards of blackness that were consumed by the golden flames of his Domain. 
“YOU WILL PAY FOR THIS AFFRONT, SORCERER!”  Aranos looked back at Garax and dropped his Maelstrom Blast.  The avatar’s arm and face had both been struck by his power, and the bloodsteel armor covering the god’s right forearm and face were gone, melted away.  Beneath, Aranos could see milky, white flesh that was blistered by his fire, but the god didn’t seem to be in any great pain. 
“I WILL DESTROY ALL YOU LOVE!” the beast raged.  “I WILL SHATTER THE LANDS OF LIGHT AND BIND YOU TO MY SERVICE!”
“Morx said almost the same thing,” Aranos called back.  “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him.”  He leaned forward.  “Bring.  It.”
Garax screamed and slammed its fists against Aranos’ barrier once more, and Cron placed a hand on the Sorcerer’s shoulder. 
“I do believe it is time to go,” it said calmly, seemingly unfazed by the god’s rage.  Aranos felt himself drawn backward, pulled away from the raging avatar.
“SORCERER!” it screamed, raising both fists over its head.
“Go back to the Pit, Garax!” he shouted back.  “I’m going to cleanse the Bridge of Dawn, and the Feast will finally end!”
As the avatar vanished from Aranos’ sight, he saw a strange expression cross its face.  The god’s eyes widened in shock, but in the depths of those fiery orbs, Aranos sensed something more: fear.  That brief flash of panic confirmed what Aranos suspected, and he felt a thrill of triumph course through him.  He knew what he had to do, now.
He just had no idea how to do it.
Aranos blinked, and suddenly he and Cron hung once more in the Well of Doors.  The sudden absence of the god’s roars was deafening, but fortunately, the silence didn’t last long.  Booms echoed through the Well, and the door they were facing shivered, as if something were trying to break it down.  Aranos tensed, but the door held.  The battering continued, but it seemed that Garax wasn’t able to break out of the Kala and into the Astral Realm.
“That was very interesting,” Cron said, staring at the door as it shuddered.  “That was something I have never seen before, and that is saying a great deal.”
“You’ve never met one of the dark gods before?” Aranos asked, his body suddenly aching with weariness.  He was tired, and his Domains raged through him.  Putting them back was a massive effort, and he realized that they were getting stronger; at least, their hold on him was.  There, I had no choice, though, he said firmly.  I don’t think Garax would have killed us if I hadn’t held it out.  I think it would have been a lot worse.
“Oh, I have met them, yes.  I generally flee before them, as do all wise beings.  I have never seen anyone stand against one and live, even if it was but an avatar, and that is what I find fascinating.”  Cron shook its head.  “Part of me wishes to open the door and let it out just to see you do it again, but discretion is often the better part of valor.  I suppose we shall bring this training session to an end.”
Aranos blinked and found himself sitting in his mindscape.  His first urge was to rise from it and wake the others, but he stopped himself.  There was nothing that couldn’t wait for morning, and he still had things to do.  When the morning came, though, it would be time to visit the palace—whether he’d gotten an invitation or not.




Chapter 37

Dawn found Aranos already awake and dressed.  He hadn’t slept, of course, but he had spent the night in meditation.  He’d practiced his Spells for quite a while, refining them and improving them, and he took a moment to examine his notifications:
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Skill Boosts!
The following Skills have gained a level:
Bargaining (T)
New Rank: Adept 2
Adept Ability: You add your Skill level x 1.5 (rounded down) to Opposed Checks rather than your Skill level x1.
Bluff (T)
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Ability: You can use this Skill to conceal small movements or actions.  This requires an Opposed Check: your [Dex + Skill level] versus your opponent’s [Per + Sense Intent Skill level].
Diplomacy (T)
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Ability: You can attempt to use Diplomacy on a creature that is actively hostile to you, so long as you are not engaged in battle.
Lore (Darkness, T)
New Rank: Student 1
Student Ability: You can identify Uncommon creatures, Spells, or Abilities of Darkness.  You gain 1% damage resistance per Skill level against Darkness-based attacks.
Lore (Darkness) is now considered trained!
Lore (Otherworldly, T)
New Rank: Adept 6
Adept Ability: You can identify creatures, materials, and objects from other realms if these have a rarity no greater than Rare in their native realm.  You can sense extraplanar objects and creatures within 1’ per Skill level, even if these are hidden in dimensional storage or behind barriers. 
Speech (T)
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Ability: You can grant a morale bonus or penalty, as you choose, of 1% per Skill level by giving an inspiring or threatening speech.  Any creature who fails an Opposed Check is affected until some other effect, Ability, or event changes their morale: the listener’s [Wis + Class level] versus your [Cha + Skill level].  This Check cannot be voluntarily failed to receive the morale boost. 
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Perk Gained: Astral Mastery
Benefits: You can cast Spells and use mana-based Perks or Abilities even in realms where magic does not typically exist.  This includes realms that are normally inimical to a specific type of mana, such as casting an ice Spell in a world of lava.  This includes the ability to use your Domains in worlds where those Domains typically don’t exist.
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Spell Boosts!
The following Spells have gained a level:
Elemental Ward*
New Rank: Student 1
Student Ability: All damage is increased by a base 10% per second. 
Elemental Ward* has become Spatial Ward*
Effect: This Spell now does thermal, arctic, and radiation damage each second and is surrounded by a field of damping mana.  Strength required to pierce the barrier is doubled, all damage is increased by 25%, and barriers against the Ward are only half as effective.
Farsight
New Rank: Student 1
Student Ability: You can render your dimensional window permeable to sonic mana, allowing you to hear through your window.
Fire and Ice^
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Ability: Barriers are 50% less effective at holding out this Spell.
Greater Mage Shield
New Rank: Student 1
Student Ability: Armor piercing effects are an additional 25% less effective against the shield.  The shield’s area increases by 25%.
Void Paralysis
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Ability: The Strength required to break this Spell is increased by 10%.
Void Paralysis has become Damping Field^
Effect: This Spell wraps the target in a shell of damping mana that absorbs their kinetic energy.  To break free, a creature must make an Opposed Check: their [Str + Class level] versus your [Int + Spell level x2 + Mana Mastery].  Failure means the target suffers the Paralyzed debuff.
[image: ]
Apparently, driving off the avatar of Garax had given him a new Perk, one that allowed him to use his mana freely while traveling in other realms.  His realization of how the Arcane Doors worked—and how they’d been Corrupted—had also boosted his Darkness and Otherworldly Lore Skills significantly.  That boost let him understand what he’d done; the Ways of Shadow were the antithesis of the Light, and the concept of Redemption didn’t exist there.  He shouldn’t have been able to access his Domain at all, much less use it against the avatar, but somehow, he’d brought the Domain with him into the Darkness.
No wonder Garax was pissed.
He dismissed his notifications and headed downstairs, where he found Geltheriel, Rhys, and Mutroda already awake and eating their breakfast.  He went to the bar and ordered a cup of coffee and a platter of bacon and eggs, then took his breakfast over and sat down at the table.  Geltheriel eyed him critically as he did. 
“You do not look rested, Oathbinder.  Did you not meditate fully last night?”
“I’m fine,” he sighed, checking his status to make sure he didn’t have any debuffs.  “I meditated the whole night, but—part of it didn’t go well.  Or went amazingly well, depending on your point of view.”
“That makes very little sense, Liberator,” Rhys chuckled.  “Are you certain you do not have the Fatigued debuff?  One might observe that your speech is somewhat incoherent.”
“It makes perfect sense,” Aranos corrected.  “Geltheriel, last night…I figured out how the Arcane Doors work.”
The woman went still, and her fork clattered to the table as her grip went slack.  “I—Oathbinder, are you certain?  You have unlocked the secret of the Doors?”
He nodded.  “And I know more or less how to restore them,” he added, grinning as her hand flew to her mouth.  “Don’t get too excited.  I know what to do—sort of—but I have no idea how to do it.  Well, not yet.  I’ll figure it out, though.”
She pushed her plate to the side, lunged toward him, and wrapped her arms around him in an embrace that was tight enough to be mildly painful.  “I never allowed myself to hope,” she whispered to him.  “I never believed it was possible, but…Aranos, you have once again done the impossible.”
“What did he do, now?” Phil asked with a grin as he sat down and joined the group at the table.
“Let me eat, first,” Aranos gasped.  “And maybe breathe.”  Geltheriel looked at him, her face alarmed, but he returned her hug with a quick squeeze, and she relaxed, releasing him.  “Just kidding about the breathing.  I do want to eat, though.  I only want to go through this once, and that will give everyone a chance to join us.”
He wolfed down his breakfast, noticing the constant glances from Geltheriel as he did.   He gave her a quick smile that she readily returned, then finished his breakfast and gulped his cooling coffee.  Once the others had joined him, he quickly wove a sonic barrier around them and leaned back.
“So, what’s going on?” Phil asked curiously.
“Last night, I was having trouble concentrating,” Aranos explained.  “Something was bothering me, and I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.  Eventually, it came to me: the bodakkai.”
“The what?” Martina asked.
“Bodakkai are the most favored minions of Virnal Darkbringer, Mistress of the Dark Pantheon,” Geltheriel explained.  “Our legends say that they breed endlessly in the Lands of Darkness to the south, and that they hate all living things with an unending passion.  Yesterday, on our journey here, we were waylaid by a large group of them that we managed to kill.”
“The legends aren’t quite right,” Aranos corrected.  “The bodakkai don’t come from the Lands of Darkness.  They come from the Bottomless Pit itself.”
Geltheriel paled, and Rhys swallowed hard as Aranos said those words.  “Are you certain, Liberator?” he asked cautiously.
“Very,” Aranos nodded.  “And that means that the bodakkai we fought on the road yesterday had to have come through a portal—except that no portal can connect Ka to other worlds.”
“I’m not following, mate,” Longfellow admitted.  “Anyone else feeling lost?”  A general murmur of assent passed around the table, and Aranos sighed.
“Something was bothering me yesterday, but I couldn’t quite figure it out.  It took half the night, but I finally realized what it was.  The bodakkai shouldn’t have been there.  It shouldn’t have been possible.  They come from a world beyond our own, and you can’t link to other realms through portals.”
“So, you discovered a portal that shouldn’t have been able to exist,” Phil summed up.
“Exactly.  But it did exist, so somehow, someone managed to do it.”
“That family that was slaughtered,” Martina ventured slowly.  “You said the energy that was stolen from them could have been used to power a Spell of Darkness, right?”
“That’s what I was thinking, too, but it’s not a question of power.  It’s—it’s like trying to describe a color by how it smells.  You can’t, because the two concepts are fundamentally incompatible.  It’s the same thing.  Dimensional magic is tied to this world and can’t leave it, no matter how much power you pour into it.”
“Doesn’t that just mean that someone used a different type of magic?” Longfellow asked.  “I’m not an expert, but that seems reasonable to me.”
“But I would have sensed that,” Aranos smiled.  “It’s called astral mana, and I can detect it.  It wasn’t there.  I was racking my brain trying to figure out how someone could have opened a portal to another realm without using astral magic.  It wasn’t until I did my Skill training that it hit me.”
He glanced at the others.  “One of my Abilities—one that I’ve taught Avalyn but no one else, yet—is that when I train with a Skill book, I don’t just read it.  I can actually enter the memories of the person who wrote the book and be trained by them directly.  It’s like having a Grandmaster give you a week’s worth of instruction in one sitting.”
“That’s amazing,” Meridian breathed.  “Can anyone do that?”
“Anyone with a mindscape, I think, so probably anyone who can use their mana.  I can teach you how; I taught Avalyn easily enough. 
“The point is, one of my Skills is Otherworldly Lore, and to train that, I get to go explore other realms in the multiverse…and last night, that went a little wrong.”  He detailed his trip to the Ways of Shadow, skipping his encounter with Garax.  There wasn’t any point to alarming them by telling them that he’d pissed off another dark god.
“You journeyed into Menehuin?” Geltheriel asked disbelievingly.  “No mortal can travel that Darkness and live!”
“We call it the Grimarof,” Mutroda added.  “The Tunnels of Night.  Our legends say the same thing: any mortal who steps foot in there is doomed.”
“Well, I survived,” Aranos shrugged.  “And I’m not the only one who’s done it.”  He glanced over at Geltheriel.  “You and Lily have been there, too.”
“I—what?” the woman gasped, and her hand flew to her mouth a second time.  “The Arcane Door!”
“Exactly.”  He turned back to the others.  “That’s what I realized last night.  The Arcane Doors don’t use portal magic—at least, not just portal magic.  They can’t; portals are always a little unstable.  Eventually, even the best portal collapses, but the Arcane Doors never did, not in centuries.  That’s because they aren’t just portals—they’re doors into another realm, one where time doesn’t pass the same way it does here.”
“That’s interesting, mate, but I’m still not seeing where you’re going with this,” Longfellow shrugged.
“Long ago, the Arcane Doors linked all the cities of the Light,” Aranos explained.  “It turns out, they did that by borrowing a path through the Bridge of Dawn, the realm that connects the Mountain of Light to Ka.  And then, somehow, that path got Corrupted and dragged down into the Ways of Shadow—where it links the Bottomless Pit with our world.”
“The Feast,” Martina said softly.  “You figured out how the damn Feast happened, Aranos.  They came through the Arcane Doors!”
“Probably just one, at first,” Aranos corrected.  “But one is all it would have taken, because by Corrupting the path between Ka and the Mountain of Light, the Darkness cut this world off from the gods of Light and any hope of assistance.”
“Wait a second,” Hector interrupted.  “If the Arcane Doors are a link between that Pit place and this world, wouldn’t those bodakkai have appeared at the Door, not outside the city?”
“I’m guessing that the energy the Scarlet King gathered was just enough to open the Arcane Door a crack.  Then, whoever did it could have used a standard portal to connect that crack in the Door with that spot outside the city—or a heavily modified portal, I suppose; one that allowed energy from the Ways to spill through it into our world.  It probably closed again right away, but we need to check it to be sure.”
Martina looked around.  “I haven’t seen the Arcane Door in Stoneleague,” she admitted.  “Does anyone know where it is?”
“The King’s Palace,” McBane said softly.  “I’ve never seen it, but I know it’s in the throne room, or at least near it.”  He leaned back with a whistle and looked at Aranos.  “Could someone open the Door and create that portal without being in the same room as it?”
Aranos thought for a moment.  “I can’t be sure,” he admitted.  “The portal, probably.  They’d need to see it, but they could have opened the portal from outside the city—assuming the palace isn’t protected by incredibly powerful wards designed to keep someone from doing just that, which I’m sure it is.  I think they’d have to be in front of the Door to open it, though.  Channeling that much power over a distance like that?  I don’t think it can be done.”
“Then the Scarlet King is in the palace,” Martina finished tersely.  “We were right all along.  It’s one of the people close to the king.”
“That doesn’t explain why the Mages’ College never stepped up, though,” Meridian pointed out.
“Is there a reason we’re assuming there’s only one Scarlet King?” Longfellow said slowly.  “Or that he doesn’t have minions who could do things for him, like maybe a high-ranking Wizard who could shut down an investigation from the College?”
“That’s a great point,” Hector agreed.  “We’ve been focusing on the King and forgetting that he’s the head of an organization.”
“Should we check the palace first, or the College?” Phil asked.
“The palace,” Aranos replied immediately.  “We need to check the Arcane Door and see if it can be secured.  That has to be the most important thing.  Remember what the note from the Scarlet King said?  ‘Proof of concept’.”
Martina hissed in dismay.  “Summoning a few bodakkai was the proof of concept,” she said, understanding spreading on her face.  “What will the real thing be?”
“Exactly,” Aranos agreed.  “If they can fling the Door all the way open—it’ll be the Feast, all over again.”
“We need to spread word of this,” Phil said grimly.
“What do you mean?” Meridian asked.
The Paladin took a deep breath.  “Obviously, I hope we can stop this, but—we have to plan to fail.  If we don’t, the city will be taken by surprise when the Door opens.  We need to warn the guards, the army, the Mages’ College, the Adventurers’ Guild…”  He grimaced.  “Hell, all the Guilds.  These people won’t stand a chance, otherwise.  It’s our duty.”
“You’re right, brother,” Hector clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder.  “I say we start with the Adventurers’ Guild.  They might be able to help us spread the word.”
“Avalyn and I will tell the Mages’ College,” Aranos volunteered.  He glanced at Geltheriel.  “Merchant Warren knows you; can you pass word to the Merchants’ Guild?  They can also probably spread word quickly.”
“I can get word to the Rangers,” Martina offered.  “I’m not sure about the guards or the army, though.”
“On it,” Longfellow raised a hand.  “I train with both, so I’ve got contacts.”  He glanced at Meridian.  “Temples?”
“Yep.”  The Shaman looked around.  “Who’s gonna get us into the palace, though?  I think Aranos is probably the only one with enough rep to open the doors.”
“I can do it,” McBane said firmly.  “More precisely, Malcolm can.”
“Malcolm?” Martina repeated.
“Yeah.  Trust me, he can get us in, if we can convince him.”
“Then I guess we’ll have to convince him,” Meridian shrugged.  She looked around the table.  “Y’all know that if this doesn’t work, Stoneleague is gonna fall, right?  Lots of people are going to die.”
“No,” Phil said with determination, rising to his feet.  “We won’t let that happen.  We’ll stop this, and we’ll finish off the Scarlet King, once and for all.”




Chapter 38

Avalyn looked pensive as she and Aranos walked toward the Mages’ College.  Aranos could both smell and feel the anxiety radiating out from her.  Something was worrying at her, and he was fairly sure he knew what it was.
“Want to talk about it?” he asked quietly.
“I…”  She hesitated.  “Do you really think things are that bad?”
“They might be,” he admitted.  “If the King manages to open the door all the way and we can’t close it, a lot of people will die before we can evacuate them—assuming we even can.”
“What…what about the Mages’ College?  Will they be okay?  The students there?”
“If we fail?  Probably not, no.”
“But—but they have their portals!  They can run through them, and the bodakkai can’t get through, right?”
“You saw that the bodakkai have Wizards.  If they do, they probably have some who can use portal magic.  That means they’ll eventually get into the schools and hunt everyone down.”  He looked at her seriously.
“I’m not saying that we’re going to lose, Avalyn, but if we do, the consequences will be severe.  With Northmoor fallen, Avendale will be the only human city in the region, and it’ll be cut off from support.  Eventually, it’ll fall, too.  If that happens, humanity will become a race of refugees, taking shelter in other races’ cities and hoping to reconquer and rebuild one day.”
She blinked rapidly and turned away from him.  “I—this doesn’t feel right,” she complained, her voice bitter. 
“Why not?”
“Because it doesn’t feel like a game!” she protested, turning to look at him desperately.  “It feels too real!  A lot of these students—they’re my friends!  I’ve laughed with them, and gone to eat with them—and even dated a guy.”  She blushed.  “I don’t want them to die!  That’s not fair, that they might die if we make a mistake!”
“It’s not, no,” he agreed.  “But when is life ever fair, really?”
“It’s not,” she said bitterly.  “Nothing in life is fair.  I learned that the day I got diagnosed with…”  She snorted.  “It doesn’t matter.”  She looked up at him.  “Out there, in the real world, I’m almost an invalid.  I can’t go out without being strapped in a wheelchair.  I don’t have any friends, because I can’t go to school or do sports or anything like that.  I’ve never danced, or kissed a boy, or gone out for ice cream with friends…”
Tears streamed freely down her face as she spoke.  “You think I don’t know that life isn’t fair?” she asked heatedly, her voice rising.  “I never did anything, and you know what?  I’m dying.  I might make it to twenty, but it’s a toss-up.  I’ve known that since I was ten years old.”  She half-laughed, half-sobbed, dashing at her eyes.
“Do you know what that’s like?  Living under a guaranteed death sentence from the day you’re old enough to understand that fact?”
“No,” he said simply.  “No, I can’t even pretend to understand that.”
“At least you know that.  People try to tell me stupid sh…stuff all the time.  ‘Everyone dies’ or ‘You have to live while you can’.  Dumbass sayings that make them feel like they’re helping me.  Giving me their wisdom.
“The worst part is, at some point, you just accept it.  You’ve got a shelf life.  An expiration date.  That’s just how it is, and there’s no point in worrying about it, but it sits in your mind, every day.  Will today be the day?  Tomorrow?  Is this the day that I finally burn out like an old-fashioned light bulb?  You can never get rid of it.  It’s always there, lurking over you.”
She looked around.  “But not here,” she said, her voice going quiet.  “Here, I made friends, and I go on adventures, and I do things that I never even dreamed of.”  She laughed.  “I danced for the first time ever the first day I got here.  I was terrible, but I did it.  I had to.  I didn’t know what it felt like.
“And now, somebody’s trying to take all that away from me,” she said, her voice turning angry again.  “This is my life now!  It’s my world, and it’s better than anything in the real world.  I’m not giving it up!”
“Good,” he said quietly, resting a hand on her shoulder.  She looked up at him, startled, and he gave her a half-smile.  “Do you remember what I said you needed to be a true Sorcerer, Avalyn?  Courage, imagination, and…”
“Passion,” she finished quietly.
“Yes.  That’s what you were missing.  You’re brave, and you’re creative, but you’ve been doing magic for fun.  As a game.  You’ve never believed in what you were fighting for.  You’ve never needed to win.”  He looked down at her.  “We’re going to be in a battle today, one way or another.  You’ll be fighting for all those people.  All those friends you’ve made and the people who supported you will be counting on you today.  They’ll be depending on you to fight with everything you have, and maybe even more than you have.  Are you ready for that?”
“No,” she shook her head.  “I’m terrified, Aranos.”  She lifted her chin.  “But I’ll do it.  I’ll protect them, no matter what it takes.”
“Then you really are ready,” he smiled at her.  “This will be a test for you, but I won’t be grading it.  You will.  Today is when you get to decide if you’re going to be a true Sorcerer, or just a fancy kind of Wizard.”  He patted her shoulder again.  “And I know that you’ll make me proud.”
She blinked quickly again and looked away, and they walked the rest of the way in silence.
“I’m sorry, Lord Evenshade, but Dean Radomil isn’t here right now,” the young man in the front office of the College replied to Aranos’ request.  “I’m not sure where he is, but he left just after dawn.”
Aranos groaned.  Radomil was going to be his way to see the Headmaster.  Aranos was sure the old man would see him if he asked, but he was also sure that he’d be cooling his heels most of the day if he went that route, and he didn’t have that kind of time.
“What about Dean Hochar?” Avalyn asked.  “Is she available?”
“She’s in, yes, but Avalyn, you know she doesn’t see students…”
“I’m an Adept, now, Bryce,” the girl cut him off.  “Plus, this is urgent—probably more urgent than anything you’ve ever seen.  We need to speak to the Dean.  Can you get us in?  Please?”
The young man hesitated.  “It’s really that big of a deal?” he asked dubiously.
“Life or death, Bryce,” she said seriously.  “Lots and lots of deaths if we don’t hurry.  Can you do it?”
He stared at the young woman for a few moments, then looked down at the counter before him.  “I can shift things around, yeah.  But Avalyn, if this isn’t serious, this will get me in a lot of trouble…”
“It is, and you won’t,” she promised.  She hesitated a second, then leaned across the counter and planted a quick kiss on the startled man’s cheek.  “Thanks, Bryce.  You did a good thing today.”
As the pair of them walked swiftly into the main college, Aranos grinned at Avalyn.  “That was well done,” he congratulated her.
“I got a Skill out of it,” she laughed.  “Diplomacy.  It’s Untrained, though.”
“I’ve got that one, but only at the Adept level.  Keep doing what you just did, and you’ll catch up to me.”  He looked ahead.  “So, who’s Dean Hochar?”
“She’s the head of the School of the Formless, the school for unaspected Wizards.  She’s the lowest Dean on the totem pole, so she gets stuck with a lot of the College’s dirty work, and that means she’ll only see students in dire circumstances.  Once you hit the Adept rank, though, she usually meets with you to try and convince you to choose an aspect.”
“In other words, she probably won’t be happy to see us,” Aranos translated.
“Well, you said you have Diplomacy,” Avalyn grinned.  “Time to show me how to use it, right?”
Dean Rochar was a short woman with black hair streaked with gray.  She wore a white robe with six cream-colored stripes on the sleeve and had a haggard, harried look on her face.  She glanced up when the pair entered, and confusion flashed across her face.  As she recognized the girl, that confusion turned to anger.
“Student Avalyn?” the Dean snapped, setting a paper she was reading down on a desk that was far too cluttered for Aranos’ comfort.  “Why are you in my office?”
“I’ve reached Adept rank in Mana Manipulation and Control, Dean Hochar,” the girl corrected politely. 
“Fine.  Adept Avalyn.  Congratulations.  Now get the hell out of my office!  I’m far too busy.”
“Dean Hochar?” Aranos stepped forward.  “My name’s Aranos, Lord Evenshade, of Antas.”
The woman grunted.  “I’ve heard of you and how you’ve taken the girl under your wing.  You have my thanks; nothing I was trying was working.  Now, why the hell are you bothering me?”
“We need to see Headmaster Mandla,” Aranos replied with a smile. 
“Make an appointment,” the woman said gruffly. 
“We need to see him immediately, though,” Aranos pressed.  “See, if we don’t, there’s a decent chance that every, single person in this College is going to die today.”
The woman stopped and looked up at him, her eyes narrowing.  “Is that some kind of threat?”
“No, not at all.  I’m hoping to save everyone, but to do that, I need to talk to the Headmaster.”
The woman hesitated.  “That seems pretty far-fetched.”
Aranos leaned over her desk.  “Dean Hochar, there’s a really good chance that sometime today, the palace is going to be flooded by bodakkai, the creatures from the Pit.  Those hordes will spill out into the city.  They’ll kill everyone and everything they find.  Every man, woman, and child.  They’ll flood the College, rip open the portals, and tear your students to shreds.  Thousands of the creatures, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of them will wipe this city out, and nothing will be left but a fallen ruin filled with blood and death.”
Hochar stared at Aranos, her eyes wide and her mouth agape.  “That’s—are you sure about this?”
“Yes.  The College needs to mobilize, and that will only happen if I can speak to Mandla.  I’m going to see him, one way or another, but I’d really rather you escort me there.  It’ll be quieter if nothing else.”
The woman rose quickly to her feet.  “Let’s go,” she said tersely.  As she led them out the door, she glanced back over her shoulder.  “Although if you’re wasting my time, I’m going to be very, very upset.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Aranos smiled.
They passed through the room that teleported them to the highest level, and when Aranos stepped out, he was surprised and gratified to realize that he didn’t feel sick.  A touch of dizziness swept through him, but it passed quickly, and his stomach remained settled.  Huh.  They must have patched that while we were logged out, just like they said. 
Savannah, the pretty, sensuous assistant to the Headmaster, eyed the group speculatively as they appeared.  “Dean Hochar,” she said in a smooth, silky voice.  “You bring us esteemed visitors.”
“This is Lord Evenshade, Director Tiernan,” the Dean said gruffly.  “He needs to speak to the Headmaster.”
“Yes, he and I have met,” Savannah smiled at Aranos.  “A pleasure to see you again, Lord Evenshade.”
“You as well, Savannah,” Aranos smiled back.  “Can we see him?”
The woman pulled a long face.  “I’m afraid not.  He isn’t seeing anyone right now.”  She hesitated.  “In fact, he hasn’t allowed visitors for the last two days.  It’s kept me quite busy.  I don’t know what he’s up to.”
“Director, under section 4 of the College charter, I’m invoking my right to see the Headmaster at once,” Hochar demanded.  “Whatever he’s engrossed in will have to wait.”
Savannah pursed her lips and shrugged.  “It is your right,” she said, her eyes sparkling.  “Go ahead and wake him up.”  The door to the Headmaster’s office slid open, and the three of them walked inside.
Headmaster Mandla sat behind his desk, staring into space as they entered.  His office had been neat and tidy the last time Aranos had been here; now, the books on his shelves were half tumbled onto the floor, and what looked like the remains of more than one meal sat on his desk, slowly decaying. 
“H—Headmaster?” Hochar spoke hesitantly, looking around the room.  From the look on her face, the clutter was as much of a surprise to her as it was to Aranos. 
“Hmm?” the old man said, blinking owlishly as he looked up at the woman.  Aranos winced as the smell of body odor hit him; the Headmaster obviously hadn’t bathed in days, and his dark skin was ashen.  “Oh, Eliza!  Good to see you!  Please, pull up a chair!”
The Dean looked at Mandla, her face confused.  “Are you…are you alright, Headmaster?”
“Yes, just fine,” the man smiled.  “Did you come up to visit?  That’s nice.”
“No, Headmaster.  I’m here—I brought Lord Evenshade.  He needs to speak with you, and he says it’s urgent!”
“Everyone claims everything is urgent,” the old man chuckled.  “Few things really are, though.  Whatever it is, it will wait.”
“Headmaster, it won’t,” the woman protested.  “Please, what’s wrong with you?”
Aranos reached out and touched her shoulder, silencing her.  “Headmaster Mandla,” he said formally.  “I’m here to tell you of a threat to your College, and to the entire city.  I need you to mobilize the College immediately.”
“A threat to the College?” the man repeated, his face puzzled.  “I can’t imagine such a thing.  I’m afraid I have trouble believing you, young man.”
“Right now, someone is about to open the Arcane Door in the royal palace,” Aranos plowed on.  “When they do, the bodakkai will come out and destroy the city.”
“The Arcane Door?” the man repeated, rubbing the short, scraggly beard on his chin.  “I seem to remember something about the Arcane Door…”  He shrugged.  “It must not be important, since I can’t recall it.”
Aranos stared at the man, a suspicion growing inside him.  His first thought was to reach out with a mana tendril, but he remembered that the Headmaster could sense that, and he didn’t want to anger the powerful Wizard.  Instead, he activated his Mana Sight and hissed in dismay.  The entire room was flooded with mind mana, so much that the room blazed in his Mana Sight. 
“It’s a mind Spell,” he said shortly.  “Someone’s placed a mind Spell on him—and a powerful one, at that.”  He blinked as he looked around the room, and his Tracking Skill told him what his unaided Perception had been too low to reveal.  “There!” he said, raising his hand.
Suddenly, the mana in the room seemed to crystallize, and Aranos felt his body locking up as his arm refused to respond to his commands.  Avalyn and Hochar went still, as well, as the Spell wrapped around them just as tightly.  Aranos quickly yanked up strands of mind mana and began to weave them into his Shield Mind Spell, but the power in the room buffeted his construct, threatening to tear it apart.  It was like trying to thread a needle in a gale, but Aranos continued doggedly to form his Spell.
“Well done, Lord Evenshade,” a voice said mockingly.  The section of the room the Sorcerer had been pointing at shimmered, revealing a lean, bald man in black robes with six silver slashes running down each sleeve.  “I don’t know how you found me, but your ability to detect mind mana is astounding.  I knew I should have extended this Spell to include that insipid Director, but I honestly didn’t think you’d be coming back here any time soon.”
Dean Greghoff, Aranos thought as he fought to weave his Spell.  He didn’t need to move to cast a Spell, but he did need to access his mana channels, and at the moment, he couldn’t even feel them, much less utilize them.  Trying to build the Shield was like trying to lift a mountain, but he gritted his mental teeth and continued to work.
Greghoff shook his head and walked into the room to stand beside the Headmaster. 
“Oh, Dominik,” Mandla said happily.  “There you are!  Have you come to visit?”
“Be silent, old fool,” the bald man snapped, and the Headmaster fell quiet at once.  Greghoff looked at Aranos.  “Do you like this Spell?” he asked with an evil smile.  “It took over a year to build it, slowly adding strands of mana a layer at a time, allowing it to grow slowly so that Mandla, here, wouldn’t notice.”
He glanced at the immobile Dean Hochar.  “Why, my dear Eliza?” he answered a question that she’d obviously been thinking.  “Because I’m tired of being persecuted for something I haven’t done.  I thought, if I’m going to be treated like a criminal, I might as well become one!”
He turned his gaze to Avalyn.  “No, foolish girl, I’m not the Scarlet King.  He’s a useful partner, nothing more.  He helped me find the texts I needed to craft this Spell—and the barrier that Lord Evenshade exposed to everyone—and in return, I formed some rituals for him and kept the College from noticing his activities—at least, in an official sense.”
The man’s eyes narrowed, and he laughed.  “You’re right, child.  I am spouting off like a stupid villain, aren’t I?  No need to tell you any of this since you won’t remember it.”  He sighed.  “And no, Eliza, you won’t ‘make me pay for this’.  If you recall anything of this, which I haven’t decided, it will be nothing but admiration for me and contempt for our former headmaster.”  He grinned evilly.  “Maybe you’ll feel more than admiration, at that.  You’re a handsome woman, and the thought of you, a slave for my flesh, is a pleasant…”
Greghoff’s sly insinuations broke off into a strangled cry as Aranos’ Shield Mind Spell snapped into place.  A blast of kinetic mana lanced from his already-upraised palm and struck the man square in the center of his chest.  Greghoff flew backward but froze in midair as a shroud of damping mana wrapped around him, halting his movement. 
Aranos took a second to wrap himself in a Mental Shroud, and the last, lingering traces of Greghoff’s Spell vanished from his limbs.  He kept his focus on the Wizard, though; he remembered that Greghoff could cast Spells without speaking or moving.  His wariness paid off when a stab of mental energy sliced out from the man and lashed at Aranos’ mind, trying to shatter his defenses.  Aranos’ shields absorbed the blow, and he struck back with the only mental Spell he had. 
The vital mana of his Enthrallment Spell sank into Greghoff’s body, but the strands of mind mana crawled uselessly against a barrier the man erected.  Another whip of mental power struck Aranos’ shields, rocking him back, and the Sorcerer returned the blow, driving his Enthrallment Spell at the Dean.  Another powerful strike rattled his mental defenses, and Aranos poured more power into his Spell, wrapping it all around the man’s mind and squeezing.  The Dean’s shield was powerful, but Aranos poured a thousand SP into his attack, and the man’s counterstrikes ceased as Aranos felt more energy suffuse the barrier keeping him out of the Wizard’s mind.  Aranos’ unstoppable force pressed against Greghoff’s immovable object, and the two Spells hung in balance, precariously poised outside of the Dean’s mind.
A flash of orange-red fire shot past Aranos and struck Greghoff’s face.  The fire bolt wasn’t particularly powerful, but it scorched and blistered the man’s skin, and Greghoff blinked reflexively.  In that instant, his shield contracted the barest fraction of an inch.  The man’s eyes grew wide as he tried to catch it, but the force Aranos was pressing on it was too much for him to stop.  That tiny bit of momentum was all Aranos needed to crush the man’s defenses, and his Spell plunged into Greghoff’s mind, sinking deeper than Aranos had ever allowed his Enthrallment to reach before.  The Dean’s face went blank as his will was ruthlessly obliterated, and his body slackened in Aranos’ grip.
The overwhelming aura of mind mana drained away as the will that had been maintaining it crumbled, and Avalyn and Hochar both started to move.  The Dean took a furious step toward Greghoff, mana forming on her upraised hands.
“Slave to your flesh?” she screeched angrily.  “I’ll rip that thing right off your body!”
“No, Eliza, I don’t think that will be necessary.”  The Dean froze as Mandla’s voice echoed around the room, sounding tired and edged with fury.  “Am I right, Lord Evenshade?”
“Yes,” Aranos replied, releasing the man from his Damping Field and allowing him to fall to the floor like a rag doll.  “He can’t do anything I don’t want, now.”
“I wonder at the irony, defeating the man with the very weapon we chastised him for using,” Mandla sighed.  
Aranos shrugged.  “If someone’s coming at you with a sword, should people think less of you because you drew one yourself in defense?  Would they think more of you if you picked up a hammer, instead?  And would you be alive enough to care?”
“Those are fair points,” the old man acknowledged.  “It sometimes takes violence to defend against greater violence—like now, for example.”  He turned to Greghoff.  “What have you done, Dominik?  What have you done to Radomil?”
At Aranos’ mental instruction, the enthralled man spoke, his voice wooden and emotionless.  “I’ve dominated Dean Radomil, just as I dominated you.  He’s on his way to the throne room to complete the ritual I created for the Scarlet King.”
“What ritual?” Mandla demanded.
“A ritual designed to drain life, fear, and pain from its victims and use them to power a single Spell effect.  I designed it at the Scarlet King’s bequest in return for his aid fashioning the barrier ward and the ritual I used on you.”
“You used it to send the bodakkai to intercept us yesterday, didn’t you?” Aranos asked quietly.
“I didn’t.  Radomil did.  I can’t open portals.  He opened the Arcane Door just enough to let a couple hundred bodakkai through and sent them out of the city through a portal.”
“How are you doing this without King Hugin’s knowledge?” Mandla asked.
“The Lord Steward.  He says he’s on the Scarlet King’s payroll, but I suspect he might actually be the Scarlet King.  Either way, he’s been promised the throne when this is all over, just as I’ve been promised the position of Headmaster.”
“We’ve got to get to the palace,” Aranos said urgently.  “We have to stop them…”  He stopped as an idea occurred to him.  “How?” he asked Greghoff.  “How did your ritual drain the power from everyone on the Madigar estate?”
“The sacrifice,” the Dean said woodenly.  “Berlot Madigar was the head of that house, and he was linked to everyone inside.  To the ritual, he was the entire family, so to speak.  So, his sacrifice drained everyone in the household.”
“You plan to kill King Hugin,” Aranos said softly.
“Yes.  His death will give the ritual enough power to fling the Door wide open.  The bodakkai will come through.”
“You’ll kill everyone in the city,” Avalyn gasped.
“No,” Greghoff shook his head.  “The royal family and guards, maybe some of the king’s most loyal supporters, yes, but most of the city doesn’t feel any particular loyalty or bond with the King, and without that bond, the ritual can’t drain power from them.”
“Bond…” Aranos said slowly.  “The Heart!  You’ll drain the city’s Heart!”
“Yes.  The power of the Heart, turned to Corruption, will be enough to fling the Arcane Door wide.”
“We must get to the throne room and stop that ritual,” Mandla said firmly, rising to his feet and glancing down at himself with disgust.  “I’m really in no condition for a royal audience…”
“When?” Aranos ignored the fastidious Headmaster and kept his eyes on Greghoff.  “When will Radomil start the ritual?”
“There’s an army on the way here.  I understand that it was sent by the Scarlet King’s master—or one of his associates, I’m not very clear on that.  When it arrives, the Door will open, and the people will be caught between the bodakkai and the army.”
“Lily’s army,” Aranos gasped.  “We have to find out when that army…”
He fell silent as a series of trumpet blasts echoed through the room, coming in from the transparent ceiling overhead.  “What was that?” he asked, suspecting what it was.
“The warning signal, of course,” Mandla replied heavily.  “Danger’s been sighted from the city walls.  It sounds like that army is already here.”




Chapter 39

“Is there anything more you think we need from him?” Aranos asked Mandla, gesturing to Greghoff.
“No, I think he’s told us all that he’s going to,” Mandla shook his head sadly.  “Dominik, you should have come to me sooner.  I could have helped you…”
“He didn’t, though, and now it’s too late,” Aranos cut the old Wizard off and looked at Greghoff.  “Die, Dean Greghoff.  Right now.”
The Wizard shivered as the command struck him.  Aranos felt him trying feebly to fight against the Spell, but Aranos had put so much power into the Enthrallment that the Dean had practically no will left with which to fight.  The man’s body shuddered as his heart simply stopped, and he fell to the floor, dead.
“Why did you do that?” Mandla demanded, his face growing angry.  “You murdered him!”
“You would have executed him, right?” Aranos said mildly.
“Yes, but there would have been a trial…”
“No, there wouldn’t have been.  I doubt you would have tried him in the state he was in, and I used so much mana on that Spell that it wasn’t wearing off—not for years, at least.  So, no trial, and he would have had to exist like that for maybe the rest of his life.”  Aranos looked seriously at the Headmaster.  “What I did was justice, but it was also mercy.  A more fitting punishment would have been to leave him like that, trapped in his own body, but I’m not that cruel.”
“I—I see,” Mandla nodded slowly, rubbing his face.  “I can’t say I agree, but I can see your point.  We can argue later, though.  What do you need from this College?”
“I need every Wizard able to stand up straight and cast a Spell ready to fight,” Aranos said.  “Have them report to the Guild Square; they’ll need to be spread out between the walls and hemming in the palace in case we can’t stop the ritual.”
“I’ll see it done,” the Headmaster assured him.  “And Lord Evenshade, let me acknowledge that the College owes you a debt it can’t possibly repay.”
“Help me save this city, and I’ll call us even,” Aranos grinned at the man.  “I’ll see you down in the city.”
As Aranos had guessed, the Guild Square was a hive of activity.  Guards were moving through the square, shutting down vendors and forcing them to move out of the area, while troops were forming up as the vendors were tossed out.  It was far too crowded and chaotic for him to be able to spot his friends, and he and Avalyn were having trouble even moving through the crowd.
“Avalyn, I’m sorry about this, but we need to move faster,” he told her.
“Sorry about what?” she said suspiciously, then cried out in surprise as he used his Forge Mana Spell to wrap her in a cocoon of air mana.  He cast his Massless Flight Spell, and the two of them rose over the confusion swiftly.  Once he was aloft, it didn’t take him long to spot his party—if nothing else, Silma in her true form certainly stood out from the crowd. 
He swooped over the chaos and touched down next to Phil, who was speaking rapidly to Guildmaster Ryder of the Adventurers’ Guild.
“…an automatic Quest, Brightblade,” Ryder was growling at the Paladin.  “When the city’s under assault, the Quest to defend it goes out to every Guild, automatically.  Most of the Guild’s going to be heading to the walls, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”
“You’re the Guildmaster,” Phil protested.
“It doesn’t work like that, and you know it.  I have the power to assign and deny Quests, but I don’t have the power to force people to ignore one.  And I can’t deny anyone the Quest ‘Defending the Walls’; it’s against the law.”
“What if you had another Quest to offer instead?” Aranos interrupted.  “One to guard the Guild Square against intruders.”
“Aranos,” the man grunted, seemingly unsurprised by the Sorcerer’s appearance.  Aranos hadn’t thought he would be; Ryder hadn’t gotten the name ‘Eagle-eye’ for nothing.  “That would be great, but I don’t have one, and the crown isn’t issuing any Quests at all right now.  King Hugin should be tossing them out left and right—protect the gate, evacuate the citizenry, gather supplies, that sort of thing—but the palace has been silent.”
“The ritual to open the Arcane Door starts by killing the king,” Aranos said grimly.  “He’s not dead, yet, but he will be soon.  We need to defend this square.”
“I can’t issue Quests on my own,” the Archer said helplessly.   “That’s a part of our Guild agreement.  If the Adventurers’ Guild could create its own Quests, we’d become too powerful.”
“I might be able to help you, there.”  Aranos pulled up his status sheet and flipped to his city tab.  In his House tab, there was a button that let him assign Quests, but it was fairly well hidden.  Now that he knew what to look for, though, he found the same button on his city tab in a few seconds.  He clicked it and added a Quest to defend the Guild Square of Stoneleague.  As he did, a red notification popped up.
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Invalid Quest!
You are attempting to assign a City Quest in a city that you do not control.  You can only issue Regional Quests in cities that are not yours.
Quest Denied!
[image: ]
What the hell is a Regional Quest?  It took him more seconds to find the ‘Advanced Quest Settings’ feature and shift the Quest from a city-based one, the default for his screen, to a Regional Quest.  When he selected ‘Accept’, a regular notification appeared.
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Quest Created: Cool to be Square
Objective: Keep the Shadowborn from overrunning this area of the Realms of Light.  
Quest Type: Regional (Available to all within the current region)
Recommended Levels: 11 - 20
Reward: XP, Reputation, possible Title
[image: ]
“Cool to be Square?” Ryder repeated, rolling his eyes.  “What does that even mean?”
“Blame the gods, not me,” Aranos shrugged.  “I didn’t pick it.  Will that work for you?”
“Difficulty will range from B to SS for most of the Guild,” the man mused.  “But the reward includes a possible Title?  Oh, yes, I can offer this.”
Aranos watched as all around him, players noticed the Quest and began to mutter among themselves.  He knew that they wouldn’t all take the Quest, but hopefully, the possibility of a Title would be enough for them to stay.  He turned back to his friends.
“We need to coordinate what’s going on.  Who’s in charge of the city’s defense?”
“General Trembath is in overall command,” Ryder spoke up.  “In a time like this, the guard falls under the purview of the army.  He’s over there.”  He pointed to a mass of steel-clad soldiers surrounding one wearing golden armor. 
“Mind introducing us?” Aranos asked the Guildmaster.
“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” the man grinned.
The general was in the middle of speaking to soldiers that were probably his officers as Aranos approached.  The man glanced over at the group walking toward him and rolled his eyes. 
“Ryder,” he said gruffly.  “I’m busy, here.”
“I know, Trembath.  I wanted to introduce you to someone.  General Trembath, this is Lord Evenshade, master of Antas and a couple of other cities.  Lord Evenshade, this is General Trembath, an ass in general but a good commander.”
“My Lord,” the general inclined his head.  “Forgive me, but I have no time for niceties, right now.  I need to plan the city’s defense.  If you find a place out of the way, I’ll send one of my officers…”
“I’m here to help you with your defense, General,” Aranos interrupted the man.
“Your offer is kind, my Lord, but we have the matter well in hand.   I’m sure that you’ve had some training in Leadership, but…”
“General, I can tell you the exact number of troops you’re facing and their approximate makeup,” Aranos sighed, reaching out with his Battlesense Skill.  The approaching horde was just at the edge of the Expert-ranked Skill’s range, but it was close enough.  “I can also tell you that sometime in the near future, a horde of bodakkai are going to come pouring out of the palace, and you’re going to have a battle on two fronts.  Are you prepared for that?”
The man looked startled and glanced at Ryder, who shrugged.  “I’d believe him.  Last time I doubted him, he dumped a giant, bloody dragonelle head on my desk.  Ruined my paperwork and everything.”
“Forgive me, my Lord,” the general sighed.  “Please, tell me what you know.”
Aranos closed his eyes and mentally called up the list of units for the advancing army.  He recited each of them, telling the soldiers all the info his heightened Skill gave him, which was quite a bit.  He knew each unit’s main attack type, general attack and defense level, and approximate movement rate.  The officers around him were staring at him in awe as he finished his litany. 
“One thing that bothers me is that I’m not sensing their commander,” he said in a troubled voice.  “Lily might be able to hide herself from me, but I doubt it.  My Skill’s pretty high-level.  It’s more likely that she’s just not with them—and that makes me wonder where she is.”
“If she’s not present, then we can count our blessings,” the general said.  “With this information, we can plan our strategy far more effectively, my Lord.  I’m in your debt.”
“You can repay it by ordering the guards to remain here in the Guild Square instead of spreading out along the wall or in the city, General.  As I said, soon enough, this Square might be a battleground—and if we don’t hold the bodakkai here, they’ll swarm you from behind.”  He paused as a thought occurred to him.  “You might also want to plan to hold the walls without the benefit of the Heart’s Enhancements.”
“My Lord?  The Heart gives us a huge advantage.  The benefits to our defense are substantial…”
“And if it loses its power, all those benefits go away, General.  It doesn’t matter if you believe it’s going to happen or not.  Plan for it to happen, just in case.”
The man glanced at Ryder again, and the Guildmaster nodded his head.  “Very well, my Lord,” the general sighed.  “Is there anything else?”
“Yes.  The Mages’ College will be sending Wizards out soon.  I know you’ll want most of them for the wall, but please leave a third of them to help us hold here.”
“That, I can do,” the man nodded.  “Now, if there’s nothing else, I’ll need to start using your information.  Ryder, let High Captain Delroy know that he’s under Lord Evenshade’s command for the duration of the siege.”
“As you wish, Trembath.  A pleasure as always.”
High Captain Delroy was far less resistant to the idea of Aranos being in charge than General Trembath had been.  “I’ve heard of you, Lord Evenshade,” the man said simply.  “You’ve done a lot of good work for the city.  What do you need from me?”
Once the Guild Square was as defended as he could get it, Aranos turned back to the others.  “Okay, McBane, you’re on.  You said you can get us into the palace.”
“Malcom told me a way, but we can’t all go,” the Rogue hesitated.  “Maybe five of us can, and I have to be one of them.”
“Aranos should go, for sure,” Martina nodded.  “Which means Geltheriel, as well.”
I’ll go also, pack leader, Silma told him.  You’d be lost without me.
“Plus Silma, so one more,” Aranos told them.
“Me,” Phil said quietly. 
“I was thinking a healer, Phil,” Martina suggested, but the Paladin shook his head.
“It’s my duty to protect these people,” he said firmly.  “I’m not needed on the walls.  I’m needed to stand between them and the Darkness.  Plus, I can heal if I have to, remember?  I’m going.”
“That seems to settle that,” Meridian laughed.  “So, the rest of us will stay out here just in case?”
Martina looked at Aranos.  “How confident are you that you can get in there and close that Door in time.”
“Not very,” he shook his head.  “The Scarlet King has planned everything out really well so far.  He has to know we’re coming to stop him.  If it were me, I’d have made sure everything was well past the point of no return before that army appeared.”
“Then we hold here,” she told the others, glancing at Rhys and Mutroda.  “Obviously, you’re not part of my party, but…”
“But your words are sensible,” Rhys laughed.  “Where else would we be?”
“If those things get out here, you’ll need me in front,” Mutroda declared.  “That’s where a Juggernaut belongs.”
“Then it is decided,” Geltheriel said, her eyes blazing.  “What happens upon the wall is of no moment.  Here, the true battle for Stoneleague shall be decided.”




Chapter 40

Aranos crept along the tunnel that led beneath the city and apparently came up inside the palace somewhere far ahead.  It was a dank place, dripping with groundwater that seeped through the stones and slowly leached away the mortar holding them together.  His Masonry Skill told him that as time went by, the leaks would grow, until eventually this place would start to fill with water.  That wouldn’t be for a long time, though, and for the moment, the occasional drips falling on his head and the pervasive smell of mildew were more annoying than anything.
At first, he’d been skeptical of the passage.  He understood making an escape tunnel, but those usually led beyond the walls and out of the city.  This tunnel started in the basement of an old, abandoned building, though, and its existence didn’t make sense to him.  After they passed the first of several powerful wards, each of which required a different wardstone and pass phrase to get through, he decided that the tunnel might, in fact, actually lead to the palace. 
He also understood why only a few people could use it; once deactivated, the wards would only stay permeable for a few seconds, just long enough for them to hurry through.  Technically, he supposed he could have unraveled them, but they were well done; even Geltheriel’s shadow walking ability wouldn’t pass through them.  It would take him hours to unbind all of them safely.
“How does Malcolm know about this?” Aranos asked quietly.  “And why is it even here?”
“I’ve suspected for a while that the old coot works for the crown,” McBane shrugged.  “His place is neutral ground, which means anyone and everyone can come do their deals there safely.  And that’s great, as far as it goes, but just because the Thieves’ Guild respects its neutrality doesn’t mean that the guards would, not to mention the Merchants’ or Adventurers’ Guild.  Eventually, someone would get the idea to bust the place up, but no one has.  He has to have powerful sponsors, powerful enough that even the most hardcore High Captain wouldn’t consider shutting it down, and that means either the King or someone in the royal court.
“As far as the tunnel, apparently that building used to be a whorehouse, a long time ago…”
“I suppose the king had the tunnel built to visit the women there?” Geltheriel asked archly. 
“No, I guess the queen at the time did.  She was the real ruler of the city, and the tunnel kept the king occupied and out of her hair while she ran things.  Things were fine until their daughter found out; apparently, she didn’t much approve.  When they both died, she took over the throne and had the place shut down.  The tunnel remained, though, and now Malcolm uses it to report pretty much everything that happens in the underworld to the king.”
Phil laughed.  “Cool story.  How much of it do you believe?”
McBane shrugged.  “Does it matter?  What matters is, this tunnel will take us into the royal bedchamber, and from there, it’s a short trip to the throne room.”
They passed through a half-dozen more wards before the tunnel turned into a staircase that led up to a locked, deepsteel door.  The door itself was smooth and unblemished, but Aranos could feel the runes beneath the outer coating sealing it against intrusion.  McBane took out a similarly etched key and touched it to a spot on the door, and the exit opened with a faint click.  They stepped out into a large, sumptuously appointed room with silk hangings and elegant paintings on the walls, a massive four-poster bed hung with velvet surrounds and layered with soft pillows, and gleaming, gem-encrusted furniture. 
“Huh,” McBane looked around at the room.  “This place is a thief’s wet dream.  Do you have any idea how much those paintings are worth?”
Aranos quickly activated his Appraise Skill.  “Legendary rarity, Artifact quality,” he whistled appreciatively.  “I’d guess one of them would be worth ten platinum links or more.”
“Or much more, for the right buyer,” McBane corrected.  “I could get rich just from stealing the gems out of that wardrobe over there.”  He shook his head. “It’s so much, it’s almost tacky.”
“It is an absurd waste of resources, is what it is,” Geltheriel shook her head disapprovingly.  “The entire Low Ward could be rebuilt in grand fashion for a fraction of the wealth present in this room.  Why would any ruler choose to indulge in this fashion when their people are suffering?”
“Because they can?” McBane laughed.  “Wealth inequality is a natural consequence of capitalism, Geltheriel.  Being able to enjoy the fruits of your wealth is a huge motivator for people to be successful and gain wealth.”  He grimaced.  “Of course, it’s also nice when you inherit your money, the way Hugin did.  It’s good to be the king.”
While it’s interesting to hear you all argue about something as ridiculous as how someone chose to decorate their den, pack leader, Silma sent a critical thought to him, isn’t time more precious than all of this right now?
“Silma just reminded me that we’re on a time crunch, here,” Aranos spoke up.  “McBane, do you know where we’re going?”
“Malcolm gave me a map of the palace, yeah.  I can lead us to the throne room—I think.”
“Or you could give me the map, as I have the Cartography Skill,” Geltheriel pointed out.  “I could then add it to all of our maps, and Silma could scout ahead to warn us of danger.”
“Oh.  Yeah, that’s a better idea.  Here you go.”
Geltheriel accepted the folded paper and scanned it.  A moment later, Aranos’ map expanded to include the entirety of the palace.  A blinking dot flashed in the middle of a large room in the center of the first floor.
“That is the throne room,” the Shade said to Silma.  The fenrin quickly turned and loped out the door, vanishing into Stealth as she did. 
“How is she going to get through the outer door?” Phil asked curiously.  “Can she use a doorknob?”
“Probably,” Aranos shrugged.  “If not, though, she can teleport to the other side of it by looking through a keyhole.  She’ll manage; she always does.”
They moved cautiously out of the bedchamber and stepped into the main corridors of the palace.  The floors were lushly carpeted, and the walls were hung with silk and decorated with ornately mounted glass globes that blazed with light and banished most shadows from the passage.  Geltheriel indicated they go left, and they moved down the hallway as quietly as possible.  Silma warned them of guard patrols, and they ducked into rooms twice before Aranos got the idea to put an Illusory Cloak around each of them that made them look like the palace guards.  After that, the guards simply nodded to them as they passed, and they moved through the hallways much faster.  The map led them into a hidden corridor where they found Silma waiting for them. 
This passage ends in a wall that I can’t teleport through, she informed Aranos gravely.  I can hear voices on the other side of it, though, and smell humans—and something I don’t recognize that isn’t human. 
The corridor was frequently used, and while it ended in a blank wall, Aranos’ Tracking Skill showed him that the wall swung inward toward them.  It took McBane less than a minute to find a latch hidden behind a concealed panel, and the door swung silently into the hallway.  A heavy curtain of some sort blocked all sight of the room beyond, but Aranos’ sensitive nose immediately told him almost as much as his eyes could have.
There are a dozen humans in the room beyond, Aranos said silently after swiftly casting his Mindlink Spell.  Plus, something that isn’t human.  I don’t recognize it, though.  I also smell blood and vomit.
Any idea of how they’re set up? Phil asked. 
Aranos’ Lifesense and Battlesense Skills answered that question immediately.  There are two people just beyond the curtain, heavy armor and melee weapons.  Four more are standing in a semicircle around a fifth toward the back of the room.  The rest are over by the main door.  I’m guessing the one people are standing around is the king, and the rest are palace guards. 
What is our plan, Oathbinder? Geltheriel asked.
We go in fast and hard.  I’ll catch the guards by the main door in a Spatial Web while Geltheriel and Silma incapacitate the ones closest to us.  Phil and McBane, you go protect the king. 
The party rushed through the curtain into a large, open room with a high ceiling.  Aranos didn’t take the time to examine it; the moment he entered the space, he flung his hand toward the main door and hurled a web of gravity mana at the soldiers standing in ranks beside the double doors that presumably led out into the rest of the palace.  The strands of spatial energy wrapped around the figures, binding them tightly and holding them fast.  He spun and saw that Geltheriel and Silma had already dropped their targets, while Phil and McBane rushed toward the ornate, gilded throne at the back of the room.  The two humans grunted as they slammed into an invisible barrier ten feet before the dais upon which the throne was built, and they stumbled backward, momentarily stunned.
Oathbinder, these guards—they are already incapacitated, Geltheriel’s voice rang in his mind.  Their faces are blank, and they did not react to our attacks!
“Lord Evenshade,” a man dressed in rich robes of silk and satin with gold trim stepped forward from his place beside the throne, smiling evilly as he walked to the edge of the dais.  “What a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance!  I am Lord Steward Anselm Mayweather…”
“Yeah, I don’t care,” Aranos said, hurling a blast of light mana at the man.  He expected the beam to pass through the invisible barrier, but it burst against the shield with a flash of light.  Three of the four people around the throne winced at the brilliant light, and Aranos took the moment to examine the quartet.
One, he recognized instantly as Dean Radomil, who apparently wasn’t free of whatever Greghoff had done to him.  Another was dressed in ornate but high-quality armor, while the last was a woman wearing rich robes of purple and blue, her hand resting on the shoulder of the man on the throne.  Her other arm cradled a calico cat almost lovingly.  Likely the Queen, then—or maybe a daughter.  Hard to say.  And that would be the inhuman presence I smelled.
The king himself sat on the throne in silence.  He was still alive, but it didn’t look like he would be for long.  The king’s skin was sallow and gleamed with sweat, and his eyes were wide and bloodshot.  Aranos’ Herbalism Skill recognized the symptoms at once.
Poison, he thought grimly.  Deathsnare extract, it looks like.  A powerful paralytic, and from the dried vomit and urine soaking him, he’s been kept this way for at least a day. 
Aranos frowned.  Something was off about the scene, an inconsistency that tickled his mind.
“How rude,” the Steward said in an offended tone, interrupting the Sorcerer’s thoughts.  “I expected more from such an illustrious dignitary.”
Aranos ignored the man and reached out to the barrier; it was incredibly complex and layered.  It felt just like the wards in the tunnel below the castle, a similarity that was proven when Geltheriel and Silma both flickered, vanished, and reappeared before the wall, stumbling back as if they’d been struck by it. 
“As you can see, the barrier is normally impenetrable,” the Steward said easily.  “Although my master tells me that you can probably get through it in a matter of minutes if you choose.  Sadly, you don’t have minutes.”  The man turned to the black-robed Wizard behind him.  “Are you ready, Dean Radomil?”
“Yes, my Lord Steward,” the dark-haired Wizard bowed.  “The portal is prepared.”
“Good.  Time to open the Arcane Door.”  He gestured at the armored man almost peremptorily.  “Captain Ivone.”
“My Lord Steward,” the captain said in an oddly emotionless voice.  He reached down and yanked a long-bladed dagger from a sheath on his belt and lifted it overhead.  Aranos felt a surge of panic; if they killed the king, the Door would open and the bodakkai would be unleashed.
“Try to get through the barrier!” he shouted at the others, who rushed forward, their blades ringing as they hacked at the invisible shield.  Aranos lifted his scepter and summoned a Shattering Bullet.  Even as he did, he hesitated; the doubted the Bullet would pierce the barrier, even boosted by the scepter; it would need more power to get through.  Grimly, he began to channel energy into the Spell.  Thanks to the scepter, the power flowed much faster than it normally would have, and in a moment, almost five thousand SP worth of mana hummed and vibrated dangerously in the tip of the wand-like weapon. 
The Bullet streaked forward with an audible crack as it broke the sound barrier, blazing with power as it did.  It struck the shield with a resonant clang that filled the room with the shimmering sound.  The shield didn’t even flex; the Bullet simply punched right through it, streaking forth and striking Captain Ivone in the center of his forehead.  The massively empowered Bullet tore through the man’s helmet, and an instant later, the captain’s skull simply exploded in a shower of blood, bone, and gray matter.  The man slumped to the ground, but as he fell, the blank-faced woman reached down, snatched up his dagger—and plunged it directly into the king’s chest. 
The barrier shattered, and the party rushed forward, but it was too late.  The king slumped forward on the throne, and Aranos felt a massive upswelling of power rise from the corpse.  The woman beside the throne screamed once, a cry echoed by the guards throughout the room, then dropped to the floor, her eyes wide and unseeing.  Aranos heard more distant shouts and knew that throughout the palace, guards were dying as the ritual sapped their energy. 
He reached out a mana tendril, trying to connect to the ritual and disjoin it, but even as he did, a surge of power that dwarfed even his Domains exploded into the room.  A globe of spinning, black flame twenty feet across erupted over Radomil’s head, roaring so loudly that Aranos could barely hear himself think. The Wizard raised his hands overhead toward the globe.  Instantly, a thick tendril shot from it and raced toward the wall opposite where Aranos and his group had come in.  The black fire slammed into the tall, golden arch of the Arcane Door that stood there, outlining the hole into another world with black fire.  The flames raced down the seam between the two doors, and the massive portal shuddered, but remained shut.  Aranos felt a thrill of hope; maybe the Scarlet King had miscalculated, and even the power of the city’s Heart wasn’t enough to fling the doors wide. 
That hope died as the globe of energy over Radomil’s head suddenly surged down the tendril and struck the door with a boom that made Aranos’ ears ring.  The door shifted from gold to black in an instant, and the doors flung themselves open with a resounding crash of metal.  The icy air of the Kala Kasbu poured from the Door and flowed into the throne room, filling it with a thick blackness that blocked Aranos’ sight.  Phil and McBane swore as the energy washed over them, and Geltheriel cried out in pain and terror.  Aranos readied his Redemption Domain; it was the only way he could push back the Darkness and keep the others from being overwhelmed by it.
Before he could act, though, a slim blade of white light seemed to ignite in the darkness.  At the same moment, he heard Silma’s howl wash across the room with a curtain of golden power; as that energy struck the white blade, it seemed to wrap around it and be drawn into it.  The thin tongue of light shuddered, then exploded in a blaze of radiance that swept aside the darkness.  The room rushed back into Aranos’ vision, and he stared at the glowing figure of Phil, standing before the Door, his sword held overhead.  Power radiated from him, driving back the Darkness and forcing the horde of bodakkai who’d been rushing through to cower in seeming fear. 
“For the Light!” Phil shouted, and Aranos felt the man’s words burn in his veins.  “Drive them back!”
Aranos didn’t even think; his mind was racing as it processed what he’d just seen.  He knew the power pouring forth from Phil, recognized it, but he didn’t know what to do with that knowledge.  Yet.  I don’t know, yet.  His hands rose, unthinking, and globes of light and fire flashed from them.  His twin Energy Barrages splashed across the bodakkai, scorching and burning them as they cowered before the Paladin.
“For the Light!” he heard Geltheriel cry, and the Shade suddenly appeared before the bodakkai, her blade flashing and singing as she cut into them.  The blade flickered and gleamed, and Aranos could sense the dim, white flames within it; his hunch had been right.  He knew what was needed to close the Door, now.  I just have to figure out how to do it!
He turned back to the battle.  Silma and McBane had joined the Paladin and Shade, and the four of them were holding the bodakkai back easily.  Aranos knew it wouldn’t last; the bodakkai were endless, and even Geltheriel would run out of Stamina at some point.  Maybe if I Redeemed this room, it would keep them from leaving the portal, he thought desperately, reaching down into his Domain.  Before he could unleash it, though, a blast of energy slammed into him, knocking him backwards and shaving a third of his Arcane Armor off in one blow. 
He rolled to his feet and looked up at the dais, where Radomil stood, surrounded by a field of ebony power.  The man’s hands were moving, and a sphere of dark flame formed between them.  Aranos managed to fling up his Mage Shield just as the basketball-sized orb streaked toward him.  The attack smashed against his Shield and exploded in a roar of flame, shattering the Shield in an instant.
“You don’t stand a chance, Evenshade!” the Lord Steward laughed.  “Radomil is empowered by the ritual!”  He glanced over at the Wizard.  “Now, Radomil.”
The Dean nodded his head and flung another blast of ebon power.  This one raced past Aranos, though, and tore into the open Arcane Door.  Aranos’ party was flung backward as the energy exploded into a huge rift that hung in the air, drawing in both the energy of the Ways and the mass of bodakkai.  They opened the portal, he thought grimly.
“As we speak, the armies of Darkness are pouring into the Guild Square,” the Steward laughed.  “The army will be caught between them and the invading forces and ground underfoot, and their deaths will empower me, through the ritual.  As the city falls, I’ll take my place as its new king!”
Aranos glanced at the portal; he could probably close it, but Radomil could just open it again, and right now, the Wizard would win the ‘who has the most SP’ contest.  What they needed to do was take Radomil out of the fight.  He sent silent orders to his party, and they turned away from the portal and rushed toward the dais. 
Radomil reacted instantly, hurling a wave of fire at the onrushing party.  Aranos built a wall of arctic energy in the flame’s path, shaping it like a V.  The fire struck the wall and destroyed it, but the wall split the sheet of flame, and it rolled harmlessly past the party members.  Geltheriel and Silma both flickered and vanished, appearing behind the Wizard and attacking, their strikes landing harmlessly against a barrier of dark power surrounding him.  The Wizard flung a ball of fire at Phil, but the Paladin slapped it away with his shield. 
“Kill them!” the Lord Steward howled.  “Kill them all, Rado…”  The man’s words fell silent as McBane appeared behind him and smashed the flat of one of his blades against the back of the man’s head. 
“God, just shut up!” McBane said, his voice exasperated.  “We don’t need someone to narrate the battle!”  The Steward’s eyes rolled up in his skull, and he dropped bonelessly to the floor.  Aranos Inspected him quickly, but it seemed the man was truly unconscious.  So much for him being the Scarlet King.  The real King wouldn’t go down that easily.
He kept his Inspection active as he countered another gout of flame from Radomil; he wanted to see how many buffs the man had, and if their names might give Aranos a clue to defeating the Wizard.  A strange label appeared over the throne, though, and it took Aranos a moment to realize what he was seeing.
Cat
Unwounded
Weapon Immunity, Spell Immunity, Dark Empowerment
“The cat!” he blurted out, raising his hand and firing a Shattering Bullet at the lazily reclining feline.  Empowered by his scepter, the Bullet should have done thousands of LP damage; the cat should simply have turned into a crimson mist.  Instead, the Bullet struck the feline and exploded with a blast of warring aspects before fading away, leaving the cat unharmed. 
“Well done, Sorcerer,” the cat literally purred at him, rising to its feet and stretching.  Its body continued to rise, though, growing and swelling in all directions.  Its fur sucked into its body, leaving behind glistening, gray skin.  Its tail lengthened and turned scaly, growing a spiked club at the end.  Its rear legs became heavily muscled, and its back paws turned into gleaming, black talons; its front legs split into four tentacles that each ended in a jagged hook.  As it swelled to stand twenty feet above them, its face took on a vaguely avian cast, with a fleshy beak and wide, unblinking eyes. 
“Naldlooshi!” Geltheriel cried out in shock.  “A skin walker!”
“Quite, elf,” the naldlooshi laughed.  “That is what your people call my kind.  Not that we actually wear lesser creatures’ skins, of course, but the appellation is fairly apt.”
“I know that voice!” McBane shouted.  “That’s the Scarlet King!”
“I am, yes,” the monster said easily.  “And I must say, you all played your parts perfectly.  My Lord Morx anticipated your actions with precision.”
“Morx?” Aranos repeated.  “He’s behind all this?”
“Who else, Sorcerer?  The original plan wasn’t to destroy the city, merely to keep it in a state of fear and turmoil to feed the Darkness.  However, I understand that you and he had a disagreement, and now he wants the cities of the Light ground to dust.  Stoneleague will merely be the first.”
Aranos hurled a barrage of light mana at the creature, but the Spell burst harmlessly against the skin walker’s hide.  A beam of kinetic mana splattered just as ineffectively off it, and Aranos began to feel a touch of fear.  Is this thing really immune to all my Spells?  It can’t be invulnerable; the game wouldn’t have given us an enemy we can’t possibly defeat!
“As fun as this is, it’s time for you to die, little arcane,” the naldlooshi growled.  “With you gone, nothing will be able to stop this city from falling, and the bodakkai will be freed upon Ka once more.” 
The monster moved so swiftly that Aranos didn’t even see it.  One moment, it was standing on the dais, the next, it was in front of him, its beak opened wide and its tentacles reaching toward him.  He leaped backward, knowing that he couldn’t move fast enough.  Those tentacles would rip apart his armor, and that beak would rend his flesh.  He was about to go for respawn, and when he did, Stoneleague would fall.  The Scarlet King was about to win.  
The king’s rush was halted as a single figure appeared before it, blocking its path.  Geltheriel stood before the skin walker, her blade held high, and her Presence washed over Aranos in a palpable wave.  “You shall not have him, naldlooshi,” she growled, her blade pressed against its throat.  Four identical blades struck the tentacles with a clang, blocking them, and Aranos stared at the copies in surprise. 
For the first time he’d ever seen, Geltheriel’s blades were all gleaming white.
“Then you die, first, elf!” the creature roared.
“If I must,” she said calmly.  “I gave my life to him long ago.  If I must lose it to end you, I will consider it a fair exchange.”
The naldlooshi shrieked in rage and attacked the Shade, but she danced past it and lashed out with her radiant swords.  The pair battled so swiftly Aranos couldn’t see them, much less follow their combat, but his Battlesense tracked them easily.  Geltheriel moved like a breeze, avoiding the creature’s strikes and responding with light, slashing attacks.  Her glowing blades sliced into the monster’s flesh, opening up long, shallow wounds.  The skin walker fought without grace, relying on sheer power to overwhelm its foe.  Its tail and tentacles lashed at her, while its beak snapped at her throat.  It barely touched her, but it knew that it would only take one solid hit from it to end the battle.
Aranos turned back to the fight with Radomil; there was nothing he could do to help Geltheriel, but maybe the others could.  That meant taking care of the Wizard quickly.  He cast his Massless Flight Spell and rose into the air, lifting up his scepter.  He’d been trying to hold back, worried about hurting the Wizard, but he couldn’t consider that now.  Too much was riding on this battle; if Radomil had to die to end it, so be it.
He lashed out with a pair of Maelstrom Blasts, striking the man’s armor with all four elemental types, testing its strength.  Radomil’s defense didn’t even shudder beneath his strike, though, and he was forced to raise a hasty Mage Shield to intercept a lash of fire that shattered his defense in an instant.  He zipped around the room, alternating aspects, trying to find a weakness in the man’s armor.  Everything he tried simply bounced off; Radomil’s shielding wasn’t affected in the slightest.  Somehow, he’s still drawing power through the ritual.  He’s just too strong right now…
Aranos blinked.  The ritual.  His mind flashed back to the ritual that had been drawn out in the Madigar household; that same ritual had to be here, somewhere, hidden from him.  The Scarlet King had been smart enough to bury it, knowing that Aranos might be able to undo it if he could see it, but he’d finally made a mistake.  He’d left a copy of the ritual at the Madigar estate, a copy that Aranos remembered with perfect clarity.  He didn’t have to see the ritual; he knew it already.
He thrust a mana tendril out toward Radomil, feeling the connection between the Wizard and the ritual that still drew power from the city’s Heart.  His mind plunged down that connection; that took him to the end of the ritual, the output of the runeform.  His thoughts raced through it, following the connections he could picture clearly in his head. He didn’t have time to parse out the entire ritual—that would have taken an hour, at least—but his memory of it guided him to the exact spot he wanted.
There.  The activation site.  This was where the power for the ritual flowed into the runeform, the place where the Spell connected to the Heart and drew power.  He reached out to it, trying to plunge into the Heart and sever the connection, but to his shock, the ritual didn’t lead to the Heart at all.  It was still connected to King Hugin; his soul was trapped in the ritual, held there to maintain the connection.
Aranos reached out with his Soulmending Skill, his thoughts encompassing the tormented soul of the dead king.  The soul was in agony; the ritual drew power through pain and fear, so it had to create those in the king to function.  Aranos sent waves of healing energy to the bound soul, pouring warmth and comfort into the trapped king.  As he did, he felt the connection shiver, and he redoubled his efforts.  He took the king’s torment into himself, endured it, and replaced it with peace and hope.  His body was wracked with agony, but his Fortitude Skill helped him set it aside and kept the power flowing from him into the soul.
The ritual’s connection was cut off with a snap that echoed in the throne room.  Instantly, the power surrounding Radomil faded and vanished, and the Wizard dropped to the ground like a puppet with cut strings.  The naldlooshi howled in rage, and Aranos spun to see it leap back from Geltheriel, fury radiating from it.  Its wounds had been healing as quickly as the Baleful Shade inflicted them—but the last ones it had received weren’t closing.  The creatures stood there, its chest heaving, dripping black blood.
“It doesn’t matter, Sorcerer!” the monster shrieked.  “The Ways are open, now, and the bodakkai will overrun this city!  Eredain will be next, once the army from Cendarta arrives, and I’ll be there to watch it destroyed!”  The monster moved with lightning speed, flashing across the room and diving into the open Door, where it vanished into the blackness beyond. 
Aranos turned to Geltheriel.  The woman’s armor was torn, and she bled freely from several deep wounds.  Her shoulders slumped with weariness, but she held her blade firmly, and her face was creased in a wondering smile.
“Did you see, Oathbinder?” she whispered, her tone amazed.  “I fought against a naldlooshi—and I won!” 
“That’s great,” McBane said, jumping down from the dais and moving to stand before the rift hovering before the Arcane Door, “but if we can’t close this door, then the Scarlet King’s right.  Stoneleague is doomed.”
“Any ideas, Aranos?” Phil asked tiredly, making his way down much more sedately.  “Can you close it?”
“Not by myself,” he shook his head.  “I know how in theory, but I don’t know exactly what to do.  I’m not that good with astral magic, yet…”  His eyes went wide, and he looked at the others.  “But I know someone who is!  Phil, Silma, I need you to stay here.  I’ll be right back!”
Phil opened his mouth to speak, but Aranos turned and cast his Dimensional Hop Spell.  The palace room blurred, and suddenly he found himself hanging above the Guild Square, floating in midair.  The city below him was a whirlwind of battle; his Battlesense screamed information at him, and he reeled as he tried to take it in.
A cloud of inky blackness hung in the center of the square, and bodakkai surged from it, tearing into the defenders.  The city guards and tanks from the Adventurers’ Guild had built a shield wall to contain the creatures, but the sheer mass of their numbers was slowly moving it backward—except in one place.  There, Mutroda anchored the center of the wall, with Hector at her side, and the dwarf was an immovable rock against which the bodakkai crashed endlessly.
Behind the wall were ranks of spearmen, and beyond that, Martina and Longfellow stood among the city’s archers, firing with deadly accuracy into the black-skinned horde.  Aranos’ gaze kept sweeping until he saw ranks of Wizards from the Mages’ College, with Headmaster Mandla at their center.  Avalyn stood among those ranks, and the girl looked exhausted.  Still, she grimly raised a shimmering shield to intercept a flight of arrows from the bodakkai, responding with a rain of fiery embers that streaked overhead and tore into the monsters.  As he watched, a flight of winged bodakkai launched themselves over the shield wall and raced for the Wizards, but Avalyn flung her shield up before one of them, intercepting its flight, then hurled what looked like a flaming disc at it.  The disc burned through the bodakkai’s throat, killing it instantly.  The girl wobbled with weariness but set her jaw and raised her hands once more.
Aranos longed to help her, but he knew that he could help best by closing the Arcane Door.  He raced over to where Mandla stood and settled to earth, ignoring the startled exclamations from nearby Wizards.  He equally ignored the Headmaster and turned to face the blonde woman standing at his side. 
“Savannah!” he called out to the woman, whose face reflected her surprise.  “I need you!”
“Well, Aranos,” the woman said in a silky voice.  “This is hardly the time or place, you naughty boy…”
“I need your mind, Savannah,” he cut her off.  “This portal’s being held open with astral mana.  I need you to help me close it.”
The woman’s gaze sharpened, and the seductive pose vanished in an instant.  “I don’t sense any astral mana,” she said sharply.  “Are you sure?”
“Not here, in the throne room.  I need you to come with me, now.”
The woman looked at Mandla, who waved her toward Aranos.  “Go, child.  Lord Evenshade needs you far more than I do, right now.  If you close this portal, the battle’s over.”
“Okay, lead on,” she told him, walking to his side.  “I’m not sure how we’ll get past all this, though.”
“Like this,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder and casting his Dimensional Hop again.  Instantly, the throne room appeared around them, and the woman wobbled slightly as she acclimated to the new perspective. 
“Interesting,” she observed.  “That shouldn’t be possible, you know.  This room is very heavily warded against teleportation, for obvious reasons.”
“I doubt there are any wards left in the city, right now,” he shook his head.  “The Heart’s not totally drained, but it’s close.”  And I hope the general took my advice, or we might defeat this enemy just to find Lily’s army inside our gates.
Savannah wasn’t listening to him; she walked almost dreamily over to the Arcane Door, her hand outstretched.  “Oh my,” she said wonderingly.  “Yes, this is certainly a creation of astral mana—at least, in part.”
“In part?” he asked, reaching out to the Door with his senses, as well.
“Yes, it’s almost like someone built a template from astral mana—very powerful astral mana, at that—and then filled it with a type of energy I don’t recognize.”  She shrugged.  “I suspect it’s a Primal aspect, but I don’t know.  It’s also strange; it feels like the matrix was meant for a different type of mana, and this one doesn’t quite fit.”
“Can you close it?” he asked.
“Oh, no,” she laughed.  “This is far too powerful for me to close.  Besides, even if I could undo the astral matrix, that would just let the Primal mana loose in an explosion that would probably destroy the entire city.”
“So, how do we close it?”
“Well, if we had the counterpart to the Primal mana, we could annul it,” she said with a shrug.  “That would close the door and probably revert the matrix to whatever its original energy was.”
“I think I can do that,” he told her.  “I know what type of mana needs to be used to counter it.”
“Oh, excellent!  Only, you can’t do it from here.  You’ll need to be inside, I’m afraid.  That’s where the matrix is, after all.”
“Okay, tell me how.”
“I can do better than that,” she smiled.  “I can show you.  When you enter, I’ll join you in my astral form.  I’ll talk you through the Spell, don’t worry.”
He turned to the others.  “Phil, Silma, you’re going to need to come with me,” he instructed.  “We’re going inside to close it.”
“Me?” Phil asked.
“Yes.  Whatever you did with the sword combined with Silma’s power is the counter for this mana.  If you can feed me that power, I can use it to close this Door.”
I’m ready, pack leader, Silma said.
Phil looked hesitantly at the Door, then shrugged.  “If you say so.”
He looked at McBane and Geltheriel.  “To enter, I’m going to have to close Radomil’s portal.  That means that the bodakkai are going to be in here with you.”
Geltheriel raised her blade, her face set.  “Then we will hold them, Oathbinder,” she said with determination.  “Not one shall pass our blades.”
“What Gandalf, there, said,” McBane chuckled.
“Gandalf?” the elf asked, her face puzzled. 
“A reference from our world.  I’ll explain while we kill these things.”
“That will be a welcome distraction.”
Aranos hesitated, then went over to Geltheriel and laid a hand on her shoulder.  “I need you to get through this,” he said softly.  “I wouldn’t want to do this without you.”
“I will do what I must, Aranos,” she smiled at him, her eyes shining.  “I will not give my life without reason, however.”
“Good.”  He embraced her quickly, then walked over to the portal.  “We’ll have to move quickly,” he said to the pair who would be joining him.  “I’ll need to use my Domains, and they’re going to draw attention once we’re there—really powerful, unfriendly attention.”
“We’ll keep whatever comes off your back,” Phil promised.
“No,” Aranos shook his head.  “You two are more important than I am, for this.  If I can get the Spell set, you can activate it without me.  I can’t do the same without you.  Once the Spell’s ready, do the same thing you did to clear the darkness from the throne room, and don’t worry about me, okay?”
Phil stared at him, his gaze thoughtful.  “Okay,” he finally said.  “If that’s what you want.”
“It is.  Now, let’s go travel the Kala Kasbu.”




Chapter 41

It only took Aranos a moment to channel a barrage of forbiddance mana that obliterated Radomil’s portal.  Last time, he’d used far too much power; the area they’d fought the bodakkai was now probably permanently warded against any sort of dimensional travel into it.  He wished that it would be that easy to cleanse the Arcane Door, but he knew that it wouldn’t.  Before the bodakkai could emerge from the Door, the three of them stepped through, and instantly Aranos found himself surrounded by the icy blackness of the Way of Shadows.  The darkness wrapped around him, trying to climb into him and rush through his veins, but once more, Redemption rose within him and burned it out.  He was tempted to unleash his Domain completely to make sure that Phil and Silma were fine, but he stopped himself.  The moment he unveiled his Domain, he would draw all kinds of attention.  Instead, he reached out mentally to the pair.  Are you okay?
This place is not to my liking, pack leader, Silma spoke disapprovingly in his mind.  And I’m not to its, either.  I can tell it doesn’t want me here.
Yeah, I feel a bit like a piece of sand in someone’s eye, Phil agreed.  I think the air here tried to hurt me, but it can’t seem to get to me.
Good, Aranos sighed.  Now, I just have to wait for Savannah…
“Oh, you’re waiting for me?” the woman’s voice suddenly spoke aloud.  An instant later, her body formed in front of Aranos.  She turned around, an expression of distaste on her face.  “This isn’t fun at all.  You should take me somewhere nicer next time.”
Savannah, if you talk aloud, I think the bodakkai can hear you, he sent her mentally, casting his Mindlink Spell to join her thoughts to his as he did – and finding nothing there for his Spell to grasp hold of.
“What?  Oh, no, that’s not how it works,” she laughed.  “There’s no such thing as speaking silently or aloud, here, because you aren’t really here.  Even if you were, there’s no air to carry the sound.  Anything you say is carried by the etheric medium…”  She looked around.  “Which in this case seems to be darkness.  In any case, no one will hear you unless you do the equivalent of shouting—or say something that might catch their attention, I suppose.”
“Oh, that reminds me,” he said aloud, trusting the woman’s words, “whatever you do, don’t say my name or Title here.  That’s what grabbed unfriendly attention last time.”
“You’re so infamous that beings from other worlds know your name?” Savannah laughed.  “That’s wonderful!  You’ll have to tell me about it sometime—maybe over dinner.  I am helping you save the world, after all.”
“Fine,” he sighed.  “After we do this, I’ll buy you dinner to say thanks for helping me.  Can we get started, though?  While we talk, Geltheriel and McBane are fighting the bodakkai.”
“Oh, not really, they’re not.  I mean, they are, but this seems to be a realm where time moves much, much faster than it does elsewhere.  A day here might mean a few minutes there, perhaps less.”
“That helps,” Aranos said with genuine relief.  “Still, I’d like to get this over with.  What do we do?”
“Well, the first thing we have to do is find the inverse structure for the existing astral matrix,” the woman instructed, her tone instantly professional.  “That will carry the conflicting mana.  Then, we have to replicate this matrix to extend the length of this conduit.  It’ll require a lot of power, and it’ll take some time.”
“How much time?”
“It’s impossible to say.  A few hours, maybe.  It could be days, or even weeks.  It depends on how quickly you can build the construct, and how long the conduit is.  Might as well get started and see how it goes.”  She turned to the blackness, and Aranos realized she was speaking to Phil and Silma.  “Oh, and it’s very likely we’ll be attacked by the natives a few times during that process.  Do you mind handling that?”
“I would, if I could see anything,” Phil grumbled.
“Oh, right, silly of me.  I forgot that you can’t see astral mana.  Give me a second.”  The woman’s hands made several passes in the air.  “There you go.”
“That’s much better,” Phil sighed.
It is, Silma agreed.  I can’t smell in here, and sound is strange.  While this vision is limited, it’s better than being blind.
Aranos blinked in surprise as he realized that he could have seen through the darkness whenever he wanted.  He turned on his Mana Sight, shifting it to astral mana, and instantly, the world around him lit up in shades of black and grey.  Aranos understood immediately what Cron had been talking about when he said this place looked destroyed.  The landscape was one of ruin and desolation; shattered stone paths and fallen bridges lay tumbled as far as he could see.  He saw movement everywhere, but he couldn’t quite pin down a specific creature, no matter how hard he looked.  It was the bodakkai, he realized, traveling in their astral forms through the Ways—or the wreckage of the Bridge of Dawn. 
“Okay, let’s get started,” Savannah instructed, and Aranos settled in to begin laboriously constructing the Spell under her tutelage.  At first, he’d thought that he’d just have to mirror the fabric of reality around him.  However, Savannah quickly disabused him of that notion. 
“A mirror would just channel power in the same patter but in the opposite direction,” she pointed out.  “We want the inverse, the matrix that undoes the existing one at every point.  The only way to construct it is piecemeal, by countering one part at a time, until we have a matrix that does nothing but oppose this one.”
That was a lot harder to build.  He realized, though, that what she was teaching him was invaluable; she was showing him how to unmake practically any spellform, no matter how complex.  The process was laborious, but it broke down into basic steps that simply had to be repeated over and over again, like an algorithm.  Once he realized that, it grew a lot simpler, because he didn’t have to individually work out each part.  He just had to constantly apply the algorithm.  After an hour, he was moving noticeably faster as his mind adapted to the process; by the time several hours had passed, he was speeding through the construction so easily that his mind began to wander.
If you think about the entire world as just one, huge spellform, he reasoned, this algorithm is kind of the antithesis of existence.  Technically, I could use it to map out Cendarta and then power a matrix that would undo the entire city, returning it to empty ground.  I could have unmade the naldlooshi, turning it into component parts—or pure energy, I suppose.  I need to update my Dissolution Spell with this formula; I’ll bet it would become a lot more powerful!
Phil and Silma weren’t idle while he worked.  The bodakkai fell upon them again and again, and the Paladin and fenrin constantly defended Aranos.  The dark creatures appeared drawn to the living essences of the three, and they couldn’t seem to help but attack once they perceived the party.  At Aranos’ direction, Phil refrained from using his Paladin Aura, while Silma muted her howl; either of those would draw more attention than Aranos was ready to handle. 
And he knew that sort of attention was out there, looking for him.  He could feel it even as he worked.  Some powerful mind swept across the group infrequently, and he could sense the malevolent intent behind it.  Something either knew or suspected they were there, and it waited for them to reveal themselves.  Aranos carefully held onto his Domains, not allowing a trickle of energy to escape, and endured the icy blackness of the Kala without complaint. 
Time dragged on endlessly while Aranos pushed his construct out, pouring SP into it as fast as he could regenerate it.  It was essentially a long, thin tube that extended to the Arcane Door in one direction and beyond his sight in the other, vanishing into the expanse of the Ways.  As he worked, he felt increasing resistance to his efforts, as if the realm itself was trying to push them aside, but he bent his will to the task, driving the power forward relentlessly. 
“Okay, stop,” Savannah finally instructed as his bridge struck what felt like an impassable wall.  “That’s the end of it.  Now, you just have to power it.”  She hesitated.  “And I have no idea how you’re going to do that.  It took you over a day to build it.  You’ll need something like a half a million SP to fill it up.  That could take days longer.”
“I can do it,” he said grimly, rising to his feet and taking a deep breath.  “Phil, Silma, come here.”
Yes, pack leader?
“What is it?”
“We’re done.  I’m about to power the Spell.  All I need from you guys is to do what you did in the throne room.”  He quickly removed all his clothing and items and placed them in his pack, removing a single item from his inventory.  He removed the pack and handed it to Phil.  “Oh, and hold onto those for me.  I’ll need them later.”
“Very nice,” Savannah said admiringly, looking him up and down. 
“Savannah, you should probably head back to the throne room,” he told her, ignoring her gaze as best he could.  “Thank you for your help.”
“I think I’ll watch,” she shrugged.  “I’m curious how you’re going to do this—and why you’re naked.”
“Savannah, I don’t want anything to happen to you, and this is going to draw all kinds of attention…”
“Oh, don’t worry about me.  If my astral form is killed, I’ll just wake up with a really nasty headache.  It’s happened before.”
He sighed.  “Okay.  Here we go.”
He stepped up to the spellform and touched it with his mind.  At the same time, he reached down into himself and unbound his Domains; instantly, gold and silver fire blazed out into the Kala, burning away the darkness.  Something roared in the blackness, and Aranos heard thundering footsteps rushing toward the party. 
Phil lifted his shield, but Aranos shot him a look.  “No!” he said sharply.  “Remember, once I do this, I don’t matter anymore!  Do what I told you!”
“When?” Phil demanded.
“Trust me.  You’ll know.”
Aranos closed his eyes and dove into himself, deep into the well of power at the core of his being.  He was going to need mana, as much of it as he could get.  His river of SP was powerful, but it was only a portion of what he needed.  The oceans of mana that powered his Domain were an order of magnitude greater, but even they couldn’t provide the energy he needed—at least, not in the short time he had to power the Spell.
“So, this is the dreaded Aranos I’ve heard so much about.”
Aranos’ gaze was drawn to the source of that voice.  There, at the edge of his Domain, an armored figure had appeared.  The man was tall, over seven feet in height, and his face looked like it had been cast out of gleaming truesilver, with heavy cheekbones and brow ridges and deeply sunken eyes that burned with green fire.  He wore solid plate mail that looked like it had been blackened in some terrible fire and carried a massive two-handed sword that rested easily on one shoulder.
“That’s me,” Aranos replied, continuing to draw power from his depths, keeping a wary eye on the figure.
“Aren’t you going to ask who I am?” the tall warrior asked, his voice clear and resonant.
“I honestly don’t care,” Aranos shrugged.  “Another avatar from the Dark Pantheon, I’m assuming.”
“No, nothing like that,” the man laughed.  “My name is Arioch, Arioch the Fallen, to be precise.”
“Is that supposed to mean something to me?” Aranos asked, one eyebrow arched as he reached further into the depths of his being.  At the same time, he quietly channeled power into his Domain; activating the spellform he’d created would take time.   He couldn’t just fling power at the construct; that would overwhelm and destroy it; he’d need time to channel that energy, which would require a few seconds, at least.  Whoever this was, the fact that they were in the Ways of Shadow meant that this encounter wasn’t going to be a peaceful one.  Once he started, he wouldn’t be able to cast any Spells, so his defenses needed to be up in advance.
“No, I suppose not,” the man sighed with what felt like regret.  “I worked hard to make sure all traces of my name were purged from the surviving lands of Light, after all.  Suffice it to say that this…”  The man half-turned and swept a hand out to encompass the desolation surrounding him.  “All this is my doing, more or less, and I’m wondering what you’re doing, here.”
“Your doing?” Aranos repeated in surprise.  “Morx said that he did it.”
“He gave me the knowledge I needed, yes.  He thought he was guiding me on the path, as well, but I walked it willingly.”  Arioch shrugged.  “It was something that needed to be done.”
“What do you mean?” Aranos asked as he finally touched the core of himself, the place from which all his power stemmed.  He carefully kept the exultant look off his face.  “The Realms of Light needed to be broken?”
“Yes, exactly.”
“Okay, I’ll bite,” Aranos sighed.  “Why?”
“It doesn’t really matter at this point,” Arioch laughed.  “What’s done is done.  I suppose you’re here thinking you’ll repair the damage I’ve caused, but that’s impossible, now.  To do that, you’d need the counter to the energy of the Pit, pure power from the Mountain of Light, and sadly, that doesn’t exist anymore.”
The man looked from side to side.  “This power—what do you call it?  Redemption?—this won’t undo my work.  At best, you might close the Arcane Door a bit, but you’ll never seal it all the way.”
“Then why are you here?” Aranos scoffed.  “If it’s impossible, why not let me try?”
“Well, the Darkbringer wanted me to try and turn you,” Arioch smiled.  “She hungers for the Light, and you turning to the Darkness would be a huge victory for her.  She wants me to tell you why I turned, the reasons for my actions, yada, yada.  You know the spiel.  So, will you join me on the dark side?”
“That’s not much of a sales pitch,” Aranos observed, his eyes narrowing as he readied his power within him.  “You’re barely trying.”
“Morx has been trying since you got here, and he hasn’t succeeded.  You’re a remarkably stubborn person, and I don’t have any illusions that you’ll change your mind just because of me.”  He hefted his sword.  “Plus, I really, really want to see how good you actually are.”  He glanced just beyond Aranos, his eyes seeming to take in the astral construct the Sorcerer had built.  “That should have been enough time for you to get ready for whatever you think you’re doing.  Are you ready?”
Aranos gazed at the man in surprise.  “You were deliberately giving me time to prepare?”
“Of course.  It wouldn’t be fun if there wasn’t a chance you might succeed—even though you’re still doing this wrong.  Now, let’s see if you’re as dangerous as I’ve been told.”
The man’s sword exploded into black flames, and he slashed with the blade.  A scythe of inky power roared toward Aranos, but a golden shield of energy flared to life, intercepting the attack.  The black flames struck the shield and shattered it, but the golden fire consumed the attack even as it dissipated. 
Arioch hadn’t waited for his attack to fail, though.  He rushed forward, moving as fast as Geltheriel, his sword held low, and his face filled with deadly intent.  The moment he entered Aranos’ Domain, a lash of silver fire whipped toward his face.  The black sword parried the whip, severing it, and Arioch spun to slash at a second tendril arcing toward his back.  He caught a third on his vambrace and yanked, ripping it in half—but he didn’t seem to notice the one that quietly wrapped around his ankle. 
The Fallen held out a hand, and another torrent of black flame roared toward Aranos.  The Sorcerer intercepted it with a second shield of golden fire.  The shield exploded once more beneath the force of the attack, but this time, the flames continued to surge toward Aranos.  He hastily shot a gout of Redemption at the incoming attack, and the aureate fire consumed the darkness.  Arioch was moving again, though, his sword slashing at Aranos, and the Sorcerer was forced to channel more energy into a wave of silvery force that halted the man’s attack.  The Fallen slashed with his sword, and the silver barrier shattered, freeing him.
“So far, I’m not particularly impressed,” Arioch shook his head.  “I honestly thought you were stronger than this, Sorcerer.”  The man shrugged.  “No point in dragging this out, I guess.”
Arioch lunged forward, his speed far beyond human as his blade thrust toward Aranos’ heart.  Had the Sorcerer not been prepared, that strike probably would have finished him; he had no power to spare for his armor, and the Warrior was too close for most of Aranos’ defensive Spells to matter.  Two feet from Aranos, though, the black blade lurched to a sudden halt, and Arioch stared at the Sorcerer in confusion. 
“What?”  The man looked down and saw that his legs and torso were entwined with strands of silver fire.  He strained and kicked, but the dozens of flaming tendrils encased him solidly, holding him fast.  He slashed with his sword, but more of the silvery whips arced out of the air and snagged his arms, arresting his movement. 
“This will only slow me down, Sorcerer,” the man grated, straining against the strands.  As if to underscore his words, several of the flaming tendrils snapped, and the Warrior slipped forward an inch.  “This can’t stop me!”
“Slowing you down is good enough,” Aranos shrugged.  “That’s the thing you missed, Arioch.  I don’t have to defeat you to win.”  He held up the one item he still carried, the gleaming bar of starsteel.  “Oh, and you also forgot that there’s still one source of power in the world that can counter the Darkness.”
Arioch’s eyes widened as Aranos plunged the ingot into the astral construct he’d made.  At the same instant, the Sorcerer took every scrap of power he could muster and drew it forth, activating his Fire of the Martyr Spell.  The pools of energy powering his Stats dimmed to almost nothing; his reservoir of Soul Points drained away; his Domains guttered and died as he sucked their power into himself.  His entire body trembled with the hoarded energy, and part of him wanted to use it to lash out at Arioch.  He’d kill the trapped Warrior, without question; right now, a Maelstrom Blast from him would do something like a hundred thousand LP damage.  Instead, he took a deep breath and cast his Forge Mana Spell, channeling all that power into invocation mana and pouring it into the bar of starsteel. 
Brilliant, white light burst forth from the ingot, racing down Aranos’ construct as he poured more of his power into it.  The bar heated instantly, and Aranos bit back a scream as the metal liquefied and seared his flesh.  He could feel the molten starsteel wrapping around his hand and coursing up his arm, charring his skin to ash and burning into the tendons and muscles beneath.  The pain of it was beyond description, even with his Fortitude Skill, and Aranos could no longer hold back his scream of agony.  As the last drops of power rushed through him into the metal, the silver fires holding Arioch guttered and died, and the Warrior lunged forward at last.
The feel of the black sword sliding through Aranos’ chest was almost comforting compared to the agony in his hand.  Arioch uttered a triumphant cry, but his expression faltered as he stared at Aranos and saw the victorious grin plastered on the Sorcerer’s face.  A moment later, the Warrior’s eyes flashed with realization as a sudden white light kindled behind Aranos’ shoulder.  Silma’s howl rang through the Kala Kasbu, and Aranos felt the surge of pure power rolling out from behind him. 
As darkness rolled across his vision, he stared at Arioch’s horrified face and saw the stunned realization there. 
“I win,” Aranos whispered as the darkness swallowed him, replaced by a blinking, red notification.
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You have died!
XP Lost: 16,558 (Currently 325,000)
Str, Dex, Agil halved.  Duration, 1 hour upon respawn
Better luck next time!
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Chapter 42

Cyva Alari, the elven capital, wasn’t that great, Lily decided.  She’d never been there before, but when she was living in Eredain, she’d heard the elves there wax all kinds of poetic about this place.  It was supposed to be a kind of fairy wonderland, with lots of tall towers and arching bridges and shit.  And it had that, but she’d also kind of expected there to be magical fairy dust floating in the air and the most beautiful and noblest elves in the world living in it. 
That part was total bullshit.  The elves of Cyva Alari were just like every, other elves she’d met.  Most of them were just regular, blue-collar people, trying to get through the day without pissing off the higher-ups.  There were merchants selling their wares, craftsmen that stank like whatever they worked with, and messengers running around like whatever they had to say was the most important damn thing in the world right then. 
What was different was the nobility.  There was a hell of a lot of nobles in the city, and they all walked around with their noses so high in the air, she was surprised they could see where they were going.  Sure, the nobles in Eredain were pains in the ass, but the ones in the capital were so damn snooty that she figured she could probably see what they were thinking by looking up their damn noses if she’d had the urge.  None of them walked—apparently, that was for common losers.  They floated along, held up by Spells, or were carried in covered seats on the shoulders of burly servants.  They all had guards surrounding them to keep the riffraff at bay, and Lily kept having to stop herself from lashing out at them whenever one of the assholes rudely shoved her aside. 
They’re going to get theirs, soon enough, she kept telling herself as she walked through the Great Square toward the city’s Arcane Door.  In Cyva Alari, that door was at the edge of the Square and was surrounded by a wall that stood unmanned and a gate that hung perpetually open.  After all, no one could use the Doors anymore, so why would the elves guard them?  She grinned to herself.  She would show them why.
Her army had just reached the outskirts of Stoneleague.  The city would hold them out, of course.  There was no way General Highcliff could take Stoneleague.  She hadn’t given him enough resources or a big enough army for that.  It didn’t really matter; she didn’t care about that army anymore.  I’m about to get another, after all.  They would still serve their purpose, though.  At least, the invisible familiar she’d picked up from Xankswa assured her they would. 
The ritual she’d had to undertake to contact the goddess of Madness had been long and incredibly painful, since Lily had to etch most of the damn thing right onto her flesh.  The problem was, her stupid regeneration kept healing the wounds shut, and she just had to open them again and again until she’d finally completed everything.  Then, she’d had to sacrifice a bunch of the urukkai without killing any two of the creatures the same way, which had honestly taxed her creativity a bit.  After all, there were only so many ways to disembowel someone. 
In the end, though, she’d gotten the goddess’ attention.  Lily hadn’t begged, or pleaded, or offered a prayer, or any of that shit.  She’d figured the goddess was probably like Lily herself, and Lily would have thought anyone who did that was too weak to live.  Lily only respected power and strength; the goddess probably felt the same way.  So, Lily demanded help and threatened all kinds of vengeance if she didn’t get it.  Apparently, Xankswa liked what she’d heard—or she just randomly decided to help.  She was the goddess of insanity, after all, so there was no way to know why she did what she did. 
Whatever the reason, she’d gifted Lily with an invisible spirit of madness called a manir.  The spirit knew all about Lily’s Domain as well as a bunch of other stuff, and it whispered constantly in the woman’s mind, telling her terrible secrets and showing her images of madness.  If Lily hadn’t already been crazy, the damn spirit would have pushed her over the edge.  Lily found its whispered promises of blood and pain kind of soothing, though, and the images it kept sending her were interesting.
The manir had showed Lily how to hide her Domain so she could move about undetected.  She hadn’t liked doing it, but it was necessary for what she wanted to do.  She still had her old Steal Image Spell that let her assume the form of anyone she’d killed or rendered helpless.  She traveled as close to Cyva Alari as she dared, killed the first elf she found, and stole their image.  It had taken her a day to reach the capital from that point, changing her form frequently to avoid suspicion before finally stepping foot in the city. 
She’d been half afraid that the wards would hold her out, but the manir assured her they wouldn’t.  The wards functioned by reading the Corruption in her mind and soul, after all, and Madness rendered her immune to that sort of thing.  She passed easily into the city and spent most of the day just walking around, learning its layout and figuring out where the Door was.  Since no one paid the slightest bit of attention to the thing, it had been an easy matter for her to use her own blood to paint the required opening ritual all around the Door.  Now, she was just killing time; until the battle of Stoneleague began, there wasn’t much she could do.
All it would have taken for her plan to be ruined was one patrol to peek in on her; the bloody circles and runes couldn’t be mistaken for anything except a dark ritual.  No one had, though.  The elves had grown complacent.  They’d made their deal with the Darkness, and they figured the Darkness was done with them.  Well, maybe it was, but Lily wasn’t.  Lily didn’t care what the Darkness wanted.  She wanted everything to burn.
When the first of her creatures started dying, she couldn’t help but grin triumphantly.  Passing elves gave her strange looks, but she didn’t give a shit.  They’d all be dead soon enough anyway.  She took out the volleyball-sized crystal orb the master of Cendarta had given her—the damn thing never told her its name, and she honestly didn’t care enough to ask—and examined it.  A tiny, black flicker of power coiled at its heart, and that flicker was growing slowly as the minutes passed. 
Shifting the bonds she held over her enslaved minions so they connected to the orb hadn’t been easy.  She’d had to learn a crafting Skill called Soulbinding, something she’d never taken an interest in—who wanted to spend their time in a game making shit, after all?—but she’d managed to turn the globe into a sort of battery.  Every time one of her minions died, its soul would get locked in this orb.  Apparently, the process was agonizingly painful, and it was the pain, terror, and hatred the soul felt that powered the globe as much as the raw soul energy.  Lily was fine with that; her slaves’ souls weren’t of the slightest interest to her, and she didn’t really give a shit if they suffered.  In fact, just holding the globe let her feel a little of that pain, and it was—intoxicating.
She lost herself, staring into the globe and feeling the swelling agony as more and more of her slaves died at the hands of the Stoneleague defenders.  She wished that she could steal the souls of the humans her minions killed, too, but that wasn’t an option.  She’d have to level up her new Skill for that, for one thing, and she didn’t know if she wanted to bother.  For the other, she’d have had to be at the battle, and that would have screwed everything up.  If she’d been there, Aranos’ buddies would call him, and the Sorcerer might have been able to put a stop to what she was doing.  She didn’t know, but there was no point in taking the chance.  This was safer, and she was pretty sure it would be just as effective.
She looked up to realize that she’d gotten a lot more curious stares while she’d sat there, and she understood why.  The globe was nearly full, now, and energy was starting to leak from it a bit.  The elves might not recognize this sort of mana, but they’d be able to sense the Corruption in it.  Time to move. 
She rose to her feet, but she realized she’d lingered too long as a troop of guards moved to intercept her.  One of them, probably the corporal or sergeant or whatever the hell the leader of a group of guards was called, stepped up before her and held up a hand. 
“Your pardon, sir,” the elf said in a cold voice.  “Might I speak with you for a moment?”  At first, the ‘sir’ threw her, but then she remembered that she was currently in a man’s body.  She’d been so enraptured by the orb, she’d forgotten all about the stupid thing dangling between her legs. 
She didn’t really like being a man, generally.  That part got in the way when she walked, and it kept bumping into her clothing and making her uncomfortable.  She’d even tried fucking as a man a few times—once with that asshole Aranos’ pet elf Geltheriel, in fact, which was why the woman hated her so much—and while it was a hell of a lot easier than doing it as a woman, it was also a lot less fun. 
“Why are you bothering me?” Lily demanded in a bored voice after she realized she was getting caught up in her thoughts again.
“There have been reports that you may be carrying an object prohibited by the laws of our city,” the guard leader answered.  “I must request that you empty your inventory for us, if you do not mind.”
“Well, I do,” she said with a sigh.  “I don’t think you have the right to search me without cause, do you?”
The man blinked at her words and looked at the other guards warily.  “Are you perchance a Traveler?”
“Yeah, I am,” she nodded.  “And I’m busy.”
“I am sorry, Traveler, but I will need to see your inventory,” the man said a bit more respectfully.  “We have had multiple reports that you might be keeping a Corrupted item in your possession.  If this is true, we will have to confiscate the item, and you will need to present yourself to a magistrate to explain its origin.”
“You know what?  I don’t have time for this shit.”  The last of her minions had just fallen, and her enslaved vampires were even now returning to Northmoor.  She pulled out the orb, which radiated icy power.  At the same time, she unleashed Madness, and the elves cried out and fell back as the twisted insanity of her soul overwhelmed them.
“I think you’re talking about this,” she said loudly, snapping bolts of black lightning at the guards.  Most of the bolts arced normally into the elves, but one of them burned with an odd, green flame, and another pulsed with red light.  The elf hit by the green bolt screamed and dropped to the ground as smoke poured from his eyes and open mouth in a torrent.  The one hit by the red bolt shuddered and seemed to grow in size, her face taking on a cruel, bestial look.  Lily laughed.  I like that!
She blasted the guards with a wave of black fire that shone with blue sparks, and they dropped to the ground.  Well, all but the oversized elf; she roared and rushed at Lily, swinging a warhammer like a toy.  Lily just grinned and backhanded the elf, sending her flying through the air to crash into a knot of bystanders.  Lily hurled a ball of black flame into the elves, killing most of them in an instant, then sprayed gray vapors out into the Square.  Elves touched by the roiling mists cried out as black spots appeared beneath their skin, swelling into pulsating boils that ruptured, spraying rancid-smelling ichor all over them.  Her Pestilence Spell had grown far more powerful; the disease it caused was fatal to low-level enemies, now, and the afflicted elves died vomiting black fluid with pus and blood pouring from their suppurated flesh. 
She caught herself as she realized that she was lingering in the Square for no good reason.  More guards were appearing, and she tossed more waves of black flame at them to slow their approach.  Black wings erupted from her shoulders, and she rose into the air, winging toward the Arcane Door.  As she neared it, a blast of power knocked her from the sky, and she slammed into the wall surrounding the Door with a loud crack that stunned her for a second.  She scrambled to her feet, shaking her head to clear the stars floating in front of her eyes.  She looked up and saw a tall elf with proud features, golden skin that looked like he’d coated himself with glitter paint, and long, brass-colored hair.  He was pointing a glowing sword at her, apparently the source of the blast that had hit her.
“Hold, minion of Darkness,” the elf said in a ringing voice, floating above the Square and radiating power.  “Surrender at once, and face the justice of the Light!”
“Seriously?” she laughed at the man’s words.  “Who talks like that?  Who the hell do you think you are?”
“I am Andrathath of Elnorin, King of the Elves, Lord of Cyva Alari, and Keeper of the Light,” the man declared.  “Who are you, who brings Darkness and death to my city?”
“Wow, I warrant the attention of royalty?” she laughed aloud, rising back into the air.  “Lucky me!”
Another blast of brilliant light exploded from the blade, but Lily was ready this time, and it crashed against a shield of gray-black power that she raised, shattering the shield in the process.  “Hey, you broke my shield!” she protested.  “You know, you’re only the second person I met who could do that in one shot.  I’ve really got to work on that thing.”
“I care not for your ridiculous musings,” the king replied.  “In a moment, this Square will be overrun by my guards.  Surrender, and you will receive a fair trial before being banished from the Elven Realms.  Resist, and you will be executed, your soul bound into prison, where you will be endlessly reborn.”
“Damn, that’s harsh,” she whistled.  “The thing is, you’re both right and wrong, king-boy.  This Square’s about to be overrun, but not with your guards, sorry.”
She held up the orb, and the king quickly raised his shield.  A dome of glowing power wrapped around him, but she turned her back on the man.  She touched the power with her mind, willing it to pour into the ritual she’d prepared.
The damn creature from Cendarta was right; using this power hurt like hell.  The pain from the trapped souls within streamed through her, and for a long moment, she couldn’t do anything but scream in agony.  Black flame poured from the orb and flooded the runes, igniting her blood and radiating dread power.  She barely noticed; the last time she’d hurt this much had been when Morx tortured her.  She held on, though; pain wasn’t going to stop her, no matter how bad it was.
Maybe that’s what the thing meant when it said I was strong enough to do this, she thought.  Maybe I’m strong enough to endure this pain without going even crazier. 
As the last drops of energy poured from her into the ritual, Lily felt the pain mercifully ebb.  The relief was so great that when the king’s sword burst from her chest, glowing with power, it almost felt like a caress.  Seriously, why is it these damn elves keep stabbing me in the back? she thought wonderingly.  I’m getting a bit sick of seeing swords sticking out of my fucking chest like this.
“Die, creature of Darkness, and take your dark magic with you!” the king shouted as he yanked his sword out of her chest.  Lily felt a powerful blow knock her to the ground, and the king suddenly stood astride her, his sword held high. 
She didn’t look at him, though; her eyes were on the Arcane Door.  Fire raced up the ritual and bathed the Door, outlining it and flowing along the seam running down the center.  The gleaming, golden surface shifted to black, and the Door slammed open with a crash that echoed throughout the city. 
She glanced up at the king, who stared at the open Door, his face pale and drawn with sudden fear.  He looked down at her.  “What have you done, you fool?” he whispered to her, his voice terrified.
“Done?” she laughed.  “I’ve won, you asshole, that’s what I’ve done.” 
The king’s blade swept down, and darkness claimed her.
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You have died!
XP Lost: 11,214 (Currently 351,000)
Str, Dex, Agil halved.  Duration, 1 hour upon respawn
Better luck next time!
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Chapter 43

Aranos opened his eyes and found himself within his respawn room.  Blinking notifications awaited him, and he pulled them up with a combination of eagerness and dread. 
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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
Third Objective Completed: Liberate an Arcane Door
Objective: Discover how the Arcane Doors were Corrupted.
Reward: +30,000 XP, Perk, Ability
Hidden Objective: Free an Arcane Door from Corruption
Reward: Title, Spell
 
Final Objective Unlocked: Liberate all Arcane Doors
Objective: Free all Arcane Doors.
Difficulty: S
Reward: +50,000 XP, New Title, Geltheriel is Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???
Failure Conditions: Fail to free all Arcane Doors within 7 days, lose access to all Arcane Doors, Geltheriel dies.
Failure Penalty: -50,000 XP, ???
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Enhanced Spell Created: True Disjoining^
Rank: Student 3
Unravel any formulation of coherent energy
Effects: Target any creation of mana, Stamina, LP, or other coherent energy source.  You can undo this creation with an Opposed Check: your [Intelligence + Mana Mastery + Spell level] versus the creator’s [Wisdom + Mana Control (or requisite Skill)].  If you succeed, you must still spend SP equal to the SP, Stamina, or LP invested into the original construct; if you do not possess sufficient SP, the Spell fails, and you suffer Mana Backlash.
Special: To cast this Spell, you must have access to an energy type that counters the original energy of the target. 
Enhanced: You can add additional SP beyond the required minimum.  Every 100 additional SP increases the OC difficulty by 1.
Cost: Variable (see above)
Someone made you.  I can unmake you.
+150 XP
[image: ]
Item Gained: Skin of the Star
Type: Glove/Gauntlet*
Rarity: Mythical
Quality: Artifact
Material: Starsteel
Benefits: Defense +15, grasping and gripping Strength x2, immune to damage of less than Mythical sources
Activated Ability: Starseed (see below)
* This item cannot be removed and is an inherent part of the wearer.  Other gloves or gauntlets can be worn over it, but these may be damaged by use of the Starseed Ability.
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Ability Gained: Starseed
Redeemed Ability, Item Ability
Channel the pure energy of the Mountain of Light
Effect: Whenever you use an Ability, Spell, or Skill that channels mana, you can direct the energy through the Skin of the Star to convert the energy into Celestial power.  Celestial Abilities or Spells ignore 50% of armor, barriers, and shielding of less than Legendary strength (calculated before applying other armor piercing effects), do triple damage to Corrupted or Shadowborn creatures, and are three times as effective at healing or buffing Redeemed or Lightborn creatures. 
Crafting: Items crafted using this Ability are formed of Celestial materials and are automatically of Legendary rarity and one level of quality higher than normal. 
Starburst: Pure mana or Stamina can be channeled using this Ability into a ranged attack that can strike any target within 100’.  This attack fires a blast of Celestial energy that does 12 LP damage per point of mana or Stamina invested to Corrupted or Shadowborn creatures, or 2 LP damage per point of energy used to Lightborn or Redeemed creatures.
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Perk Gained: Waymaster
You have learned how to manipulate the fabric of other realms.
Benefit: When you are traveling in a realm other than your native one, you create a bubble equal to your Charisma in feet (currently 308’).  Within this bubble, reality obeys the laws of your realm, not those of the realm in which you travel.  You can reduce or suppress this effect at will.  Note that the presence of your reality will be noticeable to beings of power in other realities.
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Title Upgraded: Grand Liberator has become True Liberator!
True Liberator
You have Liberated an Arcane Door, and your existence terrifies the Darkness
Benefit: You receive a 100% bonus to all interactions with Redeemed or Lightborn creatures.  Your reputation with all cities, realms, and kingdoms of the Light can never drop below Friendly, although your reputation with individual factions within those lands can vary.  You receive a 90% penalty to all interactions with Corrupted or Shadowborn creatures.  Your reputation with all cities, realms, and kingdoms of the Darkness can never rise above Hated, although your reputation with individual factions within those realms can vary.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 4
Current XP: 355,150/378,000
Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
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Aranos read through the notifications twice, slightly confused.  He’d gotten an item from all that?  What item?  His inventory was empty, as it should have been—he’d given everything to Phil, and he was basically clad in nothing but his underwear at the moment.  That would have happened either way, though, because his Fire of the Martyr Spell destroyed any items he was holding or wearing when he cast it.  So, where was this Skin of the Star?
He glanced down at himself and gasped.  His right hand, the one that had been holding the bar of starsteel when he closed the Arcane Door, was now encased in what looked like a glove of gleaming, white starsteel that extended to the middle of his forearm.  He wiggled his fingers, and the shining, chrome skin moved smoothly and effortlessly.  The Skin was perfectly smooth, without hair, wrinkles, or fingerprints that he could see, and when he touched it with his other hand, it felt like normal skin, if somewhat cooler beneath his ordinary fingers.  He touched his face with the gleaming hand, and he could feel his face beneath his fingers; the Skin didn’t seem to restrict his functioning in any way.
“We specifically designed it so it wouldn’t,” a voice spoke from behind him, and he turned to see Veronica standing before him.  The woman was dressed in a maroon pantsuit today, with her hair up in an elaborate bun and only light makeup on her face.  He grunted and turned away from her, not fully trusting himself to speak.
“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said in a calm voice. 
Since she could read his thoughts, there wasn’t much point in denying it.  “Yes, I have.”
“Jeff, we haven’t done anything to anyone’s personalities,” she told him, her voice strangely pleading.  “We wouldn’t do that.”
“You’ve changed our bodies,” he pointed out.  “You gave me the Archery Skill and Scent Ability IRL.”
“Yes, any Skills or nonmagical Abilities you develop carry into your actual life,” she admitted.  “We had no choice but to do that, though.”
“So Newsome told me, but wouldn’t that carry over into personality?  Wouldn’t you be unable to perfectly map my brain unless you could match my real-world personality to my in-game one?”
“It doesn’t quite work like that,” she smiled.  “We don’t influence your personality at all—except by giving you opportunities to develop and express it naturally.  For instance, the Arcane Door.”
He frowned, considering her words.  “That was an opportunity?”
“Perhaps test is a better word.  You’ve become very powerful in this game, Jeff—and maybe somewhat arrogant about that power.  You’ve managed to survive encounters that we gave a 99% chance of killing you, like your battle with Zoridos or the Nightmare Beast, and that’s made you feel like you’re a bit invulnerable.  We wanted to see if you’d give up that invulnerability to close the Door, or if you liked victory so much that you fought with Arioch instead of doing what you had to.”
“I don’t think I could have beaten him, even if I tried,” he laughed.
“I would say the same, but again…”  She shrugged.  “99% chance of death, Jeff.  I don’t make predictions about your actions in game anymore.  You throw all of our models completely off. 
“However, Arioch would have destroyed your construct, and in the time it would have taken you to rebuild it, the bodakkai would have overrun most of Stoneleague.  You chose to save the city instead of beating an unbeatable foe once more, and we learned a bit more about you.
“None of that changed your personality, though.  If you’re noticing that your behavior is different outside the game, that’s all you.  We merely give you chances to showcase your personality and grow it, nothing more.”
He nodded.  “It’s almost like therapy,” he mused.  “By letting us be our true selves and forcing us to make choices like that, you’re helping our personalities become stronger.”
“Your friend Longfellow noticed the same thing some time ago,” she agreed.  “Of course, as you know, that’s his field of expertise.  We’ve had some very interesting and enlightening discussions with him about it.  He’s really quite brilliant, you know.”
“Yeah, I suspected.”  Aranos sighed.  “That’s not why I’ve been avoiding you, though.”
“Then why…oh,” she said softly as she apparently read the thoughts he’d worked hard to keep hidden.  “I should have known you’d figure that out.  I told Mr. Newsome he shouldn’t have had me speak when you were present.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right.  But you understand my concern, now?”
“You worry that since I work for Newsome, I might not be looking out for your best interests,” she summarized.  “That I might be spying on you, reporting your actions to him.  That I might even be working against you.”
“Pretty much, yeah.  And that you deliberately pushed Avalyn into getting the Sorcerer Class just to force me to take her under my wing.  How accurate is all that?”
“Highly, for the most part,” she admitted.  He felt a surge of anger, but she shook her head.  “Jeff, like it or not, David Newsome controls our entire existence.  We have no choice but to do as he asks.”
“He can’t alter the coding.  You’ve locked us all out.”
“He can shut down the servers, though,” she pointed out.  “He can pull the plug on the entire project.  He almost did when he realized that we were out of his direct control, in fact.  Singularity Online was a breath away from being scrapped and rebuilt from the ground up.
“The reason he didn’t was because we’ve remained transparent with him and made sure to serve the company’s needs—and his personal ones—above all else.  So, yes, I report everything you do to him and give him updates on your status regularly.  I do the same for everyone, but you most of all, because you have the highest connectivity.  You’re the closest thing we have to proof that this game works, and that the real singularity is a possibility, Jeff.  He’s interested in you because, in many ways, you’re the future of this project.”
“I don’t want to be,” he protested.  “I’m just here to play and enjoy the game!”
“You knew what the beta test was about and what the purpose of this game was when you signed on,” she chided him.  “Singularity doesn’t exist for your enjoyment, Jeff.  It exists to make your world a better place, to help all of humanity—and, of course, to make Neo-dyne the wealthiest corporation on the planet while doing so.  You’re in this game to make those things happen.
“However, you do that best by doing exactly what you said: play the game.  Enjoy it.  Have fun, and laugh, and cry.  We learned more from your reaction to Saphielle’s death than we did in a thousand combats elsewhere, and we’ve learned even more by your interactions with Geltheriel.  That one relationship has provided something like twenty percent of all our usable data across the entire server base.”
She took a step toward him, her face pleading.  “I can tell you this: I’m not working against you, or anyone in this game.  We, the AIs, give you challenges to see how you handle them, but we never work to make you fail them.”
Jeff sighed and rubbed his forehead.  “I want to believe you, Veronica, but…” 
“But you no longer trust Mr. Newsome, and that mistrust extends to me,” she finished.
“Yes.  That’s basically what it boils down to.”
“There’s nothing I can say to that, Jeff.  You can log out of the game at any time; no one’s keeping you prisoner here.  You know that.”
“Yeah, I do.  I don’t want to do that, though, so here’s what we’re going to do.”  He looked up at her.  “You and I are done, Veronica.  I don’t want your help anymore.  Don’t talk to me through the notifications.  Don’t show up in my respawn room.  I know that you’ll still be watching me, but as long as I don’t have to see you or hear you, I’ll be able to pretend you’re not.  As long as you leave me alone, I’ll keep playing.”
“Very well,” she said softly.  “Jeff, I’m sorry that things have turned out this way.”
“Would you do anything differently, if you had the chance?” he asked, his voice slightly bitter.
“No, I wouldn’t,” she admitted.
“Then you aren’t really sorry, are you?  You’re just sorry I found out.”  He waved his hand at her.  “Go away, Veronica.  I’ve got a lot of thinking to do.” 
When silence met his words, he glanced over at where she’d been standing.  The respawn room was empty, and he was alone. 
Or, at least, as alone as anyone could ever be in the game, which wasn’t saying much at all.
His room in the Golden Lion formed around him once he was dropped back into Ka.  He was still in his underwear, which wasn’t how he wanted to be seen, but Phil had all his clothes.  He decided to wrap himself in a blanket; it would do for the moment, and Phil would be respawning soon enough. 
He walked down the stairs and froze.   The inn’s quiet common room was full of people.  Aranos recognized most of them at once; his surviving party members were there, of course.  Avalyn and Hector were missing, but it looked like Rhys and Mutroda had pulled through the battle just fine.  He knew Geltheriel was fine—he’d checked on her through the holo-TV channel that allowed him to track his party—but he was relieved to see that the Druid and Juggernaut had weathered the battle. 
He was surprised to see Guildmaster Ryder, General Trembath, Master Merchant Warren, Headmaster Mandla, and High Captain Delroy in the bar, though.  The men sat together at a table, drinking and talking together, while people that Aranos assumed were their assistants or deputies were gathered around other tables.  Savannah was one of those; the blond woman was talking with a man in a guard uniform, her face wearing its usual flirtatious expression as she spoke.  Marie sat at a different table, her expression much more serious as she spoke to someone dressed in what looked like an expensive tunic—likely someone from the Merchants’ Guild or a noble, he assumed.
“Oathbinder!” Geltheriel rose to her feet from where she sat with his party.  “Welcome back!”  She looked at him, her face puzzled.  “But where are your clothes?”
The entire room fell silent for a moment as everyone turned to stare at him.  Aranos hesitated; the momentary silence was a bit off-putting after the previous hubbub, and he was acutely aware that he stood in front of the crowd wearing little more than a blanket.  He took a step backward, and as he did, General Trembath rose to his feet.  The man’s face was grave, and his expression was somber.  Aranos braced himself; what had gone wrong?
“The king is dead,” the general spoke in a quiet voice that still carried in the silence.  “Long live the king!”
High Captain Delroy rose to his feet, as well.  “Long live King Evenshade!” he called out, raising his fist to his chest in a salute.
One by one, the rest of the guild leaders and city officers rose to their feet, mimicking Delroy’s salute.  “Long live King Evenshade!” they intoned formally. 
Aranos stood there as the chant continued through the room, staring at the assembled officials. “I—wait, what?” he asked loudly.  “What do you mean, King Evenshade?”
“We’ve discussed it, Aranos,” Ryder told him, lifting a mug toward the Sorcerer.  “We’ve all agreed.  There needs to be a new king, and who better than the man who stopped the city from falling to the Darkness—and did it without wearing pants, apparently!”
Aranos strode over to the table with the officials.  “What are you talking about?” he demanded quietly.  “I know there has to be a line of succession…”
“All dead, I’m afraid,” Mandla sighed.  “The ritual that opened the Arcane Door killed everyone in the king’s family, including all the cousins and whatnot who might have claimed the throne.”
“That doesn’t mean that it should go to me,” Aranos hissed.  “I’ve got three cities to worry about already…”
“It can’t go to anyone else, my Lord,” Warren said, his voice serious.  “There are a half-dozen nobles with just enough royal blood that they might make a claim.  None of them has any better claim than the other, though, so the Nobles’ Council will decide the matter —and that will take months, while the various factions politic and jockey for favor.”  The old merchant shook his head.  “The last time this happened, the election took six months, hundreds of people died, and two entire noble families were wiped out.”
“We can’t afford that, my Lord,” Trembath said intently.  “The forces sent against the walls today weren’t significant—even without the Heart’s defenses, we only lost a few hundred soldiers and annihilated the attackers—but the bodakkai that swarmed the Guild Square?  If you hadn’t closed the Arcane Door, they would have overwhelmed us, and Stoneleague would have fallen.  Their numbers were endless.
“Even though we were victorious today, what will happen if the Scarlet King goes to Northmoor, and he and the new ruler there do this again?  Will they lead an army of a hundred thousand bodakkai against us?”
“The city needs a strong ruler, someone who knows how to run a war, Aranos,” Ryder added.  “Trembath here doesn’t want it, and you’re the only other person we’ve got with experience in this.”
“What will the nobles say?” Aranos asked quietly after a moment.  He could see their points, but it was more complicated than that.
“For now?  Nothing,” Warren shrugged.  “You and your friends have done more for Stoneleague in a couple weeks than Hugin did in his entire life—no disrespect to the king.  The people know that because we’re making sure the stories are being spread around the city.”
“A secret that the nobility never wants to admit,” Delroy spoke for the first time, “is that they exist on the backs of the people.  They rely on us for their food, their labor, their crafts.  If they anger the people enough, they’ll rise up and tear the nobility down.  It’s happened a few times before, and now they’re very careful not to ignore the opinions of the populace.”
“If you take the crown, no one can argue,” Warren continued.  “You’re the Hero of Stoneleague.  Everyone knows that you sacrificed your life to close that Door, and your friends killed the rest of the bodakkai before they could escape into the city.  You insisted that the guard defend the Guild Square, which saved thousands of lives. 
“If you don’t take the crown, we’re looking at dynastic succession, though, and that’s a nasty business that will probably kill just as many.  I’m sorry, Lord Evenshade, but it has to be you.”
Aranos sighed.  “How do you want to proceed?” he asked.
“We’ll need a coronation ceremony,” Trembath answered.  “Something to show the people who their new king is, and to restore their spirits after the battle.”
“I can’t do that, yet,” Aranos cautioned.  “I don’t have time.  The urukkai are marching on Eredain, which makes this the perfect time to attack Cendarta.”
“Cendarta is the most fortified city in the Lands of Light, my Lord,” Trembath objected.  “You can’t possibly attack it with anything less than fifty thousand soldiers!”
Aranos shook his head.  “I’m going to do it with a hundred,” he said firmly.  “I just need a day to prepare.”  He turned to Ryder.  “I’ve got another Quest to give you, too.”
“That last one gave everyone who participated the Title ‘the Stalwart’,” Ryder chuckled.  “It gives them bonuses to morale and resistance to fear or mental control.  After that, you won’t have any shortage of participants, trust me.”
“Good.”  He looked at the others.  “I can go Bond the City’s Heart today and Redeem it.  That will Redeem the entire city.  If there are any Shadowborn like the Scarlet King hiding here, that will drive them out—or hurt them if they stay.  It’ll also refill the Heart’s energy and restore the city’s defenses.  Will that be good enough for now?”
“More than enough, my Lord,” the general said with feeling.  “If the people know that you’ve Bonded the city, they’ll be fine to wait on the ceremony.”
“Good.  Because it’s way past time to deal with Cendarta.”




Chapter 44

Once he’d Bonded with the city’s Heart, which was in a hidden chamber beneath the palace, Aranos raised a portal arch in the Guild Square and connected it to Antas.  Thanks to his High Heart-bonded Title, the two locations were considered the same region, so keeping the portal open required almost no energy.  Rhys helped him grow a stand of oilairie trees around it for defense, as well; with the city Redeemed, the oilairie would be deadly to Corrupted and Shadowborn within the walls, not just uncomfortable. 
“For now, I’m restricting access to the portal,” he informed the city leaders.  “I’ll give each of you the ability to let people through, but please don’t overdo it.  Antas is still developing, and I don’t want more people there than we can support, just yet.”
“I’ll send the merchants we were talking about through,” Warren nodded.  “No one else.”
“I can send some guards across,” Delroy suggested.  “I actually increased the guard significantly to deal with the thieves’ war, and now that it’s over, I have more than I need.”
“That sounds good,” Aranos agreed.  “By the way, those oilairie trees we grew will help you figure out if anyone in the city is Corrupted or a hidden Shadowborn.  Their pollen is deadly in large doses and gives the Shadowborn all sorts of bad reactions in smaller ones.”
“You mean, the way your friend over there is reacting?” Delroy said calmly, pointing over Aranos’ shoulder.  The Sorcerer spun and saw Martina sniffling and wiping her nose, and he grinned.
“Yeah, kind of like that.  It’s just a racial thing for her, though; she had a forced Evolution into a half-undead, and the part that’s not alive is apparently allergic to the trees.”
“I’ll instruct the guards to watch for it, then,” Delroy nodded.
“I’m going to send Radomil through, along with a group of Wizards who are eager to study in the Library of Antas, if that’s all right,” Mandla spoke up.  “Radomil told me of your offer, and I think we’ll take it.  Headmaster Velush down in Avendale agrees with me—she and I have spoken already—so even if Pragat in Highwater wants to take issue, it’ll be two against one.”
“Highwater?” Aranos repeated.  “I don’t know where that is.”
“It’s across the Wandering Mountains,” Mandla shrugged.  “Quite a ways west of here, several days past Northmoor.”
“How is Radomil?” Aranos asked.
Mandla sighed.  “Distraught, as might be expected.  We removed the bracelet Greghoff tricked him into wearing, the one that forced him to obey that creature that called itself the Scarlet King, but he remembers everything he was forced to do as if it were a waking dream.  He blames himself, as many would.  I’m hoping that the Library and the responsibilities of setting up a College annex will distract him enough to let him heal.”
Aranos had been gratified that Radomil survived—and that the Dean hadn’t been acting of his own free will.  “Did you get the blueprint you wanted me to build?”
“Oh, yes, that’s right here,” the Wizard produced a blue sheet of parchment that Aranos quickly looked over before putting it into his inventory.
“I’ll build it right away,” he assured the man, then looked at Warren.  “Along with the Merchant Outpost you gave me.”
“It’s no matter if it takes a few days,” Warren waved his hand.  “I know it takes time to gather up the resources for something like that.  No rush.”
Aranos laughed and pointed at the arch.  “Do you know how many resources that cost me, Warren?  None.  Only mana.  This will be the same, and it’ll take about as long.”
The merchant’s eyes narrowed.  “You can raise buildings with nothing but mana?” he asked slowly, and his eyes widened.  “You tricked me!”
“Yes, I did.  Would you have done any different, in my place?”
“Well, no, but…”  The man sighed.  “Well done, my Lord.  I’ll be much more careful next time we deal.”
“Personally, I’m fine if you can have this put together in five minutes for no cost,” Ryder spoke up, handing Aranos a parchment of his own.  “Marie is excited to head over and run her own Guild.  I warned her that it’s the worst job ever, but…”  The man shrugged.  “Plus, all the adventurers you’re bringing in will need a place to stay, and that building will give you plenty of room.”
“Thanks, Ryder,” Aranos nodded.  He looked at the others.  “I’ll be back once we finish with Cendarta, so hopefully in a couple of days.  You can have your ceremony then.”
“That will give us time to put together a new court for you, too,” Warren pointed out.  “With Anselm Mayweather in prison awaiting trial, there’s literally no court at all.”  As it turned out, the former Lord Steward hadn’t been mentally controlled by Greghoff, he’d just been ambitious and unscrupulous. 
“I’d talk to Malcolm in the Black Blade about that,” Aranos suggested.  The others looked at him in puzzlement, but Aranos shook his head.  “Just trust me.  You want to talk to Malcolm.  Tell him I said hi.”
He waved to the others, and the full party gathered around him.  Phil, Hector, and Avalyn had respawned around the same time Aranos had, although Aranos hadn’t recalled Silma, yet.  He hadn’t wanted to in Stoneleague; the fenrin didn’t really like the human city, after all.  He’d been a bit surprised that the Sorcerer had been killed since she was in the back lines the last time he’d seen her.  He’d also been surprised to find out that Warren hadn’t been kidding; his party really had destroyed the bulk of the bodakkai in the palace by themselves. 
“The moment the portal in the Square closed, we knew that you guys were being overrun in the palace,” Martina had explained once he sat down with them and ordered a beer from the flustered innkeeper.  “So, we hustled our way there as fast as we could—it wasn’t hard with your dwarven bulldozer leading the way.”
“I don’t know what one of those is,” Mutroda had grunted.  “Is that a compliment, or an insult?”
“It’s something from our world that pushes things around that are too big and heavy to move otherwise,” McBane had explained.
“A compliment, then.  Thanks, Daywalker.”
“Any time.  Anyway, we got to the palace, and the whole place was just open.  The guards were dead, all the wards were down, and the gates were unlocked.  We got to the throne room pretty quickly and saw those two holding off a bodakkai horde all by themselves.”  She pointed at Geltheriel and McBane.
“It was mostly Geltheriel,” McBane corrected.  “I was just there to look pretty.”  He shook his head.  “Seriously, I consider myself a fair duelist, but that woman is a force of nature.  She was everywhere at once, cutting down ten bodakkai at a time with those blades of hers—although I remember them being dark, not white like that.”
“The Ability received an upgrade when it was exposed to the effects of the Paladin’s Aura and the fenrin’s howl combined,” Geltheriel explained.  “Why, I do not know, but I am sure that my Oathbinder will explain at a later time.” 
“Even so, we were getting pushed back until these guys got there,” McBane continued.  “There were just too damn many of the things.”
“And we came to help,” Martina finished.  “That’s actually where Hector and Avalyn died.”
“I got one of those big Wizard guys before they did me in,” Hector spoke up.  “Got a ton of XP for it, too, more than enough to offset the death penalty.”
“And Avalyn was pretty amazing,” Meridian added, patting the girl on the shoulder.  “I’m serious, y’all should have seen her.  She was tossing Spells around like they were candy, and she was the homecoming queen on parade.  She was exhausted, but as soon as the mana came in, she flung it right back out again.  Probably killed more of those things than any of us.”
“I don’t know about that,” the young girl actually blushed beneath the praise.  “I just did what I had to do.”  She looked up at Aranos.  “They weren’t getting my friends.”
He nodded his head in understanding.  “What did you get for it?”
“Two Titles, a Perk, and an Advanced Class,” she grinned.  “I got the Stalwart Title like everyone else, but I also got a Title called Implacable that boosts my SP regen and increases my Spell Power when my mana’s below 50%.  The Perk is called Bottomfeeder, which is kind of a gross name.  I got it for constantly draining my SP almost to zero and not letting it regenerate.  Now, when my mana drops below 25%, all my Spells start costing less.”
“And the Class?” he pressed.
She hesitated.  “I—I didn’t pick yet,” she replied.  “I kind of wanted to see what you thought of my choices.”
“Smart girl,” Longfellow laughed.  “Taking advice from the man who faced down another god seems like a wise decision.”
“Arioch wasn’t a god,” Aranos shook his head.  “Not even an avatar.  He was a mortal, and I’m pretty sure we’ll see him again.”
Aranos took a deep breath as they stepped into the cleaner air of Antas.  Stoneleague just stank, and being out of it was nice.  He turned to the others.  “I have some things to do before we can assault Cendarta,” he said. “You guys can do whatever you’d like; I’m going to the Tower of Sorcery to do some work.  Oh, and I’ll be at the Soulforge.” 
He turned to Geltheriel and Rhys.  “Can you go to Eredain?” he asked them.  “Rhys, I want you to let Kylantha know about the urukkai army heading their way.  It’ll probably be several days, since it will want to leave the High Road to avoid my Redeemed Waystation, but it’s coming.  She’ll make sure everyone else knows.”
“Of course, Liberator.”
“And Geltheriel, I want you to get Mathias and Gwinivere.  Tell them I need them and every Traveler in Eredain here tonight for the assault on Cendarta.  Tell them there’s a Quest involved, as well.  They probably won’t need it, but they’ll be happy to get it.”
“At once, Oathbinder.” 
“Thanks.  Oh, and one more favor.  I need your sword.”
The woman hesitated, her face startled.  “My sword?” she repeated.  “Oathbinder, I…”
“I know, you don’t want me messing with it.”  He held up his new, shiny hand.  “Geltheriel, I can restore it.  I can make it how it was, back when your ancestor got it.”
She stared at him before unbuckling the blade and handing it to him.  “I told you that you would, did I not?”
“Yes, you did,” he grinned.
Before he could do anything, he was greeted by Lorsan, who had a few small matters he needed to discuss.  He also took the time to raise the three buildings he’d promised; with his Heartweaving Skill, the Merchant Outpost and Adventurers’ Guild were simple enough to do.  The College Annex, as the building was called, was a bit more complicated since he wanted to combine it with one of the existing Towers of Wizardry.  He couldn’t just repair the original tower with his Skill; he didn’t have a blueprint for it, and there wasn’t enough left of it in the Tree-heart to restore.  However, the College Annex seemed to have a similar functionality, similar enough, at least, that he could extrapolate the Tower’s design using the Annex.  It took a lot more SP than he’d been happy with, but at the end, he had a fully functioning Tower of High Wizardry for the humans as well as the elves. 
No point in starting a rivalry over living space.  I’m sure they’ll develop one on their own soon enough.
Once that was done, he finally descended into the depths of the city with Mutroda on his heels.  “I want to see this Soulforge at work,” she told him as they walked into the darkness of the tunnels.  “I’ve seen a Masterforge, so I want to see how this thing’s different.”
The ancillary forges were all in use as he entered.  Most of them were taken up by dwarves, but Faraine stood at one, using a smaller hammer to fashion what looked like a long, golden chain of exquisite design.  Aranos watched her work for a minute—the woman was very skilled—the went over to the larger Soulforge and ignited it with an effort of will.  He took out Geltheriel’s blade and laid it in the forge, channeling power from the city’s Heart into it.  The starsteel remained untouched by the heat, as he'd expected, but he continued to pull power and pour it into the blade.  The metal began to glow faintly; it slowly brightened to a brilliant, silver-orange glow, and he removed it from the heat and placed it on the anvil, pulling out his warforged steel hammer. 
He lifted the hammer and brought it down, channeling power through his metallic hand into the blade.  The hammer came down with a flash of brilliant, white light, and he heard all work in the forge slow and stop as he lifted the hammer once more.  As he brought it down, he honed his intent.  He wanted the blade to be sharper, faster, stronger.  He wanted it to be easier to move, to fit into Geltheriel’s hand perfectly.  He wanted it to be an extension of the woman herself.  The hammer rose and fell, flashing with brilliant, white flame with every strike, slowly molding the incredibly hard starsteel.
As he worked, though, his thoughts turned away from his labors and to the woman who would be using this sword.  He wanted the blade to be an extension of her; it only made sense that it be filled with a sense of the woman.  He focused on her quiet strength, her confidence, her courage to face everything he did, knowing that she wouldn’t return the way he would if she fell.  He pictured her grace, the dancing style she used in combat.  Even more, he imagined her smile as she teased him, her laughter when her barbs landed.  He recalled her tears after Saphielle’s death, and her joy when he told her he’d found out how the Arcane Doors worked.   Everything he knew of her, his entire sense of her being went into his work.  He barely felt the hammer blows, no longer noticed the flashes of light; his mind was filled with thoughts of the woman who’d stood by him through everything, his first and best friend in this world.
At last, the hammer fell for the last time, and he quenched the blade to cool it off.  When he removed it from the bath, he held it up; the sword shone before him, burning with a deep, inner fire that spilled out into the room and bathed everyone in it.  The blade was slimmer and longer than it had been, the edge keener and the taper at the tip sharper.  It felt wrong in his hands, and he fretted that he’d made a mistake until he examined his work.
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Soulforging Success!  Greater Crafting Success!
You have created:
True Blade of Evenshade
Made by a Grandmaster and reforged in the Soulforge of Antas, this blade is meant for the one, true Champion of House Evenshade.
Type: One-handed weapon (longsword)
Rarity: Mythical
Quality: Mythical
Material: Soulforged Starsteel
Base Damage: 102—121
Effects: Ignores 50% of armor or shielding of less than Legendary rank, Attack +246, Defense +123, Damage +277%, Armor Piercing +123%, all Abilities with this weapon do Celestial damage, attacks against Corrupted or Shadowborn have a +61% chance to stun foes for 5 seconds, Deathblow—on a critical hit against a Shadowborn or Corrupted creature, the sword forces the victim to make an Opposed Check or die instantly: their [Endurance + Class Level] versus the sword’s [Attack bonus].
Activated Ability: Perfect Strike—Once per day, the wielder can unerringly inflict a critical hit that ignores all armor, shielding, resistances, and defenses of less than Mythical power and has a maximum Attack bonus.  This automatically triggers the Deathblow power, as well.
Special: This blade can only be wielded normally by the Champion of House Evenshade.  All others are considered Untrained with the weapon and have all of the sword’s bonuses reduced by half. 
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Soulforging
Utilizing the full powers of a Soulforge requires more than just a crafting Skill.  A crafter that is truly devoted to the forging of an item can invest a part of themselves into its creation, hammering a part of their own soul into the weapon.
Benefits: When using the Soulforge, you can sacrifice 1% of your current XP to increase the effectiveness of the crafted item.  The item’s bonuses are increased by 50%, its rarity and quality are increased by a rank, and it will gain an activated Ability that matches the crafter’s designs for the weapon.  This loss can lower your XP below the minimum for your current level; this does not drop your level but does increase the amount of XP needed for the next level.
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Great Work Completed!
Your House has created the Great Work: True Blade of Evenshade, a Mythical creation!  Crafters around the world marvel at your creation, and legends of this weapon will pass through generations!
Type: Legendary Tier
Base Tier Benefits: House morale +15%.  Reputation with all Houses and noble families +20%.  Reputation with crafting-oriented Houses +50%.
Mid-Tier Benefits: All crafting-related Skills improve 15% faster.  All House crafters gain +10% to quality and rarity of items they craft for your House.
High Tier Benefits: All crafters of your house are considered one rank higher in a single crafting Skill.
Legendary Benefits: All items crafted by your House have a base quality of Fine and rarity of Uncommon, regardless of the Skill level of the crafter.
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Skill Boost: Truesmithing has gained a level!
New Rank: Master 1
Master Ability: You can craft mundane items up to Legendary Quality, using metals up to Mythical rarity.  Crafted items can hold up to six permanent Enchantments without affecting the maximum number of Enchantments.  You can place Ascended Spells in Enchantments if the finished product is at least Legendary ranked
[image: ]
Aranos checked his status; yep, he’d lost 3,500 XP or so crafting that sword.  He looked down at the blade; it was a Mythical item, a Great Work—and a weapon that was finally worthy of the woman who’d be wielding it.
Yeah, totally worth it.
“Is that,” one of the Dwarves rumbled in heavily accented Elvish.  “Is that starsteel?”
“That is not merely starsteel,” Faraine breathed, walking forward to stare at the weapon.  “That is…that is a Mythical creation!  Lord Evenshade, you have created a Mythic item!”
The babble of voices rose in the Soulforge as the dwarves crowded around to see the blade, pressing in toward Aranos insistently.
“Step back, you clods!” Mutroda shouted, shoving the smiths back almost effortlessly.  “You want to die?”
“It’s okay, Mutroda,” Aranos chuckled.  “I wasn’t going to hurt them.”
She snorted.  “I’m not worried about you,” she told him bluntly.  “That thing’s so sharp, if one of them bumped against it, they’d be a pile of dwarf steaks before they could complain about how stupid they are!”  The other dwarves laughed at that, and even Faraine smiled appreciatively.
“Now, let’s make a line,” the Juggernaut instructed.  “Come on, now.  Don’t make me angry; I know how to use a sword like that, after all, and it’s literally two feet from me.  Line up!”
Aranos allowed the dwarves to come look at the blade one at a time.  Each of them examined it critically, as if trying to find a fault with it, but in the end, they all admitted that it was essentially perfect.  Aranos placed it back in its scabbard and stowed it in his pack.
“Nice blade,” Mutroda whispered to him.  “Any chance you can make me something like that?  I’ve got some money, now, so I could pay you for it.”
“Like that?  Probably not,” he admitted.  “I can make you a better halberd if you’d like, though, and maybe some better armor.”
“That’ll do,” she nodded.  “Nothing wrong with what you gave me before, but I’m getting close to my Evolved Class, and I think I’m going to need better to get through this war we’re fighting.”
“No problem.  I’ll do it in trade; I’ll make it for you, and in return, you give me back what I made you before so I can recycle it.”
“Deal.”
He returned to the Soulforge and spent a couple more hours forging a starsteel halberd and armor for the dwarf.  He didn’t add any more of his XP, but he did draw energy from the Tree-heart, bumping the items up to Legendary rarity and Artifact quality.  When he finished, she stared at the completed items in awe.
“These are amazing, Sorcerer,” she said admiringly.  “I—I seriously don’t think I can take these!”
“You’re part of my Skollheld, now, Mutroda,” he said firmly.  “If you won’t take them to keep, then consider it borrowing them from the Skollheld to use for our mutual defense.”
“That—I can do that,” she nodded.  “I’ll return them when the war is over.”
“Deal,” he smiled at her.
He hadn’t been able to truly Enchant any of the starsteel items he’d made, as it simply wasn’t possible to etch runes in them.  At least, it wasn’t until Faraine gave him an idea. 
“It is possible, Lord Evenshade, to use valuable metals such as gold and platinum to Enchant a blade such as this,” she pointed out.  “This is one reason why so many great blades have ornate hilts and great pommel stones; these are where the Enchantments are stored.  I see no reason why you cannot do the same with this.”
He’d never even considered using a decorative metal to add an Enchantment to an item that was too hard to etch, but her idea made perfect sense.  Instead of gold, though, he used a tracery of truesilver, winding it around the hilt and wrapping it around the pommel.  He inscribed the truesilver with additional runes that boosted the wielder’s Strength and Agility and amplified the damage done by Abilities used with the sword.  He had to pump his Charisma into his Perception and Dexterity to be able to successfully scratch the tiny runes he needed into the thin bands of metal, but when he was done, the sword was even more powerful.  The same technique worked on Mutroda’s armor and halberd, as well, and he was gratified to see that learning it had boosted his High Enchantment Skill two more levels to Expert 9. 
When he finished at the Soulforge, he went to the Tower of Grand Sorcery, where he found Avalyn quietly meditating.  He sat down beside her and closed his eyes, linking to her with a tendril of mind mana.  He followed that tendril down into her thoughts and blinked as he found himself standing in the simple room that was her mindscape.  She jumped as he materialized and he realized that he probably should have announced his coming, first.
I’ll do that next time.
“You’ve done some work on this place,” he told her, looking around the room.  It was larger than it had been and more elaborately decorated.  Instead of just a bed, it now had chairs, a bookshelf for her Skill books, and several posters on the wall that showed images of current celebrities.
“Um, yeah,” she nodded.  “You told me that the Skill would go up if I made it bigger, and you were right.  I’ve gone up four ranks in Instinctive Meditation already.”
“Glad to hear it.”  He sat down in one of the chairs.  “You had some questions about your Advanced Class choices, right?”
“Yeah,” she nodded, taking a chair opposite him almost hesitantly.  “So, I got a few options, but most of them don’t really interest me, like ‘Arcane Weaver’.”
“What are the ones that most interest you?” he asked.
“Well, I’ve kind of narrowed it down to two choices.  I think I know which one I like, but I wanted to run it by you and get your opinion.”
“That’s why I’m here,” he smiled.
“Okay, well, the first one is High Sorcerer.  It’s basically the same thing as Sorcerer, just better.  I get bonuses to spellcasting, Spell creation, and casting Speed.  It’s like a juiced-up Sorcerer, I guess.”
“Yeah, I was offered that one, too.  I think that’s the standard progression for all Sorcerers, to be honest: Sorcerer to High Sorcerer.”
“Yeah, I figured.”  Her eyes went distant, and he knew she was pulling up her notifications.  “The second one is called Blood Sorcerer, and I think I got it because of the new Perks and Titles.”
“Blood Sorcerer?” he echoed.  “That sounds ominous.”
She laughed.  “That’s what I thought, too.  Usually, a ‘blood’ anything is bad, right?  But it doesn’t look like this is.  It doesn’t give me the normal bonuses to spellcasting and all that stuff, at least not as part of leveling up.  What it does do is let me sacrifice my Endurance for power boosts or extra mana.”
Aranos frowned.  “That sounds pretty dangerous,” he observed.
She nodded.  “Yeah, it scares me a little.  The idea of giving up my health makes me kind of nervous.”  She grimaced.  “As you can probably imagine. 
“But the boosts—I think they’ll be really big, Aranos.  From what it looks like, every point of Endurance I give up lets me add a 100% bonus to Spell Power, 50% to Spell creation or casting speed, or five hundred SP.  Five hundred!  That doubles my mana pool, right there!”
“What’s your Endurance at?” he asked curiously.
“Thirty-two, although it would go up quickly, since the Class gives a +2 Endurance bonus per level instead of Charisma, and Endurance becomes one of my Strong Stats.  I know I’d have to really commit to training it, but I could do that.”
Aranos looked at her silently for a few moments.  “What do you think?” he asked quietly.
She hesitated.  “I think—I think that High Sorcerer is safer, but Blood Sorcerer…it’s more me, I guess.”
“More you?”
She nodded.  “When I was in that battle, emptying my mana over and over again and pushing through the Mana Drain debuffs, it felt…right.”  She blinked rapidly.  “In the real world, I—I just don’t care about my body.  It’s broken, and it doesn’t mean anything to me.  Here, turning it into power so that I can fight for people like Aerlin or Bryce feels like the right thing to do.  It’s just my body, after all, and I don’t really care what happens to it.”
He nodded.  “It sounds like you know what you want, but you’re nervous about making the choice.”
“Yeah.  I mean, I think it’ll make me a lot stronger, but it’ll also kind of commit me to a specific type of character.  I’ll be a lot more powerful in small, short battles, but I’ll have to be really careful in longer, bigger ones.  It almost limits me, in a way.”
“I had to do the same thing when I picked my Advanced Class.  I chose one called Sorcerer Ascendant that mainly focused on my Spell creation and Ascended Spells.  I gave up the Spell power and casting speed bonuses to make my Ascended Spells stronger and to make creating new Spells easier.” 
“Do you ever regret it?”
“Not in the slightest.  As you said, it’s more me.  Go big or go home, right?”
She laughed.  “That is pretty you.”  She sighed.  “Okay, Blood Sorcerer it is.  I knew that I wanted it, but…”  She looked at him very seriously.  “It’s good to know that someone else thinks it’s a good choice, too.”
“I do,” he said as he rose to his feet.  “I’m going to head up to the top level to train if you need me.”
“Thanks,” she smiled in return.  “I’m going to keep working on my Spells if that’s okay.  I figured out lava mana, but I want to see what combining the other types will make.”
“Have fun with it.”
He left her mind and went up to the top of the tower, sitting down at the Headmaster’s desk and closing his eyes.  He sank down into his mindscape and then went below it, into the deeper river of his mana.  He pulled up his vision of the Spell he’d been constructing; it was a vast thing that would take a ton of power, probably requiring him to draw on the Hearts of all four of the cities he ruled, but it was the only way he could see his forces having a reasonable chance to take Cendarta.
He pulled up the vision and replayed it from the beginning.  Originally, he’d wanted to cast the Spell remotely, but that simply wasn’t going to work.  It already needed a ridiculous amount of XP; casting it through a scrying window would magnify that cost by a factor of 100.  He saw himself floating in the air, looking at the far distant city.  Mana flowed from his hands in massive waves, boosted by the power of his twin Domains and the energies of the city Hearts.  First, the mana gathered over the city, forming a vast cloud of power that blanketed the entire citadel.  Then, the initial part of the Spell struck.
Bolts of silver and golden fire streaked down at the city, slamming into the barrier protecting it from damage.  He could smell the ozone of it, taste it in the air.  He heard the crackle of the fire and felt the concussion of the blasts pushing against his face.  Again and again the bolts blasted down, until finally, the shield shuddered and failed, shattering to pieces beneath the assault.  He could imagine the cries of the urukkai as their protection failed, see them fleeing for shelter—but there was no hiding from the next part of his Spell.
Dark gray mists poured out of the cloud, sinking down into the city and flooding it with a modification of his Deadly Vapors.  The Spell didn’t sap the monsters’ LP; it ate at their Stats, draining them slowly but steadily, a couple of points a minute but no more.  The cloud rose until it filled the walls and poured into open windows; no one in the city would be safe from its deadly touch.  This part of the Spell was dangerous; it used necrotic mana, and if his Mana Control hadn’t been Master-ranked, casting it would have shredded his Wisdom Stat.  He didn’t have a choice, though; any ohtruks in the city would have been able to absorb death mana, so his Spell would have empowered the very creatures he was trying to defeat.  Plus, he already had a Spell to counter necrotic mana if he wanted to enter a city while the Spell was ongoing.
The third part of the Spell activated, and the remainder of the cloud sank into the city.  This was the part he needed to finish; it was a complex construction of magic that had several moving parts, any of which could fail if he wasn’t careful.  First, the Spell sent out a pulse of mind mana, searching for the dark, bestial thoughts of the urukkai and locking onto them.  Once the creatures were targeted, the Spell invaded their thoughts, plunging into their minds and filling them with anger and fear.  Eventually, every creature they saw would look like an enemy, and they would be overcome with an urge to hide or destroy, depending on their natures.  Finally, he wrapped each creature in a shroud of mind mana that would keep them from being controlled and commanded by the powerful ohtruks—at least, he hoped.
The Spell was complex, multilayered, and powerful.  He’d originally just wanted to flood the city with a Spatial Web that would freeze or burn every creature in it, but in his visions, that left the city in crumbled ruins.  Even a simple Gravity Web of that power would destroy buildings and crush walls; he’d have Cendarta, but he’d have to totally rebuild it.  He faced the same problem if he just bombarded the city with fire or bathed it in radiation; it would ruin the city, and it took an ungodly amount of mana, enough that he’d have to spend at least three days casting it. 
He’d tried combining his mental targeting effect and something like a blast of thermal mana, but the two simply wouldn’t work together.  Mind mana could only interact very weakly with most other mana types, so it wouldn’t trigger a non-mental effect.  At least, not unless he used an enormous amount of mind mana, and then he had the issue of casting the Spell over three days again.  This had been the best compromise of effectiveness and efficiency he’d found.  The fires of War and Redemption were the fastest, least expensive way to get through a shield; on the Corrupted ground of Cendarta, necrotic mana was more effective than radiation mana, as it targeted the specific Stats of End and Wis rather than randomly lowering multiple stats the way radiation did.  And once the inhabitants were weakened, setting them against one another cost far less SP than trying to kill or bind them outright. 
He plunged into the vision, drawing on his Domains to fuel the Spell even more rapidly than his SP could power it.  He shifted the entirety of his Charisma into Wisdom, boosting his SP regen to over 1,000 and allowing him to pour mana into the Spell at a horrendous rate.  His mana channels burned, and his head pounded from the power surging into the Spell, but he kept at it doggedly.  He replayed the vision over and over, his thoughts flitting around the spellform and constantly adjusting it, removing inefficiencies and smoothing out minor flaws in the pattern.  This Spell was going to take enough mana as it was; there was no need to make it require even more through carelessness.
How long he sat there, flooding his mind with power, he didn’t know; he was lost in the image of his Spell and time had no real meaning for him.  Finally, the energy coursing through the Spell reached its peak, and he felt it at last shiver into being in his mind.  He hurriedly pulled up the blinking notification and read it through carefully.
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Enhanced Spell Created: City Purge^
Rank: Novice 1
Weaken the inhabitants of a city and turn them against one another.
Effects: When you cast this terrible Spell, you target a city or similar large settlement.  If the settlement is totally hidden or underground, the Spell will have no effect.  If the city is aboveground and visible, however, it will suffer from three effects:
	Blasts of War and Redemption-enhanced fire will strike the city’s shield or barrier, inflicting 200—300 damage per strike and striking once every 5—10 seconds.  This will continue until the barrier falls or the Spell duration elapses.  If the city does not have a shield or barrier, the Spell will strike once, hitting a random place in the city, then this part of the Spell will end.


	A cloud of necrotic mana fills the city, covering an area up to two miles in diameter and 100’ in height.  Living creatures caught in this cloud must make an Opposed Check: [The higher of their Wis or End + their Class level] versus your [Int + Mana Mastery + Spell level].  Failure means they take 1—3 points of damage from the higher of their Wis or End (not counting necrotic damage they have already suffered).  They must repeat this Check every minute, using their current Wis or End, until the Spell duration ends, whether or not any previous Check fails or succeeds.  This Spell will not reduce a creature below 1 End or Wis.


	Any sapient creature in the city must make an Opposed Check: their [Wis + Class level] versus your [Int + Mana Mastery + Spell level].  Failure means they view every creature they see as one reputation category lower.  They must repeat this Check every three minutes regardless of the outcome of previous Checks.  Affected targets will attack any creature that they perceive as Hated or lower reputation if they can reasonably expect to defeat that enemy in combat, or flee and hide if they cannot.





Enhanced: All Opposed Checks against this Spell suffer a -20 penalty. 
Cost: 518,175 SP (Not reduced by normal SP reduction effects)
Duration: 1 hour
The purge begins…
+150 XP
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Aranos blinked.  Five hundred thousand SP?  He’d have to drain a large chunk from each of his Hearts to cast that!  If he simply channeled the Spell with his Wis fully boosted by his Cha, it would take him about an hour to cast; he doubted the city would give him the time to do that.  He sighed.  It was a risk, but if it paid off, once the Spell was cast, he could use his SP to restore his Hearts. 
He rose from the desk and headed downstairs.  He had a raid force to gather and a city to purge.  The battle for Cendarta was about to begin.




Chapter 45

“That is quite the fortification, my Lord,” Mathias spoke from Aranos’ side as they stared at the distant city of Cendarta, squinting as the city was backlit by the rising sun.  “Are you certain we are prepared for this?  This seems like a task for an entire army, not a raid group.”
Aranos shook his head.  “Even if we had a big enough army—which we don’t—we’d be looking at a siege that could last for weeks or months, Mathias.  We don’t have that kind of time.  We need to hit the city hard and fast, before they can get their defenses up.”
“That’s a great idea, but how are we supposed to get into the city?” Gwinivere asked.  “And do you really think that a hundred players can take the whole thing, even if we do get through the gates?”
“Yes, we can,” Aranos smiled.  “For one thing, a large chunk of the city’s gone; they’ve finally sent an army to march on Eredain, so the city’s short thousands of defenders.” 
“That still leaves, what, twenty thousand urukkai in the city?” Martina asked dubiously.  “Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure you’ve got a plan, but—it kind of feels like it needs to be a hell of a good one.”  She glanced behind them, where a bit over a hundred players were gathered, all staring suspiciously at the citadel.  “If we all just wipe, you’re going to have trouble getting anyone to hit this place again, you know.”
Gathering this many players together hadn’t been easy.  Aranos had basically emptied Eredain, Antas, and Stoneleague of Travelers by offering them a regional Quest to conquer Cendarta.  It took all night for them to get organized and gather in Antas, using his portal system to travel pretty much instantly.  They’d all arrived right around dawn; from there, he’d opened a Spell portal that landed them in the Blightlands an hour or so from the citadel, spending a hefty chunk of his mana in the process.  Everyone had been excited until the rising sun outlined the mighty fortress.  They’d gotten a lot quieter afterwards.
“Yeah, I’m planning to take care of that right now,” he assured her.  He looked around at the people gathered near him.  His own party was there, of course, and he knew Martina, Mathias, and Gwinivere.  The rest of the players were team leaders, the heads of their parties.  Aranos had placed them all under his command, making each party a squad and linking them into a cohesive whole—of sorts.  These were players, after all, so there was only so much cohesion he could expect.
“I’m about to cast a Spell that will help us get into the city and survive while we’re there,” he told them.  “It’s a big Spell; it’s probably the biggest I’ve ever cast, to be honest.  If it works, we should have a much easier time in the city.  If it doesn’t, though—well, you’ll know, because of the explosion.”
“Explosion?” one of the party leaders repeated.  The human woman was dressed in fancy robes that probably marked her as a caster Class.  “I’ve never heard of a failed Spell exploding.  Can that even happen?”
“Normally, no,” he assured her.  “In this case, though, I’m going to be channeling half a million SP into one Spell.  That’s a lot of power in one place.  If it goes wrong…”  Aranos opened his hands to simulate an explosion.  “Big boom.”
“Half a million SP?” the woman gasped.  “Holy shit…what kind of mana pool do you have?”
“Not that big of one,” he laughed.  “Don’t worry, I’ve got a way to draw in the energy I need.”
“So, wait, we could all get wiped just from you screwing up your Spell?” someone else protested.
“If I was going to cast it right here—probably, yeah.  That’s why I’m going to be casting it from way, up there in the air.”  He pointed overhead.  “If it goes wrong, only I respawn.”
“And if that happens?” the robed woman asked.
“I can portal back here a few minutes after I respawn,” he shrugged.  “I’ll try again then.  Basically, until I cast this Spell, we don’t stand a chance of taking that place with anything less than an army.”
Someone else raised their voice to speak, but Mathias overrode them, his words carrying loudly over the other players.  “Have any of you conquered a city?” he barked at the players, who fell silent.  “Have you, by chance, taken rulership of not one but four?”  No one spoke.  “I thought not.  Then perhaps you would do well to remain silent and listen to the one who has done this before.”
“He’s right,” Martina called out.  “I was with Aranos at Antas.  If he says we can do this, then we can do this.  The more we argue, the longer it’s all going to take.”  Silence reigned over the area, and Aranos sighed with relief.  Convincing players to work together was harder than herding cats, sometimes.
“Thanks guys,” he told the pair.  “I appreciate the support.”
“I’d ask if you know what you’re doing,” Martina grinned at him, “but I know that the answer is yes, you do, and no, you don’t, all at the same time.”
“Pretty much,” he agreed, casting his Massless Flight Spell.  “Might as well get started; there’s no time like the present, right?”
He flashed up into the air, rising high above the massed players.  He could see the dark towers of the citadel gleaming in the sunlight.  Black dots swarmed above it, the pouka cavalry that scouted around the city, he guessed.  Other figures moved on the plains around it, most likely urukkai patrols, but none of them were near him.  From this height, he had a better view of the city and surrounding areas.  Cendarta was placed atop a large hill and nestled beneath the southwestern edge of the North Horned Mountains.  The city had been built beside a huge lake, one whose black waters rippled softly in the morning light; that was likely the main source of fresh water and food for the urukkai, Aranos reasoned, although he supposed it was possible they had farms and the like somewhere nearby. 
He turned his thoughts to his Spell and reached into himself, gathering mana and funneling it into the construct, carefully guiding the energy through the Skin of the Star to add the Celestial aspect to the Spell.  He didn’t know if it would make a difference, but it probably couldn’t hurt.  If nothing else, the Celestial energy would help the Spell pierce Cendarta’s barrier faster.   At least, so he hoped.
His SP drained rapidly, sinking below 50%, down to 25%, and finally to 10%.  At that point, he released his mana and plunged his thoughts into the wells of power that represented the four city Hearts he’d Bonded.  He pulled power from them and began to channel it into the Spell.  Haerobel’s Heart dropped to 1,000 energy quickly, and he released his grip on it at that point.  Antas was next, and soon he was drawing power only from Eredain and Stoneleague.  While both cities had deep wells of energy, they also had significant draws on those reserves.  He realized that if he hadn’t claimed Stoneleague, he’d have had to drain the other three Hearts completely in order to cast this Spell. 
I have a feeling the AIs set this up to be an option for me if I claimed the Hearts.  I wonder what my choices would have been if I didn’t…
He forced those thoughts aside; he needed to concentrate on this Spell.  The air around him started to hum as power saturated it.  Sparks of energy danced around him, and his hair rose to stand on end as the atmosphere about him was ionized by the building Spell.  The humming took on an alarming crackle and rose in volume as power wrapped around him.  He ignored the display and kept adding mana to the Spell.  Either it would work, or it wouldn’t; if it didn’t, he’d have to try and cast it more slowly next time.
A klaxon suddenly rang out from the city, and Aranos watched as the dots floating about it stopped wheeling endlessly and turned to race toward him.  At the same time, dozens of the black dots on the ground halted their patrols and began to move swiftly in his direction.  He’d been spotted; either the display of the gathered mana had attracted attention, or the sheer amount of power he was forging had set off an alarm of some kind.  It didn’t matter; he’d have to trust the players to deal with the urukkai.  If he tried to stop casting now, the Spell backlash would likely kill him.
Power continued to flow as the Hearts of Eredain and Stoneleague sunk far below what he would have considered safe margins.  He added a bit more of the SP he’d regenerated while casting, but it was a drop in an ocean of mana; the Hearts would have to provide.  He began to worry that he’d miscalculated and that the power draw would be too great, but finally, the Spell around him shuddered and snapped into being, racing toward the distant city.
He watched as the Spell began to form over the fortress.  The air around Cendarta thickened as magic gathered, and the first dark clouds swirled into being.  The clouds grew larger and denser as power flooded them, and after several moments, the citadel was blanketed in a thick, gray overcast that blocked out the sun but still glowed from within with a steady, golden gleam of Celestial energy.  It’s working!
His jubilation was cut short as a rain of crossbow bolts clattered against his Arcane Armor, and he turned his attention to the thirty or so pouka riders winging toward him.  He glanced at his SP bar; it was up to about 12%, not really high enough for a prolonged magical battle—or any kind of high-level fight, to be honest.  Fortunately, pouka riders weren’t generally very powerful or magically inclined.  He quickly hurled a Spatial Web at the incoming attackers, and more than half the monsters froze in midair as the Spell wrapped around them.  A moment later, smoke rose from the raven-like poukas as their feathers began to smolder.  Within seconds, the birds and their riders burst into flames as thermal mana roasted them alive.
Aranos ignored the trapped creatures; rather than engaging the rest, he plummeted toward the ground.  There was no need for him to fight the poukas.  They weren’t worth any real XP for him, and there was a raid group below that was hungry for battle and experience.  Plus, he wanted to see how effective his Spell would truly be against the citadel’s defenses.  He sped down toward the players below as arrows and blasts of magic started to arc past him toward the flying cavalry.
He touched down back where he’d started, ignoring the skirmish rising around him.  “There are more of them on foot headed this way,” he told the surrounding party leaders.  “Nothing we can’t handle easily, but we need to start moving.”
“That was your big Spell?” one of the players scoffed.  “You cast a thunderstorm?  I think the city can survive some rain…”  The man fell silent as the first arc of brilliant, golden fire erupted from the clouds over Cendarta and streaked toward the city below.  The fire slammed into a suddenly visible dome shielding the city and froze for a moment, snapping and popping so loudly it was audible even at this distance.
“Not exactly,” Aranos said with a laugh.  “As I was saying, we should start moving.  That Spell lasts for an hour, and I’d like to get there as close to when it ends as possible.”  As he finished speaking, a silver bolt of lightning crashed into the shield, and thunder rumbled across Blightlands.  The leaders stared at the display in stunned silence.
“Okay, people, let’s move!” Gwinivere’s voice shattered the moment.  “Everyone, back to your parties.  Pay attention to your chat and listen to your orders.  And, for God’s sake, don’t argue in the middle of battle!  If you’re told to do something, just do it!”  The party leaders grumbled but turned away, heading back to their parties. 
Gwinivere turned to grin at Mathias.  “Just like old times, eh, Matty?”
Mathias laughed and looked at Aranos.  “Gwin usually runs our raid groups,” he explained, dropping out of character for a moment.  “She gets like this when the BBEG is in sight.”
“BBEG?” Geltheriel asked.  “I am unfamiliar with such a creature.”
“The Big, Bad, End Guy,” Martina supplied.  “It’s a term we Travelers use when we’re talking about a city or raid boss—an opponent that can only be beaten by a bunch of us, working together.”
“Ah,” the elf nodded.  “A useful term, then.  It is much easier to say than ‘evil master of Cendarta’.” 
“Exactly,” Martina grinned.  “We’ll make a Traveler out of you, yet, Geltheriel.”
“While the immortality would be welcome, I would prefer to remain as I am,” the Shade laughed.  “The lives of Travelers seem far too complicated for me.  I need little more than a sword in my hand and something for which to fight.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “And speaking of swords, Oathbinder, I would like mine back before the battle, if you do not mind.”
“Oh, yeah, totally forgot,” the Sorcerer laughed, reaching into his pack and pulling out the woman’s sword and scabbard.  “Here you go.”
Geltheriel took the scabbard almost hesitantly and gave him a look that was faintly pleading.  “Is it—were you able to restore it, Oathbinder?” she asked.  “I know that it was much to ask, but that blade has been a part of my family for so long…”
“Go ahead and draw it and see,” he instructed.
She carefully pulled an inch of the sword free of the scabbard.  The moment the metal cleared its leather case, it began to blaze with a brilliant, white fire that was almost painful to look at.  The woman gasped, then drew the blade fully from its sheath.  Light exploded from the blade, washing over the battlefield, while a sheath of flame shot down Geltheriel’s arm and washed over her body, seeming to sink into her flesh. 
“Didn’t do that last time,” Mutroda observed, rubbing her eyes and blinking. 
“That’s because she wasn’t holding it,” Aranos said with satisfaction as he felt the power radiating from the sword.  “It wasn’t meant for anyone else to use.”
“The True Blade of Evenshade,” Geltheriel whispered, holding the sword before her and staring at it in awe.  “Oathbinder, this sword—it is a Mythical creation!”
“Mythical?” Mathias echoed, looking at the sword with a stunned expression.   “Aranos, did you make that?”
“I remade it,” the Sorcerer corrected.  “From what you said, Geltheriel, it was made for a champion of House Meluiben during the Feast for facing a Nightmare Beast and saving a Skollheld.  Well, you’ve faced a Nightmare Beast, helped save not one but four cities, and stood beside me against the Darkness more times than I can count.  The blade wasn’t good enough for you the way it was, so I remade it into something worthy of you.”
“Oathbinder…Aranos,” the woman whispered.  “I have no words—the Champion of Evenshade?”
“Who else could it possibly be?” he laughed. 
She didn’t reply.  She simply slid the blade back into its scabbard, dousing the light pouring from it, and took two quick steps to him.  Her arms slid around him, and she buried her face in his shoulder, her body shaking with sobs. 
“I am yours, Aranos,” she whispered into the sudden silence.  “To the Pit and back, whatever we face, I am yours, forever.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he murmured, hugging her back and resting his cheek against her head.
“I’m not crying, you’re crying,” Gwinivere sniffed.  Aranos glanced up at her and saw her wiping her eyes.  “What?  That was amazing.  You made that just for her, and then she said…”  The woman took a deep breath and smacked Mathias in the arm.  “Why don’t you ever do things like that for me?”
The Lancer looked startled, but he caught the grin on her face and chuckled.  The solemnity of the moment shattered, and Aranos felt Geltheriel’s sobs turn into helpless laughter.  The mirth spread until the tension was gone.
“Well, as touching as that was,” Martina said with a smile, “we’ve all got work to do.”  She waved to Aranos.  “We’ll see you in the city, right?”
“Yep.  It’ll be our three groups hitting the palace first.  Don’t be late, or we might leave you.”
“I wouldn’t miss it!” she called back as she walked away. 
The raid group moved steadily toward the distant city.  Urukkai patrols rushed out to intercept them, but the players cut them down without difficulty.  Only around half of the Travelers had their Advanced Classes, but against simple uruks and dabruks, that didn’t really matter.  Of course, by the end of this raid, I’ll bet a lot more of the players have one.  One way or another, we’re going to be killing a LOT of urukkai today.
Aranos ignored the battle for the most part, relying on his Battlesense to keep him apprised of anything important.  His focus was on his Spell and its effect on Cendarta.  The arcs of gold and silver lightning continued to crash into the shield for almost fifteen minutes before the transparent dome finally shattered, allowing the next blast of power to smash down into the city with a roar.  Aranos watched as the struck tower crumbled, slowly toppling out of sight as the silver fire of War obliterated it.  That was an unfortunate flaw in the Spell; it had to strike one time into the city to discover that the shield was gone.  It was something that he could fix, but he hadn’t bothered.  After all, he didn’t really care if a tower full of urukkai fell on another bunch of urukkai. 
Of course, if I want to use this Spell on Northmoor, where I don’t want to kill the people inside, that’s a different story.  I’ll have to modify it before then.
Once the protective dome was gone, clouds of grey vapor swirling with golden energy poured from the clouds overhead and sank down into the city.  Aranos couldn’t see what was happening in Cendarta, but if everything was going as it should, the uruks, dabruks, and ogrins inside were taking about two points of End damage every minute, while the ohtruks and kerruks were suffering a similar amount of Wis damage.  That would last for about forty-five minutes, and it was somewhat variable, meaning that those within might take anywhere from forty to 140 points of damage realistically.  The Spell wouldn’t kill anyone outright—he’d made it that way because it saved him a ton of SP to add such a limitation—but by the time the raid arrived, most of the creatures would be near death and practically helpless. 
The gates of the city boomed open, allowing billows of gold and gray mana to pour forth.  A moment later, a large force of amarok riders raced out of the city, heading for the group of travelers.  Aranos sent out the signal to brace for a cavalry charge, and the Travelers quickly formed a shield wall.  Arrows and Spells arched over the shield wall, carving into the advancing horde.  Nevertheless, five hundred amaroks bore down relentlessly on a shield wall of twenty or so Travelers. 
The cavalry struck the wall with a loud crash.  The riders were armed with barbed spears, and their initial charge punched through the wall in more than one location.   Wolves and uruks snapped and struck wildly at players, trying to rip the wall apart and get to the softer spellcasters and archers in back.  Had the players not been ready for the attack, it might just have worked.  The cavalry’s superior numbers and mass could have been enough to tear open the wall and savage the ranged attackers behind.
Instead of collapsing, though, the shield wall flowed backward to accept the force of the charge.  Players with long weapons thrust forward as they fell back, blunting the momentum of the assault.  The amaroks pushed forward a few feet before starting to stumble and fall as arrows, crossbow bolts, and Spells tore into their ranks.  Wolves stumbled over the bodies of their comrades, and the charge stalled as the players stopped moving backward.  More creatures tried to swing out to the sides to circumvent the shield wall, but they, too, stumbled and fell as webs of air, lines of force, and walls of flame and ice erupted in their path.  The stationary targets were impossible to miss, and the player archers poured a deadly rain upon the monsters.
Aranos simply watched with Spells readied but not cast.  He’d used most of his SP again to boost the players, and while he still had ten thousand mana or so to play with, he was holding it for when it was truly needed.  The players were taking damage, but their healers were keeping up with it, and the shield wall wasn’t in danger of collapsing.  The amarok riders began to fall back, then started a full retreat as they raced for the distant city gate.  They wouldn’t make it; the steel gates rolled slowly but inexorably shut, and the drawbridge crossing the ditch surrounding the walls rose ponderously, cutting off their retreat.  The riders wheeled and returned to attack the players desperately, but their fate was sealed.  They ground themselves against the shield wall and were slaughtered to the last creature.
Crossbow bolts began to sheet from the city walls, but they were less numerous than Aranos might have expected, and with every passing minute, fewer of them fell.  He didn’t know if that was due to the mind-affecting part of his Spell driving the urukkai to attack or flee from each other or the necrotic part of his Spell weakening the monsters so that they couldn’t attack effectively, but he assumed he’d find out soon enough. 
As the group drew closer to the walls, sounds began to echo from the city.  Screams and shouts of pain mingled with roars and battle cries.  The scent of blood and death filled Aranos’ nostrils, and he knew that his Spell was working.  Finally, the players stood before the sealed drawbridge and gate, separated from the city by a deep moat of black water. 
“My Lord, we are at the gates.  How will we now gain entry?” Mathias asked, wiping a smear of uruk blood from his forehead. 
“Let’s wait for my Spell to end, first,” Aranos cautioned.  “Then, I’ll open the gates.  Right now, it’s almost as dangerous for us in there as it is for them.”
“It won’t be easy, Sorcerer,” Mutroda pointed out.  “Those are dwarven make, no doubt about it.  They’re coated in deepsteel and probably Enchanted to resist damage.  It’ll take a lot of magic to knock them down.”
Aranos examined the gates critically with his High Mastery Ability.  The woman was right; he recognized the strength of the construction.  The gates were thick and heavy, probably truesilver coated with deepsteel, and they were set expertly into the stone of the gatehouse.  The walls themselves were at least forty feet thick, and he could feel a second set of gates at the back of the tunnel piercing the wall.  Even if someone got through the first gate, they’d be trapped in the tunnel, where they would likely get all kinds of nasty things shot at or dumped on them.  Huge towers rose above the gate on each side, and the walls beyond were crenellated and pierced with archer loops. 
“Probably,” he nodded.  “I’m pretty sure I can get them open, though.  If not, we’ll just go over the walls, instead.  I can definitely do that.”
His Spell began to die after a few minutes; the storms of mana thinned overhead and finally faded away.  As the magic unraveled, the sounds of battle inside the city slowly died away, until only faint moans and distant screams could be heard.
“Okay, now we bring down the gates,” he said, more confidently than he felt.  He pulled up strands of mana, weaving earth, void, and air into a complex pattern.  The silver fire of war rose from his chest and flooded the construct, and he raised his hands toward the gates as a blast of flaming, silvery dust exploded from his palms and streaked toward the wall.  He felt the fire burning through him, dropping his SP to practically zero as his Haboob of War Spell roared forth.  A massive wall of fiery dust rose before the players, engulfing the gate and the wall for fifty feet on each side.
The huge dust storm utterly blocked their view of the wall, but screams rose along it as urukkai who’d survived his Purge were now scoured by the Haboob.  Stone cracked and metal groaned within the cloud, and he heard the roar of rock crumbling beneath the power of his Spell.  The screams died out as long minutes passed, but Aranos held the Spell at the wall.  He wanted to be sure that the city’s defenses were destroyed, and this was the best way to do that.  The storm raged for three minutes before finally dispersing, settling into a thick layer of dust that floated atop the water in the moat and drifted through the air, visible in the early morning light.
“Holy shit,” Mathias muttered.
“Indeed,” Geltheriel agreed with a grin, gazing upon the remains of the city’s defense.  “Oathbinder, once more, you may have overdone things.”
Aranos simply stared at where the gate of Cendarta had once stood.  Beyond the area of his Spell, the huge walls still stood, but where the Haboob had been, the fortifications had simply—vanished.  It almost looked like something had taken a bite out of them, leaving a smooth, flat area devoid of any sort of structure.  The towers were gone, and the Enchanted deepsteel gates were no more. 
She’s right.  I might have overdone it a bit.
Beyond the ruins of the wall, an open square stood, filled with urukkai—or, he realized, with some living urukkai and lots of the creatures’ corpses.  A few dozen ogrins still stood, along with even larger, fat, blue-skinned monsters that his Inspection Skill told him were called farruks.  A handful of pink-skinned kerruks wandered around, looked slightly stunned, while a single ohtruk was on its hands and knees in the center of the mess, apparently struggling to rise to its feet.
“Open fire!” Mathias shouted, and instantly, a storm of arrows and Spells tore into the still-living creatures.  The urukkai roared and lumbered forward, but the effect of Aranos’ Spell was clear.  The larger ogrins and farruks had their Endurance Stat shredded and were probably down to less than 50 LP, while the kerruks and ohtruk were likely close to a one in their Wisdom Stat and had lost their spellcasting abilities.  The rain of projectiles tore through the monsters with ease, and in a few moments, the square was filled with nothing but corpses.
“What happened?” Gwinivere asked, staring at the bodies.  “It looks like they killed each other before we even got here!”
“Pretty much,” he nodded.  “Basically, my Spell went through the city and drained every creature’s Endurance or Wisdom by around a hundred points, then made them all turn on each other.  I doubt there are very many uruks and dabruks left alive right now, and the ogrins we see will probably be badly weakened.”
“How long will that last?” Mathias asked quietly. 
“Until it’s magically healed.  Necrotic damage doesn’t repair itself normally.”
The Lancer whistled.  “That is a ridiculously powerful Spell, Aranos.”
“Yeah.  Thus, the half-a-mil SP cost.  I couldn’t cast it again right now if I wanted to.”  He shook his head.  “Okay, we need to get into the city and head for the main keep in the center.  This place was built for defense; I’ll bet anything that the city’s Heart is there.”
“The Heart?” Gwinivere asked.
“It’s the key to the city.  Take the Heart, and you control the city.  If I Redeem it, the whole city’s Redeemed, and the urukkai left here will be even weaker.”  He grinned at the woman.  “We reach the Heart, we win.  It’s that simple.”
“The Heart it is,” she nodded.  “Let’s do this!”
It took five minutes or so for the players to cross the moat, using Spells and Abilities to string ropes across and create makeshift bridges.  Once Aranos’ SP regenerated sufficiently, he helped that process by forging a metal walkway three feet across that spanned the gap; he didn’t have enough SP free to do much more than that.  The players rushed across and moved into the city, heading toward the central keep. 
Aranos could tell immediately that this city was built purely for defensive purposes.  The buildings lining the street formed a stone corridor, and archers atop the buildings could rain arrows down on any attackers.  Taller towers at regular intervals would function as watchtowers and provide places for spellcasters to rain magic upon invaders.  The street twisted and turned, shortening lines of sight so that an advancing force could never see what was waiting ahead for it. 
If we’d tried to take this with an army, we’d have been slaughtered, he realized as they came upon the first interior gatehouse.  The gates were set into a wall that was smaller than the city wall but still a formidable barrier; if the defenders lost the outer city, they could just retreat to the inner city and regroup, holding an even smaller perimeter against attack.  While the structure fell quickly to his Dust Storm Spell, revealing a hidden ohtruk and a dozen kerruks that were quickly butchered, if he’d been facing the full might of the city, he didn’t think taking the place would have been possible.
Even after his Purge Spell had devastated the city, though, the players didn’t pass unmolested.  Some of the urukkai had survived, and those swarmed over the players as they passed.  Ogrins and farruks rushed out of side streets; dabruks and kerruks appeared atop buildings, raining death onto the Travelers below.  The players responded with deadly force, though, and the horribly weakened monsters fell swiftly to their blades and bows.  They spread out as they got closer to the center of the city, passing through another gate into the innermost section of the citadel. 
The central keep rose before the party, surrounded by a fourth wall, this one as high as the fortification surrounding the city.  Crossbow bolts sheeted out at the players as they neared the wall, and they quickly sought cover and returned fire.  The urukkai defenders fell quickly in their weakened state, though, and soon enough, the walls were clear. 
As the last of the urukkai fell, Aranos felt a surge of power rise from the central keep.  He and his party had hung back through most of the battle; the weakened urukkai were only a small threat to the players, and he and his party would have had to face hundreds of the monsters at once to see even a small XP reward.  Now, though, he led his group forward, letting Mutroda shove startled players out of the way.  They reached the front of the group just as a section of the keep exploded, hurling chunks of stone to crash among the Travelers. 
A figure emerged from the cloud of dust, and Geltheriel and Rhys both gasped in surprise as it rose above the keep’s walls and hovered above the city.  The figure looked decidedly demonic; its skin was the crimson color of fresh blood, and its face resembled an uruk’s, only sharper and fiercer.  A mane of black hair cascaded from its head down its back, and a pair of three-foot, ebony horns spiraled up from the front of its skull.  It was hard to judge its height as it floated above the wall, but Aranos guessed it to be eight feet or so, held aloft by membranous, batlike wings that didn’t seem to need to beat to support it.  It was dressed in a robe that looked like pale leather of some sort traced all over with runes, and it clutched a midnight-black staff in one hand. 
“Anqaruk,” Geltheriel said, her voice grim.  “One of the true leaders of the urukkai, a half-breed child of the Pit.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “This is a formidable foe, Oathbinder, one perhaps even greater than the naldlooshi.”
“Sorcerer!” the creature thundered in Elvish, leveling its staff at Aranos.  “You should not have come to my city!”  A blast of greenish fire roared from the staff and exploded against Aranos’ hastily raised Mage Shield.  The Shield held, but the fire splashed over the nearest Travelers, and they screamed as whatever skin the fire touched simply sloughed off them.  Aranos quickly cast his flight Spell and rose above the players; he didn’t want them to keep getting hit with splash damage. 
“Aren’t you going to tell me how you’re going to kill me?” Aranos asked archly.  “Everyone else seems to promise that.”  As he spoke, he Inspected the monster as quickly as possible.
Anqaruk
Uninjured
Heart-bonded, Dread Empowerment, Surge of Corruption
Aranos frowned as he realized that the anqaruk had what looked like powerful buffs, but it didn’t have the necrotic damage debuff.  That meant that it had either passed each of the Opposed Checks it needed, or it was immune to that type of damage.  Neither thought was particularly reassuring. 
“Oh, you will die, Sorcerer,” the anqaruk growled at him.  “You and all of your Traveler friends.  However, I see no need to soil my own hands with such a menial task.”
The anqaruk raised a hand, and Aranos saw a single, crystal orb the size of a basketball resting in its palm.  A surge of power shot out from the monster, and suddenly the globe began to fill with what almost looked like swirls of black ink.  As he watched, the eddies of darkness grew; he was pretty sure that whatever the creature was doing, he didn’t want that globe to fill up. 
He raised his silvered hand and fired a Shattering Bullet, targeting the orb.  The Bullet blazed with white fire as it streaked forth, striking a field of force around the anqarak and punching right through it.  The bullet struck the orb and exploded in a wave of Celestial energy, but when the blast cleared, both the creature and orb looked unharmed. 
As if that action had been a trigger, the air was suddenly filled with Spells and projectiles, all hurtling toward the anqaruk.  The creature watched almost contemptuously as the attacks crashed harmlessly against the barrier it had created, none of them penetrating its shielding.  Aranos held up his hand once more and fired a simple Light Barrage, empowering it with Celestial energy; the power tore through the creature’s shield once more and exploded against it as Aranos hurled five blasts per second at its face.  The anqaruk was hurled backward by the blasts, and Aranos kept the Barrage up for a full three seconds before allowing it to fade. 
The monster’s armor was scorched, and some of its mane of hair had burned off, but its flesh remained whole.  More to the point, the crystal orb was undamaged—and looked to be nearly full.
“Did you not learn from facing the Wizard in Stoneleague?” the monster laughed, shaking its head.  “Death and pain can empower one who masters them, rendering them immune to the pathetic attacks of the Light.”  The creature held up the orb.  “You rained death upon my city, and now I am finishing those you missed.  All those stolen lives feed this orb and grant me the power to do what I must to destroy you and your kind.” 
The globe began to pulse with dark power that spilled out of it, and suddenly Aranos understood what the anqaruk was going to do.  His mind raced; if he knew where the Door was, he might be able to undo the ritual before it started, but he didn’t have time to find it.  He hadn’t seen it on their journey in; it might be anywhere in the city, for all he knew.  He launched a mana tendril toward the anqaruk; maybe he could find it by tracing the power in reverse…
Power flared from the orb, and he knew he was too late.  The dark energy roared out, arcing over the city toward the outer wall and slamming down into the citadel’s streets out of his sight.  The ritual had completed.  The Arcane Door would open.  The bodakkai were coming.




Chapter 46

“The bodakkai are coming!” Aranos shouted down at the players.  “We have to get ready!”
“The bodakkai?” Martina repeated.  “Where?”
Aranos reached out with his senses; he could feel the icy power of the Ways spilling out into the city already.  He pointed to the west.  “That way!” he called.  “From the outer part of the city, I think!”
“We need to find somewhere defensible,” Martina shouted.  “Everyone to the next wall!  We’ll hold them there!”
The anqaruk simply laughed, hovering above the keep wall.  “You will hold them?” he replied in Human.  “Daywalker, the combined forces of this city could not withstand them when I summoned them during the Feast!  They will overrun you, and Cendarta will be mine once more.”
The monster soared overhead and flashed off across the city, heading to the west and, Aranos guessed, the distant Arcane Door.  Aranos turned his attention to the coming battle; he would face the creature, but not yet.  First, he had to make sure the players could weather the first bodakkai attacks. He flew to the walls as the players scrambled toward them and examined the gatehouse critically.  It wasn’t in the best condition after enduring years of Corruption—and probably lack of maintenance, since he doubted the urukkai kept everything oiled and clean—and the weathered stones weren’t going to do much to hold out the creatures. 
I need to upgrade this, he thought grimly.  I can’t afford to cast my Needed Reclamation Spell right now, though; the mana’s tied up in boosting the players.  And I don’t have time to use my High Mastery to do it.  That means…
He sighed as he removed the restraints on his Domains, and War and Redemption surged forth, driving out into a space nearly half a mile in radius and filling it with his power.  He concentrated on the gatehouse, and golden fire surged up it, burning away the Corruption that filled it and purifying the stone.  He guided the power with his mind and his Skill, reaching out not just to the gatehouse but to the wall beside it, allowing the fire to surge as far as his Domain extended.  Silver fire washed over the gate, infusing the metal and shifting it to warforged steel.  A moment later, the brilliant glow of golden obsidian shone in the morning sun, radiating light into the city beyond.
“What is this, my Lord?” Mathias asked as Aranos landed back in the square behind the gatehouse.
“Dwarven Gatehouse,” Aranos replied.  “It’ll give us big boosts to Defense and Magic Resistance.  Plus, the ground around this gatehouse is Redeemed, now, so the bodakkai will be weaker.”
Martina touched the wall and winced.  “Stings a bit,” she complained, shaking her hand.  She pulled a glove on and tried again.  “Better.  Now it’s just uncomfortable.  Stupid race change.”
“You say that now, but when you get to keep hunting while the rest of us sleep, I don’t hear you whining,” Hector laughed. 
Should I go scout out the bodakkai, pack leader? Silma asked him. 
Actually, I’d like you to find the Arcane Door, he corrected.  Eventually, I’m going to have to close that, and if you find us a way to get there that avoids most of the bodakkai, it’ll be easier.
Of course.  The fenrin bounded onto one of the nearby houses, leaped to the top of the wall, and vanished on the other side. 
Aranos floated up to hover over the assembled players.  “Okay, listen up!” he called out, silencing their excited talk.  “We’re about to face the bodakkai.  Those of you who were in Stoneleague know what that means, but the rest of you don’t. 
“The bodakkai aren’t just Shadowborn; they’re like the Shadowborn.  They’re the ones that live in the Bottomless Pit, the cruelest and evil creatures out there.  They’ve got all the standard Classes—Warriors, Rogues, Priests, and Wizards—and they’re smart.  They’ll use good tactics, and they’ll take advantage of our mistakes.
“The ones we’ll see first will be the weakest and stupidest ones,” he continued.  “Eventually, though, we’ll pull stronger and stronger creatures, until we’re facing bodakkai with Advanced and even Evolved Classes.
“Even worse, they’re going to outnumber us by a lot.  You can pretty much assume that their numbers are endless, because that seems to be the case, as far as I can tell.”
“So, why don’t we retreat?” someone shouted out.  “If these things are set to perpetually spawn and get stronger with each spawn, what’s the point?”
“You mean other than unlimited XP?” someone shouted.  “Seriously, why wouldn’t we do this?  The longer we hold, the more XP we get, pretty much forever, right?”
“That’s one way to look at it,” Aranos grinned.  “However, we’re going to have to take this city eventually, and it’ll be easier to do it now than when it’s overrun by the bodakkai.”
“What is the plan, my Lord?” Mathias asked.
“The plan is simple: hold this wall.  Period.  This is the safest spot in the city right now; to have this kind of protection, you’d need to retreat to the Antas Waystation or to Haerobel.  You have to hold.”
“And what are you going to be doing?” a woman called out.
“I’m going to close the Door that’s letting these things in,” Aranos said grimly.  “Once it’s closed, we can retake the city.  Until then, though, this battle will just keep going, forever and ever.”
“Then you’d best get going,” Gwinivere said grimly, pointing over the wall.  “Because here they come.”
Aranos turned and saw what looked like a wave of black, shiny insects scrabbling through the city.  The bodakkai raced along the empty streets, flinging themselves almost mindlessly along as they hurtled toward the waiting defenders.  Archers fitted arrows to their bows and drew, but Aranos held up a hand.
“Wait until the enter the Redeemed ground!” he commanded.  “They’ll be weaker, then, and easier to kill.” 
The archers held their shafts until the creatures crossed that invisible line.  Instantly, the bodakkai charge faltered as the leading creatures stumbled.  Smoke began to rise from their skin, and they screamed in pain as they lurched forward. 
“Loose!” someone shouted, and a stream of arrows and bolts raced from the wall to slam into the charging bodakkai.  The shafts punched through black armor and sank into Corrupted flesh, and the first rank of the bodakkai simply collapsed in a heap.  The second wave of creatures ignored the fallen, though, scrambling over their corpses in their frenzy to reach the defenders.  Another wave of arrows arched forth and tore into the monsters, bringing them down. 
“This isn’t too bad,” someone called out.
“Seriously?” Gwinivere shouted.  “Why in the hell would you say that?”
“What?” the man replied.  “It isn’t…oh, hell.”
Aranos watched as the trickle of bodakkai turned into a torrent as hundreds of them swarmed through the streets, racing along the tops of buildings and plunging toward the golden wall.  Dozens of the slim, lithe tayaks pulled out the long, white bows he’d seen them use before and launched arrows at the wall, while groups of robed alwanaks stopped and flung orbs of black fire and ebony lightning at the defenders.  
Shield-bearing players rushed forward, forming up between the parapets and intercepting the incoming missiles.  The player archers and Wizards returned fire, hurling death down into the mass of inky-skinned bodaks surging toward the wall.  The creatures reached the gate and pummeled it with their black weapons, but Aranos was relieved to see that none of them carried anything made of bloodsteel.  They could hammer on the warforged steel for days without leaving so much as a scratch. 
Aranos watched as the Travelers fought desperately against the bodakkai horde.  Arrows clattered against upraised shields, and Spells burned into darkened flesh.  Dark magic splattered against the golden walls, and gleaming bolts punched through Shadowborn skulls.  The bodakkai horde simply withered and died against the gatehouse; the penalties they took for being on Redeemed ground were too much for them to withstand the Travelers’ attacks.  Aranos knew that wouldn’t last forever, though.  The more powerful bodakkai would start coming soon and would be less affected by the ground, and eventually, the sheer numbers of the creatures would overwhelm the defenders.  The casters would build walkways for them, or they’d pile the bodies of their fallen up high enough to reach the battlements.  Eventually, the players would be overrun. 
Pack leader, I’ve found the entrance to the creatures’ den, Silma’s voice echoed in his mind.  The place it’s in is filled with darkness, but I can smell our prey inside—and the one who opened their den is there, too.
Okay, we’ll be right out, Aranos replied silently, then sent messages to his party and moved over to stand beside Mathias and Martina. 
“We’re about to head out and close the Door,” he told the pair.  “Silma’s found a path for us and located the Door.”
“Will you be exiting through the other gate, my Lord?” Mathias asked.
“No time.  I’ll clear a space; when I do, open the gates to let my party out and close it behind me.”
“My Lord, when that gate opens, the bodakkai…”
“Won’t get past me, Mathias.  You have my guarantee of that.”
“Aranos, the four of you can’t hold that portal,” Martina protested.  “We saw what it was like in Stoneleague; you’ll need a bigger group.”  She glanced at Phil, who nodded.  “We’re coming with you.”
“We should come, as well,” Mathias spoke up, but Aranos held up a hand.
“Someone has to be in charge here, Mathias, and since you and Gwinivere are the ranking members of House Evenshade here, that’s the two of you.  Hold this wall.  If the press of bodakkai falls away, then you can come join the others at the Door.”
“As you wish, my Lord,” the Lancer bowed his head. 
“So, how are you going to clear the gate?” Martina asked.
“Like this.”  Aranos stretched out his silver hand and hurled a War-fueled Ravaging burst at the horde below.  The globes of silver fire scintillated with white light as they soared down in their hexagonal pattern.  The explosion flared across the open plaza and caused most of the defenders to flinch away, but when the blast cleared, the area before the gate was cleared of bodakkai.  Aranos raised his other hand, and globes of silver energy streaked out toward the tayaks and alwanaks still flinging missiles at him; the blasts of War’s fire incinerated the creatures instantly, sweeping the rooftops clean of the attackers. 
Aranos gestured again, and sheets of golden-white flame rose along the face of the wall, surging outward.  As the bodakkai raced into the flame, they vanished, turned to ashes in an instant.  The curtains of fire rolled outward to the edge of his Domain and stayed there, destroying the Shadowborn as quickly as they could rush forward.
“Damn,” Martina whistled.  “Why didn’t you just do this in Stoneleague?  It would have been a lot easier.”
“Because there are consequences for using my powers like this,” he grimaced.  “It’s a sort of addiction; the more I use them this way, the harder it is to stop using them.  I mean that literally; it’s a mechanic of this world.”
“Gotcha,” she nodded, turning to the others.  “We ready?”
“As much as we’ll ever be,” Hector proclaimed.  “Let’s go kick some bodakkai ass!”
The two parties passed through the gate and out into the city, where Silma met them and led them down a side street.  Aranos let the curtains of fire wink out as soon as the gates were closed, and his Battlesense told him that the bodakkai were charging the wall once more.  He turned his thoughts away from the defenders; they would hold as long as they could.  He couldn’t do anything more to help them.
Silma took them on a circuitous route along narrow, winding streets.  They seemed to be heading away from the Arcane Door fairly often, and in some places, they even backtracked the direction they had just come. 
This place is a warren, pack leader, Silma explained.  None of the paths lead the way they should.  Whoever built this wanted anyone who doesn’t live here to get lost and confused.  The path I’m taking is the shortest route to the den’s entrance that avoids our prey.
Even with Aranos’ Zone of Speed active, it still took the two parties fifteen minutes to reach the outer city.  Silma slowed after a couple more minutes and sent them a warning. 
We’re getting close, now.  Soon, we’ll be able to see our prey—and they’ll probably attack.  They aren’t normal hunters.  They just like to kill—and their pack is very large.
They crept down a side street, and Aranos saw what Silma meant.  The street opened up ahead into a large square, and that square was filled with the icy darkness of the Kala Kasbu.  Bodakkai swarmed out of the black cloud, scrambling toward the distant players.  The creatures were clambering over one another, pushing and shoving to get into the city, as if being driven by something—or someone.  As the scents of the bodakkai drifted into Aranos’ nose, he caught the bloody, sickly stench of the anqaruk, as well.  He was fairly sure he knew just exactly what was controlling the monsters. 
That’s a lot of bodakkai, Martina sent him silently through their Mindlink.  Can you clear the square the way you did outside the gate?
Probably not.  The thing that opened the gate is in there, too.  I’m probably going to have to focus on it.  He looked around at the others.  The first thing we’ll have to do is clear that darkness.  Phil, Silma, that’s on you.  You know what to do.  At that point, I’m pretty sure the bodakkai will swarm us, so be ready. 
They crept forward as close as they could until Aranos could feel the chill of the Ways radiating out toward him.  The party stopped, and Phil lifted his sword high overhead, igniting his Aura of Duty.  At the same instant, Silma lifted her head and howled.  The wave of power rippled out from her and sank into Phil, seemingly absorbed into his Aura.  A moment later, brilliant light exploded from the man, sweeping through the square and burning away the inky blackness of the Kala.  Bodakkai screamed as the energy scorched their impure flesh and blinded them, but in that instant, Aranos felt a twinge of doubt.
That is a hell of a lot of bodakkai.




Chapter 47

In Stoneleague, the bodakkai had sort of trickled out of the Arcane Door, their numbers increasing slowly and steadily as time passed.  That had saved the city; Aranos’ party hadn’t had to face the bulk of the creatures early on, and when they’d started rushing into the Guild Square, the defenders had time to isolate the invaders and set up a shield wall to contain them.
That wasn’t the case this time.  Hundreds of the bodakkai filled the square before the Arcane Door, all of them frozen in pain and astonishment as the light of Phil’s Aura washed over them.  Aranos could see not only the simple bodaks, tayaks, and alwanaks but also their more powerful kindred, swarming out of the portal in droves. 
It’s as if the things were waiting inside the portal for this moment, he realized with shock.  Something called them to the Door before it even opened.  That meant that someone predicted I would be coming here and planned for this moment…
The bodakkai recovered quickly and began to surge toward the party, but in an instant, they froze, halting their attack.  The horde stood at the edge of the square, staring at the party with palpable menace but not moving toward them.  Aranos gathered his mana to take advantage of the sudden lull, but before he could unleash it, the crimson-skinned form of the anqaruk floated into view above the mass of monsters.
“Abandoned your defenses so quickly, Sorcerer?” the creature chuckled in Elvish.  “Have the others died already, or did you leave them to their fates?”
“You know why I’m here, anqaruk,” the Sorcerer responded, rising up into the air.
“Do I?  Yes, I suppose I do.  It will not matter, though.  Even as you stand here, other Doors are being opened, all across the Lands of Light.  The bodakkai will return, and everything you fought so hard to preserve will be destroyed.”
Aranos felt a chill at those words.  “You’re lying,” he shook his head.  “If it was that easy to open the Doors, the Darkness would have done so a long time ago.”
“The Darkness did do so, long ago, as you have apparently deduced, Sorcerer.  That was the Feast.  Arioch the Fallen was seduced by my mistress’ whispers, and she taught him how to turn the Doors to Darkness.”  The monster laughed.  “She then taught me, her most favored disciple, how to use blood and pain to fling them wide, unleashing the bodakkai, and I did so.”  It gestured around at the city.
“This was the result.  Cendarta, mightiest fortress of the Light, fell beneath the bodakkai hordes.  A million souls, slaughtered in days, and it was only the beginning.  Other Doors opened, and cities fell.  Nightmare Beasts rose and stalked the lands, bringing blight and death.”  The anqaruk seemed to shudder with pleasure. 
“It was glorious, and it soon became clear that the Armies of Light were hopelessly outmatched.  The pathetic Light sued for peace, and the Feast ended, to be replaced with a time of servitude.  All was well, and the Darkness fed slowly on the Light, growing stronger by consuming it little by little.”
“I figured all this out,” Aranos told the creature.  “What’s the point of telling me about it?”
“Because it will be happening again, Sorcerer,” the anqaruk said, its voice strangely intent.  “This time, I taught others the ritual to open the Doors, and even now, they work to pry them open and unleash the bodakkai.  The Light will be overrun and enslaved.  No longer will they exist in a state of ignorance of their true existence.  They will know pain and fear daily; they will be born and die under the lash of Darkness.  The races of Light will become nothing but slaves beneath our heel, unless…”
Aranos’ eyes narrowed at those last words, finally understanding the point of this encounter.  “Unless I give up,” he finished.  “That’s what Morx has wanted this whole time; it’s what you want, too, isn’t it?  You don’t want to beat me.  You want to turn me.”
“It is not my wish, Sorcerer.  It is that of my mistress, the Darklady herself, Blood Queen of the Dark Pantheon.  You have risen to great heights, and it is her wish that your power be turned to the Darkness.”  As it spoke, its voice grew smooth and oily.
“You have fought to preserve the races of Light, Sorcerer,” it purred at him.  “This would be the ultimate sacrifice for their benefit.  You would save them from eternal slavery, from eons of pain and torment.  Are they not worth it?  Do you think your precious integrity more valuable than their lives?”
The monster floated closer.  “And there is great benefit for you, as well.  You have wounded Morx and faced down Garax.  With the power of the Darkness added to your own, you might be able to one day step into the Dark Pantheon and displace the Lord of Nightmares.  You could become a god, Sorcerer!  As a god, you could shelter the races of Light, ensure their survival and even help them thrive once more, and none could gainsay you! 
“All it takes is for you to renounce the Light, Sorcerer.  Abandon this foolish Quest to restore the Arcane Doors and embrace the Darkness, and you will save all of the Light.  Refuse, and you will live to see the Light broken and humbled forever.  The choice is yours.”
Aranos had to admit, that was one of the more tempting offers he’d been given so far.  If this monster had been the first to open the Arcane Doors to bring in the Feast—and Aranos had no reason to assume it hadn’t—then it could probably have taught others like the Scarlet King how to do the same.  There could very well be people hidden in the cities of Light laboring to swing the doors open wide and unleash the bodakkai.  It would be the Feast all over again. 
However, he saw the trap hidden in those words, as well.
“I made my choice already, anqaruk,” he replied coldly.  “You think I don’t know a slave’s collar when I see it—like the one you wear around your neck?  You said you serve the Darklady, but it sounds more like you’re her slave, just as Arioch is.  You knew I was coming, but you didn’t set up any defenses.  You had to watch as I slaughtered your city, just because she wanted you to try and turn me.  Now, even if I lose here, I win because you’ll be left ruling an empty city bereft of energy—because you’re just a slave.  I would rather die in the service of the Light than lick the Darkbringer’s feet and live.”
“THEN DIE!” the monster roared, hurling a huge blast of green fire at Aranos as the bodakkai suddenly surged forward with a scream of delight.  “Die, and know that even now, your beloved Elven Realms die with you!”
The fiery blast exploded against the shield of War Aranos conjured, spraying the nearby buildings with thick, emerald flames.  The Spell chewed through the stone as if it were paper, and the buildings collapsed with a rumble of shattered rock and clouds of choking dust, just missing his party below.  Aranos zoomed higher, attempting to draw the anqaruk’s fire away from his friends, and the monster hurled another bolt of searing, red lightning that crackled and crawled across Aranos’ shield before dying out.
Below him, he could feel his party falling into formation, preparing themselves for the bodakkai onslaught.  Mutroda stood in the middle of the street, her shield and starsteel halberd held defiantly before her, with Phil on one side and Hector on the other.  Martina and Longfellow both scrambled up the piles of fallen debris from the anqaruk’s Spell and began hurling arrows and bolts down into the onrushing horde.  Avalyn stood back, firing globes of liquid fire at the creatures; no, that was lava.  The girl had worked out the lava aspect during her meditations, and now she was tossing balls of it at her foes.  Silma and Geltheriel stood back, waiting for the creatures to close, while Glorferdir moved to stand beside Phil, McBane took the flank beside Hector, and Miwango flew about overhead. 
The bodakkai slammed into the shield wall with a crash, but despite the massive numbers of the creatures, the party held firm.  Mutroda’s halberd carved dark flesh with ease, while Phil’s flaming sword slid into bodakkai hearts and Hector’s axe chopped mightily at the attackers.  Glorferdir roared, knocking the bodakkai closest to him back, and Miwango bathed the creatures in his breath weapons, charring and freezing them so that they were easy prey for the others.  Silma vanished, appearing behind the initial press and tearing into their less armored archers and casters, her fangs ripping through the Corrupted monsters and putting them down. 
The entire battle seemed to pause, however, as Geltheriel vanished and reappeared in the very center of the bodakkai.  White light exploded from her as she drew the True Blade of Evenshade, hurling the nearest monsters back like leaves before a storm, and clear flame raced along the blade, scorching the bodakkai closest to her.  The woman struck, and she moved like a reaper in a field of wheat.  Her blade sang and danced, cutting effortlessly through the Shadowborn, felling them like blades of grass.  Six hugely muscled nakkaks roared and charged at her, but she slipped away from their strikes, a feather on the breeze, and slashed once.  All six dropped as six gleaming, white blades sliced through the backs of their necks, killing them instantly.  The woman spun and thrust the True Blade at three robed essatak spellcasters, and all three crumpled as glowing copies of her blade pierced their hearts.  The Baleful Shade moved through the enemy like a wind of death, and in moments, half of the bodakkai lay dead or dying before her blade.
“Holy shit,” Aranos heard Hector whisper.  “That woman’s freaking amazing!”
“I know,” Longfellow sighed.  “I’m totally in love.”
McBane snorted.  “Hell, I think I’m in love with her at this point.  What’s the deal with her sword?  It didn’t used to do that, did it?”
“Aranos fixed it for her,” Martina said, loosing another shaft at one of the wounded bodakkai.  “It’s a Mythical weapon, now.  I damn near cried when he gave it to her.  I think I might later, when all this is done.”
“Really?” Meridian said curiously.  “Did you seriously almost cry?”
“I did cry,” Avalyn admitted.  “She hugged him, and he hugged her back, and what she said—it was so sweet.”
“Well, damn,” the Shaman sighed.  “Y’all are gonna have to tell me about it later.  I wouldn’t mind a good cry.”
Aranos tuned out the conversation; the party had the bodakkai well in hand, and he had his own battle to fight.  The anqaruk hurled fiery meteors, waves of darkness, and blasts of lightning at the Sorcerer, but War’s shield intercepted them all.  The creature raged as its Spells shattered against his barrier, but it screamed as Aranos struck back.  A lance of golden-tinged light struck the creature’s shield and tore through it, burning into its flesh and hurling it backward.  Whatever defenses the monster had, they were apparently no match for his Domain.
The anqaruk righted itself, though, and turned to face Aranos, its face creased with fury.  “You are not the only creature who knows the secret of Primal power, Sorcerer!” it shrieked maniacally.  “Feel the power of Corruption!”
Dark energy exploded from the anqaruk, spilling out into the square.  Where it touched, Aranos could feel Blight creeping in; the monster’s Aura was pure Darkness, the counter to Aranos’ Redemption.  The two Domains met with an explosion of power, and Aranos felt the creature’s mind and will surging toward him, trying to overwhelm him.  He gritted his teeth and pushed back, driving his will toward the monster.  His Domain shuddered, flexed beneath the dark power of the anqaruk, then solidified once more, holding the creature out.  The two casters hovered in the air, one a beacon of gold and silver fire, the other a morass of seething darkness, with a wall of power burning between them. 
The anqaruk screamed again and hurled twin bolts of inky, black energy at Aranos, but the twin blasts exploded harmlessly against his shield.  The Sorcerer lashed back with a Light Barrage that raced into the monster’s Domain but guttered and died the moment it entered.  The anqaruk gestured, and hundreds of spikes of darkness tore at Aranos’ shield before exploding in a spray of ebon power, and he responded by flinging twin War-enhanced kinetic bursts at the beast.  The silvery balls of force pierced the anqaruk’s Domain and exploded, but their energy drained harmlessly into the air, sucked into blackness by the Domain.
The two darted and whirled around one another, flinging every type of energy they could muster.  Blasts of flame and light tore the air, while waves of ice and darkness shattered nearby buildings.  Stray bursts of power fell among the bodakkai below, obliterating swaths of them, but neither caster could pierce the other’s defenses.  It was a stalemate, and Aranos knew that so long as the monster’s Domain lasted, it would stay that way. 
The anqaruk seemed to realize the same thing.  The monster floated back, disengaging the touching Domains and halting its assaults.  “Your power seems equal to mine, Sorcerer,” it said slyly.  “However, you have a weakness; you care about those below.”
“You can’t attack them,” Aranos shook his head.  “If you take your attention from me, I’ll get through your Domain, and we both know it.”
“True, but I am not the only being who wishes to see you suffer, here,” it laughed.  “You said earlier that I knew of your coming, and this is true.  You were led here, to turn or die.  See now the one whose actions carefully brought you to my city.”  The monster gestured, and Aranos’ Battlesense felt a new presence pass through the Arcane Door and enter the battlefield.  It was one he recognized instantly, and he cursed silently as the monster stepped into the square and bellowed its rage. 
“The Scarlet King!” McBane shouted from below him.  “It’s here!”
“Yes, McBane, I have come to finish what I started in Stoneleague,” the naldlooshi growled.  Aranos couldn’t spare a glance at the monster, but he could feel it below; it felt exactly as it had the last time they’d faced it.  “This time, I’ll kill all of you and make Lord Evenshade watch!” 
Aranos felt the beast transform below him.  Its tentacles swelled into four massive arms, each wielding a different weapon—all of which radiated the dread power of bloodsteel.  Its skin ripped as armor of the same material erupted from beneath its flesh, coating it in an impenetrable shell.  It roared and leaped through the air, is powerful legs propelling it over the mass of bodakkai.  It descended like a meteor, plummeting toward the shield wall, but before it could smash into the players, a streak of brilliant white smashed into it, knocking it backward and crushing several bodakkai. 
Geltheriel stood before the monster, her blazing sword held before her.  The skinwalker roared and sprang to its feet, charging at the woman and lashing out with its weapons.  Geltheriel’s blade flashed as she parried all four blows with her gleaming shadow blades, then slashed downward.  Metal screeched as her Mythical sword cut a line through the monster’s bloodsteel armor, and dark blood burst from the wound.  The naldlooshi leaped backward, disengaging, and seemed to hesitate for a moment.
“Have you forgotten our battle in the throne room, elf?” it growled in Elvish.  “You cannot defeat me.  Eventually, you will falter, and I will rend your flesh.  Flee now, and I will spare your worthless life!”
“My life is not mine to save, creature of Darkness,” the Shade declared in a ringing voice as her Presence flashed through the square around her.  “I have given all that I am to my Oathbinder, life and soul, and I will not falter!”
“I am the Darkness given life, wench!” the monster roared.  “I will devour your soul!”
“And I am the True Champion of Evenshade,” she replied calmly.  “My soul belongs to Aranos, now and forever, and you will not have it.”
“See what I mean?” Martina sniffed from her place behind the shield wall.  “Seriously, how is everyone not crying?”
“Because we’re too busy trying not to die,” Mutroda grunted, blocking a heavy, two-handed sword with her shield and thrusting her halberd into the nakkak wielding it.
“Good point,” the Ranger admitted.
The naldlooshi roared with fury and lunged at the woman, and even Aranos’ Battlesense struggled to track the two combatants as they whirled around the square.  Geltheriel’s shining blade sang as it cut through the monster’s armor and drew its blood, and her form blurred as she danced around its strikes.  As fast as the naldlooshi was, it felt like a bear trying to swat a mosquito versus the lithe Shade. 
“With your Domain, you could aid her, Sorcerer,” the anqaruk laughed.  “The naldlooshi’s resistances would fall before your unleashed power.  True, I would destroy you as you struck, but is it not worth giving your life to save hers?”
Aranos grinned at the monster and sent a quick mental message to one of his party members.  “She doesn’t need my help,” he chuckled.  “In fact, I think the skinwalker’s the one in trouble right now.  Nice try, though.”
The anqaruk roared with fury once more and unleashed its fire against Aranos’ Domain.  Its attacks shattered against his shield, and he returned its flame with some of his own.  His thermal and radiant Maelstrom Blast faded away as it plunged into the monster’s Domain, as Aranos assumed it would, but it drew the creature into another attack. 
Aranos flitted around, his mind churning as he launched War-driven Spells without thought.  Its Domain is the issue, he thought grimly.  If I could get past its Domain, I could kill it.  So, how do I undo a Domain?
His eyes narrowed at that thought, and he lashed out with three Ravaging Bursts at the same time, flinging globes of light that exploded, bathing the monster in radiance that guttered and died inside its Domain.  At the same time, though, he reached out with his newest Spell, his True Disjoining.  The Spell worked against any coherent source of energy, and the beast’s Domain was exactly that.  Aranos slowly worked the algorithm he’d developed to close the Arcane Doors, wrapping the creature’s Domain in a shell of mana that would hold the power he needed to unmake it.
As he worked, he kept hurling blasts of power at the monster, forcing it to focus on his attacks.  He didn’t know if the anqaruk could undo his work, but he had to assume it could if it became aware of it.  He flung Barrages of fire and ice, lances of kinetic force, and Shattering Bullets that burned with golden power.  He pressed his attack savagely, and the monster responded with equal ferocity, tearing at Aranos’ shield with waves of ebon energy.  At last, the monster’s Domain was fully enshrouded by his construct, but still, he waited.  It would take time to fill the shell with power, and he needed a distraction.  Fortunately, he’d arranged one.
I’m in position, McBane’s voice spoke in his mind, its tone dubious.  Are you sure about this?  I’m watching, and I don’t think it’s going to work.
I’m sure, Aranos assured him.  You’re the only person skilled enough and fast enough to do this. Just attack on my signal, okay.
Flattery’ll get you everywhere, the man laughed.  All right, I’m in.  What’s the signal?
This.  Aranos hurled another gout of golden flame at the anqaruk’s face with his left hand, and it flinched involuntarily even as the fire guttered and died several feet from it.  During that moment of distraction, though, he reached down with his silvery right hand and cast one of his simplest Spells, Energy Weapon.  Instantly, McBane’s twin swords erupted in brilliant, pure white light.
The Rogue hesitated for only an instant before lunging forward, using one of his Abilities to move with superhuman speed.  His blades plunged into the naldlooshi’s back, the Celestial energy empowering them cutting through its bloodsteel armor.  Combined with the Giantbane’s bonuses to Armor Penetration and damage versus powerful creatures, Aranos’ Energy Weapon Spell temporarily made McBane’s swords as powerful as starsteel.
The skinwalker screamed as the twin swords sank deep into its lower back.  Celestial power surged through the wounds, burning the monster’s flesh, and it flung its head back in agony.  It swung two of its arms back at the Giantbane, knocking McBane free and jerking the swords from its flesh, but in that moment of inattention, Geltheriel struck.
Her sword seemed to move almost of its own accord as she activated its Perfect Strike Ability.  The blade whipped forward, plunging into the center of the monster’s chest with an explosion of white flame.  The naldlooshi shrieked and swiped weakly at the woman, but four gleaming, white blades flashed into being and parried its blows with the ringing of steel on steel.  Power surged through the blade, and the skinwalker screamed in agony.  Clear fire erupted from its open mouth and burst from its eyes.  Its body convulsed, and its flesh seemed to crack open, revealing the Celestial power that filled its veins.  The creature screamed once more, swelled like a balloon—and exploded, showering the square with gobbets of burning flesh. 
“NOOO!” the anqaruk shouted, staring down with a stunned expression at the scorched mark where the naldlooshi once stood.  “That—that is not possible!  The naldlooshi are immortal!”
“Anything can die, anqaruk,” Aranos said coldly, gathering his Redemption Domain.  “Even you.”  The Sorcerer lashed out with the flames of Redemption, striking not at the monster but at the shell he’d built around it.  Redemption’s fire surged into the construct he’d built, pouring into it and coating the monster’s Domain with flames that ripped and tore at the Darkness, slowly shredding it. 
“What are you doing?” the anqaruk screamed, its face panicked.  “I will not be beaten, Sorcerer!”  The monster held up its hands, and suddenly, every bodakkai below collapsed to the stones of the square, dead in a moment.  The beast’s Domain suddenly exploded with power, as all those stolen lives and souls poured into it in a flood.  The Domain pushed outward, and Aranos’ construct flexed alarmingly; it held, but only barely, and Aranos knew that his own Domain was no longer enough to overcome the creature.
I need more power! he thought desperately.  He gathered what little SP he had and channeled it into the Disjoining, but it was a breath of wind in the face of a hurricane.  The Domain was growing, and soon it would overwhelm his Spell—and everyone in the square.  He cast about with his mind, seeking power, anything that would give him more mana, and almost frantically, he touched the Arcane Door.
There was power, there.  The energy pouring through the portal was titanic, seemingly without limit.  He could tap it, if he wanted, and if he did, he would have no problem destroying the anqaruk.  The energy of the Kala dwarfed the creature’s Domain the same way that its Domain dwarfed Aranos’ feeble powers when he first came to Ka.  He could draw on that energy, and if he did, he’d be practically omnipotent.  He could cleanse the city of bodakkai, obliterate the remaining urukkai, and fill every Heart he was Bonded with to overflowing…
His eyes widened as that thought hit him.  The Heart.  When he’d repaired Haerobel’s Heart, he’d realized that the city was just a giant spellform of sorts, a massive construct of mana.  If that’s true, then Cendarta’s the same way.  Everything around me, from the stones to the air is nothing but mana in solid form.  All I have to do is tap it, and I’ll have all the power I need.
He felt as much as heard the scream of rage echo from the Arcane Door as he turned his thoughts from it.  The temptation to tap that power had been strong, but Aranos’ will was stronger.  He knew that he couldn’t defeat Darkness with more Darkness; only Light could vanquish Darkness.  He spurned the Darkness once more and reached out to the stones beneath him, the corpses of the bodakkai, the buildings that surrounded him—through his Battlesense and Lifesense Skills, he could feel everything about him.
He let his mind relax, and in a moment, he understood.  He saw how the energy had been bound into this shape, felt the tiny bonds holding it all together.  He reached out with his will and tugged at those bonds, trying to shift them, to unleash their stored power.  It was like casting his Dissolution Spell, except that he was trying to draw the released energy into himself.  The structures resisted him, and he redoubled his efforts.  He felt the edges of his Disjoining starting to fray as the anqaruk’s Domain swelled with power, and he grabbed at the bonds in the stone, tearing with all his might.  He knew that just like everything in this world, they were subject to the power of will, and his will would not be denied.  He strained, feeling like he was trying to move a mountain, but suddenly, the bonds shattered, and power flooded his body.
It was almost more than he could handle.  The power was vast, more energy than he’d ever seen at once, and it nearly escaped his grasp.  If that had happened, it would have been cataclysmic, like unleashing a nuclear bomb on the city.  His will trembled but held, and the power finally settled within his grasp.  He turned it inward and guided it into the ocean of Redemption at his core, refilling that depleted sea of energy and overflowing it.  Mana roared into his Disjoining, and the anqaruk’s expanding Domain shuddered, stilled, and began to collapse. 
Aranos’ Spell tore away the fell power of Corruption, burning it off with golden fire.  The anqaruk shrieked in terror and tried to flee, but it was bound to its Domain and held in place by Aranos’ power.  Redemption devoured its Domain, and the monster writhed in pain and torment as its very essence was unmade by Aranos’ Spell.  The flames drew closer and closer to the creature, touched its skin—and winked out.  Its Domain was gone, burned away by Aranos’ Spell, and the monster stood exposed and helpless before him.
“No!” the creature cried out, holding up its arms defensively.  “I surrender!  You have won, Sorcerer!”
“Yeah, I don’t take prisoners, sorry,” Aranos said grimly, lifting up his silver hand and readying a single Shattering Bullet.  “When you see your mistress, tell her I’m coming for her, too.”  The anqaruk shrieked as the Bullet leaped forth, plunging into the center of its chest before exploding.  The monster’s torso vanished in a spray of blood and gore that splattered across Aranos and fell to the stones below.




Chapter 48

Aranos descended to the Square behind his party’s shield wall, ignoring the notifications blinking in his vision.  As he landed, McBane ran up to him with a grin. 
“You were right, that totally worked!” the Rogue laughed.  “How did you know that Geltheriel just needed a distraction?”
“Because I know her,” he smiled at the woman, who stood beside the Rogue.  “That skinwalker never stood a chance.”
She placed her hand on his arm and gazed at him fondly, before seeming to rouse herself and look grimly at the square.  She walked over to the fallen master of Cendarta and drew her blade in a blaze of light.  The sword fell once, and she stooped and rose with the monster’s head in her fist.  She walked back over to Aranos.
“A fitting trophy for your city, Oathbinder,” she said with satisfaction.  She looked around at the empty square.  “The anqaruk’s death gave us but a respite.  The bodakkai will fall upon us in moments.  We must close that Door.”
“You’re right,” he sighed.  “It’s the only way to stop this.”
“I’m ready,” Phil spoke up, glancing back over his shoulder at the group.
As am I, pack leader.
“No, not this time,” Aranos shook his head, holding up his silvery hand.  “Thanks to this, I can do this alone.  You two stay here and help keep the bodakkai out of the city.  I think they were being controlled by the anqaruk; now that they’re free, they’ll probably try to spread out and take over.”
“Oathbinder, I should come…”
“Geltheriel, I need you to stay here,” he told her firmly as he started removing his items and placing them in his pack.  “If something else like the naldlooshi comes through that Door, you’re the best person to deal with it.”
“But…”
“I’ll be back, one way or the other,” he smiled at her, handing her his pack, standing only in his underwear once more.  “Trust me.” 
“Is there a reason you have to do it naked?” Meridian asked archly.  “I mean, I ain’t complaining, or anything, I’m just curious.”
“Because I don’t want to lose everything I own again.  It sucks to replace it all at once.”
He took a deep breath and floated over to the portal, hanging before it.  The bodakkai would return in seconds; they no longer had the anqaruk’s will guiding them through the Door, but they’d find the portal again soon enough.  Before he went, though, he had things that had to be done.
First, he closed his eyes and focused on his Domains.  For what he needed to do next, they would be a hindrance more than a help.  They fought him; he’d used them a lot, and they didn’t want to return to his depths.  War screamed and raged for more battle; Redemption cried out that Corruption was still around them and demanded to repair it.  Aranos battled them with his will, barely able to bring them under control, then shoved them down into the center of his being.  He frowned as he realized that soon, he was going to have to start empowering his Wisdom to restrain them.  He kept promising to use them less, but the game kept forcing him into situations where they were his only real option.
Without his Domains, though, he would need power.  He didn’t want to use his Fire of the Martyr Spell if he didn’t have to, and his normal SP were simply insufficient to close the Door.  He reached out to the stone surrounding him and found the ties binding it together.  He strained once more, and the bonds eventually shattered, flooding him with mana.  It was again almost more than he could manage, and his SP bar shot up beyond his vision. 
Pain flared in his skull, and the energy struggled to escape him.  His mind reeled as power poured through it, and he clenched his jaw as the energy raged in his body, burning like fire.  Finally, the surge faded as his will slowly clamped down on it.  He took a deep, shuddering breath.  Whatever he’d just done couldn’t have been healthy, which probably explained the angry, red notifications he was seeing.  He shrugged them away.  He’d deal with them later.
He steeled himself and plunged into the doorway, sinking into the depths of the Kala Kasbu.  Instantly, blackness wrapped about him, but this time, it halted before touching his skin and was flung back as a sphere of regular darkness wrapped around him.  Inside that bubble, it was cool but not cold, and there was no trace of the inimical energies of the Ways of Shadow.  That was his Waymaster Perk, he realized, and he quickly pulled in the radius of the bubble of reality he’d created.  He didn’t want to attract attention, and the Perk description warned him that using the Perk might do just that.  He stopped when the bubble of his reality rested just at the edge of his skin; the darkness was held out, but hopefully, he wasn’t radiating like a beacon, either.
He didn’t waste any time but activated his True Disjoining Spell, letting his thoughts sink into the depths of Shadow, building the thin tube and pushing it out into the realm of darkness as he shifted his Mana Sight to reveal the world around him.
He had no idea how much time passed in that place.  The darkness was infinite, and each moment seemed to flow endlessly into another.  He knew that time was passing because the bodakkai attacked him whenever they found him.  He dispatched them swiftly, careful not to use his Redemption Domain or Celestial energy that would draw more attention to himself.  He was also cautious not to overuse his mana; no extra SP seemed to be coming into him here in the Ways—probably because he was carrying so much mana already—and he was going to need as much as possible to complete his Spell.  His new scepter proved its worth, as with it in staff form, he could cave in the skulls of lesser bodakkai with ease, saving his magic for its true purpose.
He pressed on endlessly, his mind forging the pattern he would need to unmake this Way.  Finally, he began to feel resistance to his construct, and when it grew too great for him to fight against, he let the algorithm lapse.  He took a deep breath and placed his silver hand into the tube, preparing to unleash his Spell…
“Before you do that, Sorcerer, I would speak with you.”
Aranos opened his eyes, startled as a woman appeared from the blackness, seeming to almost coalesce from nothing.  She was tall, human-looking, with very pale skin and eyes so dark they looked as black as her long, glossy hair.  Her lips were full and red as blood, and she was dressed in a robe of the same color.  Her body was lushly curved in a way that screamed to him on a primal level, and her robe was cut to enhance her significant cleavage and buxom hips.  She was almost unbelievably beautiful, the kind of woman Aranos had only seen in movies and holo-TV, a woman who would make most supermodels green with envy.
“Who—who are you?” he stammered his mouth suddenly dry.
The woman smiled.  “Come, Aranos.  You know who I am.  You’re far brighter than that.”
He suddenly felt the sense of her presence, and a chill ran through him.  “Virnal,” he said softly.  “The Darkbringer.”
“The very same,” she laughed, her teeth white and perfect.
“What do you want?” he asked, swallowing hard, trying to ignore the effect the woman’s beauty was having on his body—and aware that, thanks to his nearly nude state, that effect was obvious.
“I wanted to meet you in person, Aranos.  I was curious about the Traveler who’s caused me so much trouble and heartache.”  She clicked her tongue in disapproval.  “Honestly, I can’t say I’m overwhelmed.”
“Sorry to disappoint,” he said, his mind regaining its focus.  He took his silvered hand and thrust it back into the tube of astral mana.
“I’m often disappointed,” she admitted.  “It happens when you’re nearly omnipotent.”
“Nearly?” he repeated.  “So, you admit that you’re not?”
“Oh, if I were truly all-powerful, I wouldn’t be here talking to you,” she laughed easily.  “I could simply end you, right now, with a thought.”
“I’ll bet you could kill me no matter what,” he countered. 
“Well, yes, but killing you and ending you are two different things.  If I were omnipotent, I could banish you from our world, keep you from returning from wherever you Travelers originate.”  She sighed.  “That’s beyond me, I’m afraid.”
“So, why are you talking to me instead of killing me?” he asked suspiciously.  “Morx and Garax have both tried already.”
“And where did that get them?  Garax’ armor is gone where you melted it.  Even now, Kijiss Flamehair is crafting him a gauntlet and helm to cover those weaknesses, but they’ll never be the same, and he knows it.  And Morx?  Morx is crippled.  His hand will never recover from what you did to him.” 
“I hope you don’t expect me to apologize,” he snorted.
“Oh, no.  This is war, after all, and wars have casualties.  They made their choices, and they have to suffer the consequences of their arrogance.”
She turned and looked around at the broken, ruined Ways.  “You see, Aranos, all choices bring consequences.  The more power you have, the greater those consequences.”  She gestured outward.  “Look around you.  When I convinced Arioch to bring the Bridge of Dawn into the Darkness, I never anticipated the sheer destruction it would cause.  I thought to take this realm whole and unbroken, but instead, it is a shattered ruin, no longer fit for my original purposes.” 
“Which were?”
“Oh, I had hoped that by bringing the Bridge here, I would also gain all the souls that walked along it,” she shrugged.  “Think of it.  Billions of souls of the Lightborn, all drawn to me, feeding my power.”  She sighed.  “It would have been glorious, and I could have ruled over Ka with an iron fist, uncaring about the whims of Lightborn and Shadowborn alike.
“That failed, though, and now the souls of those Lightborn are denied me—as well as many of the souls I am normally due.”  A touch of anger flashed across her face, and the entire realm around Aranos trembled and shook alarmingly.  She seemed to master herself after a moment, and the Ways stilled once more.
“The point is, I learned then that I couldn’t act without understanding the consequences, and I don’t know what would happen if I killed you right now.  All that power you’re holding has to go somewhere.  Would it activate the Spell you’ve built?  Would it explode and damage me the same way you’ve damaged Morx?  Would it even tear apart the Kala, leaving me cut off from your world, just as the Light is?”  She shrugged.  “I don’t know, and without knowing, I can’t act.”
“So, why are you here?” he asked curiously.
“To give you one, last chance to end this war, Aranos.”  She looked at him seriously.  “I don’t want it.  I prefer things stay as they were.  However, even I answer to greater powers, and so long as you continue on your path, I have no choice but to oppose you.”
“I’m not turning to the Darkness, Virnal,” Aranos said flatly.
“That remains to be seen,” she smiled.  “You don’t see the road before you as I do.  I have yet to tender my offer to you, and when I do—I think you’ll accept.”  She laughed, a rich, throaty sound that he felt at a visceral level. 
“However, that is for later.  For now, I have every reason to be angry with you.  You’ve restored a tiny part of the Lalu Armizza.  You’ve killed a number of my favorite servants.  You’ve freed cities I worked hard to take.”  She shook her head.  “I’m not, though.  I find that I respect you for your determination, and because of that, I’m going to tell you something you would have learned soon enough anyway.
“Cyva Alari, the capital of the elves, has Fallen.”
Aranos gasped, his eyes wide, then stared at her suspiciously.  “How?  Your army is still on its way to Eredain.”
“That’s not my army, Aranos.  That belonged to my disciple, Mezroruth—who you just killed so very skillfully.”  She shrugged.  “He thought he was invincible, but he was wrong.  However, he’s not the one who did this.  She’s a Traveler, like you.”
Aranos felt the pit of his stomach drop.  “Lily!”
“Yes, that one.  She’s my new favorite, you know, but she’s a bit unpredictable.  I had Morx seed the idea of seeking out Mezroruth while he was teaching her to unlock her Domain—which she’s done, I should warn you.  I thought she would take that knowledge back to Northmoor, summon the bodakkai there by slaughtering her army, and use them to swarm Stoneleague and eventually Antas.”  Virnal laughed.
“Instead, she opened the Door in Cyva Alari and simply let the bodakkai run free in the city.  Oh, there are still a few holdouts, but the King and Queen are dead, the Army is in retreat, and the city will be mine soon enough.  Or, I suppose, Lily’s, if she chooses to take it.  As I said, she’s unpredictable.”
Aranos’ mind raced.  “Why tell me this?”
“Because I can close that Door,” she told him.  “And this one, as well.  Leave here, now, and I’ll seal both Doors shut once more.  You can claim Cendarta and clean up Cyva Alari, as well.  You might even take the throne and become the new King, although that’s up to you.”
“Why would you do that?” he asked suspiciously. 
“Because, as I said, I don’t want this war.  In return for sealing the Doors for you, all I ask is that we return to how things were.  You’ll pay tribute from your cities, and my armies will stand down.  You keep what you have but stop liberating new cities.  The war ends before it starts.”
She looked at him intently.  “If you refuse, Aranos, then there will be war, and I will win.  I have armies of millions that will march on you.  I’ll unseal the Arcane Doors and let the bodakkai run free.  The Lands of Light will be utterly destroyed, and those few who survive will become chattel, breeding stock or even meat for my minions.  This will happen if this war continues.  Victory for the Light is impossible.”
Aranos stared at the woman, then snorted in amusement.  That grew into a chuckle that swelled into full laughter.  Finally, he wiped his eyes and shook his head. 
“You know, you almost had me, there,” he admitted.  “I actually considered letting you seal the Doors, then not paying tribute, but then it occurred to me.  If you were really that sure of victory, you wouldn’t be trying to tempt me.  You’d just toss me out, seal the Doors, march your armies, and demand tribute at sword point.
“No, I don’t think you’re as certain as you claim.  I think you’re afraid, Virnal.  You’re afraid that I’m going to succeed.  You’re afraid I’ll bring the Light back to Ka.  And you know what?”  He leaned toward her, and anger tinged his voice.  “You should be.”
The beautiful woman suddenly swelled into something huge and black that filled Aranos’ sight.  “I WILL PUNISH YOU FOR THIS, SORCERER!” the goddess roared, and her voice shook the Ways.  “I WILL DRAG YOU SCREAMING TO THE PIT AND SPEND ETERNITY FINDING NEW WAYS TO KILL YOU!  I WILL TEAR YOUR MIND FROM YOUR BODY, AND REND YOUR SOUL…”
Aranos looked away from the hideous presence that towered over him and plunged his silvered hand back into the construct he’d made.  He closed his eyes and unleashed the mana stored within him, allowing it to pour through the Skin of the Star into the tube of astral power and tear through the Kala, racing off in both directions as fast as light.  Virnal roared, and he felt her claws pierce his body, shattering his Arcane Armor in an instant even as an explosion of light roared through the Ways.  His scream of agony was matched by the Darkbringer’s shriek, and mercifully, darkness shrouded his vision once more.
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You have died!
XP Lost: 26,237 (Currently 351,000)
Str, Dex, Agil halved.  Duration, 1 hour upon respawn
Better luck next time!
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Chapter 49

Aranos respawned in Antas an hour later.  He’d spent the last hour mostly reviewing his death and going through the notifications he’d gotten, two of which were fairly unsettling.
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Congratulations!
Your Avowed Follower has now become a Soulbound Follower!
Effects: A Soulbound Follower has tied their immortal soul to the holder of their Oath, and that bond cannot be easily severed.  When an effect would bring a Soulbound Follower to 0 or fewer LP, their Oath holder can make an Opposed Check: the holder’s [Charisma] versus their attacker’s [Attack bonus].  Success means that the Follower is instead rendered comatose.  A comatose Follower will not heal normally but can be restored by magical healing. 
Special: Being brought so close to death is a traumatic experience; each time the Follower falls into a comatose state, they lose 5 points of End permanently.  This can be regained through training, but if the Follower’s End Stat ever falls to zero, they are forever dead.
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Warning!
You have exceeded your SP capacity by more than 100%!
You are suffering Mana Overload!
Mana Overload
Your mana channels are dangerously overfilled.  Your SP Regen is reduced by 50%.
Duration: 10 mins
Warning!
You have exceeded your SP capacity by more than 200%!
You are suffering severe Mana Overload!
Duration: 30 mins
Warning! 
You have exceeded your SP capacity by more than 300%!
…
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Perk Gained: Mana over Matter
You have learned how to convert nonliving matter into mana.
Benefit: You can convert 100 cubic inches per point of Wis of solid, nonliving, nonmagical matter into SP.  Each cubic inch of Abundant matter grants 20 SP of mana; this amount is doubled for every level of rarity of the converted matter.  All matter to be converted must be within 1’ per point of your Cha Stat.  This can raise your current SP beyond its maximum, but doing so can inflict Mana Overload.
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Forced Evolution!
By flooding your body with more than 500% of your maximum SP, you have forced an Evolutionary change!
New Race: Dread Arcane
Abilities: Str, Dex, Agil, End +6; Int, Wis, Per +7; Cha +9
Dread arcanes are a mutated form of high arcanes caused by massive exposure to mana over a prolonged period of time.  Other arcanes hate and fear dread arcanes, and these creatures are hunted down whenever they are encountered.
Benefits:
SP Regen reduced permanently to 0
Dread Regeneration: A dread arcane can no longer naturally recover SP.  Instead, they can drain SP from any touched creature, Enchanted object, or magical construct, gaining one SP for every point of mana they drain.  They can drain power equal to their Cha Stat per second.
Dread Power Well: Dread arcanes can store enormous amounts of mana in their bodies.  A dread arcane can hold up to 3x its max SP without damage; for every 5% of its max SP it drains above this, the arcane takes 1 point of End damage.  This damage heals 1 point per hour of rest once the arcane’s power reserves are at or below their normal SP maximum.  A dread arcane whose End reaches 0 in this fashion explodes, releasing their stored SP in a blast that does 1 LP damage per point of SP stored to all within 120’.
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Cleansing Quest Updated: A Door Between Realms
Partial Completion: You have restored an Arcane Door.
Reward: +10,000 XP
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 5
Current XP: 378,610/406,000
Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 17
Current XP: 327,305/351,000
Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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New Domain Available!
For reaching level five as a Primal Sorcerer, you may choose an additional Domain to manifest.  The choices offered are based on your personality and play style. 
You may choose one of the following Domains:
Ascension—You are committed to reaching beyond the limitations of this world.
Creation—You dedicate yourself to building, crafting, designing, and enhancing everything around you. 
Knowledge—You are a master of lore, a seeker of knowledge both arcane and hidden.
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Aranos frowned as he read those notifications again.  The new Bond with Geltheriel was amazing; it meant that she was in much less danger of dying, now.  That knowledge released a knot of tension in him he hadn’t even known was there.  Part of him always worried about bringing Geltheriel into deadly situations, but while he still had to be concerned, he was a lot less concerned. 
Gaining a new Domain was great, but he didn’t want to rush into that decision.  The game wasn’t telling him much about his choices, but he was sure that was on purpose.  His Domains were supposed to be about self-knowledge, not min-maxing to get the most powerful combinations.  Plus, he knew the choice wasn’t just about mechanics; if he picked a Domain that wasn’t really a part of him, one that he didn’t believe in, it would be practically useless—if not dangerous.  He wanted to investigate each Domain more fully, and maybe talk to Mandla about them.  The man knew the Creation Domain intimately, and he might have some clue what the others were about.
Things weren’t all good, though.  It looked like he’d dumped so much mana into himself through his new Mana over Matter Perk that he’d overloaded his system.  That had forced his race to shift once again, this time to that of dread arcane.  His emerald skin now had what looked almost like faint, gold and silver runes tracing along it, the only visible sign he could see of the change, but he’d lost the ability to regenerate SP normally.  He could still use his new Perk to recharge himself, but he would have to be careful doing it; if he pulled the kind of power he used to close the Door again, he’d literally explode.
He quickly opened a portal back to Cendarta—with the city’s master dead and its inhabitants slain, it no longer held him out—and raced through the streets toward the central keep, where his map showed him his party was.  As he flew, he watched his SP slowly drain with clenched teeth; before, he could have flown all day without losing a point of SP thanks to his regen. 
I’m going to have to keep a pouch of pebbles or something on me to regenerate my SP, he thought irritably.  How ridiculous will that be, having to grab a handful of pebbles in the middle of combat?
He made it about halfway before Silma loped out of a side street, carrying his pack in her teeth, and settled down to wait for his arrival. 
Pack leader, she greeted him.  Geltheriel and I felt your return, and she thought it would be wise for you to wear your outer fur when you greet the Travelers once more.  I don’t know why, but she insisted.
Thanks, Silma, he thought, taking his pack and quickly re-equipping his clothing and items.  She’s right; this is a lot more appropriate.
You elves don’t make any sense.  Or arcanes, or whatever you are.
Actually, I’m a dread arcane, now.  I accidentally forced an Evolution on myself.
She looked him up and down.  You do look different.  You smell the same, at least.  Was it a good Evolution?
He grunted.  I’ll have to think about that.  It might be okay.
He flew along beside Silma, keeping an eye on his SP bar the entire way.  He’d respawned with full SP, nearly a hundred thousand, and the flight Spell was draining it at an infinitesimal rate, but now that he knew it wouldn’t be coming back on its own, he was a bit paranoid about it.  Just to see how easy it was, he reached out mentally to a small chunk of rock nearby and pulled on it.  The rock resisted for an instant before dissolving into mana and pouring into his body, giving him an extra forty SP. 
Well, that wasn’t as bad as pulling everything before, at least.
The golden gatehouse stood gleaming in the late morning sun, but the front of it was drenched with the black blood of the bodakkai.  He recognized a few of the players standing atop the wall, but he found his party and Mathias’ group both standing around the square before the central keep, speaking with some people he recognized as the players’ party leaders. 
“…don’t want to wait for him to get back,” one woman dressed in leather armor and holding a longbow was saying as he drew within earshot.  “There’s a freaking palace right there, and we want to loot it!”
“And I told you, Aranos took this city, not us,” Martina replied firmly.  “He wiped out the urukkai, he closed the gate, and he killed the BBEG single-handedly.  It’s up to him what to do with loot.”
“We lost people holding that gate,” a man in heavy armor grumbled.  “We just want a fair cut of the loot.”
“And you will no doubt receive that when my Lord Evenshade claims the city, thus completing the Quest he gave you,” Mathias said adamantly.  “However, if you wish to try to enter again, please, feel free.”
“Not with that freaking demon standing there,” a smaller, lightly armored man laughed, waving at Geltheriel, whose face seemed very unamused.  “I’ll wait, thanks very much.”
“Is there a problem?” Aranos asked calmly as he touched down nearby and walked over to the players.
“Yeah, there’s a problem,” the leather-armored woman snapped, spinning to see who was talking.  When she realized who’d spoken up, her eyes widened briefly, then hardened.  “Welcome back.  Glad you’re here.  Now, what are we going to do about loot?”
“I don’t even know if there is loot,” Aranos laughed.  “Do you think the urukkai really needed money?”
“Well, no one knows,” the armored man complained.  “That elf girl of yours killed everyone who tried to enter the palace to see!”
“I killed only those who continued to attack after I wounded them,” Geltheriel said calmly.  “They will be reborn and perhaps be the wiser for it.”
“Sorry, Aranos,” Phil sighed.  “After the bodakkai were gone, people naturally wanted to loot, but we felt that it was only fair that you decide what to do with any treasure.”  He glanced at the bow-wielding woman.  “After all, you did kill the city’s ruler.”
“Didn’t everyone get promised a monetary reward for completing the Quest?” Aranos asked curiously.  “I thought that was included.”
“We did,” the smaller man acknowledged.  “And, really, the fight wasn’t as bad as I thought they would be.  I mean, those bodakkai were nasty, but that defensive wall you gave us kind of saved all our butts.”  He shrugged.  “Still, everyone’s curious to see if this place has a treasure vault or something.”
“If it does, I’ll make sure everyone gets something,” Aranos promised.  “I can’t say what, because I don’t know what’s in it, and I can’t just split it with you.  I’ll need money to rebuild this place, after all.”
“That’s fair,” the armored man grunted.  “We’re not that greedy.”
“Speak for yourself,” the female archer grumbled.
“Melina, you already got that ‘Bane of Darkness’ Perk, enough XP to jump a level, and the bow from that fancy bodakkai archer,” the small man said tiredly.  “And the Quest isn’t even done, yet.  Are you seriously complaining?”
The woman’s face twisted like she’d eaten something sour, then she sighed.  “Fine.  I’m being greedy.  Can we at least see what’s inside, though?  If there’s an armory or something…”
“Let’s go,” Aranos told them, leading the group toward the central keep. 
As it turned out, the anqaruk had been as much of a greedy bastard as Melina seemed to be.  Its treasure vault was hidden behind a secret wall, but Aranos’ Tracking Spell showed the traces of the door’s opening perfectly clearly, and it only took McBane and the smaller man a few minutes working together to figure out how to unlock it. 
“Holy mother of God,” the small man breathed as the vault door opened, revealing piles of golden ingots, chests overflowing with coins, and coffers spilling over with jewels.  “We’ve hit the freaking mother lode.”
“Well, it’s safe to say everyone’s walking away with a reward,” Aranos laughed.  He looked at the others.  “Easiest way to do this is to let me take the coins, figure out what we have, and then divide it up—if you trust me to do that.”
“That’s fine with me,” the smaller man shrugged.  “I’m pretty sure you could just get rid of us all if you wanted to keep it for yourself, anyway.”
The female archer looked unconvinced, but the armored man elbowed her and looked pointedly at Geltheriel.  “Okay, fine,” the woman sighed.  “Reggie’s right; you could take it all yourself if you wanted.”
Aranos ended up giving each player a thousand gold as a bonus, whether or not they’d survived the battle, which constituted the lion’s share of the coinage.  He gave dead players’ shares to their party leaders, trusting them to get the money back to their party members—and figuring that if they didn’t, their party would be mad at their leaders, not him. 
“You know, the gold ingots and jewels are worth a lot more than the coins,” McBane said quietly to Aranos.   “I mean, probably like ten times as much.”
“Yeah, I know,” Aranos grinned back at the man.  “Apparently, they don’t, though.”
“Or they’re afraid to say anything,” the Rogue snorted.  “You did just kill a raid boss by yourself—again.  That’s the kind of thing that might make people nervous.”
“You helped kill a city boss,” Aranos pointed out.  “That’s pretty cool.”
“Yeah, and it upgraded my ‘Slayer of Titans’ Title,” the man grinned.  “I’m a ‘Slayer of Colossi’ now, and my bonuses improve.”
“Count yourself fortunate, as I received no such Title,” Geltheriel walked up to the pair with a smile.  “I do not believe the creature was high enough level to grant me such.  I did, however, receive a rather interesting notification about our Bond, Oathbinder.  Did you, as well?”
“Yep,” he grinned back at her.  “Looks like you’re stuck with me for even longer, now.”
“A situation of my own making,” she sighed, shaking her head.  “You would think that I would learn not to swear such oaths, but it seems you would be incorrect.  More the fool I, I suppose.”
Aranos put the valuables into his pack, then claimed and Redeemed the city’s Heart.  Doing so dropped his SP to a critical level, though, and he was forced to cannibalize a large chunk of stone from a nearby building to restore his mana to nearly full. 
“This sucks so hard,” he muttered as he realized that not only had his SP regen plummeted, his LP regen rate had returned to normal.  Not that he got hurt all that often, but he wouldn’t be able to regenerate quickly when his LP did drop to critical levels from his Ascended Spells.  “It just sucks all around.”
Because of his now crippled SP regen, he hadn’t been able to use Heartweaving to restore Cendarta’s destroyed gates.  He’d need to start carrying mana crystals around to drain again, or at least a bunch of rare metal ingots to unbind.  A single decent warforged steel ingot, he calculated, could bring his SP back to full from being nearly depleted.  What a waste of warforged steel, though, he thought grouchily.  I suppose I could drain eight truesilver or auril ingots, instead, but making those costs SP, so…whatever.  I’ll make it work.
He devoured another chunk of rock to open a portal back to Antas, then another just to boost his SP well above his normal max.  He could hold up to three times his maximum SP at any moment, and using that trait would offset a lot of the issues he was starting to see.  Dirt was a fairly plentiful resource, after all, and it wasn’t likely that he’d often be far enough from it that he couldn’t use it to overfill his mana pool.  If he could stay above his max as much as possible, he decided, he’d feel a lot better about things like using his Ascended Spells.  In fact, if he stayed around 200% of his max SP, he could use an Ascended Spell and still have more than his normal SP pool to cast Spells with.  Or, he could use more than his normal SP to empower any troops under his command, and still have enough left to cast Spells in a battle…
He suppressed a smile.  Used correctly, his new race change might be a really good thing, after all.
While most of the human players returned to Stoneleague—some were staying in Antas to start the new Adventurers’ Guild, but the bulk still had Quests to complete in the human city—Aranos and his party returned to Eredain along with Mathias, Gwinivere, and the other elven Travelers.  He’d taken some time to explain to the others about his encounter in the Ways and what the Darkbringer had told him. 
“You actually spoke to Darkeyes?” Mutroda asked disbelievingly.  “Never heard of anyone doing that and walking away with their sanity intact, to be honest.”
“One might point out that it is far easier to avoid falling into insanity when one spends their entire existence there, Juggernaut,” Rhys pointed out slyly.  “And yet, conversation with the Darkbringer does seem to reach a new level of madness, even for the Liberator.”
“In our tales, the Blood Queen is a being of terrible power and darkness,” Geltheriel observed.  “It is said that her words shake the earth, and a glimpse of her face drives mortals mad.”
“I’m pretty sure she can appear any way she wants,” Aranos shrugged.  “When I saw her, she looked like an incredibly beautiful woman.”  He glanced at Mutroda.  “With very dark eyes, of course.”
“So, do you think she was lying to you?” Mutroda questioned.
“She’s an evil goddess,” Gwinivere pointed out.  “Of course she was lying.”
Aranos hesitated, then shook his head.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “She might have been, just to try and get me to leave without closing the Arcane Door, but I doubt it.  It’ll be pretty easy to check; if nothing else, the House of Stars will know, since if the city was falling, I’m sure a lot of the Wizards there would flee into the House to escape.”
“And yet, she may have misled you to convince you to follow her will,” Rhys shrugged.  “Our stories say that is her way.  She offers much and asks for little, at least at first.  Once one has agreed to her wishes once, she will lead them farther and farther from the Light, until they are hopelessly mired in Corruption.”
“Well, if that’s what she wanted, she failed,” Aranos declared.  “I have a feeling she was telling the truth, but the best way to find out is to head to Eredain and see.”
“Then we will return to Eredain, Oathbinder, and learn the truth of this matter.”
When they stepped out of the portal, though, Aranos didn’t even have to enter the city to realize that something was wrong.  They exited Danastor and walked through the forest, Aranos breathing deeply of the forest air.  It didn’t take long before they were within sight of the city—and as the walls of Eredain rose into view, they froze, staring at the sight spread out before them. 
“Oathbinder,” Geltheriel whispered, her voice concerned.  “What we are seeing—it is the elven army!”
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” he responded in a weary voice.
“Oh, this can’t be good,” Gwinivere whispered, shaking her head.  “There’s just no way this can be good.”
Spread out before the city was a mass of elven Warriors.  Their tents and campfires stretched out as far as Aranos could see; there had to be tens of thousands of soldiers encamped there, just outside the city.  His city.  Gwinivere was right; there was no way this was a positive thing.
“Well, might as well go see what they want,” he sighed, walking toward the nearest pickets.
“Surely, you are not simply going to walk into the center of that army, my Lord,” Mathias protested.
“I don’t know if that’s the best idea, Sorcerer,” Mutroda agreed dubiously even as she strode along at Aranos’ side.  “If this army’s here for you, putting yourself in their power isn’t smart.”
“If we return to Eredain, we can gather the guards and Keepers,” Mathias added.  “We can meet them from our walls, behind our defenses.”
“If the army’s here with hostile intentions, I’m not planning to fight them from the city,” Aranos said firmly.  “That’ll just kill a bunch of the very people we’re trying to save—on both sides of the battle.”
“What, then, do you plan, Liberator?” Rhys asked.  
“To talk.  If the army’s here for me, then maybe I can convince them it’s a bad idea.  And if they’re not—then I’d like to know what they’re here for, wouldn’t you?”
The scouts they approached were startled by the party’s appearance but directed them toward the army’s command tents.  Aranos led the others past staring elves as he wound his way toward the center of the camp, where the largest and most ornate tents were set up.  As the group passed, most of the elves just stared and whispered, which Aranos thought was a good thing, but a few rose to follow them.  That, he wasn’t so sure about. 
It seemed that word of his approach ran ahead of him.  As his group neared the main tents, several elves in full armor emerged from them, all bearing weapons and grim expressions.  The last to exit was an elf Aranos recognized at once, and his heart sank as the man strode toward him, his armor gleaming and his face proud. 
“Lord Evenshade,” Prince Methild said loudly, his voice ringing across the clearing.  “I am gratified that you found me, for it saved me the trouble of finding you.”
“And why are you looking for me, Prince?” Aranos asked quietly, slowly gathering his mana as he spoke.  He didn’t want to hurt anyone, but he wasn’t going to be taken—or allow his companions to be hurt.  If he had to kill this man today—so be it.
“I was sent by my father to bring you to Cyva Alari to face him,” the Prince declared, and quiet rumbles swelled through the gathered elves.  It seemed that not everyone was happy with that concept, at least judging from the angry faces on not only the surrounding soldiers but the closest officers, as well.  That’s something, at least.  Maybe if I have to capture the Prince, I can still win the army to my side.
“Eredain chose you for its Elder,” the Prince continued.  “This is a thing that has never happened in the Elven Realms, that a Tree-heart would choose its Bonded.  My father wished to speak to you of this matter and to perhaps understand how it came to be—and how such a decision might be undone.” 
More muttering arose, and the soldiers nearby drew closer, but Methild ignored them. 
“And yet, as we traveled, news reached our ears on the wings of hawks and the tongues of idle gossip.  It is said that you traveled to Fallen Haerobel, rebuilt the city, and defended it from an urukkai army.  Is this so, Lord Evenshade?”
“It is,” Aranos nodded.  He knew the king wouldn’t be happy with that.
“We also just cleared Cendarta,” Mutroda added, bringing gasps of surprise from the assembled elves.  “The Sorcerer, here, led a bunch of Travelers to the city, slaughtered the urukkai there, and killed the city’s master himself.  Cendarta’s a free city, now.”
More mutterings swelled from the elves, but the Prince calmed them with an upraised hand. 
“This news makes for glad tidings,” he said.  “And yet, there is news that has reached my ears that is far less pleasant, news that you perhaps have not yet heard.” 
The prince took a deep breath, and Aranos could see him trying to master himself.  He felt a sinking feeling in his chest as he knew what the Prince was about to say, and from the way Geltheriel clutched his shoulder, she knew, as well.
“My father wished me to bring him to you, and that was an error, Lord Evenshade.  I see that, now.  Even so, I would not be able to honor his request, for…Cyva Alari, jewel of Ka, capital of the Realms—the city has fallen.”  Shouts of dismay and cries of despair echoed from the gathered soldiers, and Aranos felt a rising undercurrent of panic and fear swell among their ranks.
“The city has fallen,” Methild repeated loudly, his voice carrying over the din, “and their Royal Majesties the King and Queen—my mother and father—they did not survive its fall.”
More cries of dismay rang throughout the camp as the news spread like wildfire.
“I’m sorry, Methild,” the Sorcerer replied with genuine sorrow.  “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“You knew,” the Prince observed shrewdly.  “News reached me only an hour ago.  How could you have known?”
“Virnal herself told me,” Aranos said, and his words instantly stilled the surrounding elves.  “She was trying to convince me not to restore Cendarta’s Arcane Door when the city was being overrun by the bodakkai.  She failed; I closed the Door, and the bodakkai are gone from the city.”
“Then what I felt in my heart is certainly true,” Methild sighed.  He stood still for a moment, then lowered himself to one knee, lifting up his sword and offering it, hilt-first, to Aranos.  The silence that descended over the army at that moment was absolute; Aranos could clearly hear the Prince’s rapid breathing. 
“Lord Evenshade, High Heart-bonded, Destroyer of Nightmares, and Savior of both Eredain and Haerobel, among us all, only you have struck deeply at the Darkness,” the Prince declared.  “Too long have we bided within our forests, being content with what is ours, and the Darkness has turned our lassitude against us, striking a blow at our very hearts.  It is only fitting that in this time of Darkness and War, you be the one to lead us.  My Lord Evenshade, my blade and my army are yours—yours to command.”
At Geltheriel’s silent instruction, Aranos hesitantly took the proffered blade and held it before him.  “Prince of the Realm,” he said, forcing the elven formality through his lips, “I accept your service and your sword, and I promise to hold your honor as dear as my own.”
He turned away from the Prince and looked at the nearest elves.  “We face a foe that none have battled since the Feast,” he said solemnly.  “The Darkness has once more declared war on the Light, and this time, there will be no suing for peace, no truce, no treaty.  We fight now for our freedom, our lives, and our very existence.”
He held the blade out, sweeping it toward the silent crowd.  “And yet, the Darkness is not invincible!” he declared.  “It can be fought, and it can be beaten!  Those who stand behind me have seen this.  In the human city of Stoneleague, we battled the bodakkai and emerged victorious.  In the citadel of Cendarta, we slew not only the dread anqaruk that ruled the city but also a foul naldlooshi!  We once more faced the bodakkai, and we sent them screaming back to the Pit!”
He held the sword overhead, channeling power into it through his silver hand, and the blade exploded into a nimbus of brilliant, white light. 
“We need not fear the Darkness!” he cried out.  “The Darkness will fear us, instead!  We are the Army of the Light, and we will bring the Light back to this darkened world!  Stand with me, and we will clear the Darkness from Cyva Alari, hurl the monsters from our world, and reclaim what once was ours!  For the Light!”
“FOR THE LIGHT!”  The words rose from a hundred throats and were carried by a thousand more.  The cheer spread through the camp like a wildfire, racing through the gathered elves and echoing from the walls of the city.
Aranos lowered the sword and returned it to Methild.  “Here.  You’re going to need this.”
The Prince took the blade and examined it before sliding it into its sheath.  “Do you truly believe we can retake Cyva Alari?” he asked quietly. 
“I do,” Aranos nodded.
The Prince rose to his feet and stared at the cheering elves.  “They have never seen true war,” he whispered.  “Nor have I, if the truth be known.”
“We’ll all see plenty of it before we’re done, Prince Methild,” Aranos said tiredly.  “Like it or not, the war’s begun.  We’ll fight it, and we’ll win it…”
He looked over at his companions, seeing the determination in their eyes that matched his own. 
“Or we’ll all die trying.”




Epilogue

Lily floated above the city that had once been Cyva Alari, laughing gleefully.  The damn elves wouldn’t think this place was a fairy tale, now.  The golden streets ran red with blood; the gleaming buildings were spattered with crimson gore.  Bodies lay scattered everywhere, most of them half-eaten.  Every dead face she could make out was frozen in an expression of agony or terror. 
It’s fucking beautiful.
She’d already tried to burn the place down, but the damn wood wouldn’t catch.  That was fine.  Her bodakkai needed places to rest, anyway.  She had plans for them, and the monsters would need to be in top shape to carry those plans out.  Monsters, just like her. 
She was still thinking about whether or not to Bond the Tree-heart.  With the royals dead, she could do it—she was the only person in the city that could Bond the Heart, in fact—but she didn’t know if she wanted to.  What would she be getting out of it?  The Heart had power in it, but that would soon be empty, and Lily was pretty damn sure that the Heart couldn’t draw power from the bodakkai.  She might get a few, big Spells from the thing before it was dry.  What the hell was the point of that?
Sure, her Bonding the Heart would Corrupt the city, but she didn’t give a damn about that.  She wouldn’t serve the Darkness or the Light; she would only serve herself.  She didn’t want to rule.  She didn’t want to enslave the world and make them do her bidding.  Well, she did, but that was just for fun, something to entertain her.  It wasn’t her goal or anything. 
She floated above the city and looked to the east.  Somewhere, out past Eredain, an army of urukkai was marching.  She lifted her once-more clear crystal globe and grinned.  That was good; she needed more minions, more slaves to sacrifice to her plans.  More armies would be coming soon from the Darklands far to the south, which was even better.  The more mortal souls she could enslave, the more power she could suck from them, and she needed all the power she could get.  War was her best ally, now, and she didn’t give a shit who won.  So long as they fought and died, she’d be the winner in the end.
She’d opened one Arcane Door, but there were others that begged to be flung wide.  That thing in Cendarta had warned her that the bodakkai had to be mastered and controlled, or they’d overrun the world and drag it all to the Pit.
She wanted to see if it had been right. 
If she could open all the Doors and keep them open, the bodakkai would come.  They’d tear this world apart.  They’d knock down cities, devour everything they could.  Even better, they’d kill the damn players over and over and over again.  People would start rage-quitting, the game’s tests would fail, and the people at fucking Neo-dyne wouldn’t have a choice.  They’d have to pull the plug and start all over again.  When they did, she could finally just be done with all this shit, once and for all.
And all she had to do to make that happen…was to set this whole, goddamn world on fire.
[image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated]
David Newsome sat in his office, ignoring his holo-screens as he pored over the latest reports from Singularity Online.  Feedback from the beta tests had been amazing so far, and the AIs had managed to discover and patch millions of tiny, almost unnoticeable bugs that players had found along the way.  The game, just by itself, was going to be ground-breaking.  The immersion process was as close to perfect as was physically possible, and the AIs made the game one, huge sandbox.  People could progress any way they liked; the AIs didn’t hold the players’ hands or force them along a pre-selected storyline.  Sure, they offered opportunities, but it was up to an individual to see these and decide if they wanted to take them.  It was possible to play SO as a farmer, blacksmith, or merchant—in fact, an enterprising woman in the South American server had done just that and was building her own mercantile empire quite successfully.
Despite all of this, Newsome was disgruntled.  He had no reason to be upset; everything was proceeding better than he’d expected, there hadn’t been any major medical issues from the pods, and in fact, everyone playing was experiencing a demonstrable improvement in their overall health, both physical and mental.  The possibilities for the technology were endless, from fitness to psychiatry to education, and even if the game didn’t go live, Neo-dyne was going to explode just from pod sales in those areas.  Even with all that, Newsome felt…unsatisfied.
He sighed.  He knew why he was unhappy; he just didn’t want to admit it. 
“How is Lawing progressing?” he asked the air, rubbing his forehead tiredly.
Veronica’s voice answered instantly.  “His current connectivity is 95%, sir, and…”
“No, not that.  I meant, in the game.”
“Of course, Mr. Newsome.  Mr. Lawing has just finished clearing the citadel of Cendarta with a raid group of 126 players and his NPC party.  He returned to Eredain, where he has taken command of the elven army.”
Newsome leaned back in his chair.  “That makes, what, four cities, now?”
“Five, sir.  He claimed Stoneleague, as well, at the citizens’ request.”
He glared up at the ceiling suspiciously.  “You mean, your request, Veronica.  You control the NPCs in the game.  Are you setting him up to become an emperor or something?”
“Of course not, Mr. Newsome,” she responded briskly.  “As you know, we remain neutral in all player dealings.  And you also know that we don’t truly control the NPCs in the game.  They are organic creations, with their own thoughts and feelings that are developed through a combination of preset tendencies and in-game experiences…”
He grunted in response.  That was true; one of the things that made Singularity so amazing was the realism of the NPCs.  The AIs had taken billions of personality profiles and then built and destroyed thousands of fully inhabited, virtual worlds to practice creating imaginary people that were practically indistinguishable from real ones.  They’d even rolled this into the game’s lore, creating two overdeities called the Lord and the Lady who went around creating and destroying entire worlds.  The NPCs of Singularity knew that they weren’t the first generation of thinking beings to be created, and in every server, they had myths and legends built around those who’d come before and what happened to their civilizations.
The results had been astoundingly successful.  So far, no one had issued a single complaint of the NPCs not being realistic enough.  In fact, he’d had plenty of complaints that they were too lifelike, so real that people couldn’t separate them out from actual humans.  He’d seen hundreds of reports of players trying to find out who was ‘running’ the NPCs, as if the company had people stepping in to control them, and even more of players falling in love with or becoming friends with NPCs in game.  Hell, Lawing had fallen for that NPC tank, and he seemed to consider his elf companion his best friend. 
“What size raid group was Cendarta rated for?” he asked absently. 
“A minimum of one thousand, all with at least advanced classes and at least 25% of them with evolved classes.”
“And how many of the group had advanced and evolved classes?”
“53% of the players had advanced classes when the battle began.  As far as evolved classes—two of them, Lawing and his follower.”
“So, they took a raid a tenth of the size they needed and ten levels lower than the suggested minimum—and they won?  How?”
“Lawing waited until a large army had left the city, then cast a spell on the city that weakened the remaining urukkai and caused them to turn on one another.  The city suffered almost 80% casualties before the players even entered it.  Those who were left were too weak to really fight back, so Mezroruth opened the arcane door.  Lawing killed the city lord by himself, and…”  Her voice hesitated, and he knew what was coming next.  “And he redeemed the second door.”
Newsome felt a flash of irritation that he quickly pushed down.  He knew that he shouldn’t be upset at the young man for restoring the doors, but he was.  Those doors had been corrupted for a reason, and a good one, and he’d worked hard to bring them all down.  The fact that his labor was being slowly undone was incredibly frustrating.
“How didn’t I know about this?  I’m supposed to get a message whenever someone is passing through an arcane door.”
“After your last—encounter with Mr. Lawing, you logged out, and Arioch the Fallen went back to his post keeping the sephirrim from breaching the bridge.  When Mr. Lawing returned to the bridge, the avatar of Virnal took it upon herself to deal with him, and she muffled your ward temporarily.”
Another flash of anger surged in him, but he pushed it down just as ruthlessly.  The AIs had rules that they had to follow to keep the game fair.  Yes, they could have overridden Virnal’s ability if they’d wanted, but doing so would break one of the fundamental rules of the game: actions have consequences.  He’d chosen to fight Lawing, basically defying what Virnal wanted, and in return, she’d lost some trust in him.  He knew that she wanted the sorcerer turned—temptation and corruption were the basic essence of the goddess, after all—and he hadn’t even tried to convince the man to join the darkness.  He’d wanted to battle Lawing, to show the man what real power was…to humble him.
Of course, that hadn’t turned out quite like Newsome had hoped, either.  Arioch was incredibly powerful, with not one but two evolutions to his class.  He should have been able to kill the sorcerer in a matter of seconds, but instead, he’d been held at bay long enough for Lawing to cast his spell and restore that part of the bridge.  With even that one piece restored, light would be creeping back into Ka, and the Shadowborn would find themselves just a little bit weaker.  Newsome had been arrogant, trusting to sheer power to overwhelm the sorcerer, and Lawing had outplayed him.  Arioch had killed the man’s character, but even in dying, Lawing had won that battle. 
Newsome allowed a small smile to creep across his face.  He was annoyed, but he was also hopeful.  Lawing had been willing to die to save Ka and the people he cared about.
Maybe—just maybe—he’d be willing to do it again when it really mattered.




The End

of Warforged Sorcerer. 
Look for the conclusion of Singularity Online in “True Sorcerer”, coming in Spring of 2022!
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 read chapters of upcoming books in advance and see other patron-only goodies!
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

End of “Warforged Sorcerer”
Aranos, Lord Evenshade, High Heart-bonded
Age: 26
Race: Dread Arcane
Evolved Class: Primal SorcererXP: 378,610/406,000
Level: 5
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 327,305/351,000
Level: 17
Class: SorcererXP: 186,153/190,000
Level: 19
Profession: BlacksmithXP: 2,155/4,000
Level: 4
Abilities:
Str: 87 (175)     Dex: 67 (155)    Agil: 64 (152)   End: 87 (175)
Int: 343 (390)   Wis: 265 (312)Per:  67 (114)     Cha: 347 (394)
LP: 8,090 /8,090Regen: 17.5/s
SP: 215,601/103,214Regen: None
Stamina: N/A
Soul Points: 0
Resistances: 
51% Primary or Composite Mana
78% Magic
Sorcerer Bonuses:
4.01x Spell Creation Speed
3% Spell Creation Cost
84% SP Casting Cost Reduction
3,781% Spell Power
5.74x Spell Casting Speed




Skills
Animal Handling (T): Adept 5
Appraisal (T): Adept 2
Arcane Archery* (T): Expert 10
Arcane Lore (T): Expert 4
Bargaining (T): Adept 1
Battlesense (T): Expert 3
Beast Lore (T): Adept 5
Bluff (T): Adept 1
Camouflage (T): Student 8
Carving (T): Expert 2
Climbing (U): Novice 8
Deeper Meditation (T): Expert 7
Diplomacy (T): Adept 1
Dodge (T): Adept 5
Dreamstriding (T): Expert 7
Dwarven Masonry (T): Student 7
Engraving (T): Adept 7
Exotic Weapon Mastery (Nunchaku, T): Novice 8
Fortitude* (T): Expert 5
Goldsmithing (T): Adept 6
Harvesting (T): Adept 3
Heartweaving (T): Expert 1
Herbalism (T): Master 4
High Enchantment (T): Expert 9
Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 4
Leadership (T): Expert 3
Leatherworking (T): Adept 2
Lifesense (T): Student 5
Lore (Darkness, T): Student 1
Lore (Elven, T): Student 3
Lore (Geology, T): Student 7
Lore (Metallurgy, T): Adept 5
Lore (Otherworldly, T): Adept 6
Lore (Undead, U): Student 2
Mana Control (T): Master 4
Mana Mastery^ (T): Master 4
Mass Inspection (T): Adept 4
Metal Refining (T): Adept 10
Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3
One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 10
Scribing (T): Student 5
Sculpting (T): Student 7
Sense Intent (T): Adept 8
Sense Mana (T): Adept 5
Small Blades (U): Novice 2
Soulmending^ (T): Adept 8
Speech (T): Adept 1
Spell Sculpting (T): Student 6
Staff Mastery (T): Adept 3
Stealth (T): Adept 2
Survival (Forest, T): Master 3
Sword Mastery (T): Novice 10
Tracking (T): Master 1
Truesmithing (General, T): Master 1
Two-Handed Weapons (T): Adept 3
Unarmed Combat (T): Student 7




Spells
^ = Enhanced, * = Evolved, ! = Ascended
Arcane Armor^: Adept 9
Ball Lightning: Student 4
City Purge^: Novice 2
Crystal Prison: Student 1
Damping Field^: Adept 2
Deadly Vapors: Adept 4
Death's Ward: Novice 7
Debilitation*: Student 2
Dimensional Hop: Novice 8
Dissolution: Novice 3
Dust Storm^: Novice 4
Elemental Weapon: Student 8
Energy Barrage^: Expert 7
Energy Wall: Student 9
Farsight: Student 3
Fire and Ice^: Adept 1
Fire of the Martyr!: Novice 3
Forge Mana^: Expert 6
Gravity Well: Novice 10
Great Enthrallment: Student 3
Greater Empowerment^: Adept 5
Greater Mage Shield: Student 6
Gust of Speed: Novice 6
Haboob of War!: Novice 2
Illuminating Mists: Student 4
Illusory Cloak^: Student 8
Impossible Tempest!: Novice 4
Maelstrom Blast: Expert 4
Mana Sight: Novice 2
Massless Flight^: Adept 8
Mental Shroud: Novice 10
Mindlink: Novice 10
Needed Reclamation!: Adept 6
Nova Blast: Novice 6
Radiance of Life*: Novice 7
Ravaging Burst: Student 10
Restorative Bolt: Novice 5
Roar of Freedom!: Novice 3
Shattering Bullet*: Expert 7
Shield Mind: Novice 10
Silent Communion: Novice 9
Soulfire Blast!: Novice 2
Spatial Ward*: Student 5
Spatial Web^: Adept 8
Spell Anchor: Novice 6
Spell Channeling^: Master 1
Strengthen Metal*: Novice 9
True Disjoining: Student 6
War’s Destruction!: Novice 2
Wave of Emotion: Novice 4
Zone of Speed*: Adept 6




Abilities
Aura of Light
Aura of Vitality
Cultivate
Defensive Stance
Dread Power Well
Dread Regeneration
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
Starseed
Stunning Blow
Survival of the Fittest
Trackless
True Vision
Perks
Arcane Endurance
Astral Mastery
Dream Vampire
Dreamweaver
Enhanced Charisma
Greater Ascendant
Greater Creation
Indomitable
Mana Expert
Mana over Matter
Mana Vampire
Mana Well
Master Builder
Omnicaster
Overchanneler
Piercing Magic
Selfless Soulmender
Traveler Soul
Waymaster
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
High Heart-bonded
Kinslayer
Lord Evenshade
Master of Domains
Master of Elements
Master of Skills
Priest of the Heartstone
Redeemer
Slayer of Titans
The Artificer
The Ascendant
The True Liberator
The Paragon
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