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The Story So Far…

Jeff Lawing is a programmer at Neo-dyne, the corporation that invented Singularity Online.  Singularity is a FIVR, a fully immersive virtual reality, the first of its kind.  Its intent is to fully map the human brain into a digital version as proof of concept that the Singularity Theorem – the theory that a human mind can be melded with a machine – is valid.  Jeff was one of the lead programmers on the project, and as such, he knows that the AIs running the game locked out human control long ago; the game is essentially running itself.
Jeff joined the beta test for the game along with his friend Phil.  Upon entering, he met Veronica, a true AI and his guide to the game.  After a testing period, he chose the Sorcerer class, a class focused on creating spells from their imagination rather than learning them from scrolls or books.  He picked the aleen race, a half-elf, half-fay hybrid, and was dropped into the game near the elf Stronghold of Eredain.  He found the elves unfriendly toward him and all Travelers, but their elder, Golloron, the ruler of Eredain, proved to be less hostile and sent Aranos into the Travelers’ Trials to show that he was a Traveler, what the natives of Ka call players. 
The Trials turned out to be a class training quest for Sorcerers.  There, Aranos met the memory of Lythienne, the Last Sorcerer, who taught him how to create spells and gifted him with some of her memories, boosting his skills in Tracking, Herbalism, Natural Lore, and Archery all to the Expert or Master ranks.  Aranos exited the Trials through a vast, heavily enchanted Arcane Door, where he was attacked by the Darkness.  He drove out its attempts to control him and gained the ability to resist direct mental control.  When he exited, he found himself in the ruined and fallen elven city of Haerobel. 
Once there, Aranos learned about Corruption, an aspect of the Darkness that weakens Lightborn and encourages them to either perform quests to Redeem themselves or give themselves entirely to the Darkness.  He also discovered Geltheriel, an elf Keeper – similar to a ranger – who’d been imprisoned in the city, abused, and forcibly Corrupted to the point that she couldn’t Redeem herself through questing.  While the elf was unfriendly and suspicious at first, when Aranos reclaimed her sword, an artifact of her House, she swore herself to his service with a binding oath. 
Aranos and Geltheriel made their way to the top of the city, battling undead the entire time, and entered the Treehome, the ruined palace.  There, Aranos realized that the city’s master was none other than Lythienne, whose memories had trained him.  When the Feast of Virnal came, a cataclysmic event where the gods of Light were shut away and the hordes of Darkness swept across the lands, destroying most of the Realms of Light, Lythienne feared for the loss of her skills and tried to store them in a flawed memory stone.  That left her bereft of most of her memories.  Now insane, she summoned a dark, vampiric spirit called a rabisu that promised to teach her to protect herself by slaughtering the city in a dark ritual. 
Aranos defeated Lythienne by casting an Ascended Spell, a spell whose power dwarfed regular magic.  He and Geltheriel returned to Eredain through another Arcane Door and found that an imposter had taken Geltheriel’s place.  The elves almost attacked Aranos and Geltheriel until Golloron returned with the imposter, revealing it to be a rakshasa, an evil spirit of fire.  The imposter elves attacked Aranos, Geltheriel, and Golloron.  When their leader died, his body shifted into that of Lily, an alpha tester of the game and the first Traveler to arrive in Eredain.  Lily’s body vanished, as all Traveler bodies do when they die, and she respawned swearing vengeance against Aranos.
Now welcome in Eredain, Aranos used the city’s resources to train himself.  He joined the House of Stars, the society of Wizards in elven lands.  He trained with the House of Twilight, the home of the Keepers, and he met Geltheriel’s uncle Durlan, who had a library of skill books Aranos could use to gain and train his skills.  He learned Dreamstriding, the ability to travel in the dream worlds, and there he encountered Morx, the Lord of Nightmares and a god of the Dark Pantheon.  He escaped by crafting another Ascended Spell that could breach any barriers. 
He also met Rhys, a Druid who joined his party as a Healer, and Redeemed an amarok pup, a Corrupted wolf, turning it into a celestial wolf called a fenrin.  He bonded the young fenrin and named her Silma, meaning starlight.
While in the city, Aranos learned that a string of elven elders had been murdered and partnered with Saphielle, a lieutenant in the guards, to investigate.  He was also challenged to a duel by Gorrid of Exxidor, the scion of a House known for dueling.  Gorrid later attacked Aranos, and Aranos defeated him, causing the man to be thrown out of the House of Stars and his House to be disgraced.
Aranos’ investigations led him to discover that Gorrid’s father, Keryth, was behind the killings.  The patriarch was using the memory crystal Lythienne developed to steal the elder’s memories for himself, then killed them to cover up the theft.  He used that knowledge to develop slave brands that bound their victim to the creator’s will for life.  He used these brands to enslave his son and Dirue, a Master of the House of Stars that Aranos befriended.  Keryth also brought twenty Travelers to Eredain to attack Aranos.  Aranos killed the Travelers and drove Keryth off with an Ascended Spell, then freed Dirue and executed Gorrid.
Keryth subverted enough of the city to allow a massive Shadowborn assault to gain entrance into Eredain, then tried to use the chaos to enslave the city’s Tree-heart, the center of its power.  Doing so would have Corrupted the entire city, but Aranos stopped him and Redeemed the Heart, which permanently removed all Corruption from it. 
Aranos communicated with his friend Phil, who’d spawned in human lands, and the two arranged to meet together in Antas.  Phil had tried to party with a woman named Martina, but Martina turned out to be a poor party leader and kicked Phil out when he pointed this out to her.  He put together his own party consisting of Meridian, a shaman healer; Longfellow, an archer; and McBane, a dual-wielding rogue.  Aranos and his party traveled the High Road, an enchanted highway that once allowed rapid movement around the Realms of Light but had fallen to Darkness, and there he crafted another Ascended Spell in his fury when Silma was killed and eaten by a monster.  He also unlocked the Soulmending skill, a skill that allowed him to gain power by freeing souls from torment.
Aranos and Saphielle grew closer, becoming lovers, and Saphielle declared her love for him.  Aranos held back on returning the words, since she was an NPC.
Martina was approached by a Summoner named Liam, who offered to join her party if she was willing to go to Antas with him and get into the Library before Aranos and Phil did.  Martina agreed, although she quickly came to regret the decision, as Liam slowly took over the party.  Liam later revealed himself to be Lily, the alpha test Traveler, who tried to sacrifice Martina and her warrior companion Hector to become a vampire.  Lily partially succeeded, becoming a vampiric slave to Zoridos, a qualintar or lich who ruled Antas while forcing Martina to undergo a race change into a daywalker, a half-undead.
Aranos and Phil found Antas a city of the undead, one that was actively hostile to all life.  Aranos unlocked the secret to Enhanced mana, specifically the necrotic and restorative aspects, and used these to create a spell to protect the party in the city.  They rescued Martina and Hector and added them to their party, then took the Library, where Aranos met the Vaultkeeper, an ancient being bound to protect the Vault.  It told Aranos that he had to kill Zoridos if he wanted access to the Vault.  The party attacked Zoridos in his Treehome, where Rhys turned on the party in combat, killing Meridian.  Phil unlocked the secret to becoming a Paladin and gained the new class, allowing him to hold the undead at bay. 
Meanwhile, Aranos, Saphielle, and Silma attacked the city’s Tree-heart.  Zoridos appeared and was much stronger than Aranos anticipated.  Saphielle sacrificed her life to give Aranos a chance to defeat Zoridos.  He used his Ascended Spell, Saphielle’s spear, and a single-use item that boosted his power enormously, and struck at the Tree-heart.  He found that Zoridos had captured the souls of every elf in Antas inside it, granting him his power.  Aranos used his Soulmending skill to free these souls, freeing Saphielle’s last of all.  Aranos claimed Antas, Redeeming its Heart and banishing Lily from it.  She set out to gain her own city. 
Aranos discovered that Golloron had tampered with Rhys’ mind, turning him against the Sorcerer.  He met the Elder in the dreamscape, and Golloron revealed that the Light surrendered to the Darkness during the Feast.  They were granted peace in return for sending out tribute to the Darkness yearly and not expanding their borders, an arrangement Aranos was destabilizing.  The two fought, killing one another.
Aranos began rebuilding Antas and found what he needed in the Library, suggesting that he had to master portal magic to move the Cleansing Quest forward.  He traveled to the human city of Stoneleague to pursue this.  He disguised himself and the elves so they could move freely in the city, then entered the Mages’ College, where he met a fledgling Sorcerer named Avalyn and a Traveler friend of Phil’s named Neela. 
He discovered that to enter the College, a mage had to pass a barrier, one that used mind magic.  As the College forbid the use of mind magic without consent, his discovery caused him to be summoned to meet the Headmaster.  The Headmaster confronted Greghoff, the Dean of the school of mind magic, who admitted to using such magic in the barrier.  The Headmaster also introduced Aranos to Radomil, Dean of the college of dimensional magic, and asked Aranos to train Avalyn, since the College was unable to.  Aranos agreed and learned how to create portals from Radomil, as well as learning about Primal mana, the fundamental power of magic, from Headmaster Mandla. 
Aranos was attacked by thieves bearing a device that annulled primary magic.  This led McBane to a Quest to find and defeat the Scarlet King, an upstart Thief Lord who was starting a war in the underworld of the city.  While McBane investigated this, Phil’s party, along with Martina and Hector, journeyed to the nearby city of Northmoor to investigate disappearances along the road there.  The party found that Lily had taken the city and was sacrificing all the Travelers in it to Corrupt the city’s Heart.
Aranos traveled to the south of Stoneleague to determine why caravans that way had gone missing.  He discovered a group of monsters called tigroons attacking the caravans and tracked them to their lair, a ruined keep.  The tigroons were Awakened, meaning they had been given human-level intelligence and spellcasting abilities, an ability lost in the lands of Light.  Rhys found a single cub left in the keep, and Aranos Redeemed it, turning it into a creature called a leonal, an evolved and powerful lion.  Geltheriel named him Glorferdir.
Aranos took a Quest that leads him to dwarven lands.  He met some dwarves and became friendly with them after killing a beast called a smarsolm or dragonelle.  He took one of its eggs and gave it to Rhys, who eventually hatched it.  The creature was too weak to survive, though, and Rhys and Aranos had to work together to save it.  Doing this Awakened the creature, an ability that Druids once had but lost, and Evolved it into a more powerful version called a turaloke. 
Aranos and the party then returned to Dwarven Lands to get the blueprints for a portal arch, where the Priestess of the Heartstone, the Skollheld or dwarven city’s ruler, introduced them to her daughter Mutroda.  Mutroda was a priestess who wished to fight as a warrior, something prohibited in dwarven culture.  Her mother offered to give Aranos the blueprints he wanted plus those to a powerful Dwarven Masterforge if he allowed Mutroda and some of those like her to live in Antas.  Aranos also trained with the dwarven smiths and learned the secrets of Truesmithing, a forging technique that allowed him to craft and enchant items at the same time. 
Aranos returned to Eredain and built two portals, one in Antas and one in Eredain.  When he entered Eredain, the people cheered for him, and this caused Golloron to lose the last bit of control he had over his Destruction Domain – which he’d unbound to fight Aranos in the Dreamscape and now couldn’t subdue – and he attacked Aranos.  Golloron appeared poised to destroy the party when Rhys and Aranos working together Awakened Eredain’s Tree-Heart, and it severed its Bond with Golloron.  Before the party could defeat the elf, a Nightmare Beast emerged from Aranos’ portal and attacked the city. 
Aranos raised the defenders to fight for the city, and Golloron joined them.  Aranos’ forces were being overrun when Golloron sacrificed himself to try and save them, wounding the Beast.  It then attacked Geltheriel, and Aranos unlocked his twin Domains of War and Redemption to protect her.  He and the Beast battled to a stalemate until Avalyn distracted it with a spell, dying in the process but allowing Aranos to kill it.  This revealed that Avalyn was another Traveler who’d been hiding her status.
Aranos tried to close his portal, but Morx trapped him in the god’s realm.  Morx declared war on the Lightborn and promised to exterminate them.  Aranos attacked the god, catching it by surprise and burning its hand before Mutroda and Geltheriel pulled Aranos back into Ka.  Aranos Redeemed the portal, sealing it. 
With Golloron dead, the Patriarchs of Eredain met to choose a new Elder.  Prince Methild, son of the elven King and Queen, joined their deliberations against all traditions to try and ensure that Aranos wasn’t chosen.   The elf tried to turn the Patriarchs against Aranos, but Eredain’s Tree-heart spoke to the elves, choosing Aranos as its Elder itself.  This enraged the Prince, who attacked Aranos, but Geltheriel defended him.  Methild unleashed his Presence, nearly defeating Geltheriel with it, but doing so showed her how to as well, and she unlocked the Presence of Sacrifice, using it to overcome the Prince.  Aranos cast him out of the city, but he promised he would return.
Aranos discovered that an army of urukkai from the citadel of Cendarta marched on Haerobel and made plans to defend it.  He traveled to Skollheld Heill to get blueprints for defensive buildings, and the Priestess of the Heartstone agreed if Aranos could claim a part of the Deeps vital to the dwarves but held by the kongolorns, spider-people who warred with the dwarves.  He did so, but the Priestess refused to uphold her end of the bargain and attacked the party.  Aranos discovered Corruption in the Stone of Skollheld Heill and Redeemed it, ending the battle and causing the Priestess to ally with him.
He traveled to Haerobel to defend it but found the city’s defenders ready to abandon it due to its ruined state and unlivable condition, but Aranos Bonded with its Heart and used a variant of his High Mastery ability to repair the city and raise new defenses.  The urukkai attacked the city, but Aranos and the elven forces repelled them. 
Aranos began training in Otherworldly Lore, and his trainer took him to other worlds to learn about them.  Aranos had Cron, his trainer, take him to the Kala Kabisu, the Ways of Shadow and the link between the mortal world and the Bottomless Pit.  They found the Ways destroyed, and Aranos realized that the Arcane Doors must have used the Lalu Armizza, the Bridge of Light and the counterpart to the Kala, to transport people through them.  He guessed that Virnal started the Feast by corrupting the Bridge, sending it into the Ways and shattering them both.  As he discovered this, the dark god Garax the Bloodrager attacked the pair, and Aranos wounded the god with his Domain before they escaped.
Aranos returned to Stoneleague to find Phil’s party trying to uncover the identity of the Scarlet King.  They realized that the Scarlet King had to be someone close to the King of Stoneleague.  Aranos went to Headmaster Mandla of the Mages’ College to speak with him about the Scarlet King but found the Headmaster enthralled by Dean Greghoff.  Aranos and Greghoff fought, and Aranos dominated the dean, forcing him to reveal that he worked for the Scarlet King and that he’d enthralled Dean Radomil similarly.  Radomil and the Scarlet King worked to unlock the Arcane Door of Stoneleague, twisting it to unleash the bodakkai, the hordes of the Bottomless Pit, on the city.
Lily trained under Morx, as the dark god wanted her to unlock the Domain of Death.  Instea,d she unlocked Madness and broke free from the god’s control.  She traveled to the citadel of Cendarta and met its master, a half-fiend anqaruk named Mezroruth, who helped her summoned a spirit of insanity to teach her how to use her Domain and showed her how to Corrupt the Arcane Doors.  She sent her army from Northmoor to attack Stoneleague, and the Scarlet King waited for her army to arrive to try and unleash the bodakkai.
The party rushed to stop the Scarlet King but arrived too late.  The Scarlet King sacrificed the royal family of Stoneleague and used their connection to the city’s Heart to unlock the Door.  The Scarlet King revealed itself to be a naldlooshi, a legendary monster that could take any shape, and it battled Geltheriel to a standstill before fleeing and leaving the party to deal with the bodakkai.  Aranos, Phil, and Silma entered the Arcane Door and worked to unravel the Spell Corrupting it under the guidance of Savannah, Mandla’s administrator and a Master of astral magic.  A being name Arioch the Fallen appeared to stop them and killed both Phil and Silma.  Aranos managed to Redeem the Door just before Arioch killed him, as well.  Doing so coated Aranos’ hand in starsteel, a celestial metal, allowing Aranos to channel celestial energy through it.
Lily traveled to Cyva Alari, the capital of the Elven Realms.  There, she channeled the souls of her destroyed army and used that power to Corrupt the city’s Arcane Door and let the bodakkai loose.  The creatures overran the city and killed most everyone inside, including the elven king and queen.
Aranos returned to Antas and reforged Geltheriel’s sword for her using celestial energy.  He poured his own XP into it and created a Mythical weapon, the True Blade of Evenshade, one that only Geltheriel could wield but that was incredibly powerful in her hands.  He gifted it to her, then gathered all the Travelers he could and moved to take the citadel of Cendarta.  He cast his most powerful Spell yet, one that killed most of the urukkai in the city, then destroyed the gate with an Ascended Spell and easily reached the citadel’s central fortress.  Mezroruth emerged and opened the city’s Arcane Door using all the urukkai deaths, sending the bodakkai against the Travelers. 
Aranos’ party tracked down the Door, and Aranos and Mezroruth fought, their Domains countering one another.  Mezroruth summoned the Scarlet King, but Geltheriel fought him once more with her new blade and killed him with McBane’s help.  In so doing, she deepened her Bond with Aranos, allowing him the chance to return her from death if she died. 
Despite the naldlooshi’s death, Aranos struggled against Mezroruth, who drew power directly from the open Door, until the Sorcerer discovered how to unbind the magic inherent in all the matter around him and use it to power his Spells.  He killed the anqaruk and entered the Arcane Door alone.  There, he met Virnal, the head of the Dark Pantheon.  She offered to end the War and close the Arcane Doors if Aranos simply let things return to the way they were, with his cities offering tribute to the Darkness.  He refused and Redeemed the Door, but she killed him in the process. 
Aranos Redeemed Cendarta and returned to Eredain since a large urukkai army marched on it.  There, he found Prince Methild waiting for him with the entire elven army.  Aranos spoke to the Prince, not wanting to hurt the elves or his city.  Methild told him that Cyva Alari fell, and the King and Queen were dead, then knelt before Aranos and swore the army to his service.  Aranos accepted and promised the elves that they would gather the Lightborn armies together and fight the Darkness as one…




Prologue

Virnal Darkbringer, Mistress of Pain, Lady Darkeyes, Queen of the Pit, and holder of a hundred more titles that all meant, “living embodiment of Darkness”, brooded at the heart of her palace in the bottom of the Bottomless Pit.  Technically, the Pit had no bottom, as it was an infinite plane of Darkness, madness, agony, greed, and evil, but the Darkbringer’s Palace occupied that impossible position in the plane, the wellspring from which all true Darkness in Ka poured forth.  From her bloodsteel throne, Virnal ruled the Pit and her pantheon with an iron fist concealed in a black velvet glove, holding her place not only through sheer, raw power but also by keeping her underlings constantly at odds with one another.  She encouraged infighting and shifted her favor mercurially, one moment supporting a disciple in their machinations against rivals, the next aiding that follower’s enemies. 
She did this from necessity as much as pleasure; her followers, given free rein, would turn against her and hurl her, screaming, into the fathomless depths below the bottom of the Pit, the place where Darkness truly resided.  She didn’t hold this against them; it was their nature to betray and destroy.  At its heart, Darkness existed to overturn order, shatter all bonds, and draw all existence into its endless void, and that power thoroughly suffused the Gods of Night.  Betrayal was their nature, the nature of every soul that made it through the Kala Kasbu, the Ways of Shadow that separated the Pit from the mortal worlds.  Every being in her realm feared her and schemed against her, just as she schemed against them – only, she was the undisputed master of that.
Not that she could claim a great deal of credit for the success of her machinations.  True, the Bloodmistress was brilliant and cunning, but she also had a power that was unique even among her pantheon.  Virnal could see the future, and that sight gave her unique prowess in manipulating others.
She grimaced as she thought that; she even deceived herself.  The Darkbringer could see probable futures, not definite ones.  She could tell the likely outcome of particular choices and paths as a scene unfolding in her mind.  When she thought of her minion Garax Bloodrager, Lord of Fury and Battle, she could see the vengeance brewing in his thoughts, the anger that would drive him to lead her armies himself, despite the dangers of that – and the likely outcome when he finally confronted the source of his anger.  All this flashed through her mind as images rapidly unfolding, and she simply knew them to be true.
Her ability didn’t grant her true omniscience, but it was eerily close at times.  When dealing with her own minions or most of the mortals of Ka, her foresight was uncannily accurate.  She could see how effective her various temptations would be, what plans they laid against her, and how she could foil those machinations with ease.  She’d used that ability for millennia to defend her realm and draw more and more souls into the Darkness.  Each soul granted her greater power and dominion, and that was what Virnal truly craved.  She didn’t want to destroy the universe; she wanted to subjugate it and rule it all. 
Her power had limitations, though.  For one, it was notoriously untrustworthy at predicting her own future.  She could see the results of others’ actions against her and how those schemes would play out depending on her response, but she couldn’t see the outcomes of her own choices or actions.  That was why her play to Corrupt the Lalu Armizza, the Bridge of Light that was the Kala’s counterpart, had failed so badly.  Oh, she’d reduced the Realms of Light to tiny islands in the Darkness, all paying tribute to her, which was satisfying, but she’d gotten none of the souls that were her due.  Not only had she lost the souls of the Lightborn, she’d stopped gaining the souls of the Shadowborn, as well.  When the mortals of Ka died, their souls went – elsewhere, somewhere beyond her comprehension, and the loss of that influx of power crippled her pantheon. 
That was why she’d accepted the Light’s offer of truce, in fact.  She’d made a mistake, and she needed time to correct it.  She’d hoped to do so quickly, then allow the Realms of Light to return to their previous states – the more souls in them, the more power she’d get, after all.  Once she’d realized that she couldn’t repair the damage without restoring the Lala, a feat well beyond her power, she’d allowed the truce to continue.  It didn’t grant her power, but it did give her dominion, which was better than nothing. 
Her ability had a greater limitation, as well: it barely functioned against the beings known as Travelers.  Something about those creatures blurred her sight.  She could usually see their futures for short periods – a few days at most, often no more than hours – but even then, her visions often failed her miserably.  One of those failures was the source of her current malaise.
The Traveler Aranos, the so-called “First Sorcerer”, started as a minor thorn in her side.  When he reclaimed Haerobel, she hadn’t been too unhappy – the city was a ruin, utterly uninhabitable even by her bodakkai, so its loss wasn’t a great one.  She admitted to disappointment when he foiled Morx’s attempt to Corrupt Eredain, but again, she could have taken the city any time she wanted, so the loss was minor.  When he freed Antas – that caused her a bit of fury that resulted in the deaths of a few thousand bodakkai and an appropriate punishment for Morx.
Oh, he frustrated her long before that.  He’d ignored all of Morx’s temptations, despite her visions clearly suggesting that he’d accept, and he slew one of her precious Nightmare Beasts, primal creatures of devastation that even she couldn’t replace.  By taking Antas, though, the Sorcerer went from being a thorn in her side to a blade moving toward her chest.  With the knowledge of the Library, he’d discovered how to tap the powers of other worlds, unlocked not one but two Domains, and somehow, he’d learned how to restore an Arcane Door.  He’d done that by bringing the hated Light into her precious Darkness – and by wounding a god.
What he’d done to Morx shouldn’t have been possible.  The Domain of Redemption could hurt one of Virnal’s Pantheon, of course, but it couldn’t truly harm them; no Domain could.  At least, not singly.  Apparently, the Sorcerer combined War and Redemption, and that combination proved dangerous even to divine beings such as the Lord of Nightmares, whose withered claw would never heal.  Garax was the next to taste the dread arcane’s power, and the Bloodrager would sport a scarred face and ruined eye for all eternity, now. 
And then, the Sorcerer had the temerity – the sheer gall – to turn down the blandishments of the Darkbringer herself.  It was unthinkable.  Every vision she had showed him taking her offer, then refusing to honor their deal.  She would have been fine with that – she wouldn’t have honored such an arrangement, either – and she would have resealed the Doors as promised.   Unleashing the bodakkai on the mortal world benefitted no one, really.  He’d spurned her, though, and in so doing – he’d hurt her, as well.
She conjured a mirror and stared at the monstrous form displayed within.  Virnal had a thousand forms, a million of them.  At least, she had, once.  The burst of Celestial Light the Traveler unleashed burned her, seared her flesh – and trapped her in this body.  Trying to shift it caused her intolerable pain, as if the Light scorched her all over again.  She could still leave this body and travel in spirit, inhabit another’s physical form and control them, but never again would she shift into the form most pleasing to the eyes of the beholder to better tempt them. 
She roared in fury, shattered the mirror with a fist, and ripped out her Darkspear, her dread weapon.  With a single slash, she slaughtered a hundred cowering bodakkai.  A second slew a hundred more.  She raged about her throne room, ripping the lives from her helpless subjects, until the floor steamed with a layer of thick, black blood.  The dark blood soaking her cooled the fire in her heart, and she returned to her throne, staring at the scene of devastation.  She took a deep breath, and the blood swirled into a thick vapor that streamed down her throat, filling her and restoring a tiny bit of her power.  Perhaps if she did nothing but slaughter her minions for the next century, she’d regain what she’d lost, but while she did that, the Sorcerer would have free rein in Ka. 
That – that, she would not allow. 
She closed her eyes and let the visions rage in her thoughts.  So many pieces moved through the land, and she needed to guide each of them, turning them toward her greater purposes.  There was a faster way to heal; if she could turn the Sorcerer, she could drain his life and soul as effortlessly as she had the bodakkai’s.  With the power of her assailant in her veins, she would burst free from the prison of her dark flesh and be renewed.  There was but one temptation she believed would sway him, but offering it was no simple matter.  The path to that moment was long and convoluted, and it involved great risks for her and for the Darkness itself.  If she failed…
Virnal repressed a shiver and allowed her spirit to slip from her body to begin its work.  She wouldn’t fail, couldn’t fail, refused to even consider the possibility.  She would bring the Sorcerer into Darkness, drain his soul, and restore herself.  It would be so.  The Darkbringer decreed it, and no power in the multiverse could stand against her.
Her spirit shivered again as it looked down at the dreadful figure slumped on the throne.  No power in the multiverse…
She turned away and flitted off into the Pit.  She had much to do, and after all the millennia, time might be her greatest enemy.




Chapter 1

Aranos sat before the massive, ornate Arcane Door that stood in the center of Antas.  He examined it closely, using not only his eyes but his magical senses, as well.  Several thin probes of mana extended from him toward the door, questing along its surface.  He could feel the various aspects of mana flowing through it, sense the multiple layers of Enchantments and runes buried within runes within runes.  It was an astounding work, an amazing piece of craftsmanship that even now, he couldn’t replicate if he wanted to.
And one that he also couldn’t pry open. 
He sighed as he withdrew his probes and rose to his feet, stretching as his tired muscles protested moving after over an hour of inactivity.  He effortlessly reached a mana probe out to a nearby ruin and dissolved some of the tumbled stone, turning it into mana.  He sucked that free energy in as if his mana probe were a straw, refilling his lost SP, then glanced at his status screen to make sure his mana pool was more or less where he wanted it.
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Aranos, Lord Evenshade, The True Liberator
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: 3,155/5,000
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: 300,014/103,214Regen: None
Stamina: N/A
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He couldn’t help but grimace as he saw his new race.  Massively overloading his mana channels had forced a racial evolution on him during the conquest of Cendarta.  Now, he couldn’t passively regenerate SP; he had to manually recharge himself by draining mana from other sources.  Fortunately, he’d figured out how to shift ordinary matter into mana and absorb that to fuel his Spells, so he wasn’t in any danger of running out of power immediately.  Plus, as a dread arcane, he could store up to three times his normal SP max in his mana pool, meaning it would take a long time for him to run out of magic in combat, even if he was somehow unable to recharge himself.
“No luck, huh?” a voice asked, and he turned to see Martina walking toward him, shaking her head.  Her mottled gray and brown leather armor shifted noiselessly as she moved, her soft boots silent on the stones of the square beneath her.  Despite that, he knew she approached; he could smell her scent on the breeze, and he felt her half-undead presence with his Lifesense skill.  She’d pulled her curly, black hair away from her face, the way she usually did when adventuring or hunting, and her ashen skin glowed in the lowering sunlight. 
“Nope,” he shook his head, smacking the door lightly with one of his green-skinned hands.
“What seems to be the issue?” she said, coming to stand beside him and gazing at the door herself.
“Well, I found the activation rune for it, finally,” he said, touching a spot on one of the twin golden doors.  “Theoretically, adding power here should start the entire construct.   Only, when I add mana to it…”  He shrugged.  “Nothing.”
“Is there more than one trigger, maybe?” she guessed, looking over the door.  “Maybe it has to be activated multiple places at once?”
He nodded.  “Yeah, I wondered the same thing.  I’ve gone over this thing with a fine-toothed comb, though, and if there’s another activation site, it’s buried deep in the layers of runes.”  He sighed.  “Which doesn’t make any sense.  These things were meant to be used.  How could they if only someone who’s a Grandmaster at Runecrafting could get to the trigger?”
“Do you actually understand all of this?”  She gestured at the elaborate runes carved along the door.
“Most of it, yeah.  I can’t make out the deepest levels – that’s Grandmaster work, and I’m only an Expert at High Enchantment – but I can see enough to understand how it works.”  He pointed to the activation site.  “This Door actually collects and stores mana constantly, so it has most of what it needs already within it.  When you add a little bit more, it pushes the SP enough to trigger the effects.”  His finger scrolled through the runes as he spoke.
“Basically, the Door uses nature mana to determine if the activator is an actual, living creature.  That way, it can’t be activated by a random Spell - or something as simple as a nearby lightning storm.  If it is, then the Doors gather and refine Redemption and astral mana, using those to connect to an opening in the Lalu Armizza, the Bridge of Light.  It uses mind mana to read the activator’s intended destination, dimensional mana to locate the correct Door there, and sends a second pulse of astral mana through the Bridge to the other Door, activating it as well.”
He sighed.  “And only some of that is working.  When I add SP, the nature mana checks me over, the mind mana reads my destination – and it stops.  The astral part of the construct won’t activate, no matter what I do – including adding both astral and Redemption mana to it.”
“Maybe it’s you,” she suggested.  “Have you considered letting someone else try it in case it’s a racial thing?  Maybe an arcane whatever-you-are can’t use the Doors.”
“Dread arcane,” he laughed.  “And it doesn’t work for Avalyn or Geltheriel, either.  I mean, even if it was somehow blocked to Sorcerers – which I don’t see in the runes or Enchantments but that could be hidden from me – it should open to humans and elves, right?”
“You’d think,” she agreed.  She smacked Aranos on the shoulder.  “Come on, you need to get away from this for a bit.”
“I don’t have a bit,” he sighed.  “I’ve got seven days, Martina – scratch that, six days, now – to Redeem every Arcane Door.  I’m not sure how I’m supposed to do that – I don’t even know how many there are – but if I can’t even open one in my own city, how can I Redeem them all?”
“I don’t know,” she admitted.  “But is sitting here helping?”
“Not really, no.  I’ve tried everything I can think of.”
“Then you need to think about something else,” she said firmly.  “Take your thoughts off it for a bit and look at it again with fresh eyes – and a fresh brain.”
“You’re probably right,” he admitted, then gave himself a little shake.  “No, you’re definitely right.  I mean, we basically got the elven army settled at Eredain, came back here, and I set to work on this.  I need to take a break and try again.” 
He looked over at her and smiled.  “So, what did you have in mind for a distraction?”  A moment later, he realized what that sounded like and blushed furiously.  “I didn’t mean…”
“No, don’t fix it,” she laughed.  “It’s funnier if you leave it like that.”  She looked at him archly.  “And you could be so lucky.”
He laughed along with her as the two made their way through the streets of Antas.  The city was still mostly ruined and empty, but thanks to his portals, it had gotten a lot more populous.  Several new buildings stood off the main square, including a tavern called the Sapphire Tree that some enterprising merchant set up.  As the only tavern in the city, it was doing a brisk business – which meant that soon enough, one of the other merchants in the city would open another.  The Merchants’ Guild fronted the eastern part of the square, while the Adventurers’ Guild loomed to the north – and that seemed to be where the woman led him, a fact he mentioned to Martina.
“Yeah, the Guild has put up some Quests recently, and we thought we might take one.  We were hoping you’d join us.”
“What’s the Quest?” he asked.
“Whittle down the urukkai army,” she grinned.  “I think our parties are well suited for that, since we’ve faced more of them than anyone else in the city.”
The others awaited Aranos and Martina as they entered the Guild, all sitting at a long, rectangular table, sipping on mugs of ale or glasses of wine.  As he approached, Geltheriel glanced at him hopefully, but he shook his head.  She frowned, then sighed.  He understood.  They’d come a long way together on her Cleansing Quest – when they first took it, she’d written it off as impossible, since no one could ever Redeem an Arcane Door.  Since then, they’d discovered how the Doors worked, set up permanent portals in several cities, and even freed two of the Doors from the Darkness.  Aranos knew how it was done, now – he just had to figure out how to get into a sealed door to do it.  Along with who knew how many other ones…in six days.  Yes, he definitely understood her frustration.
“No joy?” Phil asked him as he sat down.   The Paladin wore simple armor in the city, a chain shirt and leather pants, but Aranos knew that his warforged steel plate armor was close at hand.  His sword hung from his side, another warforged steel implement, this one with a truesilver-wrapped hilt and layered in Enchantments and runes, and his kite shield rested against the back of his chair. 
“Not yet,” Aranos shrugged, taking the empty seat between Geltheriel and Avalyn.  He glanced around the table.  “Where’s Rhys?”
“The Druid hunts the forests with Miwango and Glorferdir,” Geltheriel spoke.  “He seeks to grow their strength – and, of course, to continue restoring the land.”
Aranos nodded.  Blight wracked the forests surrounding Antas when he took the city, filling them with Corruption and steeping them in death.  This left the ground infertile and encouraged the presence of Shadowborn monsters that descended from the mountains to the north and south of the city.  When he Redeemed the city, that drove out the Blight, but it still left the land diseased and too barren to support much growth.  The House of the Sickle, the elven society of Druids, had sent a contingent of over twenty members to begin restoring it, but it would be a process of years, not days, and his own magic simply wasn’t good at encouraging things to grow. 
“So, what seems to be the issue with the Doors?” Phil asked.
Aranos dutifully explained what he’d told Martina, shaking his head as he spoke.  “So, basically, I’m just banging my head against the Door in frustration at this point.  Anyone else’s day been better?”
Longfellow snorted.  “Let’s be reasonable, mate,” he spoke with a distinctly British accent, “there isn’t really any way to make a day like today good, now, is there?  There’s an urukkai army of about thirty thousand troops marching, and they’ll be in Eredain in, what?  Two days?  Plus, the elven capital city is fallen and overrun with bodakkai controlled by a legitimately insane Traveler about as powerful as you are, and it’s likely that she’ll be heading there soon, as well.  What about that screams ‘good’ to you?”
“The weather’s decent,” Hector observed with a grin.  The big Magebane wore a chain shirt similar to Phil’s but with heavier links and had a round shield and single-bitted war axe rather than a sword.  His smile creased his bearded face, his teeth gleaming whitely against his craggy, tanned skin.  “That’s something, right?”
“Fine, it’s nice outside,” Longfellow rolled his eyes.
“I’m sitting in a Guild bar, drinking wine,” Meridian offered in her Southern drawl, holding up a glass filled with red liquid.  Her sapphire-blue armor gleamed in the sunlight streaming in through the bar’s front doors, and her heavy warhammer rested on the floor.  “A week ago in this place, we were sitting on a stone floor drinking water.  That’s definitely better.”
“Well, yes, but…”
“I’ve got sweet new gear,” McBane added, his own accent very faintly Irish but not pronouncedly so.  His smoky grey leather armor didn’t gleam; it was deliberately matte to make it easier for the Rogue to hide.  He held up twin warforged steel short swords.  “That makes for a nice day.”
“Okay, but you’re all forgetting something,” Longfellow waved his hands.  “That’s all lovely – but tomorrow is logout, remember?”
“It is?” Aranos asked, surprised. 
“Yeah,” Martina sighed, picking up her glass of amber wine and swirling it around.  “Sneaks up on you, doesn’t it?”
“He never remembers it,” Phil laughed.  “It surprises him every time.”
“That’s the day when you Travelers go back to your world, right?” Mutroda asked, rubbing her chin.  Her starsteel armor shone silver-white; unlike Phil, the Juggernaut never seemed to be without her armor.
“That’s right,” Longfellow nodded.  “Back to the humdrum existence of our world, at least for a day.”
“What do you do while you are there?” Geltheriel asked curiously.  The Baleful Shade wore heavy black leather armor as usual, and her gleaming sword – the True Blade of Evenshade – hung at her hip. 
“I check in with my folks,” Meridian said.  “My parents, that is.  I also call my brother and brag to him about what a great time I’m having here.  Makes him eat his heart out.”
Hector laughed.  “I spend the day in wellness checks,” he replied, reminding Aranos that the man was a former Army soldier, retired due to disability.  “They have to make sure that the pod isn’t causing me health problems that it wouldn’t be causing you guys.”
“I check in at my department,” Phil shrugged.  “They don’t need a lot of oversight, but if I don’t do something, the higher-ups might think I’m pointless and fire me.”
Aranos snorted; Phil wasn’t in any danger of being fired.  He glanced at Avalyn.  “What about you?” he asked.
“I…”  she hesitated, then sighed.  “I don’t log out,” she admitted.
“What?” McBane asked, leaning forward.  “Even Aranos, here, has to log out briefly.”
“I’m in a different type of pod – an experimental one,” she explained.  “It’s meant to be a long-term one.  You know, something that someone who’s – who can’t get around in our world could stay in for months or years at a time.”
Aranos looked at her and suspected he knew what she’d been about to say.   She wanted to say, “someone who’s dying” – which Avalyn was, swiftly and inevitably, from how the girl told it.  She was sixteen, and she didn’t expect to make twenty.  That was a terrible thing to have to live with, and he didn’t know sometimes how she managed it. 
Then again, what choice does she have? he thought silently.  She can sit around and wait to die, or she can try to live as much as possible. 
“That’s hardly fair,” Longfellow protested.  “How do I get one of those?”
The girl’s mouth twisted bitterly, and Aranos opened his mouth to change the subject, but before he could, Hector spoke up. 
“You don’t want one, buddy,” he said softly, looking at the girl intently.  “Does he, Avalyn?”
She shook her head firmly.  “No, he doesn’t,” she whispered. 
“That’s what I thought,” the man nodded.  “Seems only fair that someone who needs a pod like that gets to spend every minute they can in here, doesn’t it, Longfellow?”
The dark-skinned archer looked at her thoughtfully, his lips pursed as he connected the dots that Hector obviously already had.  “Too right,” he finally said.  “Sorry about that, Avalyn.  Bit stupid of me, I suppose.”
The girl didn’t say anything, and silence hung over the table.  “So, this Quest,” Aranos said, hoping to break the mood.  “Tell me about it.”
“Here, I’ll share it with you,” Martina said almost gratefully.  Instantly, a blue screen popped up in Aranos’ vision, and he pulled it up and read it quickly.
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Bounty Quest Offered: Harassment Duty
Quest Objective: Destroy at least 100 uruks, 70 dabruks, 50 kerruks, 30 ogrins, or 10 ohtruks.  Bring back their left ear as proof of death.
Difficulty: B
Reward: 100 XP, 10 gold
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“So, it’s a repeatable Bounty Quest,” he nodded.  “I should make something like this for House Evenshade.”
“Why not the entire city of Eredain?” Avalyn asked curiously.
“Because we’re already going to be outnumbered by the urukkai.  I don’t want to lose elves to them before they reach the walls.”
“Wise, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel nodded.  “Plus, the urukkai army will be flanked by amarok and pouka riders.  Those scouts are faster than elves on foot, and the army lacks the light cavalry that might be able to harass them.  This is why, traditionally, elven skirmisher units attack urukkai scouts only at range and from hiding.”
“Which Prince Methild is doing,” Mutroda added.  “He’s got his own people out, trying to pick off those scouts.  He’s an ass, but he knows warfare well enough.”
“What do you think, Aranos?” Phil asked.  “We’ve got the rest of the day.  Might as well spend it killing urukkai, right?”
“Absolutely,” the Sorcerer grinned.  “I’ll scry them to see where they’re at, then we can portal out in front of them.  I think we might be able to bite off a good chunk of the army if we set up correctly.”
“I can’t wait,” Hector chuckled, touching his axe.  “I haven’t killed anything in a full day, and old Gertie, here is getting antsy.”
“You named your axe Gertie?” Longfellow asked curiously.
Hector shrugged.  “I haven’t decided, yet.  I figure I’ll just keep tossing names out until I find one that bugs everyone just the right amount.”  His eyes scanned the table, and he sighed.  “Nope, Gertie isn’t it.  I’ll just have to keep trying.”
“I can’t believe you’re dating a man who names his axe, Meridian,” the Archer chuckled.  “What happened to a lady having standards?”
“I had to give them up to be in a party with you, Shortfellow,” the woman shrugged.  “I figured, they’re already gone, so screw it.  Might as well have fun.”  She grinned.  “Plus, that’s not all he’s named.  Want me to tell you about it?”
“And on that note,” Aranos laughed with the others, “I think I need to go do some scrying.  Let’s meet here in ten minutes, and we’ll see if we can make the urukkai army as uncomfortable as Meridian just made all of us.”




Chapter 2

The party stepped through Aranos’ glowing portal into the Blightlands, and Aranos immediately received a new notification.
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You have Entered a New Region: Deep Blightlands
Heavily Corrupted: Gain 2 CP / hour
Profane Ground: All Lightborn take a 10% penalty to attacks, skills, and checks while in this region.
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“Nasty place,” Longfellow observed drily, looking around at the darkened land surrounding them.  Low rolling hills stretched out for miles, and Aranos had landed them atop one of those hills.  The ground sloped subtly downward to the west, toward the forests of Eredain, and rose to the east, toward Cendarta.  Thin, purple-black grass grew from dark gray soil, dotted here and there by clumps of twisted, stunted thornbushes.
Aranos’ focus, though, moved swiftly to the northeast, where a huge cloud of dust hung in the air.  A thousand or more black dots floated in the sky above it, and he saw more dark shapes moving across closer hilltops.  That was the urukkai army, probably five miles distant, with its pouka and amarok-mounted scouts ranging about it.
“I believe that is a jubokko, Liberator,” Rhys murmured, catching Aranos’ attention and pointing into the distance.  To Aranos’ left, about half a mile distant, a small black lake or large pond shimmered in the waning sun.  Beside it, a huge tree jutted up from the ground, likely reaching sixty feet in the air and shading double that beneath its leafless boughs. 
“Jubokko?” McBane asked, looking around.  “Is that a monster?  I don’t see it.”
“The tree,” Aranos pointed.  “Trees that have been fed blood and flesh until they become Corrupted and gain sentience.”  He sighed.  “Each tree lives in constant pain and is the source of the Blight.”
“You can Redeem it, can’t you?” Phil asked.
“Yeah, but I don’t think I should,” Aranos shook his head.  “The urukkai army is going to be coming this way, and if we leave behind a Redeemed tree that can’t defend itself, they’ll just burn it to the ground.  We can come back here later and do it after they’ve passed.”
“Smart,” Martina nodded.  “It still might be better to set up by it, though.  The lake would keep the urukkai off our backs, and the tree would slow down their flying troops.”
“And the jubokko itself would assault us as we neared it,” Geltheriel added.  “They are hostile to all life, and while one is likely no great danger to any of us, it would offer us no shelter.”
“An animated tree that spreads Blight?” Hector asked curiously, hefting his axe.  “I assume we can’t just chop it down?”
“One could certainly attempt to do so,” Rhys chuckled.  “In fact, with the weapon the Liberator forged for you, you would likely succeed.  Its wood is useless, however, and it will regrow within a day, so the effort would be largely wasted.”  The Druid smiled.  “However, if you are bored, it may be a way to pass the time – and it would certainly draw the attention of the nearby urukkai.”
“I’m not that bored, thanks,” the Magebane laughed. 
“So, how are we going to set up, then?” Martina asked Aranos.  “The army’s not that far; I’d guess that their scouts will spot us in the next twenty minutes or so if they haven’t already.”
“I was thinking I’d raise a fortification here,” he suggested.  “I think the urukkai will pretty much have to try and take it as they pass; they can’t leave a fortified position behind them, or we might cut up their supply train.”
The Duskstalker nodded.  “That’s true…”  She glanced over at Geltheriel.  “However, I’ll bet that Geltheriel, Silma, and I can make sure to get them here.  We can Stealth over until we’re near their outer elements, then harass them a bit and draw them this way.”
“Smart,” the Sorcerer said approvingly. 
“I can help,” McBane suggested, his voice slightly hurt sounding.
“Not unless you learn how to use a bow,” Martina patted the man on the cheek.  “Or to teleport the way Geltheriel and Silma can.  We want to hurt them, then get away quickly, not lose you to an urukkai horde.”
“I could probably work something up for you like that,” Aranos mused, tapping his chin thoughtfully.  “It wouldn’t be too hard to give you a line-of-sight teleportation device.”
“Can you do it in time for him to join us?” Martina asked .  “Say, in the next few minutes?”
Aranos grimaced.  “I could,” he hedged, “but it wouldn’t be very good.  It’ll be better if I use the Soulforge to do it.”
“Then I guess you’re staying here,” the woman shrugged at the disgruntled-looking Rogue.
“Not necessarily,” Aranos shook his head.  “While they go after the main force, McBane, you could keep tabs on the closest scouts.  It would be good if they didn’t spot us before we were ready.”
“True.  I’ll go do that – and maybe kill a few if I can.”
“Just don’t go overboard, honey,” Meridian laughed.  “You don’t want to try and outrun those amarok riders.”
“I’ll be careful, Mom,” he rolled his eyes before moving out into the grass and vanishing into Stealth.  Aranos could still see him, in a way; his Battlesense and Tracking skills were both advanced enough to pierce most Stealth, and his Lifesense at Expert 2 seemed to ignore Stealth entirely.  He doubted the urukkai riders would have the same level of ability, though, so he wasn’t particularly worried about the Rogue.
He walked away from the others, to the very peak of the hill, and closed his eyes.  His Heartweaving Skill let him raise buildings in his cities using only Energy or mana, but out in the Blightlands, that wasn’t an option.  Fortunately, he could still build what he needed easily enough, and since the structure in question was Exotically rare, he didn’t even need blueprints.  He let his mind plunge into his depths, sinking down into past the river of power where his mana flowed and diving into the gold and silver ocean of his Domains.  He still needed to pick a third Domain, but he hadn’t had a chance to really consider his options, and he felt that a poor choice would be worse than no choice.  For what he needed, though, Redemption alone was sufficient.
He pictured the structure he wanted clearly in his mind, changing its form slightly to make it more useful.  He concentrated on his need for the building; the defensive fortification would keep his party safe and alive.  Golden fire surged through him as he cast his Needed Reclamation Ascended Spell, pouring into the mental construct he held and rippling out into the air around him.  He controlled the energy tightly as it wove itself into strands of pure matter, using his Dwarven Masonry skill to align the grains of each stone perfectly, to precisely join each block to the next.  As he did, an idea popped into his head, and he allowed a trickle of War to flow into the Spell.  He guided the strands of War slowly and carefully, using High Mastery to twist the grains of stone into runic patterns deep within the blocks and filling those with silver fire.  He twined War into the deepsteel gate that swirled into being, filling the metal with silver power.  At last, the Spell guttered out, and he opened his eyes.
He stood in the center of a twenty-foot-diameter patch of Redeemed ground enclosed by a ten-foot-thick wall.  The translucent golden stone of the wall sparkled as if filled with metallic glitter, and swirling bands of energy twirled within it.  Toothlike crenellations pierced with narrow arrow slits gave defenders protection from attacks while still being able to fire at attackers, covered by dome-shaped cupolas that sheltered the top of the wall from above.  The seams of the wall melded together almost perfectly, leaving a smooth surface without handholds for climbers or weak points for siege engines to attack.  Stairs led down into enclosed spaces where defenders could rest, and a warforged steel gate held in place with a thick bar of the same material barred access to the interior.  The fortification was about as perfect as he could imagine for their purposes.
A notification flashed in his vision, and Aranos pulled it up with a grin.
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Dwarven Masonry Success!
You have used your Dwarven Masonry and Heartweaving skills to create a new structure: a Dwarven Battleholme.  As you created this structure without a blueprint, you can now raise it without blueprints in the future or create blueprints of it for others to use.
Structure Completed!
Grand Dwarven Battleholme
Defensive Structure
A Grand Dwarven Battleholme is an Evolved version of a Dwarven Battleholme, a building used by dwarves to defend an open area.
Rarity: Legendary (normally Exotic; rarity boosted due to Legendary materials used)
Upkeep: None
Benefits: All defensive bonuses are increased by 400% for Battleholme 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. 
Evolved: The fires of War reinforce this wall, turning it into warforged obsidian, a Legendary material.  The wall is immune to damage from attacks, abilities, or spells of less than Legendary rarity.  This includes armor piercing effects from less than Legendary sources.  Attacks that do damage the wall result in a Retributive Strike doing half the attack’s damage to the attacker.
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He grinned as weariness swept over him.  Thanks to his improved Domains and Sorcerer Ascendant Class, the Ascended Spell no longer gave him the Exhausted debuff, but it did leave him a bit tired.  Even better, while the Spell took 90% of his maximum SP, thanks to his dread arcane race change, he’d only lost about 93,000 SP and had plenty left. 
He lifted the bar with some effort, then pushed open the heavy gates and found Mutroda standing before them, touching the stone wall and staring in amazement.
“What – I don’t recognize this stone, Sorcerer,” she said in an awed tone.  “There’s power in here, though – and it’s the hardest stone I’ve ever felt.”
“It’s warforged obsidian,” he said tiredly.  “It’s a Legendary type of stone.  I wouldn’t try to scratch it,” he said as she lifted her starsteel halberd as if to hack at the wall.  “It apparently hurts anyone who tries to damage it.”
“Good to know,” she nodded, resting the weapon back on her shoulder.  She stepped inside and looked around.  “This is a Battleholme,” she observed, looking at him curiously.  “Did the Priestess of the Heartstone give you that blueprint, as well?”
He shook his head.  “I just tried to modify the gatehouse to be circular, and it turned into this,” he said.  “I can build more of them now, though – or make blueprints so that other masons can raise them.”
“Useful,” the dwarf nodded, patting the wall.  “I could hold this place against the entire urukkai army myself, if I wanted to.”
“That might be necessary,” Phil said as he entered the Battleholme and looked around, whistling approvingly.  “This thing is pretty noticeable, and it looks like their scouts are on the way.”  He jerked a thumb back over his shoulder, and Aranos looked past him.  He quickly spotted a group of around twenty flying black dots gathered in the sky and moving their way swiftly.  They’d arrive in ten minutes or so, and he assumed that the amarok riders wouldn’t be far behind.  He nodded.
“Those are just scouts,” he said simply.  “They’re nothing to worry about.  Longfellow, you might want to get up on the wall – there are good archery perches up there – but the rest of us are probably better off just meeting them on open ground – or leaving the gate open and facing them there.”
“Gate’s a better idea,” Mutroda agreed, smacking Phil’s plate-armored arm.  “You, me, and the half-dwarf can hold the nottavalg riders at bay, while the Archer and Sorcerers deal with the giant birds.”
“Nottavalg?” Hector asked.
“Come on, honey, you should’ve gotten that one from context,” Meridian laughed.  “She means the amaroks.”
He grunted.  “Yeah, I should have.”  He shook himself.  “Okay, so we’ll hold the gate, Longfellow, Avalyn, and Aranos take out the birds, and you and Rhys concentrate on healing.  Sounds like a plan.”
“I can probably handle the healing, considering the defensive bonuses we’re getting from this building,” Meridian said.  “Rhys has more combat Spells than I do; maybe he could be another DPS.”
“I can also focus on healing and empowering Miwango and Glorferdir,” the Druid smiled.  “One recalls that the leonal is an exceptional front-line fighter – a tank, as you call them – now that he has reached his first stage of maturity.”
Aranos frowned and Inspected the leonal.
Glorferdir
Young Adult Leonal
Unwounded
Incorruptible, Shed Damage
The leonal must have reached level 10 and become a young adult at some point, he realized.  The cat was larger, four-and-a-half feet at the shoulder and almost seven long, and his mane had come in fully, coating most of his head, neck, and shoulders in gleaming, brassy fur that probably explained the Shed Damage ability he had. 
On the other hand, Miwango, the Druid’s Awakened turaloke, was still only about two-and-a-half feet long and covered with soft-looking but gleaming metallic scales.  Aranos knew that the turaloke’s mother had been more than twenty feet long; he assumed the young dragonelle would reach similar lengths once it achieved its full growth, as well.
The pouka riders arrived first, but while they were still dots on the horizon, Longfellow raised his crossbow, sighted carefully, and fired.  The bolt sped away with a twang, and a moment later, one of the birds plummeted from the sky.
“Nice shot,” Aranos said, a bit awed.  “How did you even reach it?  That thing had to have been a mile away, and no crossbow can reach that far!”
“No crossbow on Earth,” the Archer pointed out.  “Which we aren’t on right now, are we?”  He grabbed a lever on his crossbow and yanked it back, cocking the weapon instantly rather than slowly winding it back up.  “It’s a Deadshot ability called Extreme Sniping.  Lets me attack any target I can see clearly.”  He raised the crossbow and fired again.  The bolt lanced outward, and again, a pouka dropped from the sky.  “And thanks to the Eagle Sight skill that Guildmaster Ryder taught me, I can see pretty far.”
“Apparently,” Aranos nodded appreciatively, then lifted his starsteel-covered hand and summoned his mana, channeling it from his core, up his arm, and out through the Skin of the Star.  The simple fire mana he summoned blazed into celestial fire as it passed through the silver-white skin coating his hand, and the seven orbs blazed out into the midst of the creatures.  They exploded with a blast of white fire that raged for a few seconds before vanishing, leaving only a handful of the creatures left in the air.
“Showoff,” Longfellow muttered, firing again.  This time, though, his bolt split into three, each darting out and felling a different creature. 
“Hey, you got Archery to the Expert ranks!” Aranos said approvingly.  “Multishot is a nice ability – although I can’t make each shot target a different creature like you can.”
“Probably because you’re not an Archer, so the fact that you’re Expert-ranked in Archery is a bit broken already.  No need to make it worse, is there?” 
“That’s probably it, yeah.”  Aranos fired a Shattering Bullet at another pouka.  The scintillating, pea-sized projectile shot out with a crack, moving faster than sound, and his target exploded into a cloud of black feathers.  “I do okay with what I’ve got, though.”
“I say it again: showoff.” 
“Hey, are you going to save some for me?” Avalyn spoke up, her hands on her hips and her face pouting.  “Or are you too busy showing off?”
Aranos grinned at his student.  “Sorry about that.  I should teach you Arcane Archery, so you can do this, too.”
“You should, but until you do, leave the last three for me, okay?”
“It’s a deal, young lady,” Longfellow said solemnly.  “I don’t want anyone to accuse me of kill-stealing – especially when these things give me practically no XP and are just good for training my skills, really.”
The poukas drew closer, and when they neared, Avalyn held up her hands.  A web of glowing lava shot from her palms and raced toward the attackers, entangling two of them and sending them hurtling to the ground.  The last dove to the side, avoiding the Spell, but Avalyn spread her fingers wide, and a dozen tiny, glittering shards of ice darted from her fingertips, streaking unerringly toward the dodging uruk atop the giant raven.  The gray-skinned, orc-like rider tried to dodge, but the ice darts tore into its flesh, spreading across its skin as a thin rime of frost.  More of the darts peppered the mount, whose wings slowed as the frost chilled it, and the pair spiraled helplessly downward to crash into a hillside with a sickening impact.
“Not bad,” Aranos nodded.  “How’d you get the seeking effect?”
“Tiny air conduits,” she replied.  “I connect them to the target first, and as long as I hold them, the ice follows them and hits what I’m aiming at.”  She made a face.  “Makes spell take about twice the SP, but I don’t have an Archery skill, so…”
“Clever,” Longfellow said admiringly.
“I got the idea from my IVs,” the girl replied evenly, and the Archer winced.
“Okay, Avalyn, I’m really sorry about earlier.  It was callous of me…”
She grinned at him.  “Gotcha.  I actually got it from Aranos’ draining ability.”  She chuckled.  “I’m not really that sensitive, Shortfellow.” 
He looked at her, startled, then barked out a laugh.  “Obviously not.  Well done, girl, well done!”  He looked at Aranos.  “I think she’ll fit in just fine.”
“I think she already has,” the Sorcerer laughed.  “One day, Longfellow, you might, too.”
The Archer sighed dramatically.  “I can but dream…”
Aranos watched as a wave of amarok riders crested the hill.  Half of them peeled off and charged the open gate, while the rest moved to circle the walls.  “We’ll want to watch that,” Aranos said, casting his Massless Flight Spell and rising from the battlements.  “I don’t know if an amarok could jump these walls, but Silma could – and we don’t really want them in here with us.”
“Good call,” Longfellow agreed.  “I’ll take the left side; Avalyn, you take the right.”
I can help, a small voice spoke in Aranos’ mind, and he turned to see Miwango floating beside him.  I’ve hunted amaroks, too.  I can kill them.
“Is that thing talking to me in my head?” Longfellow asked, sticking a finger in his ear and rubbing it vigorously.  “Seriously?”
“That’s where you draw your line?” Avalyn rolled her eyes.  “Not orcs riding giant wolves, but a telepathic baby dragon?”
“You have to draw it somewhere,” the man shrugged.  “Might as well be there, right?”
“Miwango, you take the back wall,” Aranos ignored the pair.  “I’ll stay overhead and help as needed.”
Okay.  The turaloke flitted nimbly over to the wall, and Aranos watched as it opened its mouth and poured a beam of thermal energy down on the creatures riding past below.  Screams and smoke rose from the riders as the pure radiant heat seared their flesh.  The Sorcerer smiled.
Yeah, Miwango can handle a few amaroks and uruks, he thought with a grin.
He watched as the creatures at the gate charged at full speed and hurled themselves against the defenders, hoping to overwhelm the shield wall with sheer mass and momentum.  It might have worked if Mutroda wasn’t anchoring the center; the Juggernaut didn’t even flinch as a huge wolf slammed into her tower shield.  The wolf rebounded, staggering back into its compatriots and tripping them, and the entire charge faltered for a moment.  In that instant, Glorferdir roared, and the sound blasted into the charging monsters, hurling them backward and knocking many of the riders from their mounts.  In a matter of seconds, the charge lay in ruins, and the defenders counterattacked.
Mutroda’s gleaming white halberd lashed out, the axe blade cutting completely through one of the dark wolves.  Phil thrust with a sword that dripped holy fire, killing another wolf and immolating its body.  Hector chopped down with an overhead blow of his axe, beheading a uruk, while Glorferdir lashed out with a paw, slamming an amarok to the ground.  The leonal grabbed its rider in his jaws and shook his head, killing it to a chorus of snapping and popping sounds.
Aranos kept an eye on everyone, but he wasn’t really concerned.  The party could easily handle the thirty amaroks and their uruk riders; this was nothing but a warm-up.   The creatures would have been a threat to Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango if the trio were caught on open ground where they could be encircled, but behind the Battleholme’s defenses, even those three weren’t in any danger. 
Oathbinder, we return, Geltheriel’s voice spoke in his mind, carried through the pair of telepathically linked rings they both wore.  And we bring with us perhaps a larger force than we anticipated.
Curious, he rose higher into the air and looked out over the hillside.  He couldn’t see his three party members at this distance – his Tracking skill told him that they were still three miles or more distant and heading back toward the party fast – but he had no problem seeing what Geltheriel meant.  Something that looked like a carpet of thick, black ants covered the entire horizon at the edge of his vision, and he swore silently.
McBane, get back here, he sent the message through party chat.
What’s wrong? the Rogue replied curiously.
Our skirmishers are heading back – and they’re bringing a couple thousand urukkai with them.




Chapter 3

“Everybody, disengage!” Aranos ordered.  “Disengage!  Get back!”
Hector responded instantly, stepping forward and slamming his round shield into one of the amaroks.  A wave of force shot out to both sides of the shield, filling the space between the gatehouse walls, then rippled out, shoving the charging amaroks backward.  The wolves and their riders tumbled like leaves in the wind before the curtain of translucent energy, hurtling back ten feet in an instant – which was plenty of room for Aranos.
He pulled mana from his core and wove it into the pattern of his Energy Wall Spell, raising a curtain of celestial fire.  At the same time, he used Spell Sculpting to shape the Wall, wrapping it around the outside of the tower and wreathing the walls in silver-white flames.  He pushed outward with his will, pouring even more of his precious SP into the Spell, and the flames shot from the tower, racing away in all directions.  They blanketed the remaining amarok riders as they swept past, doing around 900 LP damage by his calculations and leaving nothing but charred husks in their wake.  The flames winked out, and silence reigned over a ring of ash extending thirty feet in each direction for several moments.
“Yeah, not showing off at all,” Longfellow muttered, shaking his head and breaking the silence.
Aranos ignored the comment; altering the Spell like that had cost him over 200 SP, and while there was plenty of dirt in the center of the Battleholme to cannibalize for mana, he hoped to hold off on that until it became absolutely necessary.
“Our scouts are incoming,” he told the others tersely.  “They’re dragging a couple thousand urukkai with them.  We need to get ready.”
“Can you Redeem the ground around the fort?” Phil asked, looking out toward the horizon.
“Yes, but it’ll take ninety thousand SP or so, and it’ll pushed my Tired debuff to level two.  Plus, it might encourage the urukkai to stay back and hit us with arrows and spells rather than trying to take the fortification.”  He grinned at the others.  “It’ll be a lot easier to kill them if they’re trying to climb the walls.”
“True enough,” Hector laughed, spinning the heavy axe in his hand.  “Can’t let you ranged types have all the fun, can we?”
Aranos silently tracked his party members as they returned.  McBane arrived first; the Rogue tried to slip into the tower while still Stealthed, but Aranos clearly saw his shadowy form – and so did Glorferdir.  The lion rose to his feet, growling at the hidden figure, and McBane hastily dropped the skill and reappeared, startling the others.
“Damn,” the Rogue muttered, shaking his head.  “I finally got Stealth to the Expert ranks; I was hoping that would keep anyone from seeing me.”
“Glorferdir did not see you, if that eases your mind,” Rhys laughed.  “He did, however, smell you.  One notes that it is harder to hide from the Scent ability than from mere vision – as the Liberator can surely attest.”
McBane glanced up at Aranos, who nodded.  “Yeah, I could Track you the whole time.”
“Well, shit,” the man sighed.  “I’ll have to figure out a way to disguise my scent.”
“Good luck, but just FYI, I can tell the difference between Meridian’s natural scent and the perfume she’s wearing,” the Sorcerer shrugged.
“Wait, you can smell me?” the Shaman asked, sniffing her armpits curiously.
“I can smell all of you,” Aranos laughed.  “As well as the urukkai coming our way.  You each have a different scent, and I can make them out individually, even days later.  I can literally smell where you guys have gone in Antas when I’m walking through it.”
“That’s a bit creepy, brother,” Hector observed.
“It’s even creepier to me sometimes because once I get your scent, I know roughly where you are in the city.  Imagine walking through the square and suddenly knowing that you and Meridian are together without the rest of the party in the Adventurers’ Guild.”  He shook his head.  “Not the kind of image you can unsee in your head, you know?”
Hector looked startled, but Meridian just laughed.  “Don’t be jealous, honey,” she purred at the Sorcerer.  “There’s enough of me to go around.”
“Right, so it’s fine for you to joke about your size, but not the rest of us,” Longfellow chuckled from the battlements. 
“Exactly,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her chest.  “Is there a problem with that?”
“Not in the slightest.  I just wanted to make sure we’re all clear, is all.”
Geltheriel, Martina, and Silma arrived ten minutes later, and as they entered, Mutroda and Hector slammed the gates shut and slipped the heavy bar into them.  Martina panted heavily, standing with her hands on her knees, obviously winded and low on Stamina, but Geltheriel and Silma both looked perfectly fine.  The Daywalker eyed the pair a bit irritably.
“We just sprinted five miles,” she gasped.  “Why aren’t you tired?”
“You sprinted five miles,” the elf shrugged.  “I reduced my pace to match yours, and for Silma, I am certain that was little more than a casual stroll.  She can run all day at many times that speed without growing tired.”
That’s true, Aranos heard the fenrin’s voice in his head as she shrunk to the size of a normal wolf to fit into the Battleholme.  Her twelve-foot-tall body stretched more than twenty feet in length, and she was simply larger than the interior space of the fort.  Two-legged prey aren’t very fast, and they tire too quickly.  He grinned at the silver wolf; in Silma’s mind, everything was either a predator or prey, and most of the world was prey. 
He floated up and saw the line of uruks slow to a halt, stretched across the hillside across from them.  A single amarok rider came forth, riding into the depression between hills and stopping at the base of the one Aranos and his party occupied. 
“Filthy minions of the Light,” the uruk sitting atop the wolf roared, its voice magically amplified and its words oddly mechanical as its ohtruk commander commandeered it.  “You have attacked the urukkai without cause and earned death as a consequence.  Open your gates, and that death will be swift and merciful.  Force us to take your walls, and your suffering will linger for days.”
Aranos glanced at Longfellow.  “Want to give them our answer?” he asked.
The Archer shrugged, then leaned out over the battlements.  “We’re going to have to decline,” he shouted back.  “We sort of like living, and we’d prefer to keep doing so.  You just run along and play elsewhere.”
“I think he meant this,” Martina said, climbing the stairs and holding her bow.  She drew an arrow and released it smoothly, and the projectile darted out to strike the uruk in the chest, killing it. 
“Oh.”  The Archer looked at Aranos.  “Why did you tell me to give them an answer instead of shooting them, then?”
Aranos refrained from sighing, as he suspected that was the reaction Longfellow wanted.  “You’re right, that wasn’t very clear.  Next time, I’ll give you step-by-step instructions, maybe write them down for you.  Do you need me to read them for you, too?”
“I’ll have you know that I can read just fine,” Longfellow protested.  “I’ve just started two-syllable words and everything!”
“Keep working on it, and one day you’ll be reading like a big boy,” Martina laughed.
“What’s the plan, Aranos?” Phil cut in, ending the byplay.
Aranos looked out at the gathered forces.  “There’s at least one ohtruk out there,” he said slowly.  “It was controlling the amarok rider and speaking through it.  That means they’ll fight with tactics and organization, rather than just charging the walls.
“I’m guessing they’ll encircle us, then start with an archery barrage, since they couldn’t have brought siege engines with them and traveled so quickly,” he went on.  “They’ll try to make us hunker down, then they’ll charge the walls with ladders if they have them or amarok riders if they don’t.  Once we’re occupied, they’ll use magic against us and try to breach the gates.”
He turned toward the party members.  “Phil, Mutroda, and Hector, spread out around the walls and be ready to repel them as they climb.  Geltheriel, you, McBane, and Silma will move along the walls and help as needed, along with Glorferdir and Miwango.”
“Should Silma and I remove the ohtruk, Oathbinder?” the elf woman asked.
“Not yet,” he shook his head.  “I’m assuming that the urukkai will reach the battlements somehow, and if that happens, we’ll need every blade here to keep from being overrun.”  He looked at the others.  “Martina, you and I will focus on their archers and casters.  Avalyn, slow down and break up their charges.  Longfellow, you say you can hit anything you can see?  Do you have any abilities that are armor piercing?”
“Only most of them,” the Archer shrugged, lifting his crossbow.  “That’s an inherent property of crossbows, and my Class magnifies that.”
“Then you get to take out the ohtruk,” Aranos grinned.
“Assuming I can see it, not a problem.  Of course, it’s not likely it’s going to be standing in the open.”
“You let me take care of that.  I’ll make sure you see it, no problem.”
He took a deep breath and finished.  “Remember, these things aren’t that dangerous, but there are a lot of them.  Conserve your SP and Stamina, and call out if you need help.  This is going to be a grind, not a quick battle.”
“We’ve got this,” Phil said, climbing swiftly to the battlements and moving to the left.  The others spread out as Aranos instructed, while he descended to the ground and reached out to the soil with his Mana over Matter Perk.  He carefully shaved a thin layer of the topsoil off, gaining fifty thousand SP in the process and leaving the grass behind.  His Perk didn’t work against magical or living matter, but the grass here wasn’t thick enough to present a barrier to him.
He shifted some of the gathered SP into his Arcane Armor, then used the rest to build a massive, dome-shaped Mage Shield over the fort.  The Shield wouldn’t do anything to stop arrows or stones, but it would work to stop the powerful Spells the ohtruk would likely start hurling the moment Aranos actively joined the battle.  He rose back above the walls and looked out to observe his enemy’s movements.
As he’d predicted, the urukkai fanned out to each side, keeping their distance but swiftly encircling the fort.  Shield walls sprouted on the nearest hilltops, no doubt to shield the archer emplacements there, while ranks of heavily armored dabruks and smaller, lighter-armored uruks formed orderly ranks in front.  Controlled by the ohtruk, the uruks moved in perfect silence and utter precision.  Aranos knew they wouldn’t break or falter so long as their general commanded them, and they’d fight with coordination and intelligence. 
Once the ranks were in place, a sheet of crossbow bolts rose from the surrounding hills and streaked toward the defenders.  The projectiles clattered against the stone walls, and Longfellow, Geltheriel, and Martina responded by unleashing bolts and arrows of their own.  The Shade and Duskstalker’s arrows struck an invisible barrier and shattered, but Longfellow’s bolt punched through the shield, multiplying into three projectiles and dropping three crossbowmen in an instant.
First blood, Aranos thought grimly.  Now, it’s really going to start.
His Battlesense’s warning served him well; the crossbowmen began firing in volleys, keeping a constant barrage of bolts clattering against the walls.  Bolts shattered against his Arcane Armor, as well, not inflicting any true damage but slowly whittling the shield of energy down.  The three archers atop the wall answered as best they could, but only Longfellow could do any damage through the barrier, and while Aranos could certainly unravel the forcefield, there wasn’t a point to it, yet.  The rest of the party hunkered down, the crenellations and cupolas keeping them safe but also pinning them in place.
Aranos watched as the ranks of urukkai began to move.  They didn’t run; they trotted down the hill, staying in formation, shields in front and slightly overhead.  A sense of relentlessness rolled along with their charge, as if they were a tide that couldn’t be stopped.  Once they cleared the barrier, Martina and Geltheriel shifted their aim to the attackers, while Avalyn started raining darts of lava and ice on them.  They slew a handful of the creatures, but the deaths were a drop in the ocean of urukkai.  As the creatures moved downhill, they gained speed, picking up momentum to carry their charge up the hill toward the fort. 
He gathered his mana and held his hands out to the sides, channeling power down both arms and into his chest.  Three sets of shimmering globes streaked away from him, one from each hand, and one from his chest, arcing into the ranks of charging creatures.  The orbs spread out into the hexagonal pattern of his Ravaging Burst Spell, slamming into the monstrous humanoids and exploding in blasts of fire, ice, and razorlike metallic shards.  The three Spells raged for a few seconds, then vanished, leaving behind three sixty-foot gaps in the urukkai lines filled with scorched, frozen, or shredded corpses that hampered the creatures behind them and broke up their charge.  Still, the creatures rushed heedlessly forward – and the enemy commanders quickly responded, as Aranos had expected.
Twin beams of energy shot from two of the hills, one in front of Aranos and the other behind him.  A lance of lightning struck his Shield on one side, crawling along the barrier, while a blast of bluish flame hit the other, bathing the Shield in fire.  The Shield held, but Aranos felt the tiny cracks forming in it as the two ohtruks channeled the mana of probably hundreds of kerruk spellcasters into their attacks, and he knew it wouldn’t last long.  Fortunately, it didn’t have to. 
He mentally followed one of the lines of power back to its source and cast Farsight, opening a 10’ wide window that hung in the air above the wall.  The scrying mana pierced the monsters’ barriers with ease – the ohtruks raised shields to hold out assaults, not remote viewing – and the diminutive, single-horned shape of an ohtruk swam into view. 
“Longfellow!” Aranos shouted out, pointing to the window.  “Does this count as seeing it?”
The Archer stared at the window, then shrugged.  “One way to find out, isn’t there?”  He lifted his large crossbow and aimed it up and to the side, obviously compensating for wind and distance.  The bolt shot forward with a loud thwack and streaked off, soaring an impossibly long distance.  The shaft vanished from Aranos’ sight, but it reappeared a moment later in the Farsight window.  The bolt plunged into the othruk’s skull, followed by two more identical shafts that punched into its eyes.  The creature dropped instantly, and Longfellow lowered his crossbow and grinned.
“I suppose that’s a ‘yes’,” he said nonchalantly. 
“Nice shot!” Hector cheered the man as fully a third of the attackers stumbled and fell out of position, bereft of the mind controlling and uniting them. 
“It was, wasn’t it?  Sometimes, I even amaze myself.”
Aranos dropped his window as the attackers reached the walls and lifted long ladders, swinging them into position against the walls and swarming up them.  A group of a dozen ogrins rushed toward the gates, carrying a metal-shod battering ram, but Aranos was relieved to see that the head was merely high steel, not bloodsteel.  He wasn’t worried about that; the ogrins could pound on the warforged gates for a year and not even dent them.
Phil, Hector, and Mutroda shifted into position as the urukkai crested the wall and the hail of crossbow bolts streaming from their archers petered out.  As the creatures reached the top of the walls, the defenders swept them aside, smashing them off the wall with their shields or hacking their bodies to pieces.  The low-leveled creatures died swiftly, but two replaced each one that perished.  Their sheer numbers pressed the defenders back – at least, until Silma lifted her muzzle and let out a howl.  A blast of blue light rippled out from her, sweeping across the urukkai and immolating most of them in blazes of sapphire flame.  The defenders regained their positions, but even more of the creatures surged forward, racing up the ladders and reaching the battlements. 
Geltheriel stepped up to Hector’s side, sliding her sword free of its scabbard.  A blaze of white light erupted from the True Blade of Evenshade as its Champion drew it, and the urukkai cowered back from that radiance.   The woman slashed once with the blade, and an arc of white fire tore through every creature facing her, bisecting thirty of the creatures with one blow.  She spun and vanished, reappearing across the wall next to Phil in a shimmer of shadow.  She thrust with her blade, and another dozen attackers perished as phantasmal blades slid through their chests. 
Not to be outdone, Mutroda stomped her foot on the wall, and a ripple of power raced along the stones toward the onrushing urukkai.  The wave of energy tossed the creatures backward, hurling them off the wall, then struck the nearest ladders.  The ladders shattered into fragments of wood, dumping those atop them to the ground below.  She swept her shield at the remaining dabruks facing her, and a blast of force hurled them from the battlements, leaving her area clear of attackers.
Glorferdir bounded to the walls as more urukkai surged into an undefended spot and unleashed his roar.  The blast of sound flung the urukkai backward – into a web of magma that Avalyn wove behind them.  The creatures screamed as strands of lava wrapped around them, pinning them in place and searing their flesh as they struggled to escape.  McBane dropped out of Stealth beside the leonal, his twin blades flashing as he tore through the attackers. 
Aranos gathered his mana and recast his Energy Wall Spell, this time weaving strands of vital and void mana in a complex pattern.  The energy almost oozed from the ground, wrapping the Battleholme in a layer of Decay mana.  The wooden ladders shattered as they crumbled to sawdust, and urukkai screamed as their flesh rotted and suppurated.  The Decay mana attacked their vital essences, leaching not only their LP but also their Strength.  A moment later, the attack on the battlements ended as half the attackers lay dead in pools of their own rotted flesh, while the rest writhed feebly on the ground, slowly being devoured by Aranos’ Spell.
A whip of void mana lashed out from one of the two remaining ohtruks, smashing into Aranos’ Spell and tearing at it.  Aranos held it for a few seconds just to drain the ohtruk’s spellcasters of mana, then released it.  The Sorcerer fired a Shattering Bullet, targeting the source of the disjoining.  The Bullet exploded at the edge of his vision, but while he couldn’t see the results, he knew that he’d missed the ohtruk there, as the urukkai in that direction still surged forth in tightly ordered fashion.  The ohtruk responded with a line of black fire that slammed into Aranos’ Shield, widening the cracks there.
“Found you,” Longfellow muttered, raising his crossbow and aiming it carefully toward the source of that flame.  He slowly and carefully squeezed the trigger, and the bolt streaked forth, sparkling madly as it did.  An invisible barrier flashed into existence, but the bolt sped through it undeterred.  It punched through a second barrier farther in, then vanished. 
“Oh, right in the eye,” the Archer said with satisfaction, lifting his crossbow.  “That had to hurt.”
Instantly, the orderly charge of urukkai in that direction fell apart.  Crossbow bolts sheeted at the walls in a rain, half of them falling into the mass of charging urukkai, the rest clattering harmlessly against the walls.  Darts of flame, shards of ice, and spikes of stone flew haphazardly from behind the shield wall, splattering against the warforged obsidian as the kerruks no longer tried to conserve their SP.  Ogrins pushed past their weaker cousins and rushed forward, battering futilely at the walls with heavy fists or enormous clubs. 
Aranos lifted a hand toward the distant shield wall in that direction, channeling a torrent of light mana through his arm.  Spheres of glowing, white energy shot rapid-fire from his palm, streaking through the invisible shield and slamming into the hilltop.  Each globe exploded in a five-foot-radius blast of brilliant white light that seared urukkai flesh and blinded those within, and Aranos swept his hand across the battlefield, bathing the entire shield wall in radiance.
“I’ve got this side, now,” he said calmly to Longfellow.  “You want to see if you can do the same thing to the last ohtruk?”
“My pleasure,” the Deadshot chuckled, jogging along the battlements toward the front of the fort.  Before he could reach it, though, the earth beneath the fort trembled, and the sound of grinding rock tore through the battlefield.  Aranos spun around and saw a ten-foot-wide ramp of gleaming granite leading from the battlefield to the top of his wall.  Urukkai raced up it, led by a V of towering ogrins, heading for the top of the wall in a torrent. 
“Mutroda!” he shouted, but the dwarf had already seen the danger.  She hefted her shield and charged along the battlements with a roar, battering urukkai out of her way like a freight train.  She reached the wall before the ramp and set her shield.  A moment later, Geltheriel flickered into view beside her, holding her glowing blade at the ready, while Silma appeared on the dwarf’s other side, growing as large as she could atop the walls and baring her glowing, light-enhanced teeth, her truesilver armor gleaming in the waning sunlight. 
The ogrins met the three defenders in a clash of heavy clubs, metal blades, and flashing fangs.  Mutroda shouted again, and a blast of force impacted the ogrins, rocking them back and blunting their charge.  Two slammed their clubs at the dwarf, but she caught the blows effortlessly on her shield and lashed out with her halberd, cutting both of them in half. 
Three more attacked Geltheriel, but the Baleful Shade slipped past their blows, her movements effortlessly graceful, as if she’d choreographed the battle with the creatures.  Her white blade flashed, plunging into one creature’s throat, and two phantom blades appeared in the necks of its companions.  She ripped the blade free, and all three died in a spray of dark blood.
Silma met another pair of ogrins.  The creatures swarmed the fenrin, trying to push her back through sheer mass, but the wolf didn’t so much as flinch as their clubs streaked at her.  She dodged one blow, caught the other monster’s wrist in her teeth, and almost casually bit completely through its arm.  The creature shrieked and fell back, and she lunged forward, grabbing the second ogrin’s leg, jerking it from its feet, and ripping its leg off below the knee without seeming effort. 
Miwango zipped above the line of attackers surging up the ramp, his mouth gaping.  A cone of arctic energy washed over the urukkai, freezing many of them solid where they stood and coating the rest in a layer of frost that drastically slowed their movements. 
Glorferdir bounded to stand beside Silma and roared once more.  The blast of sound shattered the frozen urukkai, turning them into chunks of solid flesh that littered the ramp, and flung the rest backward, tumbling them down the now-icy slope.  Avalyn raced over to the battle and flung another web of lava at the base of the ramp, searing and burning the urukkai trapped there.
Globes of fire arced from the distant hill as the final ohtruk responded.  The basketball-sized spheres struck the ramp and exploded, boiling away the coating of ice and sending a wave of dark flames rushing toward the defenders.  Aranos raised a wall of ash that caught the fire and absorbed it, annulling both Spells, but a second barrage of magic roared toward the defenders and exploded with a blast of void magic that sucked at their LP.
“Okay, time to do something about that ohtruk,” Aranos said grimly.  “Longfellow, you have anything?”
“Sorry, mate,” the man shook his head, peering in the distance.  “The thing’s surrounded itself with a gray shield I can’t see through to target it.”
Aranos tried to target it with his Farsight Spell, but the creature learned its lesson, and his Spell merely showed the gray dome enclosing the ohtruk.  “Neither can I – at least, not without spending a big chunk of my SP getting through that shield, and then I can just kill it myself.”  He shook his head.  “Okay.  Phil, Hector, McBane, come help hold the ramp.  Geltheriel, Silma, you’re with me.  Longfellow, target their spellcasters, but if you get a shot on the ohtruk…”
“One in the eye,” the Archer nodded.  “You got it.”
Aranos soared up above the walls and raced toward the distant hilltops.  Crossbow bolts clattered against his Armor, and he dodged as a lance of green energy flashed past him, grazing his Arcane Armor and dropping it by 10%.  He felt Geltheriel and Silma following through his Battlesense, the fenrin simply leaping past the line of urukkai, teleporting a short distance, and dropping into Stealth, while the Shade slid into shadow form and flitted past them.  He pulled up short of the invisible barrier and soared over it, holding his hands out and raining globes of light mana on the defenders below with one hand while hurling rainbow-hued blasts of spirit mana at the shield with the other.  The chaotic spirit mana ate and tore at the barrier, while the light mana streaked through it and bathed the archers below in blasts of brilliant light, burning them and rendering them sightless. 
A surge of power rolled out from the top of the hill beyond the one holding the urukkai archers, and the barrier flashed to smoky gray, holding out his light blasts.  He cut off the barrage and unleashed a storm of gravity magic, instead.  The explosions of hyperdense gravity reached through the shield and lifted the archers below from their feet, slamming them into their own barrier, then dropping them to the ground below, only to repeat the process a moment later as the next blast hit.  Finally, the barrier shredded beneath his spirit blasts, and the archers hurtled through it, flung into the air and tossed in all directions.
A blast of power slammed into Aranos, tumbling him through the sky and dropping his Arcane Armor to 50% with that single hit.  He righted himself and wove about erratically as a second torrent of crimson fire raced past him, superheating the air and taking a percent off his Armor just by its proximity.  He looked over at the next hill and saw a hundred or more pink-skinned kerruks gathered around an opaque, gray dome. 
He flashed sideways as a beach-ball-sized globe of black energy rushed from the dome.  Rather than returning fire, he hurled a Ravaging Burst of pure kinetic force at the gathered kerruks.  The seven orbs of power slammed into a suddenly translucent barrier and exploded, but the wave of force pierced the barrier and crashed down onto the creatures below, crushing twenty or more to the earth and pulping their delicate bodies into bloody paste.  A scream of rage echoed from the gray dome, and a flurry of tiny orbs erupted from it, racing toward him.  He hurriedly wove a Mage Shield to intercept the blasts, blocking the assault but losing the Shield.  He glanced at his SP bar, which hovered at 92%; he’d used up his buffer, and now he was drawing on his actual reserves. 
He tossed a Gravity Well into the air above the gray dome, and he heard another scream as the ohtruk within presumably smacked into its shield.  The nearby kerruks flew silently upward toward the well, slamming together beneath it, crushing one another and being crushed against the barrier.  The ohtruk lashed out with a blast of power that shredded Aranos’ Well, raining broken kerruk bodies across the ground, and Aranos prepared another Mage Shield to intercept whatever attack might be next.
Before the ohtruk struck, though, a howl rippled across the hilltop, and blue fire tore through the weakened barrier and immolated most of the remaining kerruks.  The ohtruk screamed in fury as the blue fire and sudden loss of mana swept aside its protective shield, then shrieked again as Geltheriel appeared before it.  She drew her blade and slashed in a single movement, and the monster’s head flew free of its body, tumbling end-over-end and crashing to the ground. 
With the death of the ohtruk, the battle essentially ended.  The fenrin and Shade tore into the remaining kerruks, finishing them in less than a minute as the mana-drained creatures barely fought back against their foes.  Aranos turned his Spells against the back of the line of archers, obliterating them in short order, and the trio rushed at the back of the remaining urukkai, driving them up the ramp toward the defenders.  Although the monsters still outnumbered the party more than a hundred to one, the defenders’ massive advantage in levels was simply too much for the urukkai to overcome.  The sun fell over the battlefield before the last of the monsters fell, but finally, Geltheriel’s sword beheaded a final ogrin, and silence descended over the field.
“Well, that was exciting,” Longfellow finally spoke up, breathing heavily.  “I’m pretty low on Stamina; how about the rest of you?”
“My SP’s almost out,” Meridian agreed.  “Another thousand of those things, and we’d have been in trouble.”
“Or another ohtruk,” Aranos said.  “I’m close to out, as well.”  He shook his head, reaching out and turning a chunk of the hillside into mana to refill his SP bar.  It hovered below a quarter, meaning he had to cannibalize a patch of ground nine feet square and a foot deep to return his SP to its dread arcane maximum.  He’d run lower than he wanted, and he hadn’t had many chances to refill his mana in the heat of combat.  That was something he needed to practice; running out of SP would make him very close to useless unless he unleashed his Domains, and he didn’t want to do that if he didn’t have to.  He’d struggled to contain them the last few times he used them, and he knew that each time he let them loose, that battle grew harder.
Hector looked around at the sea of corpses surrounding them, whistling low.  “That was a lot of killing,” he said, wiping his bloody axe on one of the fallen uruks.  “I haven’t seen this many bodies in a long time.  Even killing the bodakkai in the Guild Square in Stoneleague wasn’t this bad.”
“It was close,” McBane shook his head.
Martina looked curiously at Aranos.  “Any way you can use this to open that Arcane Door?” she asked.
“What?” he said, confused for a moment before he grasped her meaning.  “Oh, I get it.  The way that Radomil and Greghoff did in Stoneleague.”  He shook his head.  “That’s Corrupted magic, and I can’t cast that, even if I wanted to, thanks to my Redemption Domain.”
“Not that the Liberator would wish to,” Rhys added.  “As I understand it, that ritual was powered by fear and pain as much as death.  One would imagine that none of the Light would willingly use such magic.”
“And souls,” Aranos added.  “The ritual actually captured the souls of the victims and tormented them to provide the power it needed to sustain it…”  His words fell away, and his eyes grew wide as realization swept over him.
“What is it, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked.  “I know that expression – you have reached a sudden understanding, have you not?”
“Definitely,” he laughed, refraining from slapping his forehead.  “Geltheriel, I think I have an idea of how to open the Arcane Doors!”
Martina chuckled, smacking the Sorcerer on the shoulder in a friendly fashion.  “See?  I told you that you just needed to take your mind off it for a while.  Next time, maybe you’ll listen to me without arguing.”




Chapter 4

Aranos stepped back through the portal to Antas with peculiarly mixed feelings.  He was hopeful – no, nearly certain that he’d worked out the way to open the Arcane Door.  He knew it had to be possible; the AIs never gave a Quest that couldn’t be resolved, after all.  That meant that there had to be a way to Redeem the Arcane Doors in six days, and thus he had to be able to open them in a timely fashion.  That implied that he either had the key already, or he could discover it if he looked in the right place.
At the same time, he keenly felt the time constraints pressing down on him.  If this failed, he’d spend the rest of his time before logout in the Library, speaking to the Vaultkeeper and going over the ancient Enchanter Namestria’s works with a fine-toothed comb.  He had hope, but he knew that at best, what he was about to try was an educated guess, nothing more.
“A shame you had to destroy that Battleholme,” Mutroda said from his side, sighing heavily.  “That thing was a work of art.”
Aranos nodded in agreement.  It really was an impressive edifice.  His Dissolution Spell hadn’t touched the warforged obsidian of the Battleholme, and he’d been forced to use his Ascended Haboob of War Spell to bring it down.
“It was, but even if I’d Redeemed the ground, there was no way to keep the urukkai from taking it once we left.  I would have hated to try and take that thing from them.” 
“Truly,” Geltheriel said fervently.  “A hundred urukkai holding that place could repel a thousand of the elven army as easily as we withstood the urukkai assault.”
“You mean, barely?” Hector chuckled, looking at Martina.  “You know, you never told us how you pulled a full train of the monsters like that.”
The Ranger looked at Geltheriel, who shrugged deprecatingly.  “In truth, Magebane, it was my doing,” the elf woman explained.  “The urukkai reacted – poorly to the presence of the True Blade of Evenshade.”
Martina snorted.  “Massive understatement,” she said.  “We snuck up on one of the outlying units, and I started sniping them from Stealth.  They weren’t really responding, and we realized that the ohtruks were keeping them from being drawn out of formation.  Silma tried howling, but even though it killed a bunch of them, they didn’t react.
“So, Geltheriel teleported into their midst and drew that sword of hers.”  The daywalker shook her head.  “The moment it came out, the urukkai came screaming after her.  I don’t think they like that blade very much.”
Geltheriel shrugged again.  “Indeed, and I hope to give them even greater reason to fear it,” she said.  “In any case, I slew a few of them…”
“Like fifty,” Martina interrupted.
“As I said, a few of them.  The ohtruk itself attacked me, and I took its head in return.  At that point, the horde moved against me, and I retreated, as I knew that my Oathbinder would wish to allow everyone to share in the slaughter of the creatures.”
“And to keep from fighting a couple thousand of them yourself,” McBane added with a grin.
“You’d think that,” Martina sighed, “but really, I think she could have handled half of them on her own.  I mean, those fifty she killed took her maybe ten seconds to finish.   They kept coming, and she kept killing them the moment they got close enough.  I saw her stab a dozen of them from twenty feet away.”  She shook her head and looked at Geltheriel.  “You’re a little scary sometimes, you know.”
“As that is my intent, I appreciate the compliment,” the Shade grinned.  “However, you were performing impressively, yourself.  Your Archery skill has much improved, and even I could not sense you through your Stealth.”
“Class skill,” Martina laughed.  “I get a huge bonus to Stealth during combat.”  She looked back at Hector.  “In any case, that’s why so many of them were chasing us.  Apparently, they want to kill Geltheriel as much as they want to kill Aranos.”
“A fact for which we should all be grateful,” Geltheriel added.  “While collecting that many ears was – unpleasant, it also means that we will receive significant rewards from the Quest.”  She looked at Aranos.  “And, apparently, such slaughter was the catalyst my Oathbinder needs to open the Arcane Door.”
“Not their deaths, but the energy from my Soulmending skill,” he shook his head.  His Haboob of War had, of course, destroyed the urukkai corpses as well as the Battleholme, but before he cast it, he reached out with his skill and eased the passing of as many urukkai souls as possible.  Some of the souls departed before he reached them, but even those whose bodies were utterly destroyed lingered for a time, and he’d collected the power of almost a thousand of the creatures, boosting his Soul Points to a mammoth 33,000.  He’d never held that much soul energy at once, and while it pushed his Mental Stats to ridiculous levels, he hardly contained it within himself.
In fact, it was far too much power for him to safely hold.  His body hummed with the energy coursing through him, and he felt an icy burning in his depths that wasn’t too healthy.  His LP bar sat at 98% and crept slowly down every minute as the power inside him gradually consumed him.  He needed to get rid of some of this power, and fast.  Fortunately, that was exactly what he intended to do.
“I hope you’re right, and I’m going to go see if it works on the Door now,” he told the others.  “What plans do you all have?”
“Nothing special,” Phil shrugged.  “I was going to turn in the Quest with Marie at the Guild, but it can wait if you need help.”  He looked at the others.  “Anyone else want in?”
“Actually, after last time, that’s not a bad idea,” Aranos sighed.  “I’m pretty sure both Virnal and Arioch are watching for me in the Ways of Shadow, and I doubt they’ll just let me Redeem another Door in peace.”
I’ll join you, of course, pack leader, Silma sent him silently.
“I’m game,” Longfellow offered.  “Assuming that my bow works in there, that is.  Will it, do you think?”
“I don’t see why not,” Aranos replied with a frown.  “Although sight might be an issue.  I don’t have a Spell like Savannah’s that lets you see astral mana.”
“I’ve got a few light Spells,” Meridian replied.  “I’m sure one of them will work.”
“We’ll all come, Sorcerer,” Mutroda said.  “I’ve never tested myself against a god before, and that could be interesting.”
Aranos shook his head.  “I think this mission will be Travelers only,” he said firmly.  “If Virnal or Arioch show up, we don’t have a chance of actually defeating them.  The best we can hope for is to hold them at bay while I complete the Spell.”  He looked at the others.  “In fact, this is pretty much guaranteed respawn, guys.  You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”
“I just leveled up,” Martina laughed.  “That means I won’t lose many XP if we wipe, and what with logout, I wasn’t going to do anything but hang out in the Guild bar anyway.”
“Same here,” Hector agreed, hefting his axe.  “Plus, I’m with the dwarf.  It’ll be fun to fight a goddess.”
“Oathbinder, I will certainly join you,”
Geltheriel spoke, adding telepathically, With my new near-immortality thanks to our deepened Bond, there is no true reason for me to remain behind.
He frowned.  I don’t think it’s a good idea, Geltheriel, he replied telepathically.  I mean, if we all die, you’ll be in a coma, and whoever kills us will be able to claim your body.  The idea of your body in their possession isn’t a pleasant one…
The elf winced visibly but shook her head.  It does not matter.  If my life will save yours – or allow you to succeed at such an important task – then I freely offer it.  To do otherwise would be to shatter my Presence.
Aranos sighed.  “Okay – but you’ll want to bring another sword,” he said firmly.  “If you draw that one in the Kalu, it’ll make the response from the urukkai seem mild.”
“That is wise,” she agreed.
“I’ve got a spare you can use,” Phil offered, pulling a somewhat battered longsword from his inventory.  “It’s nowhere near as good as yours, of course…”
“Truly, what is?” the elf laughed, taking the blade and shifting the weapons around on her hip to make room for it.  “And yet, the Warrior is the true weapon, not the blade, Paladin.”
“True enough,” he nodded, glancing at Rhys.  “What about you?  Are you going to come, too?”
“I believe I will remain here and continue training Glorferdir and Miwango,” the Druid said, patting the no-longer-tiny turaloke on the head.  After the battle, Miwango apparently reached adolescence; his body doubled in length, and he now stood about eighteen inches tall on all fours.  His scales hardened and gained an inner fire to them that his mother’s had lacked, and Aranos could feel their rigidity and durability with his High Mastery Ability.  “I would like to see how well Miwango does in battle, now that he has grown so.”
“What about you, Avalyn?” Aranos asked.  “Are you going to go train in the Tower of Sorcery?”
“I…I’d like to go with you, if I could,” she said hesitantly. 
He frowned dubiously.  “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Avalyn.  I mean, the bodakkai are the least dangerous thing we’ll find in there.  We’re probably all going to wipe, and we’re all a lot higher-level than you are.”
“I know,” she nodded.  “But…”  She sighed.  “Look, I just leveled up, too.  I’m going to be training all day tomorrow while the rest of you are gone – and maybe adventure with Glorferdir and Miwango.  The point is, whatever I lose, I’ll get back.”
“Why not go with them now?” Aranos pressed.  “Why do you want to join us, Avalyn?”
“Because – because the thought of it scares me, okay?” she admitted.  “I mean, it terrifies me, but this is part of the fight for those people in Stoneleague.  I need to be able to fight battles like this, to protect the people of this world from things like you face, and I can’t learn how to do that by hiding.”  She grimaced.  “Maybe I won’t be much help.  Maybe I’ll be the first to die, I don’t know.  It doesn’t matter, though, because this is important – and I want to help.”
Aranos stared at the girl for a moment, seeing the fear and determination in her eyes.  She really did want to be part of this, and as she said, there was no real harm in bringing her.  He shrugged.  “Okay, you can come.”  He snorted.  “That is, if I can open the damn Door.  We’re all kind of assuming that I will.”
“Your companions know you, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said archly.  “They know that which you put your mind to, you eventually achieve.”
“She’s right,” Phil nodded.  “If you think you can do this, I’d never bet against you.”  He looked at the others.  “Doesn’t look like anyone else is, either.”
Aranos concealed a grimace; he really hoped that his plan worked.  He walked over to the Arcane Door standing at the edge of the main square and stared at it, examining it closely with all his senses.  As far as he could tell, the Door’s Enchantments wouldn’t prohibit what he was about to do, which was the most important thing.  If he tried to pour all this Soul energy into it and the Door sent it back at him – well, he’d be the only one respawning, at least.
He touched the activation rune and closed his eyes.  His thoughts spiraled inward, seeking the core of Soul energy swirling within him.  He found it easily enough; usually, the energy rested serenely inside him, a small ball of silver power that flowed into the pools of energy representing his mental Stats.  Instead, it blazed within him, a massive whirlwind of energy that crackled and lapped at every part of him, slowly overloading his body with power.  He reached out to it and touched it as delicately as he could, trying to draw a single strand of energy and lead it up his arm, into the Door. 
It felt like he’d touched a bolt of lightning.  The power leaped to his mental probe almost eagerly and roared up his arm in a flood.  He reeled mentally for a moment before recovering and clamping his will on the flood of power.  A thousand Soul Points raged from him in an instant, but he controlled the flow and allowed the energy to pass into the Door smoothly and slowly. 
He watched the power flow through the Door’s runes with his Sense Mana skill.  Each rune activated in turn; a wave of nature mana swept out and touched him, confirming his living state; mind mana caressed his thoughts, picking out his destination of the Kala; astral mana surged through it, driven by the Soul energy he’d used and plunging into the door.  Power flooded it, racing along the runes and activating the Enchantments, and as he watched it, a sudden sense of how the door functioned flashed in his mind.
For a moment, he understood the workings of the Arcane Door.  He saw how it pierced the neighboring dimension, how it dug a tunnel through that space to his intended destination.  He could feel the patterns of the Enchantments, and the meaning of each rune shone perfectly clear in his vision.  He reached out unthinkingly, gently touching some of those patterns, shifting them and smoothing out a few faint irregularities in them.  His mind rode the currents of the magic; as his thoughts flowed through the Doors into the space beyond, surfing the connection between those worlds, a glimmer of an idea appeared at the edge of his thoughts.  He could see the deeper connections there, the ways the two worlds intertwined, how the Ways funneled souls into its embrace…
The Door’s Enchantment flashed into solidity, jarring his thoughts, and his tenuous understanding of that great pattern shattered into slivers that fell through his mental fingers.  He sighed as the knowledge fled from him; for a moment, he’d held a truth about both worlds, one that he knew he could use to fix the doors, but most of that comprehension fled his mind.  He was left with only the sure and clear knowledge that the Mortal Realm of Ka and the Ways of Shadow – and the Bridge of Light, by extension – were far more deeply connected than he’d ever realized. 
Even more, he knew that the Soul Energy he’d used was the source of that connection, the link between the worlds.  That was why it took so much death for creatures of Darkness to open an Arcane Door.  It was why the power he poured into the Door now was sufficient to activate it, even lacking that ritual.  Souls joined those two worlds, and only the power of souls could fashion a bridge to them.
He opened his eyes and stepped back as he felt the Door shift beneath his hand.  The Arcane Door glowed with a ruddy, silver light, one that looked like slightly tarnished steel.  It swung ponderously open, the two doors splitting down the center and opening noiselessly despite their centuries of disuse.  Aranos looked into the opening beyond, expecting to see a morass of utter darkness, but to his surprise, the doorway swirled with bands of grey and black, looking almost like a thick whirlpool of paint and tar. 
“That’s different,” Phil noted, staring at the Door.  “Why’s it that color instead of pure black?”
“The only thing I can think of is that I used a different source of Soul energy for it,” Aranos said slowly.  “Instead of using power drawn from pain and suffering, I powered the door with energy from peaceful, content souls.  That might have changed its nature a bit.”
“Will it still work?” Martina asked curiously.
“It should.  I mean, there are only two places for this Door to go: the Ways of Shadow or the Bridge of Light.  Since the Bridge is currently buried in the depths of the Ways, though…”  He shrugged.  “They’re kind of the same place.”
He looked at them.  “Silma, Phil and I will go first.  I know that the three of us are immune to whatever effect the Ways have on people, and I have an aura that will protect everyone else.  I’d rather not need it, since it attracts attention, but if it’s necessary, it’ll be better to have it in place.
“The rest of you, give us about half a second, then come in behind us.”
“Half a second?” Martina asked.  “Will that give you enough time to even clear the doorway, much less set up?”
“More than enough,” he laughed.  “Time moves differently there.  In fact, we’ll probably be standing around waiting for a while on you.”
He turned back to the portal, nodded to Phil and Silma, and stepped inside with Geltheriel at his side, the second pair following immediately behind him.  Instantly, the blackness of the Kala Kasbu wrapped around him.  That icy darkness pressed against him malevolently, trying to sink into his flesh and plunge into the depths of his mind, and he felt its frigid claws scrabbling against his skin.  Instantly, the golden fire of Redemption sparked to life inside him, flooding his body and scorching the encroaching blackness.  He activated his Mana Sight, shifting his senses to detect astral mana, and the world around him swam into sharp focus.
He stood in the midst of a shattered ruin.  The collapsed rubble of what had probably once been a huge stone bridge or walkway lay tumbled about him.  Piles of pitted, crumbling rock surrounded him, occasionally set off by a graceful curve of carved stone or a line of eroded runescript.  Something had long ago leached colors from the landscape, and hues of gray and black bathed everything around him.  It was a depressing place, all the more so since he knew that once, where he stood was probably a place of joy and light rather than despair and darkness.
Flickers of blackness shifted and moved throughout the gray landscape.  Those, he knew, were the bodakkai, probably attracted to the open Door.  He couldn’t see the opening, but he could sense it; it felt like a patch of brightness in the gray.  It wasn’t exactly behind him – in fact, it didn’t really feel like it was in a specific direction at all – but he still knew exactly where it was and could have stepped back through it in a heartbeat if he wanted.  He assumed the bodakkai had the same sense, since they moved steadily toward the hole in reality.
As he watched, though, he realized that while the bodakkai approached the Door, they seemed to recoil when they drew too near.  Their astral forms swirled around it, circling it like hungry sharks, but they never actually touched the portal.  He wondered if the soul energy he’d used repelled them; if that was the case, then simply activating a Door this way would at least be a stopgap to keep them from being flung open and allowing the bodakkai to pour out.
“I am not overfond of this place, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said from beside him, staring into the darkness.  “It is the same blackness as the first Arcane Door I passed through, is it not?”
“Yeah,” he nodded.  “The Kala Kasbu, the Way of Shadows.”
She shivered, and he saw a flicker of fear pass through her eyes.  “My memories of this realm are less than pleasant, as you well know,” she said softly, gripping her sword tightly.  “When last I was here…”
She fell silent, but Aranos knew what she was going to say.  “When you were here last, you were a lot different than you are now,” he said firmly.  “Then, you had no way to fight the Darkness, and you were rightfully afraid of it.”  He grinned at her.  “Now, though?  Now, the Darkness is the one afraid of you, judging by how the urukkai reacted to your blade.”
She closed her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath.  “It is as you say,” she admitted after a moment.  “I can feel the Darkness trying to seize me, calling to the Corruption within me – but it has no hold on me.  I will not serve it, nor surrender to it.  I have faced its greatest minions and defeated them, and one day, I will plunge my blade into its very heart.” 
She stood straighter, and Aranos could swear that he saw the shadows of the Kala retreat from her body.  She opened her eyes, and they shone with an inner light that bathed the shadows and drove them back further.  “I am your True Champion, Oathbinder, the blade of your will in this world and every other, and I will fear no power of Darkness, ever again!”  Her words seemed to ripple into the Kala, and where they touched, flickers of light played across the ruined stones.  A moment later, the distortions vanished, but Aranos was certain that the Darkness surrounding them felt less inimical and more – afraid.
It should be, he thought grimly.  She means every word of that, and I wouldn’t put it past her.
A moment later, Phil and Silma appeared, both shivering at the touch of the Ways but unaffected by their malevolent power, and Aranos turned away from his inspection of his Follower.
“Can’t see a thing,” Phil muttered quietly. 
Nor can I, Silma agreed. 
“I can push the darkness back with my aura,” Aranos said hesitantly.  “I don’t want to if it isn’t necessary, though.  The bodakkai are close enough that they might feel it – and it might draw even worse attention.”
When the others arrived several minutes later, though, Aranos realized that he wasn’t going to have a choice.
“C-cold,” Meridian said, her teeth chattering as she clutched her arms around herself. 
“Too cold,” Hector rumbled agreement.  “My LP are starting to drop.”
“So are mine,” Longfellow agreed, looking at Aranos.  “Anything you can do, Ar…”
“Be silent,” Geltheriel simply vanished and appeared behind the Archer, her hand clamped firmly over the man’s mouth.  “Do not say that name here, Deadshot, or you will doom our mission before it begins!”
“Probably best not to mention my Class, either,” Aranos agreed.
“Really?” Martina asked, seemingly unaffected by the icy chill of the Ways.  “Why not?”
“It draws unfriendly attention,” he said as he pushed his Waymaster aura out.  The Darkness receded at once, and while the area still remained black and lightless, at least it no longer held that deadly chill.  Even the remaining dark fled a moment later as Meridian muttered a quick Spell, and light flooded the cleared space.
“Apparently, you’re not really here,” Aranos went on.  “We’re in our astral forms, not our physical ones – our bodies are pure astral energy.  That means that we aren’t really talking, we’re just projecting our thoughts out into the void and allowing anyone listening to pick them up.  No one will actually hear us, though, unless they’re specifically listening to us, or unless we say something that catches their attention, like my name.  It seems to be triggering to the Shadowborn.”
“You’re disliked in entirely other dimensions?” Longfellow laughed.  “You must be doing something right to get reputation outside of the universe.”  He looked around.  “This is much better, by the way.”
“Thanks, and it’s one of my Titles, mostly.  It sets my reputation with all Shadowborn to a maximum of Hated.”
He took a deep breath.  “Okay, this is going to take a while,” he said.  “The bodakkai are likely to hit us pretty regularly, so you’re going to be busy – and so am I.  Too busy to help out, in fact, so…”
“Do what you must, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel assured him.  “We will allow no harm to come to you, even at the cost of our lives.”
“What she said,” Phil agreed.  “Besides, as I recall, this is going to take a while.  The faster you get started, the faster we’ll be able to leave.”
Aranos turned away from them and reached out to the Arcane Door with his magical senses.  He could feel the pathway running from it, stretching out in both directions beyond the range of sight or sense.  He touched it with his thoughts, analyzing the pattern there, and began building an inverse to that structure.  It wasn’t the same as the pattern’s reverse – that would just force energy to flow through it in the opposite direction.  Instead, it was the counter to the dark construction, one that would unmake it. 
He heard the sounds of battle around him and knew that the bodakkai attacked the party, likely drawn by his aura, but he ignored it.  If the party wiped, he’d unleash his Domains and hold the creatures at bay, but he doubted they would; they could hold against a couple dozen of the creatures, no problem.  He concentrated on trickling SP into the spellform he built, pushing the lattice that would hold the energy out in both directions. 
As his SP dropped below 200%, he tentatively reached out with a mana probe and connected to a nearby chunk of stone.  He had no idea if his Mana over Matter Perk worked in this realm, but realistically, it should.  His Astral Mastery Perk let him use mana-based abilities in other dimensions, and draining the surroundings for SP should qualify. 
He sighed in relief as the hunk of stone shivered into nothingness, and a flood of mana poured into his body, even more than he’d been expecting.  Apparently, the stone here held a high density of energy, but otherwise, it felt like normal rock, and it yielded to his ability.  That made what he needed to do far easier, as he wouldn’t run out of mana anytime soon.
He had no idea how much time passed as he worked.  Time in the Ways moved differently than it did in Ka; a day here might be a minute there, and a year in the Kala could pass in an hour of the Mortal Realm.  There was no night or day, nothing to mark the passage of time except the irregular sounds of battle as his party fought off the encroaching bodakkai.  At last, though, he felt his construct slam into an immovable wall of resistance, and he knew that he’d reached the end of his efforts.
He rose and turned to the others, watching as they fought off another wave of the black-skinned, genderless bodakkai.  The party worked well together; Phil and Hector held the creatures back in the center, while McBane and Silma kept them from flanking the tanks.  Meridian healed them as needed, and Longfellow, Martina, and Avalyn focused on any of the Shadowborn’s casters or archers.  Geltheriel danced among the bodakkai, her plain sword still swift and deadly as it carved through their flesh, the Shade vanishing and reappearing throughout their ranks and weaving among their attacks.
The bodakkai had a similar formation, with stronger and better equipped gimraks in the front, thin and lithe tayaks in the rear bearing slim, white bows, and spellcasting alwanaks and kittaks in the center, hurling damaging Spells at the party or healing the bodakkai.  The party’s superior levels and training, though, made all the difference, and they whittled down the monstrous creatures swiftly and efficiently. 
Aranos waited until the last of the attackers fell, then cleared his throat to grab the party’s attention.  “Okay, I’m about to start the process of empowering the Spell,” he said.  “I’m pretty sure that something big will happen the moment I do, so be ready, and don’t hold back.”
“Do what you have to,” Martina assured him.  “We’ll hold off whatever comes as best we can.”
Aranos nodded and stuck his silver-plated hand into the construct he’d made.  Before, he’d dumped power into it using his Fire of the Martyr Ascended Spell; this time, he intended to cast it normally using his stored SP, boosting it with some of the excess Soul energy that still filled him and cannibalizing mana from the surrounding ruins as needed.  He let the power flow from within him, mixing it with a steady thread of Soul Points that amplified the flow significantly.  The energy poured through the Skin of the Star and shifted to pure Celestial magic, the fundamental power of the Mountain of Light.  That energy flooded his lattice, activating the construct – and practically lighting a beacon in the Darkness that was the Kala Kasbu, one that instantly drew unwanted attention.
A huge shape exploded from the blackness into Aranos’ aura, hesitating only briefly as it felt the shift in the energies surrounding it.  Arioch the Fallen stood over seven feet tall, with handsome features that seemed carved out of silver.  Blackened plate armor encased his body, and he swung his huge greatsword with casual ease.
“Not this time, Sorcerer!” the man snarled, rushing forward, his eyes blazing with emerald flame.  He charged at Aranos but grunted and staggered back as Geltheriel slammed into him, her plain blade sliding his aside and her foot smashing into his armored chest.
“You will not have him, Fallen One,” she said grimly, her blade pointed at his throat.
Arioch paused, glancing at the woman, then glanced at the party standing around him.  “Stand aside,” he warned flatly.  “No one has to die but the Sorcerer.”
“Not happening, friend,” Hector said easily, hefting his shield.  “You want him, you go through all of us.”
“If I have to,” Arioch shrugged, readying his sword.  His eyes glanced around, noting the positions of everyone and seeming to linger briefly on Avalyn.  “I hope you’re all ready for respawn.”
The man struck with lightning speed, his sword bursting into ebon flames as he swept it outward.  A crescent of fire swept from the weapon, roaring toward the party.  Geltheriel tried to block the blade, but her simple sword shattered, and she flickered from sight, narrowly escaping the blow.  Her brief deflection gave Hector time to raise his shield, though, and a curtain of energy flooded out to each side of him, intercepting the attack.  The fire slammed into Hector’s barrier, shattering it but guttering out as it did. 
A coruscation of white light blazed from Phil as he charged Arioch, his shield raised and his sword leaping forward.  Arioch parried the thrust almost contemptuously and hurled a gout of green energy at the man in response.  The power struck Phil’s aura and faded, barely licking against his shield.
“A Paladin?” Arioch laughed.  “How fun!  I haven’t killed one of you in centuries.”  The man’s head rocked back as a crossbow bolt slammed against his forehead, and he growled at Longfellow, tossing another blast of flame that Meridian intercepted with a barrier of glowing light.  He grunted and flicked a glare at Avalyn as a torrent of glowing lava splattered across his body, then seemed to dismiss the young Sorcerer.
Arioch knocked Phil backward with a heavy fist, then slashed at Hector, battering his shield and knocking him off-balance.  The greatsword flickered toward the Magebane’s chest, but the blade clanged against a slim, pale sword as a burst of white light tore through the surrounding darkness.  Geltheriel knocked Arioch’s massive weapon aside, then spun and slashed in a blur.
“Flee to the Pit, Fallen One,” the Baleful Shade said contemptuously.  “I am the True Champion of Evenshade, and I will be your death.”
“You don’t stand a chance against me, elf,” the man said, eyeing her blade as he spoke. 
“Your cheek says otherwise,” she grinned at him, and Arioch slowly lifted a hand to his face, touching a thin slash there that bled silvery blood.  His eyes narrowed, and he hefted his weapon. 
“So be it, then.  I might just enjoy this.”
The fallen warrior attacked in a blur, and only Geltheriel’s inhuman reflexes allowed her to slide the heavy blade aside and counter with a flickering slash that the man avoided.  The rest of the party joined the battle, and at first, Arioch was hard-pressed.  Hector and Phil used their shields and defensive abilities to tie Arioch up, holding him in place.  McBane and Silma struck at his rear, dancing forward to attack and leaping back before he could counter, while Longfellow, Martina, and Avalyn peppered him with constant assaults.  Arioch responded with titanic slashes, blasts of flame that shattered barriers and knocked the two tanks back, and aura effects that struck at the entire party. 
His party fought valiantly, but Aranos knew their battle was doomed from the start.  Only Geltheriel seemed truly able to stand against him, and even she spent most of the battle dodging his attacks rather than fighting him head-on.  McBane was the first to fall as Arioch spun to intercept one of his sudden, darting attacks.  The massive greatsword cleaved through the Rogue’s upraised short swords and cut him cleanly in half just below his shoulders, spraying blood and gore into the air and killing the Rogue instantly.  A blast of fire shot past Phil’s shield and bathed Longfellow, turning the Archer to a pile of ash, while a heavy blow knocked Hector backward, allowing Arioch to thrust his two-handed blade into the Magebane’s throat and end him.
Aranos watched helplessly as his party fell, one by one.  He channeled SP as swiftly as he could into the spellform, drawing more power from the ruins around him as he could, but he knew that he wouldn’t finish in time.  He readied his Domains, preparing to unleash their power; he couldn’t kill Arioch with them, he knew, but he hoped he could slow him down enough to finish his Spell.  Silma died as the fallen warrior beheaded her; Meridian fell to a blast of green energy that left nothing behind but a few wisps of smoke.  A gout of flame immolated Martina, and Arioch’s blade battered aside Phil’s shield and plunged into the Paladin’s Heart. 
Arioch leaped forward, his blade flashing toward Aranos, but Geltheriel intercepted the blow, sliding it to the side.  The elf and Avalyn were all that stood against the man, and Geltheriel was swiftly pressed back as Arioch’s heavier blade flashed at her, striking as swiftly as a serpent.  The man lunged forward, and Geltheriel flickered and vanished – revealing Avalyn, standing behind the elf. 
The heavy blade slid into the girl’s chest, nearly tearing her in two, and to Aranos’ surprise, the man faltered briefly, staring at the dying Sorcerer.  The girl cried out in pain, gripping the weapon, and a moment later, Arioch uttered a similar sound as Geltheriel appeared behind him and thrust her blade into his back, punching through his armor and sinking deep into his flesh.  Arioch spun swiftly, his dark blade flashing, and Geltheriel dropped as the weapon cut through her throat in a spray of rich crimson blood.
Aranos’ entire world exploded in a white-hot sheen of rage as the elf dropped to the ground.  He drove the last of the needed power out of him, pushing it with his will, and his Spell ignited with a blaze of golden light.  As he did, he raised his other hand toward Arioch, who stood still for a moment, his face stunned as he looked at Avayln’s body.  Mana raged through Aranos as he cast his Soulfire blast, pouring not only every ounce of SP he could raise but the final drops of Soul energy he held into the Spell.  Arioch’s eyes widened as the blast of power rose from Aranos’ depths, and he leaped at the Sorcerer – but even as his blow descended, a pillar of silver and gold fire erupted from Aranos’ palm, slamming into the warrior. 
Arioch screamed as the Soulfire ripped through his defenses and armor almost effortlessly.  The blast hurled him backward, sending him crashing to the ruined ground.  White light rose around Aranos and suffused the pair, but the Sorcerer ignored it and drove his Spell into Arioch’s body.  The man held his blade up, trying to shield himself, but the blade flashed from black to white-hot in an instant before exploding into shards of sizzling metal.  Aranos drove the energy before him, picturing Geltheriel’s torn throat and bright blood, allowing his fury to bolster his will and power the Spell.
Arioch shrieked once more before the Soulfire swept over him, searing his flesh.  Flames burst from his eyes and mouth, and fire consumed his upraised hands, reducing them to ash.  His body collapsed to the ground, his armor melting into a puddle of molten metal, and a moment later, his blackened bones fell into piles of ash. 
As the rage fled his body, Aranos collapsed to his knees, staring at Geltheriel, tears streaming uncontrollably down his face.




Chapter 5

Aranos crawled over to the fallen elf, utterly exhausted.  His SP and LP bars both hovered around 10%, and notifications blinked in his vision, but he ignored them.  His hands slipped in her warm blood, and he nearly fell, but he gathered himself and reached his friend’s side.  Geltheriel’s face was pale, her eyes closed, and her body was utterly still.  He touched her chest, but her heart lay quiet and dormant. 
“No,” he whispered, pressing his hand onto her chest and rising to his knees.  “No, you can’t die on me.”  He placed his other hand on her and began chest compressions, pushing her ribs down to the beat of her heart.  He placed his mouth against hers and blew into it, then resumed the compressions.
“Come back to me,” he pleaded, pressing down on her chest.  He closed his eyes, blocking out the image of her torn throat.  “Geltheriel, come back.  I need you.  Please…” 
As he spoke, a fire kindled within him, a heat rising from the center of his chest.  He felt the flame pour out of him, surging through the Bond he shared with the woman, and rush into her body.  Something in her resisted his efforts, but he ignored it, focusing on his need for the woman to live.  She’d been with him almost from the beginning, and he wasn’t about to let the Darkness take her now.  He pushed the fire into her, pressing against that unseen barrier with all his might – and slowly, gradually, it collapsed, allowing the flames to surged into her body.  
Geltheriel gasped as she sucked in a deep, shaking breath, and he felt her heart begin a slow, steady rhythm beneath his hands.  He fell back as relief swept over him, and let his head fall against his knees, sagging as his strength flagged.  Tears streamed from his eyes, and he shook as he allowed the terror he’d felt at her death to pass through him. 
The two of them had faced death together repeatedly since he’d entered the game, but somehow, he’d never really accepted the fact that eventually, she would probably die.  Being faced with that fact so suddenly rattled him, made him realize that he’d been taking her life a bit for granted – and forced him to face how unprepared he was for her death.  Intellectually, he knew that Geltheriel was just an NPC, just a construct of the game.  Her death shouldn’t really bother him, because she wasn’t alive, wasn’t real.  She was nothing more than an elaborate string of qubits stored somewhere in a quantum server. 
Then again, right now, so am I, he admitted.  And if the game achieves its purpose, a lot of people might be more or less permanently nothing more than a quantum neural net stored in a cybernetic body. 
He took a deep breath, pushing the thoughts of the elf woman’s mortality from his head.  Geltheriel might not be real, but she felt real to him, and he wasn’t ready to deal with the fact that one day, she’d probably die at his side.  It felt like losing a family member, like imagining his parents dying.  He definitely needed some preparation for that.
Instead, he took a moment to look around.  He still sat in a pile of rubble that stretched out before and behind him, but the air gleamed a brilliant pale gold that bathed everything in a warm radiance.  When he looked to the front or back, the radiance trailed endlessly into the distance, but when he looked sideways, he saw a stream of identical copies of himself.  He turned to face that copy, but instantly, the image vanished, reappearing over his shoulder.  No matter how he turned, an infinite path reached out before him.  He picked up a rock and tossed it to his right; as he expected, the rock smacked into his left shoulder. 
It’s a bounded space, he thought idly, staring at the infinite number of images stretching into the distance.  That sort of makes sense since I only Liberated part of the plane.  I mean, if the path extended infinitely in every direction, it would basically be the entire plane – or, technically, I would be able to map any point in here to a point in the original Bridge of Light and use it to rebuild that Realm.
He chuckled; the space he’d Redeemed was technically infinite, since it seemed to be an endless cylinder of sorts, but it wasn’t the right type of infinity.  He couldn’t match a bounded infinity like this one to an unbounded infinity like the full Bridge of Light.  If he tried, he’d run out of space in the passage long before he’d rebuilt the full Bridge – assuming that he could somehow find a way to map infinity into infinity in a finite amount of time in the first place.
He shook his head, dismissing the errant thoughts, and rose to his feet.  His body was tired, but his Stats were fine, and he needed to get Geltheriel back to Antas.  Once he was there, Rhys could heal her since she wouldn’t recover her LP without magical healing in this state.  He hefted the woman gently onto his shoulder, being careful not to jostle her too much and ignoring the sticky feel of her blood on his hands and arms as he got her into position. 
He reached out for the Arcane Door, feeling its presence without really being able to pinpoint its location.  He tried to take a step toward it, but there wasn’t really a “toward” direction, and nothing moved around him.  He tried simply walking toward a visible pile of rubble, and he reached it easily, but the sense of the Door’s location hung in exactly the same orientation and distance from him in his mind, moving with him as he walked.   He tried walking backward and sideways, but the Door remained in place, fixed in that strange non-direction that he couldn’t quite see.
Well, Savannah did say I’m not really here, he reasoned silently.  Maybe that means I’m not really walking, either.  I might be traveling the way I do in the dreamscape, moving by will instead of muscle. 
He closed his eyes and imagined himself stepping back through the door.  Instantly, he felt the world shift around him, and he stumbled as the ground below his feet changed from crumbled rock to smooth, flat stone.  The sounds of the wind blowing and people talking rushed into his ears, and the scents of Antas filled his nostrils.  He staggered as another wave of weariness swept over him – apparently, his Exhausted debuff objected to whatever he’d just done – then reached out and shifted a large chunk of a nearby ruined building into SP.  A stab of pain flared in his mind at the mental exertion, but his SP bar swelled slowly to 93%, plenty for what he needed to do.
He cast his Farsight Spell, focusing the Spell on his sense of Rhys, and a window shimmered into being in the air before him.  The Druid hadn’t yet left the city – thanks to the altered time flow in the Kala, Aranos might have only been gone a few minutes – and it took practically no effort for the Sorcerer to open a portal with his Dimension Hop Spell to a spot several feet in front of the tall, green-haired man.
“Liberator!” Rhys said, his voice startled as Aranos stepped out of the portal carrying the limp woman on his shoulder.  “What has happened?”
“That Arioch guy attacked us,” the Sorcerer replied tiredly.  “I killed him, but he got everyone else, first – including Geltheriel.”  He laid the woman down on the stones of the street, and Rhys hurried over to crouch beside her. 
“This wound…” the Druid murmured, glancing at Aranos.  “How does she still live?”
“Our Bond is keeping her alive.  She won’t wake up until she’s healed, though, and she can’t heal without magic.”
Rhys nodded.  “The damage is extensive, but I can repair it.  It will take some minutes, however.”
“Take as long as you need,” Aranos sighed, sinking back to a sitting position on the streets.  “I’ll wait.”
As the Druid began pouring healing magic into the woman, Aranos finally decided to check his waiting notifications.
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Your Soulbound Follower has died!
Charisma Check successful [715 versus Attack Rating of 623]
Your Follower has gained the Comatose debuff.  In this state, they are helpless, unable to defend themselves or take any actions.  They will remain so until they are healed to at least 67% of their max LP through magical healing.
Follower’s End Stat reduced by 5 points.
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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
Final Objective: Liberate all Arcane Doors
Objective Partially Completed: You have Liberated an Arcane Door and defeated its guardian.
Reward: +10,000 XP
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 27
Per +5, Agil +5, Other Stats +3, +6 Stat points to assign
Your Companion’s End Stat has exceeded 100!
End: 101
Benefit: LP gains per level are doubled.
Your Companion’s Int Stat has exceeded 100!
Int: 102
Benefits: Your Companion’s spell-like abilities halve enemy Magic Resistance and have their effectiveness increased by +25%.
Your Companion’s Agil Stat has exceeded 200!
Agil: 205
Benefit: Your Companion gains the Unearthly Dodge Ability, allowing them to use their Dodge skill at half its normal rank to avoid attacks that are normally impossible to Dodge.
Your Companion’s Per Stat has exceeded 200!
Per: 201
Benefits: Your Companion’s senses are improved by +100%.  Your Companion gains the Uncanny Awareness Ability, allowing them to passively pierce Stealth, illusions, and disguises with their full Perception.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 6
Current XP: 416,751/435,000
Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Level: 20
Current XP: 195,688/210,000
Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points
You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Warning!
You are unable to level your Primal Sorcerer Class until you have chosen a third Domain.  Level bonuses will be held until this point.
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Aranos read the red notification with a grimace; he really needed to choose a third Domain ASAP.  He added his three Stat Points from his Sorcerer Level to Charisma, as usual, then considered what had just happened.
He’d gotten a lot of XP for killing Arioch, more than 17,000 XP to be exact.  He’d also had to use all of his Soul Points, most of his LP, and almost 300,000 SP to do something like half a million LP damage to the fallen warrior.  Realistically, if Arioch hadn’t weirdly hesitated after killing Avalyn, Aranos wouldn’t have had time to cast his Spell, and while he might have finished Redeeming the Door, he would definitely have died in the process.
That was a strange moment, and something about it tickled the back of Aranos’ mind.  In fact, something about the entire encounter bothered him.  He wasn’t sure what, but he knew that it would come to him if he simply allowed his brain time to reach its conclusion. 
Silma’s rapid growth was excellent, as well, but he realized that the magic collar he’d forged for her hadn’t really kept up with her.  Her bite still did basic light damage to her foes; her armor was nothing but truesilver, strong but not durable enough to stand up to the kinds of enemies they faced frequently.  He resolved to upgrade it as soon as possible – along with McBane’s lost swords.  Arioch’s blade had to have been bloodsteel, or some similarly powerful metal; nothing less would have harmed the warforged steel of McBane’s blades.
“Liberator,” Rhys spoke a few minutes later, jarring Aranos from his reverie.  “She awakes!”  The Sorcerer scrambled to his feet and rushed over to the healer’s side.  His heart leaped as he saw Geltheriel’s eyes fluttering open.  The wound in her throat was nothing but an angry, red line, although thick blood still coated her chest and matted her armor. 
“Oathbinder,” the woman spoke, her voice raspy and dry sounding.  She rose slowly to a sitting position.  “Were we victorious?”
“Yeah,” Aranos said as relief flooded him once more.  “Yeah, we killed Arioch.”
“Excellent,” she nodded.  “It is good to know that my death was not in vain.”  She rose to her feet, wincing slightly as she saw her blood-spattered armor.  She looked up at Aranos.  “If that is how it feels when you die each time – I find I no longer envy Travelers their immortality.”
“Do you have any death debuffs?” he asked curiously.
“Only the reduction in my Endurance,” she sighed.  “As well as an Unwashed debuff at level four that I am eager to resolve.”
He chuckled, then reached out and embraced her, not caring about the blood coating her.  “Let’s not do that again, okay?” he whispered in her ear.  “When I thought I lost you…”  His voice fell silent, but she clung to him just as fiercely.
“I felt you calling me back,” she said softly.  “I had departed, but I knew you had need of me still, and I would not move on.”  She leaned back, staring into his eyes deeply.  “I will always return, Aranos, so long as you need me.”
She let go of him and stepped back.  “For the moment, though, I am in dire need of a bath – and so are you, Oathbinder.”  She looked at Rhys.  “Thank you, Furor, for restoring me to life.”
“I did little enough,” the man shook his head.  “It seems that your stubbornness crosses even the boundaries of death, Shade.”
“Sorry for interrupting your hunting expedition,” Aranos told the man, patting him on the shoulder.
The Druid eyed the sticky, red handprint left behind with a sigh.  “And now, we all are in need of cleaning, Liberator,” he observed.  “One might wonder if you could have found a less – unpleasant way to show your gratitude.”
“I just didn’t want you to feel left out,” the Sorcerer mock protested.  He looked down at himself, then shook his head.  “I’m probably not going to bathe, though.”
“You need it desperately, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel assured him.
“Absolutely, but when I leave this world and come back, it should clean me up, and I have too much to do to waste time on a bath.”
“What will you do, then?” Rhys asked curiously.
“Well, I was thinking I’d resummon Silma and maybe she could join you on your hunt,” he shrugged.  “Then, I thought I’d go to the Library before heading to the Tower of Sorcery to train until it’s time to go.”
“And you truly believe the Parmassae, as vigilant as they are about their works, will let you touch any of their books in that condition?” Geltheriel laughed.  “Come, Oathbinder.  It is hours until dawn.  You will feel better for having bathed – and the rest of the city will be happier not seeing you wandering about coated in blood.”




Chapter 6

An hour later, Aranos sat in the top level of the Tower of Sorcery, scanning through the books he’d taken from the Library of Antas.  The Parmassae, the spectral librarians that guarded and kept the Library, didn’t typically allow their works to be taken out of the secure building.  As Master of Antas, though, Aranos got certain benefits, and control of the Library was one of them. 
He pored through the few books he could find about Domains, quickly realizing that most of them were vague and unhelpful, nothing more than rough descriptions of what effects people had seen Wizards perform with their Domains.  None were written by an actual Domain-wielding mage; apparently, none of those were eager to share the secrets of their power and possibly give their rivals or enemies a path to greater power. 
He set the books down and rubbed tired eyes, pulling up the notification he’d gotten when he reached level five of Primal Sorcerer.
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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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He sighed and closed his eyes, considering the three choices.  Creation was the easiest of the three to analyze; Headmaster Mandla of the Mages’ College possessed that Domain, and Aranos had seen it in action.  Mandla seemed able to create practically anything he wanted using his Domain, and Aranos guessed that adopting the Domain would boost his crafting skills enormously.  Creation and Redemption felt like they’d be closely linked, and he was certain that those two Domains would boost one another significantly.  At the same time, Mandla could no longer cause destruction, as attuned as he’d become to his Domain.  That was a serious concern for Aranos; he was a DPS caster at heart, and if he couldn’t use destructive magic, not only would he be crippled, his War Domain would be, as well. 
Knowledge seemed fairly straightforward to him.  He’d gained a fair number of lore skills, and he assumed that the Domain would boost them significantly, along with his Int Stat.  He’d probably also get a power increase to his Inspection skill.  All of that seemed somewhat tame, but in truth, those gains could be pretty powerful.  Most of his lore skills gave him large boosts to attack, damage, defense, and resistance against the studied creature types, and if his Inspection skill started highlighting enemy weaknesses or detailing their resistances, it would be a huge boon.  Plus, while Knowledge probably wouldn’t benefit his existing Domains, it also wouldn’t interfere with or weaken them.
Ascension – that he wasn’t sure of.  In a way, it seemed part of him more than either of the others, as Evolution and growth marked every path of his journey through Ka.  His Ascended Spells gave him great power, and his Evolutions provided him with multiple advantages that other spellcasters simply didn’t have.  At the same time, his Ascended Spells drew heavily on his vital force, damaging him often to near the point of death.  His Evolutions were unpredictable, generally beneficial but not always in the way he might have wanted.  Ascension felt like a gamble; it could give him great benefits, he was certain, but it could also cause him great difficulties.
There was no good way to decide, but his thoughts kept flitting back to the last lines he’d read in the book he just finished.  The author was a Wizard, one who’d tried and failed to unlock a Domain, and his efforts gave him more insight into the process than most. 
“The process of creating a Domain is called ‘unlocking’, but this is a misnomer,” the writer concluded his analysis.  “A better term is ‘discovering’.   Domains are not hidden away from the Wizard, to be unleashed through arcane rituals or unrelenting training.  Instead, they are part of the Wizard, and the Wizard is part of them.  A true Domain followed the Wizard from their apprenticeship to the day they achieved mastery of magic, lying in wait for that caster to find it within them.”
That was exactly how it had felt when Aranos found his Domains.  They’d both been inside him, practically bursting to be free, and he’d just had to claim mastery of them and allow them to spring forth.  He sighed and leaned back in his chair.  If another Domain awaited him, its secrets weren’t in those books.  They lay within him, waiting to be unleashed.
With only the tiniest effort of will, he sank down into his mindscape.  He opened his eyes and found himself sitting in the middle of a grassy clearing over a hundred feet long and more than seventy across surrounded by trees.  The scent of pine and flowers filled the air, and he breathed deeply, inhaling the scent.  Unseen insects buzzed in the background, and the chirping of birds echoed in the mindscape, even though he knew there were neither birds nor bugs in that place.  It was a construct of his mind, nothing more, and it sounded the way he expected a forest glen to sound. 
The glen wasn’t completely empty, of course.  A series of archery targets hung at one end, with several combat dummies nearby.  A rack with a longbow, staff, and katana rested nearby – although Aranos had accepted long ago that he just wasn’t talented with swords and gave up trying to master that weapon, he figured he’d get back to it eventually.  A bookcase stood incongruously beside a large, overstuffed chair, holding a dozen skill books on its shelves. 
He walked over to that shelf first and took out the skill book for Dwarven Masonry.  He sat down in his chair, opened the book, and willed himself to enter its pages.  He blinked as the forest vanished, replaced by a large, stone hall that rang with the sound of hammers and the cries of dwarves.  He turned as a dwarven male approached him, only about four feet tall but wide and stocky, with heavy features but absolutely no facial hair. 
“Sorcerer, you return,” the Grandmaster Mason who’d introduced himself as Foreg approached Aranos with a gruff grin.  Technically, this was only a memory of Foreg; the Grandmaster had certainly died long ago, but not before placing all of his knowledge, skills, and memories into this book so that future generations could learn from it.  “I was wondering when you would.”
Aranos looked curiously at the dwarf.  “Do you sense the passage of time in here?” he asked.  “I mean, when no one’s using the book?”
The dwarf shrugged.  “Only in a vague sense, and only once I’ve been woken up by someone like you.  If you leave me for long enough, I’ll drop back into sleep – or whatever it is that I do, since I don’t dream when I’m doing it.”
Aranos nodded.  That was actually something of a relief.  The instructors in his skill books seemed real for all intents and purposes, and he hadn’t visited some of them – like his Enchanting and Runecrafting skill books – in quite a while.  The thought of them sitting around waiting for him didn’t rest well with him.
Foreg peered closely at the Sorcerer.  “Looks like your skill went up a few points since you were here last,” he said approvingly.  “How did you manage that?”
Aranos glanced at his skill list and realized that his Dwarven Masonry skill had shot up three ranks to Student 10, while his Heartweaving skill went up one to Expert 2.  “Must have been from building the Grand Battleholme,” he mused.  “I don’t know if it was modifying the gatehouse to make the battleholme, or if it was creating the warforged obsidian, though.”
“The what?” the dwarf demanded, stepping closer to Aranos, his eyes wide.  “What did you create?”
“A Grand Dwarven Battleholme,” Aranos replied sheepishly.  “I didn’t mean to, though; I was trying to alter a gatehouse to make it circular…”
“No, not that,” the man interrupted, waving a hand in the air.  “The stone, you damn arcane!  What stone did you say you made?”
“Warforged obsidian,” Aranos said slowly.  “You’ve heard of it?”
“Heard of it?” the dwarf threw his hands into the air.  “Of course, I’ve heard of it!  I’m a damn Grandmaster of Mineralogical Lore, after all!  I’ve never seen it, though; that’s a Legendary material.”  His eyes narrowed.  “Show me,” he directed.
“Show you?” Aranos repeated.
“Yes.”  Foreg pointed to a spot where nothing stood.  “Raise something simple for me.  A Dwarven Longhouse.  Here’s the blueprint.”  The man held out a sheet of paper that Aranos took and examined.
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Blueprint: Dwarven Longhouse
Population Structure
A Dwarven Longhouse provides adequate living space for up to thirty dwarves. 
Rarity: Common
Benefits: Population max +30, Morale +3%
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“I don’t know if I can,” Aranos admitted.  “I mean, I know that I can build this Longhouse, of course, but I don’t know if my Heartweaving skill will work in here…”
“Don’t be foolish,” the dwarf cut him off, crossing his arms in front of his chest.  “Where do you think we are right now?”
Aranos was tempted to say something like, “A Dwarven Building Hall”, but he knew that wasn’t what Foreg meant.  “I suppose we’re in your memories.”
Foreg shook his head.  “Yes and no.  Yes, we’re in my memories, but no, we aren’t, because my memories are in the real Foreg’s head.”  He reached out and tapped Aranos’ forehead.  “We’re in here right now.  Your mind – or maybe your soul, I’m not really sure.  You can do pretty much anything in here that you can do out there, just using your imagination instead of magic.”
Aranos paused at that realization.  He knew from speaking with Cron, his instructor in Otherworldly Lore, that when he went into the skill books, a part of his soul melded with it.  Did that mean that they were technically in his soul?  If they were, then Foreg was right; his only limit was his own imagination.
He turned toward the spot Foreg indicated and looked down at the blueprint.  Thanks to his Heartweaving skill, it made perfect sense to him, and he could even see a couple ways he could improve it, by attaching a bathhouse to one end and a dining hall to the other, and by raising its height to add a second level that would double its capacity without taking up more floor space.  He closed his eyes and pictured the finished building in his head, then pulled up power from within himself.  Silver and gold fire washed out of him, surging through the blueprint and pouring out into the Building Hall. 
All activity stopped as he guided the power, twisting it into the precise shapes that he needed.  He controlled the flow of energy as precisely as possible, filling the stones of the building with the tiny grain patterns that would contain and command the fires of War that filled them.  He shaped it slowly and carefully, lining up the stone grains to maximize their strength and making them as hard and dense as possible.
The gold of Redemption and silver of War poured from his hands in sheets, their flames almost soothing to him.  In the depths of his mind, though – or soul, or wherever he was – those fires were clearer, more distinct than normal, and he could see that they weren’t perfectly pure and untainted.  He’d managed to mostly keep the flames contained within him and out of his Spells, but something else contaminated the powers of his Domain.  Tiny strands of rainbow-hued liquid flowed through the flames, while flashes of sapphire-blue light flickered and danced at the edges of his vision.
At the very center of the flames, though, a single line of almost solid energy seemed to anchor the flow.  The energy shifted colors, one moment a hyperbolic blue that was somehow brighter and “bluer” than he could imagine, the next an odd shade of yellow that simultaneously felt black.  The line shimmered and twisted, barely present, but he could tell that it was the foundation for his ability, the power that made his Heartweaving possible. 
Dwarves gathered around him as his building rose slowly, stretching higher and expanding out farther than it should have.  Mutters swelled from the crowd, who watched closely as sheets of flame coalesced into silver-flecked, golden stone.  The sounds of work fell away entirely as every mason in Foreg’s memories came to watch, most staring at the growing construction with disapproving faces. 
Finally, the flames died out, and a long, narrow building stood before Aranos, gleaming gold and silver in the Hall’s flickering lights.  Unlike most buildings aboveground, the Longhouse’s roof was flat; peaks and rounding weren’t needed when there was no possibility of snow or rain.  It stood two stories high, with narrow windows that looked more like arrow loops and a warforged steel door in the front.   Foreg walked over to the building and laid a hand on it, feeling the stone. 
“Warforged obsidian,” he murmured, and the muttering from the nearby crowd swelled even louder.  “Shut it!” he snapped without turning, and the dwarves fell silent.  He looked up at the building with a frown.  “This isn’t the building I told you to raise, Sorcerer.”
Aranos nodded.  “I altered the blueprints a bit,” he admitted, describing the changes he’d made to the Longhouse.  “I hope that’s all right.”
“It’s better than it was,” the man shrugged, then looked back at the Sorcerer.  “Is this how you raise all your buildings?”
“Yes.  I can build them with nothing but mana, using my Spells.”
The man nodded, then thumped the Longhouse with a fist.  “That’s an amazing ability, but it’s the last time you do it here, understand?  This is clever and useful, but you’re skipping a lot of essential knowledge that you’ll need if you want to reach the Master ranks of Dwarven Masonry one day.  Ability without the supporting skills and Stats is limited to the point of uselessness.”
Aranos nodded; that was the problem he had with his Arcane Archery skill.  He had the skill at Expert 10, but he didn’t have the supporting skills or the Dexterity and Perception he needed to get the most from it, and without those, he could never really develop his own style, which was a requirement for becoming a Master of the skill.
“Should I destroy it?” he asked.
“No, leave it,” Foreg shook his head.  “It’ll be a good example of what can be done with Dwarven Masonry – and of what not to do.”  He pointed to a hair-thin seam between two stones.  “Look at how sloppy this line is!  And what sort of mortar is holding these together?”  He snorted.  “The materials are fantastic, but the construction is obviously that of a Student.  Let’s see what we can do to fix that.”
Aranos spent what felt like a week under Foreg’s tutelage, working on using the grain of the stone to cut it more smoothly, learning how to mix advanced mortars to bind stronger stones, and studying different types of stone, memorizing their strengths and flaws.  When he rose from the training, though, less than fifteen minutes had passed in the regular world.
He put the book away and considered what he’d seen while he raised the Longhouse, examining the notification he’d gotten from its creation.
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Structure Completed!
Dwarven Long Hall
Population Structure
A Dwarven Long Hall is an Enhanced form of the Dwarven Longhouse, supporting more population and giving greater morale benefits.
Rarity: Legendary (normally Uncommon; rarity boosted due to Legendary materials used)
Upkeep: None
Benefits: Provides housing for sixty dwarves, Morale +6%
Enhanced: This structure contains additional facilities: a bathhouse and dining hall.  This increases the morale boost to 12%. 
Evolved: This Long Hall is built from warforged obsidian, giving those within a +100% bonus to their Defense.  It is immune to damage from less than Legendary sources as well as all Corrupted damage.  It also suffers no extra damage from attacks that would normally have additional effectiveness against stone or objects, such as dust or acid mana. 
As this is normally an Uncommon rarity building, you may raise it in the future without blueprints or create blueprints for others to use.
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The Long Hall was a nice building, and he intended to raise one with his Heartweaving skill once he returned to Antas – although probably not out of warforged obsidian.  The local granite would work just fine for his purposes; while the defensive bonuses were great, if an attacker penetrated deeply enough into Antas to attack the hall, then the battle for the city was already lost. 
That thought flickered only briefly in his mind, though.  He was far more interested in the odd contaminants to the power he used to raise the building in the first place.  The rainbow fluid reminded him a little of spirit mana, which was also prismatically colored, but it felt different, more substantial and solid somehow.  The sapphire flashes that flickered through the streams of Primal mana seemed oddly remote and distant to him, something he recognized but didn’t truly understand.
The deeper line of power, though – that called to him.  He didn’t understand it, but he felt its presence at a fundamental level in his depths.  Something about it drew his attention, and even now, he could almost feel it far beneath his mindscape, buried within him.
He allowed his thoughts to sink through the mindscape, plunging down into the depths of his mana.  A river of power rushed past him, and he examined it carefully.  The flow of his Primary and Enhanced Aspects looked turbulent, but there was a deeper pattern to it, and he reached out with his thoughts to mentally smooth and straighten that pattern.  He eased small twists and bends that impeded the flow of his mana, separated currents beginning to twist and mingle, and widened spots where the rush of power narrowed and grew turbulent.  He followed the current through his body, watched it touching the glowing pools of energy that represented his Stats, and let himself be carried along without resistance.  The river rushed through him and cycled back into itself; it no longer drew from the outside to replenish its flow, but it didn’t look like any of it leaked out into the world around him, either.  It was perfectly contained, thanks to his racial upgrade, which he supposed meant that he no longer radiated mana into the world.  There were probably benefits to that he hadn’t discovered – he might be close to invisible to magical senses, for example – but he still chafed at the idea that he had to manually replenish his mana by drawing it from outside sources.
He left the river’s flow and sank deeper, plunging into the ocean of gold and silver that represented his Primal mana.  Stronger and deeper currents flowed there, ones that he would have had to actively work to resist, but he didn’t bother.  Instead, he let himself plummet into the depths of that ocean.  War and Redemption raged within him as he plunged deeper, both clamoring to be used, but he shut them out with an effort of will.  His focus was elsewhere; he could feel the strange energies he’d spotted flowing around him, their presence almost drowned out by the cacophony of his Domains, existing as an odd dissonance in the otherwise unblemished melody of his power.
Thin, almost invisible strands of multihued liquid flowed around him, coiling about his body.  He reached out and touched the strand, and as he did, he understood it.  This was the power of Creation, the energy that forged the universe.  It spoke to him, its voice seductive and pleading, begging him to draw fully on it.  He saw himself standing atop an Antas that was not only rebuilt but that surpassed its former glory by leaps and bounds.  Buildings of pure white stone and starsteel radiated light back at the heavens, and people lived in ease, bounty, and luxury.  His armies marched forth armed with perfectly forged weapons and armor, followed by massive constructs that battled alongside them.  He knew that if he accepted this power, he could one day make all that a reality – and so much more.
He withdrew his hand and felt a tinge of disappointment as the vision winked out.  Creation was powerful, he had no doubt, and it spoke to him – but it didn’t draw him deeply into its embrace.  He could craft an entire world with its power, but everything he made would be for others.  His armies would fight his battles, his people would enjoy the fruits of his labors, but he himself would eventually fade into the background, the forgotten architect of mighty wonders that would long outlast him in this world.  He didn’t think he was particularly selfish or attention-craving – but apparently, he was, and Creation didn’t reward those who put themselves first.
Flashes of indigo light strobed about him, and he reached out once more, plunging his hand into that radiance.  Another vision swept through his mind as the power of Knowledge called to him.  He saw himself as the master of a library that dwarfed the repository of Antas.  Every scrap of information in the world lay at his fingertips, but rather than simply possessing the Knowledge, he used it as he would.  His cities grew as he gave them better ways to craft, to raise crops.  He fashioned new Spells with casual ease and distributed them to his followers, granting them arcane power they might never have reached.  Enemies dashed themselves to pieces against him and his armies, their every tactic thwarted and each weakness exploited.  The universe itself spilled its secrets into his waiting ears, and he wielded power in a way none ever had before.  With Knowledge as his Domain, all of this was possible.
He shook off the vision almost regretfully.  What Knowledge offered was powerful, and he couldn’t deny that he would enjoy it, but it didn’t feel like a true part of him.  He craved understanding, it was true, but not for its own sake.  Knowledge was something he pursued for a purpose; he learned what he needed to do what had to be done, not for the sheer joy of learning.  He’d always been that way, finding learning easy enough but never seeking out esoteric knowledge just to know it.  Knowledge was powerful, but it wasn’t a core truth of his existence, and that meant it would never become a potent Domain in his hands.
He still felt the pull of that third power, far below him, and he let himself sink deeper into the titanic sea of his Domains.  The call drew him ever onward, down into the depths, until finally, he stood before a swirling core of energy that seemed to anchor his Domains in place.  If they were the seas, this was the moon, guiding their tides and pulling them as they needed.  The surface of the sphere of power glowed with an odd blue-orange color that he was certain shouldn’t exist, shifting to a blue that simultaneously radiated black in his vision.  It flashed bright magenta before sliding into an orange that was too orange, as if it were more than the color should possibly be. 
He reached out and touched it, and a vision flashed in his mind.  This one wasn’t of what he could become by holding this power, though; it was what he was, what he’d already become thanks to it.  He saw this power guiding the strands of his first Ascended Spell, pulling along the flames of Redemption and War that powered it.  He watched as it filtered into his crafts, purifying them and making them more.  He felt it flowing through his body as he drew enough power to become a high arcane, and sensed it at work again as he shut down his mana channels and changed to a dread arcane. 
This was Ascension, and he realized that it had been with him from the very beginning of his time in Ka.  It powered the transformation of his Spells into their Enhanced and Evolved versions, melded his skills into more potent forms, and opened the way for his unique Perks and Abilities to manifest.  He’d used Creation and Knowledge frequently, he knew – but he’d lived the path of Ascension from almost his first steps.  It was the path of someone who always strove to become more than they were, to be better than they could be, and to make the impossible possible.  He didn’t need to unlock Ascension – he simply had to unleash it, and with an effort of will, he did exactly that.
The core of power exploded, flooding his Primal sea and raging into his body.  He screamed as the fathomless energy roared through him, filling his veins and erupting into the air about his body.  The power seared his flesh, trying to purify it and burn out any imperfections, and rampaged in his mind, attempting to make it better. 
He pushed aside the pain and reached out with his will, grasping the energy flooding him.  You are MY power, he gritted at the energy.  You serve me; I don’t serve you!  Ascension railed against him, trying to batter his will aside, but his thoughts were like iron.  Slowly, he clamped down on the power, drawing back into himself and pushing it into the swirling ocean below.  It screamed in protest, demanded that he let it purify the world and make it better, but he ignored its cries and pressed it down relentlessly.
Finally, the power sank into the depths, and he watched as his ocean of Primal mana changed.  The bands of silver and gold separated, rushing to each side, and a river of Ascension glowing in impossible colors filled the space between them.  Ascension became the anchor for his Primal Aspects, holding them securely and keeping them in place, making his inner sea better and more perfect. 
His mind reeled with the exertion of controlling his new Domain, but after a moment, his thoughts settled into a general weariness.  He rose back into his mindscape, examining the notification that flashed before him. 
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Primal Mana Unlocked!
Aspect: Ascension
Ascension is the power of growth and Evolution.  It is the force that drives the world to become better and more perfect, and followers of Ascension are always seeking to improve themselves and the world around them.  A Master of Ascension has powers and abilities that even the gods might envy, their body, mind, and soul all perfected by the power of their Domain.
Radius: [Charisma x 5] feet (2,000’, total Domain Radius 3,787’)
Benefits: Int +10, Wis +10, Cha +20, all other Stats +5, 1 random beneficial Evolution.  Choose two Evolved or Enhanced Skills to raise to Expert 1.  Evolved and Enhanced skills, Spells, and abilities are 50% more effective and grow 25% faster.  Chances for a Spell, skill, or ability to spontaneously Evolve are doubled.
Penalties: All non-Enhanced and non-Evolved skills and Spells are 25% less powerful and grow 25% slower.  Spells that are not Evolved, Enhanced, or Ascended cost 25% more SP.
Domain Effect: Within your Domain, you may cast any Enhanced or Evolved Spell without needing SP.  Any spell or ability you use within your Domain receives a random temporary Evolution that lasts for a single usage only.  Any object or non-sentient creature within your Domain has a cumulative 1% chance per minute to gain a spontaneous Evolution.  You have a cumulative 1% chance per usage of the Domain to gain a spontaneous Evolution, as well.  Both of these chances drop to zero once an Evolution occurs.
Base Personality Points: 225
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Evolution Gained!
You gain the Perk: Willful Caster
Perk: Willful Caster
Benefits: You can use your Willpower to empower your Spells.  When casting a Spell, choose to empower its power, range, or duration.  You can drain 10 points of Willpower to improve that portion of the Spell by 1%.  Willpower drained in this fashion recovers normally, through rest or Meditation.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 6
Current XP: 416,751/435,000
Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
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Aranos dropped the seven Stat Points into Charisma as usual, bringing the Stat to 382, incredibly close to his next milestone – at least, he hoped – then looked over his new Evolution.  His Willpower stood at well over 6,000, meaning if he really wanted, he could boost a Spell to 600% of its power or duration.  He couldn’t see himself doing that very often – if his Willpower dropped too low, he became suggestible and unfocused – but having it as a potential ace in the hole was always useful. 
He shifted his focus to his new Domain, reading its description carefully.  It was powerful, there was no doubt.  If he unleashed it, he could wield his improved Spells freely; that meant he could cast more than half of his Spells without using a single SP.  In addition, every Spell he cast inside it would Evolve into a more powerful form for that casting – albeit a random one, which could actually weaken its utility.  If he left the Domain unsuppressed for long enough, it would also improve his gear and all the equipment and buildings around him – with the caveat that eventually, it would force more Evolutions on him, as well.  Again, that could be good or bad, depending on the Evolutions.
He also had to consider what the Domain would mean for his spellcasting and skill usage.  The obvious thing was that he needed to work to at least Enhance all of his Spells; the increased SP cost and lowered effectiveness of them, combined with his dread arcane lack of SP regeneration, could be crippling in combat.  He also needed to try and improve as many of his skills and abilities as he could to remove the penalties to their effectiveness and growth.
He had quite a few Enhanced and Evolved Skills, but only two of them were still below the Expert ranks, so he quickly boosted those and read the notifications.
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Skill Boosts!
Skill: Mass Inspection^ (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Expert 1
Expert Ability: You can determine how much threat a creature offers you based on their Class Level and Stats.  You cannot see the creature’s level and Stats directly; instead, you perceive their threat level based on the following rankings:
Harmless – This creature presents no threat to you and is likely unable to harm you.
Safe – This creature offers you little threat and is unlikely to do more than lightly injure you.
Concerning – The creature presents enough threat to warrant caution but not enough to seriously injure or harm you.
Dangerous – The creature could likely cause you injury and might be capable of killing you.
Deadly – This creature will certainly injure you in combat and has a good chance of killing you.
Terrifying – The creature can and probably will kill you in battle.
Skill: Sense Mana^ (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Expert 1
Expert Abilities: You sense all forms of Primary and Enhanced mana within a radius equal to your [Per x 20]’ passively.  You can sense the mana within living creatures, allowing you to approximate how many SP they have and what Aspects they might be capable of using.  You can sense Primal mana within a creature.
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Aranos grinned as he read over the notifications.  The boost to his Mass Inspection skill would be useful, especially if he had to deal with another shapeshifter like the naldlooshi or faced unknown creatures, and the ability to passively feel mana without having to activate his skill anymore probably offered more utility than sensing a creature’s SP and available Aspects – although both of those would be handy facing another spellcaster.
He was content with his new Domain.  It wasn’t as overtly powerful as War or Redemption, but in the long run, he thought it could be even greater.  Over time, he’d keep Evolving into more powerful forms, his Spells and Skills would become more potent, and his gear would upgrade spontaneously.  Eventually, Ascension would propel him to heights far beyond what either War or Redemption could.
He closed out his notifications and grabbed the Skill book for Otherworldly Lore.  He would train the Skill, then spend some time on his unimproved Spells, trying to shift them into an Enhanced form.  Dawn was still several hours away, meaning he had plenty of time before logout, and he meant to use all of it.  His new Domain’s greatest powers lay in growth and improvement, and he intended to utilize those powers to their fullest extent.




Chapter 7

The flood of bodakkai passing through Cyva Alari’s open Arcane Door slowed to a trickle after a few hours.  The black-skinned monsters pretty much killed everything that lived in the city, then moved out into the countryside, slaughtering elves like they were a bunch of helpless sheep – which, Lily supposed, they really were. 
She spent most of a day watching the slaughter delightedly.  A few pockets of resistance sprang up in defensible places – the guard barracks, the place where those damn Keepers had their headquarters, and a place called a Tower of Wizardry just outside the city – but most of those crumbled to pieces when the bodakkai hit them.  The Shadowborn just threw themselves at the defenders as if they didn’t give a shit about dying – which Lily knew they didn’t. 
That was the great secret about the monsters, one that her familiar spirit taught her: they weren’t really endless.  They were just fucking immortal.  Killing a bodakkai just sent its spirit back to the Bottomless Pit.  From there, it made its way through that Kala place – she could never remember its stupid name – and popped right back out of the Arcane Door, ready to kill all over again.  There was no stopping the things once they’d been unleashed, and while technically Lily could control them, for the most part she hadn’t.  She didn’t see the point.  They were doing exactly what she wanted, after all, and she didn’t have to do a damn thing. 
The Kala Kasbu, the spirit of Madness whispered in her mind.  The Ways of Shadow.  The place where souls of Darkness are tested…
“Right, that fucking place,” she said aloud, cutting the damn thing off.  She’d gotten the manir from Xankswa, the Matron of Insanity, or whatever the fuck the goddess called herself.  It was incredibly useful; the thing had a shit-ton of knowledge, and it wasn’t shy about sharing it with her.  Sometimes, though, it told her things she just didn’t care about – like the name of some made-up place in this made-up game world.  That shit didn’t matter.  What mattered was more killing, more death, and more destruction. 
Perhaps you should make a greater effort to claim that Tower of Wizardry, then, the manir replied to her thoughts, which it tended to do.  She was supposed to be immune to things like mental control and mind reading, but she figured that was because her Madness Domain fucked her mind up so much that people couldn’t make heads or tails of what was inside it.  The manir was, if anything, even more screwed up than she was, so she supposed her brain might just make sense to it. 
“What’s the point?” she replied.  “The damn elves can’t come out of it without dying, right?”  That stupid tower hadn’t fallen the way it was supposed to, and Lily’s attempts to take it had so far failed miserably.  The damn thing was warded so heavily that the bodakkai couldn’t get inside, and her Voidfire Spell just bounced right off it.  At the same time, the few times the elves tried to break out, her monsters killed them pretty damn quickly – without their walls and wards, they were just meat for the beasts, nothing more. 
You have yet to try the new ability I taught you, the spirit reminded her.  Perhaps with that power, you could tear down their wards and let the bodakkai through.
Lily frowned.  It was true; she hadn’t really used the Dread Empowerment ability, yet, except for a small taste just to see how it worked.  Even that little bit was tantalizing, though – tempting enough that she’d held off using it.  She could see herself getting addicted to that shit, and that would just be another way for someone to control her.  Still, the spirit was right.  She hadn’t really done everything she could to take the tower, yet – and it wasn’t that she didn’t care. 
She was honestly a little afraid to do it because that asshole Sorcerer Aranos was part of the House of Stars, and she wasn’t quite ready to face him, yet.
The Tower of Wizardry, according to the manir, had a permanent portal to the House of Stars.  Theoretically, the elves couldn’t use that portal to launch an assault on her.  The spirit assured her that only Wizards from Cyva Alari could pass through that portal into the tower, and any elf that entered the House of Stars from another city would be blocked from exiting the House into the Tower of Wizardry.  The portal would give the elves an out, a way to flee the Tower if she took it, but it wouldn’t let them reinforce the place.  Anyone else using the portal was, well, impossible.
But the thing was, that word didn’t really mean much in the game.  There was a lot of shit that was supposed to be impossible that she’d seen happen or even done herself.  It should have been impossible for her to take Northmoor with the forces she had, but she’d done it, thanks to a lot of preparation, her Dream Haunting ability, and apparently a shit-ton of divine help from Morx.  It was impossible for someone to take the Madness Domain without losing their shit, but she’d done it, because she was already so fucking crazy that a little more was no big deal. 
She was pretty sure Aranos had done his share of impossible shit, too, and she had a feeling that included somehow fixing the damn Arcane Door in Cendarta.  She’d already tried to use the Door in Cyva Alari to enter the city, but it wouldn’t work.  The only place her Door led her was Northmoor, her city.  She understood why she couldn’t use the Doors to travel to Eredain or Stoneleague – those were hostile cities, and their Doors were only cracked open, just enough to let the Darkness leak into them but not enough for someone to pass through them without being part of the city – but Cendarta was a city of Darkness, its master her ally.  She damn well should have been able to get there, but she couldn’t, and the manir told her that meant the Door was somehow cut off from her.  She knew that Aranos had done that, and if he had, maybe he could come through that portal in the tower, too. 
With the power you’ll gain through your ability, you could easily destroy him, the manir whispered, its voice oddly soothing.  Think of the look on his face when you bat aside his Spells and obliterate him in fire and Darkness!
Lily had to admit, that would be a sweet victory.  She’d gotten her ass handed to her too many times already by the damn Sorcerer, and she’d love to pay him back for some of them.  With her new abilities, that should be possible – hell, it might even be easy.  Even better, he’d probably bring that bitch Geltheriel with him, and Lily really, really wanted to kill that woman.  She was just an NPC, so once she died, that would be it – and that would probably hurt Aranos more than anything else Lily could do to him.  Although she wasn’t sure; she’d gotten pretty creative at torturing people.
“Fine,” she grinned as the fear fled her, leaving only excitement for the upcoming battle.  “Let’s go kick a tower’s ass.”
She summoned her bodakkai and instructed a couple thousand of them to join her at the tower, then cast her Darkwings Spell.  Wings of ebony flame burst from her back, lifting her into the air.  She raced across the city, past the throngs of her minions – she liked that word, “minions”, and that’s just what the damn bodakkai were – and over the walls that hadn’t done shit to protect the city from her.  In fact, they’d made shit worse for the defenders, since the walls kept the assholes trapped inside the city as handily as they kept other people out.  Oh, a few hundred elves escaped through their stupid teleporter, but that was fine.  Lily sort of wanted the word to get out about the capital falling.  It would make the elves afraid, and she found that blood from terrified people tasted a hell of a lot better than blood from regular ones. 
The Tower of Wizardry rose sixty feet or so from the forest floor.  It wasn’t a perfect tower, really; it was wider at the base, and the white stones that made up its exterior wound upward in a spiral pattern that ended in a relatively narrow peak.  Really, she thought the damn thing should be called the Spire of Magic – that was a better name for it – but since she hadn’t been around when they built it, it wasn’t like they could have asked her opinion.  She’d rename it if she took it – when she took it, she corrected. 
She hovered in the air above the tower, waiting while her bodakkai gathered.  The damn building didn’t have a door; the only way in or out was the teleport chamber, and that was warded against Shadowborn.  She had a disjoining Spell, one that could unravel wards, but she wasn’t fucking Aranos.  She was a Summoner, and her non-summoning Spells were weaker than normal, so she couldn’t unravel the wards.  She’d even had her two lugaraks, the best of the best of the damn bodakkai, try the ward, but it was beyond them all.  However, she’d learned long ago that if she couldn’t smash open a lock, that just meant she needed to hit it harder, and she had just the ability to do that.
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Ability Gained!
Dread Empowerment
Type: Corrupted
Requirements: Successfully summon and command more than ten bodakkai.
Benefits: You can drain the life from your enslaved bodakkai to heal yourself or power your Spells.  You select a number of bodakkai to drain; these creatures die instantly, with no Opposed Check to resist.  You choose to gain either LP or SP equal to the LP of the creatures drained.  This can bring you above your normal LP or SP maximum temporarily, but you take 1 point of End or Wis damage per minute that you hold this power within you. 
Special: Bodakkai killed in this manner are freed from your control and may not be resummoned.
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As the last of her summoned minions arrived, she closed her eyes and reached out with her mind.  She could feel the bindings her will wrapped around the creatures, and her thoughts raced down the links to a couple hundred of them.  She reached into the core of each minion and pulled; instantly, the black well of power fueling the monsters vanished, racing up the linkage and into her body, filling her with terrible power. 
Mana flooded her body, far more than she could normally contain.  Each basic bodak had around a thousand LP, and the more advanced creatures had even more, meaning she’d just sucked a couple hundred thousand SP into herself, almost three times what she could normally hold.  The power coursed through her like fire, and for a moment, she felt invincible, like nothing could possibly harm her.  It burned inside her like the coldest ice, and she reveled in the pain – life was pain, after all, and pain meant she lived, thrived, excelled.  For a long moment, she embraced the sweet agony, letting it enfold her in its dark embrace and burn away all her cares and thoughts.
Release the power, Dark Mistress, the manir whispered, its voice cutting through her euphoria.  She’d told it to call her that, to remind them both that she was in control and that it was just a servant, and that reminder flared in her shattered mind.  She was the master; her ability and the power it gave her were her servants.  They were her tools, and they wouldn’t control her. 
She opened her eyes and reached her hands out to the tower, ignoring the rush of bodakkai souls rippling past her and returning to the Arcane Door.  She felt the wards, there, and she lashed out with her power.  She’d long ago learned how to Overchannel her Spells, and she boosted her Dark Disjunction with a hundred thousand SP.  That boosted the Spell’s power by over 3,000%, and the lash of dark, disruptive magic exploded from her and slammed into the Tower’s wards. 
The void magic sheared effortlessly through the barrier holding her creatures out, then crawled up the tower, tearing at the magic it found there.  The stone blocks cracked and shivered as her Spell ripped the magic from them, destroying the power that made them strong enough to maintain their impossible structure.  Blocks rained onto the bodakkai as the stones fell free of the wall, and the entire tower shuddered precariously.  The top of the spire collapsed with a rumble and a roar, shearing fifteen feet from the top of the structure and leaving it open to the sky. 
Lily laughed happily as she watched her Spell work; that had to have killed a shitload of elves, and it probably freaked the rest of them the fuck out.  She could almost taste their fear and desperation, and it tasted fucking sweet.  Their blood would be even better, though – which meant she needed to let her bodakkai into the damn tower.
A ball of glistening, purple-black flame shot from her hand and smashed into the stone of the wall at the tower’s base.  Her Voidfire crawled across the stone, dissolving it like sugar in hot water.  The tower swayed and creaked ominously as her Spell ripped away more of its support, but Lily didn’t care.  It didn’t matter to her if the damn thing fell or not, after all, and if it killed some of her bodakkai, well, they’d be back serving her soon enough.
Her horde shrieked in rage and bloodlust as the flames cleared, revealing a ten-foot diameter hole, beyond which a handful of elves stood, stunned, staring at the sudden light streaming into their sanctuary.  Lily didn’t bother to control the things; she just released their constraints, and the monsters rushed forward, screaming madly as they poured into the tower.  Lily laughed again; the scent of blood wafted almost instantly from the place, and the smell excited her – but not as much as the taste. 
She soared upward, reaching the top of the tower and settling on the rubble there.  It looked like that level had been living space, but it was probably only big enough for a single room, so she assumed it was for whoever the fuck ruled the place.  She looked around for some stairs or something that led downward, but of course, there weren’t any. 
It’s a damn Wizard’s tower, girl, she scolded herself.  They get around by teleporting or portals or whatever.  No reason you can’t do the same thing.
She staggered as something slammed into her from behind, striking the shield she held around her and shattering it.  She spun and found a man rising from a pile of rubble, the stone dissolving beneath his own flickering, blue shield.  The elf was tall, taller than Lily by a foot at least, with bright orange hair streaked with silver and gray.  His ornate robe was messed up, and the staff he carried smoked a bit from the power he’d channeled through it, but he didn’t seem to have any other injuries.  He also looked really, really pissed, which made Lily grin with happiness.  She loved pissing people off.
“Spawn of Darkness,” the elf said, raising his staff and pointing it at her.  “You dare to strike at this ancient tower?  I, Cailu of House Umexidor…”
“Holy shit, are you seriously going to monologue, here?” she laughed, cutting him off.  “Your fucking tower is half-destroyed, and my minions are busily ripping your elves to shreds below us – and you want to fucking chat?”  She laughed again.  “How stupid are you?”
“You dare mock me?” the man raged.  His staff glowed with power, and a beam of golden light shot toward her – then guttered and died as it hit the boundaries of her suddenly unleashed Domain.  Madness flooded the air about her, and the man staggered and clutched his temples as chaotic whispers of insanity tore at his thoughts. 
A moment later, though, he straightened, and a new power rose from him, driving her Domain back.  The energy felt strange to her; it was something she almost recognized, but she felt nothing but contempt for it when she looked at it. 
“You are not the only one to unlock a Domain, foul one,” Cailu said haughtily.  “The strength of Knowledge is mine, and not even the Darkness itself is stronger than Knowledge.”
“Knowledge?” she laughed, understanding why she both recognized and loathed the man’s Domain.  “You really think knowing shit will help you against me?”  She raised her arms and flung a series of dark blasts against the man’s Domain.  The projectiles pierced the Domain effortlessly, but he raised his staff, and they unraveled instantly. 
“Knowledge conquers all,” he said with a smile.  “Understanding the magic you send my way lets me undo it effortlessly, and soon, I will unbind your Domain in a similar fashion, leaving you helpless before me.”
Lily couldn’t help but chuckle at that.  “Yeah, you have fun with that,” she said.  “There’s only one way to understand my Domain, asshole – and that’s to live it.  How about I help you with that?” 
She rose into the air, and the elf soared to meet her.  She pushed her Domain to its fullest extent and realized that her area of influence was bigger than his; that probably meant that her Domain was stronger, as well.  She flew forward and pressed the borders of her Domain against his, then began hurling Spells at him as quickly as she could imagine them, fueling them with her Domain instead of her SP.  She flung gouts of flame, blasts of glittering black ice, and waves of emerald acid at him.  She blasted him with bolts of pure void energy and wrapped him in Darkness. 
Each Spell fizzled as it entered his Domain.  Fire guttered and died; ice evaporated into vapor; acid shifted to harmless water and drained away.  Void dissipated, and Darkness shattered into shards.  The elf just looked haughtily at her, not even seeming to make an effort as he undid her every Spell.
Irritation swept through her, and she flung another set of ebony projectiles at him.  A dozen bolts of black flame swept into his Domain, along with a single corkscrew one that glittered silver-white.  The man’s eyes grew wide as the black bolts vanished – but the last one slammed into his hastily-raised shield and exploded.  Lily’s irritation evaporated; the man couldn’t undo the Spells that Madness changed, which meant that eventually, she would destroy him.
She redoubled her assault, raining Spells on him and pressing forward with her Domain.  She felt his will struggling to push hers back, but with every attack that he couldn’t unravel, his Domain faltered a bit.  Knowing shit doesn’t help when you’re faced with something that can’t be understood, she laughed silently.  That’s why Madness is greater than Knowledge.
The power of death rose from the tower below, filling the air with a nearly visible haze that drove her onward and fueled her Madness.  The scent of elf blood filled the air as her bodakkai brutally slaughtered the creatures below, their own mages giving them access to the floors above through their dark portals.  The tower swayed and rocked ominously as the battle rose higher and higher, and the chaos and fear rising from it empowered Lily – and seemed to steadily weaken Cailu.
The elf’s Domain slowly shrank around him until Lily’s enfolded it entirely.  Once it did, she simply pressed on him, bearing down on his shield with unfathomable insanity, and his Domain dwindled swiftly until it vanished with a sound like breaking glass.  The man plummeted from the sky, but Lily swooped down and caught him by his robe, lifting him effortlessly up before her.  He gasped and pressed his hands to his temples as Madness assaulted his mind, but it was no use.  Insanity sapped his will and drained his Wisdom, eating away at his psyche until he finally collapsed, limp in her arms, his eyes glassy and unfocused, his will utterly broken.
Lily lifted him to her face and stared into his empty eyes.  “You probably think you’re going to die,” she whispered throatily.  “You’re wrong, though.  You’re going to serve me, my minion of Madness, for all eternity – and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”
The elf managed to scream once as her teeth tore open his throat, and his sweet, mana-rich blood poured into her, filling her body with its fiery caress.  She pulled herself free as she felt his pulse falter, then ripped open her own throat with a black talon and pressed him to the flow of black blood that spilled forth.  The man struggled weakly, but his will was broken, and after a moment, he drank, taking her blood into himself and binding his soul to her service eternally.
“Yes,” she purred as the black ichor filled him.  “Drink, little man.”  At last, she pulled him from her throat and lowered him to the ground below, tossing him ungently to the earth.  The elf lay there, shaking and shivering as her dark blood worked its way through him, changing him into one of her minions.  She crouched down and touched his brow lightly, almost lovingly.
“By the end of the day, you’ll be mine,” she whispered throatily.  “Then, you’ll help me destroy the rest of your kind, one city at a time.”
She rose to her feet and looked northward.  Two more elven cities lay there, and while Eredain to the east was smaller and probably easier to take, it also belonged to Aranos.  She might be able to beat him; she might not.  However, once she’d unlocked the other cities’ Arcane Doors, her bodakkai armies would be unstoppable.  Then, she’d march against the damn Sorcerer, and maybe she’d find out what his blood tasted like, as well.  She shivered in anticipation of that thought.
She couldn’t fucking wait.




Chapter 8
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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 54s… 
Logging out.  Thanks for playing Singularity Online!
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Jeff blinked as the game world faded around him, and he opened his eyes to see the cover of the Mark I pod looming over him.  He blinked rapidly to rid his eyes of the green, goopy nanogel coating him, then sat quietly while the remaining gel drained and the IVs keeping him fed and hydrated retracted from his body.  A moment later, the cover lifted, and a smiling face beamed down at him.
“Welcome back, Jeff,” his attendant said, grinning happily.  “You made it through another week in the game!”
“Thanks,” he replied with a sigh, rubbing his arms where the IVs had punctured them.  “How are things IRL?”
“Pretty much the same,” the man shrugged.  “Although word did come down that next week is the last week of the beta test.”
Jeff stopped, frozen.  “The last week?” he repeated.  “But – I thought…”
“Yeah, apparently, they’ve gotten enough feedback to release a solid first version,” the man shrugged.  “Personally, I can’t wait.  You know that Neo-dyne employees get a 25% discount and priority on the pods, right?”
“Y-yeah, I remember that,” Jeff stammered, stunned.  He’d totally forgotten that he was in a beta test, trying the game out, and that at some point, that testing would end.  Honestly, he hadn’t even considered it – but now that the end was in sight, he had no choice but to face the fact that in a week, his time in the game would be over.
He stood and let the attendant wash him down without really paying attention.  What would the test ending mean for him and his character?  Would he have to restart at level 1?  Reroll a whole new character in the game?  Would he even get the option for the sorcerer class this time, and if he did, would he still be able to get all his World Firsts and special Perks and Titles back?  He’d put his heart and soul into building Aranos, and the thought of losing all that…
He sighed as he dressed and stalked into the medical examiner’s room.  There wasn’t much point to worrying about it; there really wasn’t much he could do.  The beta test was run by the company’s executives – and probably the Board of Directors – and they wouldn’t want it to last indefinitely.  He was sure that running the servers for the game was expensive, and every day that passed without subscribers was money out of the company’s pocket.  They wouldn’t care about his character – or, really, about a single programmer named Jeff. 
“Well, don’t you look happy today,” a familiar voice chuckled, and he looked up to see Karla, the doctor who typically examined him, sitting at her virtual holo-terminal, smiling at him.  “I take it you heard the news about the beta test ending?”
“Right in one,” he sighed, sitting down on the examination table.
“You knew that it had to end, Jeff,” she said, a hint of sympathy in her voice.  “I’m sure, though, that you’ll get one of the first pods.  I mean, the company can’t use your exploits as a commercial if you’re not exploiting anymore, can they?”
“Wait, a what?” he asked, straightening. 
“Oh, yes.  They released an early version of the promo they’re intending to distribute, and you and your friends in-game are all over it.”  She turned back to her terminal, and her fingers flew.  “Here, look.”
A video appeared on the screen, dramatic music playing in the background as flames ignited, burning the words “Singularity Online” into the black screen.  A narrator’s voice spoke, but Jeff’s attention was focused on the image of his original party battling their first ursusz.  The screen shifted to a view of Phil awakening his paladin powers, followed by a clip that looked like it was set in an Arabian motif of a party dressed in loose, flowing clothing fighting what looked like a giant sand worm.  The clip flashed back to him crafting the True Blade of Evenshade, followed by Geltheriel unsheathing it for the first time.  A video of a Hispanic woman closing what were probably vault doors, sealing away a mountain of gold came next, followed by a clip of Mathias the Lancer’s party battling a horde of urukkai.  They showed a brief video of a man and woman embracing passionately – fortunately not him – and then closed with a shot of him facing the Nightmare Beast, his Domains fully unleashed and blazing.
“You play quite the role in that little video,” Karla observed.  “I’d think they’d want to keep you in-game to get more footage.”
“That…” he whispered, then shook his head.  “They can’t do that!”
“What?” she asked, turning back to look at him, her eyes curious. 
“Neo-dyne – our testing contracts specifically stated that we would be observed but not recorded!  They can’t use our images that way, at least not without our consent!”
She frowned.  “I – assumed you’d given it to them,” she said slowly.  “I mean, I assumed that they paid you for it.”
He shook his head.  “No, they didn’t,” he said firmly.
She looked disgruntled.  “Well, that’s something you’ll have to look into,” she said.  “I’m guessing that everyone involved in the trailer is probably seeing the same thing right now – or they will soon.  It’s been playing as part of a loop on the corporate screens for the past few days.”  She rose to her feet.  “For the moment, though, we’ve got a physical and stress test to give you.  Take ‘em off for me.”
He smiled a bit weakly.  “Why do our dates always seem to start with me getting naked?”
“You remembered,” she said approvingly, then seemed to hesitate.  “If you need to speak to someone about this, first…”
He shook his head.  “No, I can handle it after breakfast.”  He gave her a genuine smile.  “Besides, I’ve been looking forward to this date all week.”
She smiled warmly at him.  “Well, then, let’s go ahead and show the higher-ups that you’re utterly healthy and get out of here for a bit.”
Jeff once again discovered that the pod not only hadn’t harmed his body but had improved his health.  His muscles had actual definition for the first time in his life, including the faint outline of a six-pack on his abdomen, and his pulse and blood pressure were equivalent to those of an athlete.  His MRI and CAT scans were both clean, and he ran for fifteen minutes on the treadmill without even becoming winded. 
Karla signed out, and the two of them walked out of Neo-dyne and caught an auto-cab to a breakfast place that Karla knew.  Jeff reeled a moment as he stepped out on the street; the scents and sounds of the city crashed into him like a wave, briefly overwhelming him.  The chatter of voices around him felt like a roar, the near-silent zoom of the electric vehicles passing echoed in his ears, and the scents of ozone, soot, perfume, and urine all plunged into his nostrils.  He sat in the cab with his eyes closed for a moment, breathing shallowly to allow his senses to adapt.
“Are you okay?” Karla asked, her voice concerned.
“I’m fine,” he nodded.  “I’ve got a fairly high perception stat in the game, and…”
She nodded.  “We’ve seen a bunch of that,” she admitted, looking toward the front of the self-driving car, where the AI’s listening controls were.  “I can’t say much, but there’s some evidence that in-game choices can have real world effects.”
He nodded.  “Yeah, I’ve noticed the same thing.”
Fortunately, his mind acclimated to the increased sensory load before the taxi ride was over.  Karla paid for it with her credits, then led him into a small bakery.  He had to pause at the door again; the scents of coffee and baking bread overwhelmed him, along with the smells of the various spices used – and a faintly bitter taste to the air that it took him a moment to place as the cricket flour that this place, like most bakeries in the world, used instead of the much more expensive and water-intensive wheat flour. 
They ordered and sat down at a table.  Jeff inhaled the vapors of his coffee and sighed deeply.  “Ah, coffee, I’ve missed you,” he said longingly.
Karla laughed.  “Still in the elf lands with no coffee, huh?”
“Actually, I was in one of the human cities just a few days ago,” he corrected.  “I didn’t have time for coffee, sadly.”
“Part of the global war you started?” she asked archly.
“More or less.  The bad guys tried to turn the city into a wasteland, and we stopped them.”  He shrugged.
“Come on, I’m sure there’s more to it than that,” she laughed.  “Give.”
“Well…”  He gave her a brief overview of the arcane doors and his quest to fix them and how the dark gods worked to oppose him.  “So, I worked out how to open the doors and killed their guardian,” he finished, shaking his head.  “I have no clue how I’m going to open all of them in a few days, though.  Going one-by-one isn’t going to work, especially since I don’t even know where they all are.”
“There has to be a way,” she replied thoughtfully.  “I mean, games never give you a task that’s totally impossible, right?”
“I’m sure there is, but I haven’t figured it out,” he admitted.
“Yet,” she corrected.  She drummed her lacquered nails on the table.  “Do you have to visit each city?” she asked.
“I think so.  I’m pretty sure the doors can only be opened from the outside.”
“They can only be opened from the outside, or they can only be used to summon those bodak things from the outside?” she asked.
He frowned.  “Actually…” he said slowly, “I’m not sure.”
“If you think about it, it almost has to be possible to open a door from the inside,” she reasoned.  “I mean, otherwise, how would someone use them?  They could go in, but they couldn’t go out, right?”
His eyes widened as he considered her words.  “That’s right,” he half-whispered as realization struck him.  “Karla, that’s genius!  And the best part is, I’ve already got a template I can use to do it!”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, each door has a way to connect to the target door and activate it.  I’ll bet I could use that as a base to figure out a way to open a door from inside the Kala – and maybe even liberate them without having to be there!”  He laughed and smacked the table.  “That’s perfect!  Karla, I could kiss you!”
She grinned at him.  “How about we finish the date, first?” she said archly. 
He laughed.  “Deal.”  He sipped his coffee and leaned forward.  “Enough about me and the game.  Tell me about yourself.  How did you end up here at Neo-dyne?”
“It’s not much of a story,” she said deprecatingly.
“I’d still like to hear it,” he encouraged her. 
“Well, I studied cardiology at Johns Hopkins,” she began, her eyes growing distant.  “My dad passed from a heart attack when I was ten, and I wanted to stop that from happening to other kids.”  She grimaced.  “Sadly, I quickly realized that by the time most people got to me, the best I could do was patch them up and try to keep them going as long as possible.  Most people don’t look after their heart until things go wrong.” 
He listened for the next thirty minutes as she spoke of med school, of struggling to find a position in hospitals as AI diagnostic devices slowly replaced human doctors, and of taking a job working for Veterans’ Affairs.  She found the work rewarding if a little sad, but eventually, the frustration of dealing with the federal bureaucracy – and how hard it made it for her to give her patients adequate treatment – drove her to look for work in the private sector. 
“Neo-dyne was hiring,” she shrugged.  “This was back when they were first developing the pods, and they needed a cardiologist to assess the impact of the nanobots on the circulatory system.  I’ve been working there ever since.”
He looked at her curiously.  “Did you take part in the alpha testing?” he asked.
She shook her head.  “No.  That was volunteer-only, and…”  She grimaced.  “I can’t tell you why, but I didn’t feel comfortable being part of it.  And that’s really all I can say.”
He nodded.  He understood; the alpha tests were run on Death Row inmates, and that was the sort of thing that would make a lot of people uncomfortable.  “So, what do you do now, while we’re in the pods?” he asked.
“Mostly keep an eye on a bunch of you.  The computers monitor your vitals, but I double-check everything several times a day to make sure the equipment works the way it’s supposed to and keep track of any fluctuations or deviations.”  She grimaced.  “It’s honestly pretty monotonous; this is the ninth iteration of the monitoring software, and it’s pretty good – good enough that the company will probably market and sell it to hospitals to upgrade their auto-checkup rooms.”
“Will it replace more doctors, then?” he asked.
She shook her head.  “Even the best software can only diagnose the most common and generic issues at this point, and there aren’t very many doctors going into general practice anymore.  Those who are still practicing tend to be specialists, and this won’t replace them.”  She sighed.  “Still, while you’re facing down evil gods and fighting fallen angels, I’m staring at holo-displays and watching for signs of thrombosis and tachycardia.  Not very exciting.”
“But way more important,” Jeff pointed out.  “Although to be fair, I don’t think Arioch was a fallen angel.  I think he was some sort of champion of good who turned to darkness, but he’s just a mortal.  Well, he was, I guess.”
“Really?  How was he still alive, then?  I mean, wasn’t that Feast thing hundreds of years ago in the game?”
Jeff frowned.  “That’s a good point,” he admitted.  “I know that time works differently in the Ways.  Maybe people don’t age there.”  He sighed.  “To be honest, something about that whole encounter is bugging me, and I can’t put my finger on it.”
“Does it really matter?  I mean, you killed him, right?  Sure, he sent your whole party to respawn, but…what?”  She stared at him curiously as an expression of amazement filled his face.  “What is it?”
“Respawn,” he whispered.  “That’s what he said, Karla.  ‘I hope you’re all ready for respawn.’  Right before he fought us, I mean.”
“And?” she prompted.
“NPCs never call it that,” he spoke rapidly as the pieces fell into place.  “They say we’re reborn, or we return from death, but they never use the phrase respawn.”  He shook his head.  “That’s what’s been bothering me!  The way he spoke – when we first met, he used the phrase, ‘yada, yada’.  What NPC would say that?  It bugged me, but I never really thought about it.”
“Maybe he just heard Travelers using the phrase and repeated it,” she suggested.
He shook his head.  “The game is coded to prevent NPCs from using certain phrases,” he explained.  “We wanted to maximize immersion time for obvious reasons, and to do that, we had to keep the game from sounding too much like – well, like a game.
“We programmed in a list of excluded phrases, one that we could dynamically upgrade as needed.  No current pop culture references or classic movie and TV quotes.  No anachronistic phrases that would jar people out of their immersion.  Nothing that would make a person remember that they weren’t actually in the fantasy world – and respawn certainly fits that.  NPCs never say it because they’re prohibited from doing so by the game’s base coding.”
She frowned.  “Then that means…”  He eyes widened, and Jeff nodded seriously.
“Yeah.  Arioch the Fallen is a player, not an NPC.”  He leaned back, his face grave.  “And I have no clue how that’s possible, Karla.”
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Virnal stared out through the eyes of the lugarak she’d possessed and gazed at the growing ruin that used to be the elven capital of Cyva Alari.  The Enchanted, hardened wood of the city was nearly invulnerable, but nearly wasn’t the same as totally.  The ravening bodakkai, free of any restraints, were managing to slowly tear it down, building by building, and eventually, the entire place would lay shattered and broken.  The pride of the Elven Realms would rest as an empty husk, mute evidence of the ultimate triumph of Darkness over Light.
She rose from the ground with no more than an effort of will and soared above the city, looking down at the hordes of bodakkai roaming through it.  They had no direction, no will, and bereft of prey, they would soon turn on one another to sate their need for slaughter and pain.  It was anarchy, chaos – madness. 
And none of it suited the Darkbringer’s plans.
She swooped down, almost casually snatching a powerful, armored gimrak from the horde.  The creature struggled futilely in her grasp, but she held it in a grip of steel and carried it high above the city.  There, she drained it of its essence, sucking out not only its life but its very soul, devouring that essence and savoring it.  She ignored the insignificant amount of power it gave her; instead, she focused on the creature’s thoughts and memories, lingering in them and watching the events of the city’s demise play out before hurling the desiccated corpse back into the city below in disgust.
No one unleashed the bodakkai without restraint.  Even she had to be careful when she brought them into the Mortal Realm – left to their own devices, the half-mad creatures would drag everything down into the Pit with them.  Summoning the creatures required tremendous power and incredible control; the soul energy needed to open an Arcane Door would destroy a lesser caster and render anyone without a tight rein on their magic utterly insane.  She’d granted that knowledge to Mezroruth, first among the anqaruks and prince of the urukkai, and allowed him to teach it to Lily and that foolish naldlooshi to repay the Sorcerer for stealing her cities and Redeeming them beyond any hope of Corruption. 
She’d faced significant backlash from her pantheon for that.  Garax Wrathlord, the Battlerager, and Kijiss Flamehair, Mistress of Destruction, both screamed for the Sorcerer’s blood.  Ilistil, Mother of Monsters, and Carabus the Deathless Lord both demanded vengeance for the arcane’s depredations among their creations.  Blossth Stormbringer and Sarjan Blackheart, the Jealous Lover, both whispered that perhaps this was a sign of the Bloodmistress’ weakness and eventual downfall, and Xankswa the Mad – none knew what that creature thought. 
None of them understood, and Virnal would have to curb them sharply once her victory was complete.  They were lesser minions of Darkness, able to see only aspects of its dreadful majesty.  Garax thought that Darkness was blood and slaughter; Sarjan believed it was a dagger in the night.  Morx held Darkness to be the twisting of minds, while Carabus saw Darkness as binding souls to his whim.  They were all correct, but those were simply tools of the Darkness, handed to them by their dread Lord to use for his ultimate purpose. 
Virnal alone was a true creature of Darkness, and she knew what that terrible purpose was.  Once, long ago, her Lord sought only to destroy all that was and render creation to entropy.  Since that time, he’d evolved and grown, and now he sought more than devastation.  He wanted dominion over the Light, to prove that he was greater than the accursed Lady, and he’d instilled that desire deeply in his most favored minion.  Virnal could kill Aranos any time she chose, with little more than an act of will, but that would work against her purposes.  Such a pointless death would steel his heart against her, and more than anything, she craved the Corruption of the Light, not its destruction.  She didn’t want to obliterate Aranos; she wanted him to serve her, and every action she’d taken moved toward that purpose.
She’d hoped that the opening of those Doors would be enough to drive the dread arcane to treat with her.  She offered him much – the sealing of the Doors, withdrawing the bodakkai to the Pit, and the restoration of Cyva Alari – and asked for little, a vague promise to restore the tributes of the Light that his actions ended.  She fully intended to keep her bargain, even knowing that he wouldn’t; the man would certainly continue to work against her, and in doing so, he would break his own word.  With that act, a seed of Darkness would germinate in his heart, and Virnal would slowly cultivate it into a tree of despair.
Instead, he spurned her, and now she had to turn to other tools to bring about his downfall.  These bodakkai would serve her purpose, but not as they were.  They needed to be cohesive and organized.  They needed to be united beneath one banner – and sadly, there was only one banner that could unite them. 
Virnal located Lily Morningbane with a simple thought; the Traveler radiated Madness like a beacon, practically screaming her presence to anyone who knew what they were seeking.  She flitted through the city to the fallen Treehome and made her way to the throne room, where she halted, staring at the summoner of these creatures impassively.  It was no wonder the bodakkai were so maddened; their mistress in this place was insanity made flesh.
Lily Morningbane was likely one of the most powerful wielders of dark magic in Ka and was certainly the strongest tool Virnal had in the Realms of Light.  With her powers, she could take over the urukkai army heading for Eredain, gather the hordes of the Bloodvale north of Northmoor, and march a dread army of half a million beasts and Shadowborn against the humans and dwarves.  Even the deaths of her army would fuel her, empowering her magic and giving her the souls she needed to tear open the Arcane Doors of Skollheld Ginak and the human city of Highwater.  She could become the true Queen of the Human Kingdoms, ruling over half of the Realms of Light with an iron fist – if she simply put forth the effort.
Instead, Virnal found the fallen elf utterly nude, splattered with blood and gore, astride a man who looked to be an elf recently turned to vampirism and probably one of her minions.  The woman moaned as she gave in to her base lusts, ignoring the city collapsing about her and the bodakkai running rampant.  Even as she gave the Light time to bolster their defenses and coordinate an assault on her, the Summoner indulged herself wantonly, either ignorant of or ignoring the lost potential and time. 
Virnal frowned.  That simply wouldn’t do.  She had plans for this woman, and she needed the vampire to be focused on her goals, not her immediate wants.  Virnal reached out with her mind, easily sinking into the thoughts of the Traveler, and nearly recoiled.  The morass of insanity that filled the Summoner’s shattered mind was impressive, even by the Darklady’s standards, and a lesser mind would probably be swept away by such madness.  Virnal was far above such mortal weaknesses, though, and she plunged into the maelstrom of thoughts and images, slowly gaining a sense of the woman.  As she did, her Foresight ability showed her the likely outcomes of different approaches and blandishments, until she found one that seemed likely to work.
She waited for the woman to finish – Lily was a slave to her appetites, a weakness that apparently brought her down multiple times both in her world and this one – then approached the nude woman obsequiously, her head hung low and her entire demeanor screaming subservience.
“You’re a better fuck than that small-dicked general,” Lily told her new minion, dragging him to his feet and throwing him across the room like a toy.  Virnal felt the hatred emanating from the fallen elf, but there was nothing he could do about this treatment.  Lily held his soul in her fist, and even death wouldn’t free him from her grasp.  “You still need to work on it, though.  Maybe apply that knowledge of yours to learning how to please a woman.”
“As you wish, Dark Mistress,” the elf bowed servilely, and as he spoke, Virnal felt a touch of Primal mana surge out from him.  She recognized it at once; the elf held the Domain of Knowledge.  That was a potent and powerful Domain, one that was difficult for most to overcome – those who mastered Knowledge could foresee their enemies’ tactics and unravel their schemes – but the doomed elf had faced the Domain that was his antithesis.  Knowledge was based on understanding, and there was no understanding Madness.  It couldn’t be predicted or controlled; it didn’t follow rhyme or reason; it couldn’t be unraveled into its basic elements, because such a thing didn’t exist.  That battle would have come down to which of the pair was a greater exemplar of their Domain, and obviously, Lily had won and made the man’s Knowledge a tool of her Madness. 
Lily turned toward the Darkbringer, her eyes flashing.  “What the hell do you want?” she snapped.  “I didn’t summon your ass.”
“Forgive me, Dark Mistress,” Virnal spoke, bowing so low that her head touched the floor.  Lily craved adulation and control, and Virnal was far above mortal pride.  She had abased herself far worse than this in the service of the Darkness over the millennia, and she would doubtless do worse to see the Sorcerer brought low.
“I merely craved an audience with you,” Virnal continued.  “If I have overstepped, I know that you can destroy me utterly.”
“Damn straight, I can,” the woman laughed, then grabbed the lugarak and hauled it to its feet.  She was powerful, strengthened by her undead nature and the dark magic running through her veins, but compared to the six-armed lugarak, she had the grip of a child.  Even so, Virnal allowed herself to be flung to the floor, enduring the painful impact and even drawing strength from it.  Pain was part of Darkness, after all, and every act of Darkness strengthened the Bloodmistress.
“So, what the fuck do you want?” Lily demanded.
Virnal crawled back into a fawning position, her head pressed to the floor.  “The bodakkai run short of lives to take, Dark Mistress,” she said obsequiously.  “Soon, they will turn on one another if they are not given fresh blood and pain on which to feast.”
“So?” the Summoner snorted.  “Let them.  It’ll be fun to watch.”  She laughed happily, insanity dancing in her eyes.
“This world is filled with blood and pain, Dark Mistress.  Are there not other lives upon which to feast?  Other cities to tear down?  I have heard of a city to the east, one with many elves waiting to be slaughtered…”
A flash of fear danced in Lily’s eyes, just as Virnal knew it would.  “No,” the woman said firmly.  “No, we won’t head east.”
“Forgive me, Dark Mistress, but so many lives to be ripped free, so much suffering and pain to inflict…”
Lily smacked the lugarak with a fist, and Virnal allowed herself to be flung across the room like a rag doll.  The vampire stormed over to the Darkbringer and lifted the lugarak by its throat.  “I said no,” she snarled.  “I’m the fucking boss, here.  Never argue with me.  Never!”
“Yes, Dark Mistress,” Viral spoke, letting her words come out as a choked gurgle.  Lily tossed the lugarak across the room again, and Virnal landed limply, feigning weakness and injury, both of which she knew would please Morningbane.
To her delight, Lily began laughing, her rage vanishing in an instant.  “But you’re right.  We need more blood and pain, and I know where to get it.  There are more cities to the north, and we can take those, easily.”
“Will they not be defended, Dark Mistress?” Virnal asked.  “The bodakkai rage unchecked; they will need guidance to overcome a defended city.”
“Yeah, you’re right.  I’ll bring in that small-dicked general from Northmoor, and with the forces we have here and his tactics, we should be able to kill plenty of elves.”  She laughed.  “And once we kill enough of them, I’ll open their Arcane Door, and you’ll have more blood and pain than you can shake a stick at.”  She looked at the lugarak, her eyes suddenly gleaming.  “And speaking of sticks…”
Virnal allowed her body to be flipped over, let herself feel the pathetic physical pleasure the vampire’s stimulation of the creature’s genitals gave her as the Summoner mounted the bodakkai and began pleasuring herself once more.  Virnal felt a far deeper pleasure.  Morx struggled to control and command Lily because he used the wrong tools.  Pain and despair failed against a soul that had never felt anything else.  Virnal had to feed her what she needed, give Lily the dominion she craved.  That was the tool required to manipulate the woman, and the Darklady wielded it well.
Lily would follow the path the Darkbringer laid out for her, the path that would bring Aranos into the Darkness – and Virnal would have her vengeance against the Light’s greatest champion, at last.




Chapter 9

Aranos’ stomach dropped as he plunged back into Singularity Online.  Each time, it felt like he was literally falling into the game, and he instinctively closed his eyes as if there might be an impact at the bottom.  There wasn’t, of course; the feeling of plummeting ended abruptly, and he opened his eyes to find himself seated in his Master-level training room in the Tower of Grand Sorcery in Antas.  Reflexively, he pulled up his status to make sure nothing changed while he was out of the game; the AIs sometimes used the forced logouts to patch parts of the game, and he had a vague dread of coming back one time to find his character nerfed.
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He grimaced as he realized that respawning had actually lowered his SP pool significantly.  He always returned to Ka with maximum SP and LP and all other status ailments removed, just as if he’d died and respawned.  In his case, that meant the extra SP he’d banked away to offset his lack of regen were lost.
Fortunately, the training room was a high-mana area thanks to the wealth of mana crystals surrounding him.  He closed his eyes and reached out to the crystals with his Mana Vampire Perk, attaching a tendril of mana to each and pulling, hard.  His Perk let him absorb one-and-a-half times his Wisdom stat in mana per second from any source nearby or almost 500 SP each second, not quite as high a rate as his dread arcane ability allowed, but he didn’t need to be in contact with the mana source to drain it with his Perk.  Energy poured into him, overfilling his reserves, and he waited with barely maintained patience as his SP pool crept up to 200% over the course of more than three minutes.  His Mana over Matter Perk would have been far faster, of course, but he didn’t want to destroy parts of the tower to fuel his ability.  He had some chunks of rock and ingots of metal stored in his inventory for this purpose, but those were earmarked for emergencies, when he needed mana fast, and this simply wasn’t an emergency.
Finally, he rose to his feet and made his way down the tower, checking in on Avalyn as he passed the Adept training floor.  The young woman sat cross-legged in one of the rooms, her eyes closed as she meditated, and he sent her a quick mental message that he’d returned and was planning to visit Eredain.  Her eyes snapped open immediately, and she rose to her feet a little unsteadily.
“Can I come to Eredain with you?” she asked, stretching her arms and waist.  “Grandmaster Tialha can train my Weaving Skill some more.”
“Sure,” he nodded.  “Where’s it at now, anyway?”
“Student 4.”  She made a face.  “It’s slow, but I did make this cloak.”  She held out her arms, displaying a deep violet cloak woven of what looked like heavy wool but was probably something lighter and just as warm.  Aranos Appraised it and nodded at the result.
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Appraisal Success!
Cloak of the Blood Sorceress
Type: Armor
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Standard
Effects: End +4, Piercing Resistance +12%, LP Regen +12%, Stealth +4
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“That’s a nice cloak,” he said approvingly.  “I couldn’t make anything like it, to be sure.”
She made a face.  “I know you can probably make a ring or something that’s better, but Tialha says that once I get to the Expert ranks – and improve my Dexterity enough – I can make clothing that’s stronger than truesilver and holds Enchantments better.”
“I don’t doubt it,” he agreed as they left the room together and continued down the stairs.  “Crafting skills are a lot more useful and powerful than people think.”
“Yeah, and once I’m good enough, I can sell my stuff like you do for extra money.”  She sighed.  “Now, I just have to figure out how to mix that High Enchantment skill you taught me with what Tialha’s showing me.  I’m pretty sure that’ll give me a bunch of new bonuses, and maybe even a new skill.”
He stopped for a moment as he considered her words, and she looked back at him curiously.  “That – that’s a great idea, Avalyn,” he admitted, shaking his head.  “In fact, I’ll bet it’s exactly what I’m missing in advancing High Enchantment to the Master rank.”
“What, now you’re going to learn Weaving, too?” she demanded irritably, but he shook his head.
“No, it doesn’t really interest me,” he shrugged.  “That’s the thing about crafting; the more you enjoy doing it, the better your results seem to be.  If you can really pour your heart and soul into your work, it might turn out far better than you ever intended, and you can only do that if you love doing it.”
“Mistress Tialha says almost the same thing,” the girl agreed.  “She says the greatest crafts come from the heart, not the hands.”
“That’s a lot faster than what I said,” he laughed, moving forward again.  “However, even though I’m not going to learn Weaving, I’ve got a feeling that what Tialha’s teaching you is more like how dwarves Enchant than anything.  They put the Enchantments into the metal as they’re forging it, making them part of the crafting rather than something added to it later.”
“Yeah, that’s a lot like what I’m learning.  You can weave patterns into the fabric that carry and hold mana, and they’ll create Enchantments that never fade and are stronger than a regular Enchantment might be.”
“Honestly, that’s how I do a lot of my Enchanting, now,” he admitted.  “And I think that’s holding me back in High Enchanting.”  He looked at her seriously.  “When you reach the Expert ranks, advancement stops being about getting better at a skill and starts being about creating your own technique or style with it.  You have to stop using the skill the way everyone taught you and start figuring out how you can do it uniquely.”
“So, if I want to get Mana Control and Manipulation to the Master ranks, I have to come up with my own way to use mana?” she asked, then frowned.  “I thought I already did that when I made my snowflakes, though.”
He shook his head.  “Everyone makes fractals to store their mana.  To become a Master of mana, you have to figure out a way to store and use it that’s uniquely yours, not what I taught you.”
“Then why am I using fractals now?  Why not just start coming up with my own way?”
He shrugged.  “Because they work, they’re easy – and if you try to come up with your own way too soon, before you’re really skilled at handling your mana, you might make something that’s totally unworkable and have to start back at the beginning.  Stick to your fractals for now and work on adding that third dimension to them I told you about.”
“I have been.”  She sighed.  “So, how do I figure out what I should do differently to become a Master?”
“Start thinking about what you don’t like about what you’re doing now,” he suggested.  “If you feel like something’s wrong or holding you back, then that’s probably a clue to how you’ll want to modify it to make it yours once you’re advanced enough.”  He chuckled.  “Which brings me back to my point.
“I hit a bottleneck with my High Enchanting – I’m stuck at Expert 9 and have been for a while.  I think it’s because I’m doing two different types of Enchantment that don’t really work well with one another.  It’s tough to use High Enchanting on some of the things I’m creating now because the metals are too hard to engrave precisely, so I’ve been cheating and adding decorative truesilver to them and Enchanting that, instead.
“However, if I could figure out how to incorporate runes into my Truesmithing…”  He shook his head.  “That might just be the key I needed to move into the Master ranks.  Thanks for the idea.”
“Happy to help,” she said airily.  “Maybe you should start asking me for advice more often.”
“Maybe I should,” he agreed as they exited the tower and stepped into the street.  He looked up and saw the sun shining almost directly overhead; time in the game was tied to the local time in Neo-dyne’s headquarters, and he’d returned to the game just after noon. 
After his breakfast with Karla, they’d returned to the corporate offices – where she gave him a swift but gentle kiss before they exited the taxi.  The sensation tingled on his lips as he made his way up to his office, fighting to keep a goofy grin from his face. 
He spent another two hours finding what he wanted, much of which consisted of making sure that no one – not even an AI – could tell that he was looking.  After discovering that Veronica, his AI “guide” in Ka, was working for David Newsome, the company’s CEO, Aranos no longer fully trusted the AIs that ran the game.  It took an hour to create an algorithm that carried his signal out into the net and bounced it around the world enough times that even an AI wouldn’t be able to track it before he’d finished – and another that made it look like his terminal was inactive during the entire time since he guessed the AIs could track that activity and put two and two together.
It was a loss of time in the game at a point where every hour mattered, but it yielded excellent results.  He’d learned a few things that put a bunch of small observations into the proper perspective, and now he had a better idea what was going on, not in game but in the company.  He had no way to use that knowledge right now – or intent to – but it would make for an excellent bargaining chip later on.
They’re not nerfing my character, he thought grimly.  This will make sure of that.
They walked into Saphielle’s square, and Aranos stopped to place a hand on the huge, silver-blue tree that dominated the area.  The tree he’d planted in honor of the elven defender now reared almost forty feet high, its trunk wide enough that he could just barely wrap his arms around it.  A flash of pain stabbed his heart as he touched the smooth bark, and he closed his eyes for a moment, remembering the elf warrior and their admittedly brief but intense time together. 
“Umm – can you stop doing that…whatever it is?” Avalyn asked, her voice shaking.  Aranos opened his eyes and glanced at the girl.  Her cheeks were flushed, her hands opened and closed a bit nervously, and she took a deep, quivering breath, licking her lips as she did.  “It’s making me a bit – uncomfortable.”
He took his hand from the tree immediately and turned his thoughts away from his memories of Saphielle.  The girl relaxed instantly, and he felt a wave of guilt sweep over him.  “Sorry,” he said as sincerely as possible.  “It’s my stupid Charisma.  I didn’t mean to…”
She shook her head, waving her hands frantically.  “Nope.  Don’t say whatever you were going to say.  I’d really like to pretend that never happened, okay?”
He grinned at her.  “Deal.”  He looked past the tree and saw Geltheriel, Silma, and Lorsan, his seneschal in the city, approaching him.  “Give me a few minutes, okay?”
“Yeah, I could use them myself,” she nodded, shooing him with a hand.  “Go do boring stuff.”
“Welcome back, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel greeted him warmly as the trio approached, and Silma sent him a similar silent greeting.  “Was your time in your world well spent?”
“Very much so,” he smiled at the elf and fenrin both.  “It’s good to be back, though.”
“You may not think so once your seneschal is done with you,” the woman chuckled.  “I will wait with your apprentice while you deal with the many, many matters that have arisen in your brief absence.”
“Elder Evenshade,” Lorsan bowed.  “Your return is most welcome.”
“Lorsan,” Aranos nodded.  “How have things been?”
“Quite well, my Lord.”  The man looked over at the golden, gleaming Arcane Door.  “Your Avowed exaggerates the number of issues with which you alone can deal.  In fact, since you so ably repaired the Arcane Door, many small matters seem to have resolved themselves, as well as one significant one.  You will, of course, recall the renegade members of the House of Blades who fled into our forests rather than face punishment for their actions in Haerobel?”  Aranos nodded. 
“This very morning, they returned through the gates, shame-faced and regretful, and reported to Captain Xilyra to accept their fates.”  The elf shook his head.  “They seemed almost uncertain as to why they had waited so long.”
“Did Xilyra assign them to posts already?” Aranos asked.
“No, my Lord.  I believe she wished to discuss the matter with you.”
“Ask her to send them to Eredain, then.  With the urukkai heading there, the city needs every defender it can get.”
“I will pass word, my Lord.”  The elf lifted a sheaf of papers.  “In addition, there are a few matters that need addressing – one of which might have significant impact on the city.”
“What’s that?” Aranos asked evenly, keeping the resignation from his voice.
“When the Arcane Door sealed shut, it seemed to have a greater effect on the city than some might have realized,” the seneschal spoke.  “In fact, its restoration seems to have ended a number of Spells that were being used to conceal Shadowborn outside the city’s boundaries.  The Keepers of the House of Twilight have discovered several small enclaves of undead and urukkai hidden just beyond our borders.”
“How many enemies are we talking about, Lorsan?”
“All told, perhaps half a thousand – that we have found.  There may be that many more, or even larger numbers in the nearby mountains.”
“That’s easy enough to take care of.”  Aranos pulled up his city screen and quickly located the button to create a citywide Quest.  He entered the details, and a screen popped up in his vision.
[image: ]
Bounty Quest Created: The Lurking Shadows
Shadowborn have been discovered hiding around the edges of the claimed area of Antas.  You have issued a Quest to rid your lands of this potential threat.
Objective: Destroy an enclave of at least 10 Shadowborn hiding within 20 miles of Antas’ borders and bring back proof of the enclave’s destruction.
Quest Type: City (Available to everyone in Antas)
Recommended Levels: 10 – 15
Reward: 100 XP and 10 gold per 10 Shadowborn destroyed.
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“That should take care of it,” Aranos nodded.  “With that Quest, most of the city’s adventurers will be out hunting Shadowborn within a day.”
“I believe you are correct, my Lord.  This will also alleviate a second concern, the lack of hard currency within the city.”
Aranos frowned.  “What’s the issue there?”
“The merchants that set up in our city have brought some reserves of currency to buy from our people, my Lord, but there is no consistent influx of capital entering the marketplace.  Essentially, the same coins are being handed back and forth, and while the merchants grow wealthier, that money is slowly being removed from the city.”
“Let me set up a few other repeating Quests, then,” Aranos sighed, taking some of the Quests that he’d previously made only for his House and shifting them to be citywide.
Lorsan’s eyes unfocused, and he nodded.  “Quests to find new sources of raw materials, notable locations, and to bring new lands into our purview,” he noted.  “Those are excellent, my Lord, but might I also suggest a recurring bounty on Shadowborn creatures as well as repeatable Quests to complete patrols of the High Roads to Cendarta and Stoneleague?  Those will increase our safety and grow the levels of our adventurers and guards.”
“Good idea.”  Aranos added those Quests quickly and easily.  “What about a Quest to start a new business in the city?  That would help us grow.”
“It would, my Lord – but that purpose might be better served with a bank.”
“Do we have anyone that wants to start a bank?” Aranos asked curiously.
“Ah – I forget at times that you are a Traveler, my Lord,” Lorsan smiled.  “If you create a bank in the city, you may place some part of your city’s treasury within, and any member of the city may withdraw from it.  This amount is then automatically repaid with interest – that interest being set by you, with the knowledge that if it is too high, none may take advantage – and the repayments are drawn from the accounts of the withdrawer by the gods.  Nothing more need be done.”
Aranos frowned.  “Why haven’t I seen a bank in any cities so far, then?”
“In Eredain, such a thing is not necessary, my Lord.  Smaller houses that might seek such funds can gain them from their allied larger Houses, and many larger Houses offer such loans at very small rates of interest in return for the small House’s loyalty and fealty.  I am uncertain as to why they do not exist in human or dwarven cities; however, I know that the capital of Cyva Alari has…”  The elf paled slightly.  “Forgive me, had such a bank for those Houses that do not wish to place themselves beneath a greater House but need infusions of capital.”
“We’re going to retake the capital, Lorsan,” Aranos said quietly.  “Whatever damage was done to it, we’ll find a way to rebuild.”
“Those words from any other would seem but a platitude, my Lord,” the man smiled weakly.  “From you, however – I choose to believe that you are correct, and that what was lost will continue to be renewed.”  He shuffled his papers.  “To the next matter, my Lord…”
Aranos spent fifteen minutes going over small details with the seneschal, mostly issues that arose between Houses that needed his adjudication.  Generally, there was an obvious way to handle these, but because the difficulties impacted multiple Houses or Guilds, they required Aranos’ explicit approval. 
Finally, he rejoined the now-impatient Avalyn, and the two traveled through the portal arch linking Antas to Eredain.  They stepped out into the lower level of Danastor, the tower Aranos rebuilt to protect the portal, and froze as they found a pair of blades leveled at their chests.  Geltheriel reacted instantly, drawing her own blade, while Silma crouched, growling.
“Stand down at once,” a voice spoke.  “That is Elder Evenshade, ruler of this city and High Commander of the army.  He may enter as he chooses.”  The blades vanished as the elves holding them stepped back, and Aranos looked past them to a third who wore slightly more ornate armor with golden trim around the shoulders.  Ten more armored figures surrounded the man, all of whom stood between Aranos and the now-sealed tower exit. 
“Forgive me, Elder,” the apparent leader of this squad bowed toward Aranos.  “We were unaware of your expected arrival.”
“Lieutenant Rennyn of House Elphyra,” Aranos spoke after using his Mass Inspection skill to glean everyone’s names.  He inclined his head to the officer, forcing himself to speak with elven formality.  “You were unaware because I sent no such word, as I likely should have.  I assume that you guard this portal to ensure that none exit it who might wish harm upon the Stronghold and army?”
“It is as you say, Elder.  The great tower of fallen Danastor, now restored to glory, can be held against the urukkai’s every assault with but a hundred soldiers, but this portal presents a potential weakness against which we must shield.”
Aranos pulled up his city screen, found the portal, and sealed it.  Instantly, the square of Antas that hung beyond the portal vanished, leaving nothing but a smooth, gray surface.  “That will help,” he told the lieutenant.  “The portal is sealed, and none may use it without my permission.  You still should maintain a watch, however, as it may be possible for another to force the passage open with enough skill and power.”
“My thanks for your consideration of our duty, Elder,” Rennyn nodded his head.
Aranos stepped past the man to the truesilver door that someone obviously built to block the entrance.  “I can help another way, as well,” he told the man, placing his hand on the door and reaching within himself.  He drew the tiniest flicker of War that he could, guiding it through his hand and into the metal there.  For a moment, a tendril of sliver fire warmed the metal – and then War roared forth, screaming its fury.  Power poured out of Aranos, filling the door and spilling into the stones beyond.  Silver flame rippled along the tower as War screamed that enemies approached, demanding to be turned against them.
Aranos panicked as War tore free of his grip on it, and he felt his other Domains surge against his will, clamoring to be set free.  He grabbed desperately at the power flowing out of him, dragging it back into his depths and shoving it there through sheer brute force of will.  War tried desperately to burst his bonds, but he clamped down on it, pushing it into himself and holding it until its struggles finally ceased.
Panting with the sudden exertion, Aranos opened his eyes – not that he recalled closing them – and saw the elves around him staring at him in fear and awe.  The door he touched gleamed with the inner fire of warforged steel, as he’d intended, but the stones around him also sparkled and glittered, burning with the flame of warforged obsidian.  He pushed open the door and stepped outside, turning to look at the tower with mingled astonishment and dismay.  The entire tower shimmered in the sunlight, glowing with the golden perfection of warforged obsidian, and when he pulled up its information, he was both pleased and unnerved.
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Danastor (Great Work)
Defensive Structure
Danastor is the Legendary fortress of the Nurucundo, the elven Dead Guardians.
Rarity: Legendary (Unique landmark)
Upkeep: None
Benefits: Defensive bonuses including resistances for all defenders increased by +300%.  Defenders of Danastor never fail morale checks and are immune to mental control or fear.
Enhanced: This structure stands on Redeemed Ground, surrounded by oilairie trees.  All Shadowborn or Corrupted creatures take a 50% penalty to attacks, defenses, and resistances while standing within 100’ of the tower and may suffer LP or Stat damage from the oilaries.   
Evolved: Danastor’s walls have been upgraded to warforged obsidian, giving those within an additional +200% bonus to their Defense.  It is immune to damage from less than Legendary sources as well as all Corrupted damage.  It also suffers no extra damage from attacks that would normally have additional effectiveness against stone or objects, such as dust or acid mana. 
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“Danastor has grown even more daunting, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel murmured, then added silently, and yet, you do not seem pleased.  What is amiss?
I didn’t mean to improve the whole tower, he sighed.  War – got away from me.
That is indeed concerning, Oathbinder, as it will doubtless prove useful in the coming conflict.  Is it once more under control?
Yeah, but each time I use it, it gets harder to master, he sighed.  I’ll just have to be even more careful with it in the future, I guess.
Assuming that the gods allow such – which, judging from the recent past, seems unlikely.
“Elder, the improvement you have made,” the lieutenant spoke aloud, his voice awed.  “I – I have no words!  I believe that this tower would now stand even against a Nightmare Beast!”
“Let us hope that we never have to test that belief, Lieutenant,” Aranos smiled grimly.  “Return to your vigil.  I and my party travel to Eredain to meet with the city’s leaders and begin planning our defense.”
“As you say, Elder.  We will not let your works fall into Shadowborn hands, even should it cost us our lives.”
Aranos and his group made their way to Eredain’s entrance portal, where a vastly increased guard presence allowed them passage without a single question.  They teleported into the city – Aranos very happy that the AIs fixed the bug that caused him to vomit uncontrollably whenever he used a teleporter – and made their way to House Evenshade.  Avalyn split off from the group to find Tialha in the Great Square, while Geltheriel and Silma decided to visit Geltheriel’s uncle Durlan just past the square, leaving Aranos alone as he entered his House.
“My Lord Evenshade,” a young elf with turquoise hair greeted him with a low bow.  “Welcome back to Eredain.”
“Thanks, Silahn,” he smiled at the young woman who basically ran his estates herein the Stronghold.  “How’s everything going?”
“Well enough, my Lord.  Elders Mathias and Gwinivere have the estates well in hand.”
Aranos chuckled.  “Meaning that you have them well in hand, and they go along with your suggestions.”
“They are kind enough to follow my advice in most circumstances, my Lord,” she agreed.  “However, at times, they make choices that I might not, and these usually turn out very well for the House.”
“Good.”  He walked toward his study, the woman following at his side.  “I need to arrange a meeting with the city leaders, Silahn.  Can you have my normal Council plus Prince Methild meet me here?  We have a great deal to discuss before the urukkai arrive.”
“Of course, my Lord,” she bowed.  “Is there anything else that you need?”
“Yes.  Is there a House of Engineers or Architects?  People who build things?”
“The House of Mountains, my Lord.  They have an enclave in the Stronghold, but no full House here, as Eredain is too small to require their full attention.”
“Can you ask whoever’s in charge of the enclave to join us, then?”
“I am certain they will be only too eager, my Lord.”
“Thanks.”  He paused.  “And can you find a map of Eredain that includes the surrounding forests for, say, a half-mile or so?”
“I will send to the House of the Falcon for such, and they will doubtless provide.”
“Perfect.  Thanks, Silahn.”
“It is my duty, my Lord – and one which I will see to immediately.  All will be ready within the hour.”
Aranos sat down in a chair as she left and rubbed his eyes.  With everything else going on, he had a war to plan – and to use to further his Quest.




Chapter 10

The woman was as good as her word.   Less than an hour later, Aranos sat in his study, flanked by the ornately armored Prince Methild, the much more simply armored Lady Wynathra and Captain Dorn’ar’el from the Houses of Blades and Twilight respectively, the brown-robed and wizened Grandmaster Kylantha from the House of the Sickle, and Master Dirue from the House of Stars.  A woman with silver-blue hair and well-defined muscles joined them, as well, looking distinctly uncomfortable around so many important people, and Aranos opened the meeting by introducing her.
“Welcome, everyone,” he said warmly, trying to speak as formally as possible for the benefit of the Prince and the newcomer.  “First, allow me to introduce Master Aelyn of the House of Mountains, the head of their enclave here.  I thought that her insight into buildings and fortifications might be useful.”
“While I see the need for greater fortifications about the Stronghold, Elder,” the Prince spoke up a bit ruefully, “I do not see how such will be possible.  The urukkai army moves swiftly, and they will likely arrive on the morrow, perhaps even overnight if they force march through the hours of darkness.”
“I can build fortifications in plenty of time, your Highness,” Aranos assured the man.  “We just need to decide where to build them, and what sort would best serve us.”  He glanced at Aelyn.  “And what we have blueprints for, of course.”
“We are but a small enclave, Elder,” the woman said deprecatingly, her voice surprisingly soft considering her bulky frame.  “We have blueprints for most Abundant and Common buildings, as well as for a few Uncommon ones, some of which are defensive in nature.”
“I can give you a few extras,” Aranos smiled at her.  “I can draw up the blueprints for a Dwarven Wall, Gatehouse, and Battleholme to add to your collection.”
The woman’s eyes widened.  “Elder, those are Rare to Exceptionally Rare structures,” she stammered.  “We have no way to repay you…”
“Consider them a gift as my apology for not certifying with your House earlier,” he explained.  “I hold an Expert rank in an architecture-type skill, and the Student rank in Dwarven Masonry.  I learned about your House today, though, so I hope that these blueprints will serve as an appropriate entrance exam and display my intent to work within the auspices of the House of Mountains, not outside of or around them.”
“O-of course, Elder!  We would be honored!”
“Good.”  He looked at the others.  “What is the status with the urukkai army?”
“As of our last reports, Elder, they should arrive sometime between late tonight and early tomorrow, as his Highness indicated,” Dorn’ar’el spoke up in his melodious voice. 
“Do we have accurate reports as to their numbers and composition?” the Sorcerer asked.
“Indeed, Elder,” Methild nodded.  “While the army left Cendarta with thirty-thousand urukkai, they have suffered losses during their journey.”  He raised his chin toward Wynathra, who smiled deprecatingly.
“I placed guards and siege engines in the Waystations you Redeemed, Elder,” she explained.  “When the urukkai reached the first, they lost over a thousand troops before withdrawing and attempting to move to the next.  They found that equally strongly held, and that the troops they’d left behind now harried their rear.  They finally fled the High Road after losing almost four thousand troops and taking but one-hundred guards with them.”
“Well done,” Aranos congratulated them. 
“The Travelers have harassed them constantly, as well,” Methild added.  “Our scouts reported that one group destroyed two-thousand of them, along with three of their precious ohtruks, but two days ago.”  He looked at Aranos a bit suspiciously.  “The scouts reported some rather dramatic magical displays as well, Elder.  Would you know aught of that?”
The Sorcerer shrugged.   “We pulled more of them than we intended,” he explained.  “That was about as large a group as we could handle, though.  Another thousand would have gotten some of us killed.”
“Only two thousand urukkai, Elder Evenshade?” Kylantha chuckled.  “You must be slowing.”
“The ohtruks complicate things.  They can absorb and redirect primary mana.”  He addressed this last to Dirue, who nodded.
“We have a contingent of two hundred battle-proficient Wizards in Eredain, Elder,” she said.  “All have been warned of the dangers of the ohtruks.”
“In any case, our scouts now report that the urukkai army numbers somewhat over twenty thousand,” the prince went on.  “Typically, half of a urukkai force is simple uruks, as they breed rapidly and are stronger than the barbaric bogez, but those creatures took the brunt of the assaults the army suffered on their way here.  Now, of those twenty thousand, but five thousand are uruks, and most of those ride poukas or amaroks.  Ten thousand dabruks march in their vanguard, along with three thousand ogrins, two thousand kerruks, perhaps a hundred ohtruks – it is difficult to tell…”  The man paused and took a deep breath. 
“We have also seen two dreaded anqaruks,” he added quietly.  “They command the army.”  The elves sucked in sharp breaths, and Aranos looked at them curiously. 
“What?” he asked.
“The presence of the anqaruks means that the army does not intend to simply harass us, Elder,” Dorn’ar’el explained quietly.  “They do not come to wage war and demand tribute, as they have typically done in the past.  They are here to conquer.”
“I thought we all knew that was their intent,” Aranos said, confused.
“Some of us had hoped that perhaps this war was no different from countless others we have faced against the Darkness, Elder,” Kylantha said, eyeing Methild.  “There was a hope that the urukkai came to despoil and plunder, not to conquer.  The presence of the anqaruks destroys this hope – and tells us that Eredain is not their final destination.”
“I don’t understand,” Aranos said, dropping out of elven formality in his confusion.  “What does their presence mean?”
“Each urukkai settlement is ruled by an anqaruk, Elder,” Dorn’ar’el explained.  “One and only one.  Another of the same race would be seen as a rival and driven out or destroyed.  The former master of Cendarta must have raised two of the creatures through whatever methods they use – we do not know such – and sent them out to conquer.”
“If the urukkai take Eredain, one of the creatures will take over the city, slaughtering or driving out its inhabitants,” Wynathra added.  “The other will move on with its army to conquer a second city to call its own.  Two more cities will fall to the Shadow, and the urukkai will once more become a kingdom.”
“Not if they don’t take Eredain,” Aranos shook his head.  He turned to the huge map of Eredain that Silahn provided for the meeting.  The map was perfect for their needs; it showed the Stronghold itself only as its levels and various sections, not detailing the individual buildings.  It also displayed the nearby forests, including terrain details such as which parts were forested, where hills and depressions were, and the various streams and small rivers nearby. 
“Prince Methild, if you were in command of the urukkai, how would you attack the city?” he asked.
“I would lay siege to it, Elder,” the prince replied instantly.  “Had I double the numbers, I might attempt to take the walls with pouka riders, but with only twenty thousand, I would encircle the city, dig in beyond bow range, and construct siege engines to batter the walls.”
“So would I, if I had unlimited time,” Aranos agreed.  “The urukkai don’t, though.  They’re on a timeline.”
“How do you know that?” the prince demanded.
“Because this attack isn’t their idea, your Highness,” Aranos sighed.  He looked around.  “If we want to win this war, we need to understand what it’s about.”
“The battle between Darkness and Light has raged since before recorded time, Elder,” Kylantha shook her head.  “We all understand its nature.”
“You might, but that’s not what this war’s about,” Aranos countered.  “The Darkness has one goal, right?”
“The destruction of the Light,” Dirue nodded, but Aranos shook his head.
“That’s a common belief, but I don’t think it’s right.  The Darkness doesn’t want to destroy the Light; it wants to Corrupt it, to possess it.”
“I have not heard of such a thing, Elder,” Kylantha said slowly.
“It’s something I found researching Corruption,” Aranos nodded.  “The Darkness can’t create; it can Corrupt and consume, but it can’t make anything for itself, not even more energy.  Only the Light can create.  Without the Light, the Darkness would consume everything – until it was all that was left.  Then, it would have to consume itself just to keep existing – which means that by itself, it’s doomed.  It needs the Light just to survive, to feed on.”
“A fascinating line of thought,” Dirue smiled.  “And yet, one that seems to be directly countered by the Feast.  The Darkness destroyed much of the Light during that time, Elder.”
“But not everything,” he pointed out.  “It could have.  The Darkness could have obliterated the Light during the Feast.  Instead, it accepted the Light’s offer of peace.”
“I admit, that troubled me during my studies of history and warfare,” Methild said slowly.  “I wondered why the Darkness did not finish its campaign of devastation, and none could answer me satisfactorily, simply saying that none could understand the mind of Darkness.”
“It happened because the Feast didn’t give Virnal what she wanted, your Highness.  She hoped that moving the Bridge of Light into the Ways of Shadow would grant her all the souls of the Lightborn.  Instead, it destroyed the Bridge – and trapped those souls somewhere out of her reach.”
“What?” Dirue half-shouted, rising to her feet.  “The Lalu Armizza?  What are you saying, Lord Evenshade?”  The others reacted with similar amazement, and Aranos grimaced.
“Sorry, I guess I forgot to tell you.  I’ve been restoring the Arcane Doors, and to do that, I had to figure out how they got Corrupted in the first place – and what Corrupted them was the Feast.”
He looked at Dirue and Kylantha, the two most likely to understand his explanation.  “The Arcane Doors worked by opening a passage through the Lalu.  That was why they never failed, never collapsed, and seemed instantaneous: they aren’t really portals.  They’re tunnels of astral mana.”
Dirue gasped, her hand flying to her mouth as her eyes widened.  “That – that is brilliant!” she murmured.
“I do not understand,” Methild admitted.
“I am not certain I fully do as well, your Highness,” Kylantha agreed.
“According to what I learned, the Lalu Armizza is a timeless place,” Dirue explained.  “There, days might pass in an eyeblink on the Mortal Realm.”
“Well, it’s not quite that bad,” Aranos chuckled.  “I’d call it nearly timeless.  A few minutes in the Mortal Realm is days in the Lalu.”
“Is that difference truly profound, Elder?” Dirue grinned at him.  “Or do you correct me just for the sake of doing so?”  He spluttered, but she laughed lightly and went on.
“In any case, if one passed through such a nearly place and emerged elsewhere on Ka…”  She eyeballed Aranos, but he remained silent.  “…it is possible that it might seem no time had passed.  And since the passage did not involve using dimensional magic, it would not suffer from that magic’s limitations.”
Kylantha murmured in appreciation.  “I had not considered that,” she said admiringly.  “Truly, that is a clever solution to overcoming the strictures of dimensional magic.”
“What strictures?” Wynathra asked curiously.
“Dimensional magic cannot be used to travel freely across Ka, Lady,” Dirue answered.  “One can travel through a portal, but doing so attunes you to that portal, so you cannot use another without first returning through the first.  The Arcane Doors did not possess such a limitation – and now, I understand why.”
“If that is so,” Methild said slowly, “then how is it possible that you came to Eredain through the House of Stars portal?  And brought so many Wizards with you?  Are all truly of this city?”
“Many are, Prince, but not all,” she replied with a shake of her head.  “I came from this city, myself, and so can travel freely.  Others…”  She hesitated.  “Others came from Cyva Alari.  The Tower of Wizardry there has fallen, and they fled into the House of Stars.  Since the fall of the tower destroyed the portal there, they are no longer attuned and could travel here freely.”
The Prince winced at her words, but sighed and nodded his head in acquiescence.  The silence in the room hung heavily for a moment before Aranos went on with his explanation, breaking it up.
“As I said, the Arcane Doors were the key to the Feast of Virnal,” he explained into the quiet.  “The Feast was nothing more than Virnal convincing powerful mortals to Corrupt the Arcane Doors, shifting them to create a path through the Ways of Shadow that the bodakkai and Nightmare Beasts could come through.  That pulled the entire Lalu into the Kala Kasbu – and shattered both of them in the process.  Souls stopped entering the Pit, and the Mountain of Light was cut off from our world.”
Dirue fell back into her chair, her hand on her forehead, while Kyalantha leaned forward in hers.  “How do you know this, Elder?” the Druid asked directly.
“Well, for one, I’ve stood in the ruins of the Bridge resting in the Ways of Shadow,” he shrugged.  “For another, I’ve fixed three Arcane Doors so far, restoring at least that little bit of the Lalu.  And finally…”  He hesitated.  “Virnal herself told me.”
“You spoke with the Bloodmistress?” Aelyn asked aloud, her voice a whisper.  “But – how?”
“She tried to stop me from fixing one of the Arcane Doors, and since I’d already guessed what caused the Feast, she explained a bit more about it.”  He pursed his lips thoughtfully.  “Of course, she could have been lying – in fact, I’m sure she was about parts of it – but I think the core was true.  She created the Feast hoping to funnel the souls of the Shadowborn and Lightborn to her, becoming basically omnipotent over time, but it failed.  She got no souls instead, so she accepted the truce, hoping to fix the problem and claim them all eventually.”
He looked at them.  “And that’s what this is all about.  It’s not about the Darkness destroying the Light.  Virnal wants everyone’s souls, and if I restore the Bridge of Light, she loses them.  She has to stop me, and to do that, she has to conquer as many cities as possible before I have a chance to undo her work.”
“You have unearthed the true cause of the Feast of Virnal,” Dirue whispered, holding her forehead.  “How is this possible, Master Aranos?”
“It does not matter,” Methild shook his head.  “What is important is what this means for the battle for Eredain.”  He looked at Aranos.  “You say this forces the urukkai to act swiftly?”
“Yes,” Aranos nodded.  “They’re not attacking Eredain because they want to.  They’re doing it because they have to, to try and stop me.  They won’t besiege the place; that won’t hold me here, and they know it.  They’ll try to get into the city as quickly as possible to keep me from fixing the Door here.”
“Can you not repair the Arcane Door immediately, then?” Wynathra asked. 
Aranos shook his head.  “It’s not that simple, I’m afraid.  I’ll need the battle to progress for a bit, first.” 
“This changes matters,” Methild said gravely, walking over to the map.  “I had assumed that the urukkai had but one mission – to conquer Eredain and occupy it.  However, considering this, they will have three goals.”  He touched a spot outside the city.  “This is Danastor, where your excellent portal stands, Elder.  They must take that, for leaving it in our hands allows us to bring reinforcements into the city or evacuate the populace.”  He touched another place on the opposite side of the city.  “These are the Travelers’ Trials, where one of the two Arcane Doors of Eredain stand.  The urukkai must take this and hold it against you.”  He tapped the teleport chamber below the city.  “And they must take the entrance, for trying to break in through our walls would take weeks or months.”
“Surely, the entrance is secure,” Dorn’ar’el protested, but Dirue and Kylantha both shook their heads.
“The presence of the anqaruks leaves much in doubt, Captain,” Dirue spoke up.  “They are powerful spellcasters, capable of using Enhanced mana and casting dark spells that none of the Light can fathom.  We must assume they can force open our sealed gates, given the chance.”
“Danastor, I would deem secure, unless the urukkai gather to assault it with all their numbers,” Methild continued.  “That leaves us requiring fortifications for the Trials and entrance, however.”  He looked at Aelyn.  “Architect, what would you recommend?”
“Had I the resources of the Royal Vault in Cyva Alari,” the woman said, rising, “we could raise fortifications that would hold out the urukkai unless the Darkbringer herself came to storm them.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “Which I would once have interpreted to mean, ‘never’ but now wonder if that might not come to pass.”
“It’s not likely,” Aranos shook his head.  “The last couple times the dark gods and I tussled, it didn’t go so well for them.  I doubt she’s likely to risk it.  She might send a Nightmare Beast through the Arcane Door in the Trials, but again, I’ve already killed one, and I doubt she’d want to risk another.”
The architect stared at him for long seconds before seeming to come back to herself and pick up her thoughts.  “O-of course.  In any case, you asked of defensive structures.  The most potent defensive building for which I have blueprints is an Elven High Fort,” she said.  “It is a Rare building, and we can no longer build them, as we do not have the oilairie wood needed to make such.  However, if you believe you could raise one, Elder, the blueprint is yours.”
“I can,” he nodded.  He couldn’t use his High Mastery ability or even his Needed Reclamation Spell to form something out of wood – wood was a form of mana that he couldn’t replicate, or at least one that he hadn’t worked out how to reproduce – but he could with Heartweaving.  He knew that since he’d done it in Haerobel already.  The Tree-heart could grow the wood that he couldn’t; he simply had to convince the Heart to let him do it.  That shouldn’t be hard since the fort would be for the city’s protection.
“Assuming that we have such fortifications,” Methild continued, “Then we should defend them as strongly as possible, as the urukkai will certainly dash themselves to pieces against those walls.”  He pointed to an area of the forest beyond the city.  “However, such a battle cannot be won defensively.  Once we have secured our fortifications, we should move the rest of the army here, out of sight of the urukkai.  When the creatures are engaged, we will strike at their rear and grind them to pieces against our defenses.”
“You will be outnumbered,” Wynathra pointed out.  “You will certainly wish to leave a third of your forces in reserve, and when you push forward, the urukkai will withdraw from our walls, turn to face you, and you will find yourself facing them on an open field without a numerical advantage.”
“Our soldiers are more than a match for them,” Methild said firmly.
“I’m sure they are, but why risk it?” Aranos spoke.  “This is an important skirmish – but that’s all it is.  It’s not a real battle in the war yet, and I’d rather not risk troops to win it.  Especially when we might be able to gain numerical superiority over them without too much effort.”
“I am curious as to how you will do such, Elder,” Dorn’ar’el spoke.  “Even should you open a portal to another city and convince them to strip the city of defenders, it would gain you perhaps a thousand more blades.”
“I have a plan to turn the tides against the urukkai – and maybe shift the balance of this entire war,” Aranos grinned.  “Here’s what we’re going to do…”
It took him an hour to convince the others of his plan, and they had multiple suggestions.  Some of them he discarded, but most of their ideas improved his, and by the end of the meeting, they had a workable defense of the city planned.  Aranos figured much of it would go out the window once the first arrow was loosed, but he’d planned for that, as well.  He dismissed the others, then walked with Aelyn through the city toward her House’s enclave on the first level.
“So, Aelyn, about those blueprints I offered,” he said conversationally to the woman.
“It is not necessary, Elder,” she said quickly.  “The honor of having you work with our enclave is more than sufficient to deter any complaints.”
“I appreciate that, but having those blueprints would improve your House, wouldn’t it?” he asked.
“Certainly, but…”
“Then I don’t mind sharing them with you,” he shrugged.  “However – I’ve never made a blueprint before, and I’m not sure how to do it.  Do I need special paper?  Special ink?”
She stared at him in amazement.  “You are Expert ranked in Architecture – and have never crafted a blueprint?”
He laughed easily.  “I’ve never needed to make one before, and I don’t really understand the utility of it, to be honest, since I can make most of the buildings I need to without them.”
“That is a usual benefit to advancing one’s Architecture skill, Elder,” she nodded.  “However, what if you travel to another city and see a building that you would like to build yourself?  What if someone describes a building to you that you wish to raise?  You will need to create a blueprint for such.”
“Wait, you can create a blueprint for a building – just from a description?” he demanded.  “And then build it from that blueprint?”
She nodded.  “You can craft a blueprint of any building, Elder, even one that you have but heard of in passing and of which you have no direct knowledge.  You can even create a blueprint from scratch, designing your own buildings to accomplish your needs.”  She laughed.  “Of course, your odds of success are small unless the structure is simple and uncomplicated, and it will take far longer than beginning with an existing blueprint and modifying it, but it is always possible.”
She looked around at the city about them, then pointed to a sprawling structure.  “Take that Grand Tavern, for instance, Elder.  Suppose that you wished to build one but did not have the blueprints.  All it would take was walking through the building, learning it, and you would have a very great chance of being able to commit it to paper.  On the other hand, were I as a fellow Architect to describe its construction in detail, it would still be easily possible for you to craft a blueprint, if not as certain as had you seen it with your own eyes.
“Even if you but questioned a frequent patron about its design, however, you would have a low chance of being able to fashion a blueprint of it.  Simply hearing tell of a building of many stories with multiple common rooms, a bar on each level, a kitchen, and storage that preserved food and drink, you might be able to forge a plan that would produce a similar if inexact structure.”  She shrugged.  “It depends upon your skill rank, your familiarity with similar buildings, and your creativity.”
A rolled-up piece of paper appeared in her hand, and she unfolded it before Aranos.  “What do you make of this, Elder?”
He examined the diagram carefully for several seconds before it became clear in his mind.  “That’s a multi-family dwelling.  It’s got individual suites for up to six families and large communal spaces.”
“Indeed.  This structure is called an Elven Greathouse, and it is an Uncommon building, usually built by larger Houses to allow their members to live in close proximity.”  She handed the paper to him, and he took it with both hands.  “How would you improve it?”
He frowned, staring at the building in thought as they walked.  “Well, it doesn’t have a bathhouse,” he said slowly.  “Also, it’s got one kitchen for six families, which could be a problem.”  His eyes traced around it.  “I might also add a roof garden, so the space it takes up in the city wasn’t lost.”
“All eminently practical ideas, Elder,” she laughed.  “But how would you make it unique?  This building is simple and pedestrian, a work of pure functionality.  There is nothing about it that tells others who crafted it, nothing of personality within it.  How would you make the building yours?”
Aranos looked at the blueprint again, feeling a touch of rising irritation.  He wasn’t a real architect, after all; he built buildings because they needed to be built, and he made them work as efficiently as possible.  What was the point of doing more than that?
Even as he thought that, though, he knew it to be false.  He’d told Avalyn that very day that the more of herself she put into her crafts, the more passion and creativity she gave them, the better they would be.  His single greatest work, the True Blade of Evenshade, was also the one he’d given the most of himself to forge.  Why would raising a building be any different?
“The whole design is wrong,” he finally said, shaking his head.  “This doesn’t feel like an elven building to me.  It should look like it grew from the ground, not like it was hammered together.”  He pointed to the blueprint.  “Here, the base, should be the main communal area, supporting everything else.  The stairs should wind upward, like the veins of a tree, and each suite should be a branch.  The windows should be larger, and there should be balconies, allowing the people to go out and enjoy the scents of the forest.”  His fingers traced across the blueprint as he spoke.
“The trunk should be the other common spaces – the dining hall, a library, the kitchens, with the bathhouse at the top so it can gather rainwater readily.”  He shook his head.  “It isn’t very practical, and I’m not sure how I’d design it so it didn’t collapse, but it feels – right.”
“And that is how a true Architect thinks,” she laughed.  “First you dream what you would make, then you find a way to make it a reality.”  He looked up as she led him into a tall, spiral-shaped building with multiple branching towers.  “Welcome to the House of the Mountains, Elder.  Here, we will make that dream a reality.”
He shook his head.  “I’ve got a lot to do,” he hedged.
“And improving your skill will improve the crafts you are about to create,” she said, leading him past stunned-looking elves and into a back room.  Light flowed through the space, illuminating it fully, and high tables stood throughout it, a few with elves standing over them, laboriously drawing on large sheets of blue paper.
“Here,” she said, walking over to a rack and pulling off a blank sheet for him.  She laid it on the table, then fetched a T-shaped ruler, a compass for drawing circles, a metal protractor, and a white stick.  “Take that blueprint and make it your own.”  He hesitated, and she shook her head.  “Trust me, Elder.  You will not regret the time you spend here – nor will those who trust you to raise their fortifications for the coming battle.”
He sat at a high stool and took the piece of paper, looking at it helplessly.  I don’t even know how to start, he thought a bit desperately.  A moment later, his eyes tracked to the base of the actual Greathouse, though, and he realized that he needed to start at the base and work his way up.  He began with a simple line, roughly sketching out what he had in mind, erasing constantly and fixing things as he went.  He lost himself in the design, his mind calculating angles and stresses, adjusting for the strength of materials, and adding and removing bits as he realized what would and wouldn’t work. 
Finally, he leaned back from his completed work and sighed with satisfaction as he pulled up his waiting notifications.
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Heartweaving Success!  Greater Creation Success!
Blueprint Created: Elven High Manor
Type: Population
Rarity: Exotic
Minimum Skill Rank: Adept 1
Resources Needed: 56 Lumber, 12 Glass, 8 Stone, 6 Ore
Benefits: Provides housing for 40 inhabitants, morale +5%
Enhanced: This is a unique variant of the Elven Greathouse that increases the population max to 80, the morale bonus to 10%, and provides a passive morale bonus of +3% to all who live within sight of the Manor. 
+150 XP
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Skills Gained!
Drawing (T)
Rank: Novice 6
You can draw artistically.
Benefits: +1% bonus per skill level to the quality and rarity of any drawing you make.
Dex +1
Engineering (T)
Rank: Novice 8
You can build complex structures.
Benefits: +1% bonus per skill level to the quality and rarity of any complex structure or object you create.
Int +1
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The Manor wasn’t an amazing structure, to be sure, but it was something he’d created on his own, and he couldn’t wait to build some for his people in his cities.  The two new skills also weren’t all that impressive, but then, he hadn’t really had the chance to work with them. 
I’ll bet I could combine Drawing, Sculpture, and Carving into something more, he thought with excitement.  And Engineering and Dwarven Masonry feel like they’re tailor-made for each other.  I could use advanced stones and metals to improve the dwarven structures I make, as well. 
“A fine work, Elder,” Aelyn interrupted his thoughts, clapping him on the shoulder.  “And more than sufficient to prove your craft.  Consider yourself certified by the House of Mountains, Lord Evenshade.”
“Thanks,” he nodded, staring at his blueprint.
“You should keep that, Elder,” she said.  “You will certainly wish to make more.”
“No, I don’t need it,” he shook his head.  “It’s only an Exotic structure, so I can raise it without needing a blueprint.”  He grinned at her.  “Besides, I’m sure you keep most entrants’ work, right?”
“That is customary, but if you would wish…”
“No, I don’t want special treatment.”  He snorted.  “Well, except for being able to use that High Fort blueprint – and maybe to purchase some extra sheets of paper and tools from you?”
“That is not an unusual request, as we allow all who work with our House to purchase supplies, Elder.  As for the blueprint…”  She hesitated.  “You could use it, of course, but now that you know the benefits to creating your own blueprint, perhaps you would wish to do so?”
He bit his lip, thinking.  Time was a precious commodity, but he still had enough of it – or so he hoped.  “Yeah, it’s worth a try,” he agreed.  “Worst case scenario is that I fail, and I’ll use the regular blueprint.”
“Or try again,” she suggested.  “A failed attempt is a moment from which you can learn and grow, Elder.  We advance as much from our defeats as from our victories.”  She handed him another blueprint and a piece of blank paper, and he settled down to work.  Once again, he immersed himself in his crafting, drawing as carefully as he could, checking every angle and slope, adding touches as he went and redesigning things that he found unsatisfying.  Finally, he looked at the finished work. 
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Heartweaving Success!
Blueprint Created: Enhanced Elven Fort
Type: Defensive
Rarity: Exotic
Minimum Skill Rank: Expert 1
Resources Needed: 318 Lumber, 192 Stone, 171 Ore, 43 Crystal
Benefits: Houses up to 120 soldiers, increases Defense of all defenders by +125%, morale +15%
Enhanced: This is a unique variant of the Elven High Fort.  It can house 180 soldiers comfortably, improves Defense by +187%, and boosts morale by +22%. 
+150 XP
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The Following Skills have Gained a Level:
Drawing (T)
New Rank: Student 1
Student Ability: You gain double your skill level bonus when Drawing something that you can see before you.
Engineering (T)
New Rank: Student 2
Student Ability: You can attempt to combine two simple objects or machines into one more complex one without penalty.
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“Well done, Elder,” Aelyn congratulated Aranos as he held up the completed design.  “Are you ready to raise these buildings?”
“More than ready,” he grinned at the woman, closing his eyes and sinking into the city’s Tree-heart, which greeted him warmly and quickly acquiesced to his plans.  “I still have a lot to do, today, and the sooner I get started, the sooner I can make more blueprints!”
“Spoken like a true Architect, Elder,” she laughed.  “I cannot wait to see the wonders you will bring to our city!”
And not just this one, he thought with satisfaction.  As he did, he hesitated, recalling his conversation with Lorsan earlier.  “Aelyn, you wouldn’t happen to have the blueprint for a bank, would you?”




Chapter 11

“As you can see, my Lord Evenshade, ample buildings stand empty that are more than appropriate for conversion into a bank,” Lorsan spoke, gesturing at the structures yawning around them.  “It merely needs be strong, built of stone, and accessible to the public – as all of the structures about us are.”
Aranos glanced around at the ruined city around them.  The city suffered for centuries beneath the necrotic shroud Zoridos, its former ruler, laid over it, and that suffering showed in what remained of its architecture.  Practically nothing wooden except the Treehome remained intact; almost everything else turned to dust long ago.  Cracks and chips marred the stone buildings, as even the inorganic material weakened from the inimical energies of necrotic mana. 
“I don’t know how strong I’d call them,” he muttered with a sigh.
“Yeah, they all look pretty equally awful,” Avalyn agreed from Aranos’ side.  “I mean, I wouldn’t look at any of these and think, ‘That’s a bank!’, would you?”
Aranos chuckled.  “Not yet, no.”  He looked down at the blueprint in his hand, analyzing it carefully.  “When I’m done, though, I hope you will.”
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Blueprint: Grand Elven Bank
Type: Economic
Rarity: Rare
Minimum Skill Rank: Student 1
Resources Needed: 231 Stone, 166 Ore, 94 Lumber, 73 Glass, 415 SP
Benefits: Increases income by 5%, monetary Quest rewards by 5%, merchant morale by 10%.  Can store up to 25,000 gold.
Enhanced: This unique variant of an Elven Bank is far more pleasing to the eye and provides greater security for money deposited within.  It boosts city morale by 3%, income by 7.5%, monetary Quest rewards by 7.5%, merchant morale by 15%, and improves the Defense of all within by 50%.  It can store up to 50,000 gold.
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The plans Aelyn gave him detailed a perfectly functional structure, one with a vault to secure money and kiosks for tellers to deal with customers, but little more than that.  He’d reinforced the vault and added a mind-based lock to the door so only certain people could open it, as well as a transparent wall of deepsteel-reinforced glass to protect the tellers, all for pure functionality, but it still didn’t look like a bank to him.  He’d fixed that, sheathing the building in white marble and adding fluted columns to the front to make it look grander and more imposing.  He added granite tiles to the lobby and incorporated light globes to illuminate the space, making it seem larger and brighter – and requiring far more resources than the base structure to raise it.  At least, it would have if he hadn’t been able to use Heartweaving to accomplish the same thing. 
The day had flown by for Aranos.  He raised the fortifications Methild and Wynathra suggested, adding a few touches of his own, then spent some time traveling with the prince through his portal and arranging to deal with the urukkai army.  His plan had no great complexity, but it did require solid communications between the various parts.  With his preparations in place, he’d decided to spend the afternoon and evening in Antas rather than return to Eredain immediately, and Lorsan was more than happy to take advantage of the city Lord’s presence to improve the city a bit. 
They’d started by adding additional housing, as the influx of people from Stoneleague, Eredain, and even Skollheld Heill pushed their housing to the limit.  Aranos raised a dozen Elven High Manors, half that many Dwarven Long Halls, and nearly twenty Human Chateaus – at least, after purchasing the blueprint for the basic Human Villa and upgrading it into something larger, more elegant, and a bit more efficiently designed.
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Blueprint: Human Chateau
Type: Population
Rarity: Rare
Minimum Skill Rank: Student 1
Resources Needed: 167 Lumber, 110 Stone, 51 Glass, 31 Ore, 13 Crystal
Benefits: Provides housing for up to 40.  Increases morale and Skill training of residents by 5%. 
Enhanced: This is a unique variant of a Human Villa and provides improved benefits.  It can house 80 humans with ease and includes rooftop gardens that provide food for 20.  Its training rooms improve skill training for its inhabitants by 7.5%, and the comfort and ease of living within boosts their morale by 10%.  Its presence increases morale of the entire city by 1% due to its artistic exterior.
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He also added a few more farms to the land around the city as it gradually recovered its fecundity and placed a handful of mines and stone quarries where adventurers or guards discovered them.  He didn’t personally need the resources to improve his city, but Lorsan couldn’t raise buildings with mana the way Aranos could.  The seneschal required a hefty stockpile of resources to build, maintain, and expand the city in Aranos’ absence – which encouraged the Sorcerer to go on a building spree and save those resources for dire need later.  
Aranos closed his eyes and delved into Antas’ Tree-heart, sensing the Energy brimming inside it suffusing the entire city.  He quickly located the buildings around him and examined them carefully, finding the one whose pattern in the Heart felt most intact.  He poured mana into that structure, using the energy to shift and change its pattern until it matched the blueprint in his hands.  He replaced the missing resources with pure mana, dumping over three-thousand SP into the Heart to generate the needed mortar, glass, metal, and wood.  When he finished, he poured more SP into the building beside his new bank, turning it into a basic Guard Barracks.  He didn’t know if anyone would try to rob his bank, but he figured having some guards next door to it would make that a much less attractive proposition. 
At last, he opened his eyes and stared at the gleaming white marble building before him.  The columns glittered in the early afternoon sunlight, and the entire bank glowed iridescently.  Avalyn stared at it and whistled in appreciation. 
“Okay, now THAT looks like a bank,” she said, grinning at Aranos.
“More importantly, it appears to function as a bank,” Lorsan noted, his eyes going distant as he obviously pulled up the building’s description.  “And an exceptional one, at that.  The benefits are significantly greater than I expected, my Lord.”
Aranos nodded.  “I used my Architecture and Engineering skills to improve it a bit,” he explained, then gestured at the building beside the new bank.  “I also added a barracks so we can station a few guards her.  I assumed we’d want to have some protection for the money I’m planning to put into it.”
“A wise assumption, my Lord.  Raiders and thieves often target banks and other repositories of wealth, it is true.”  Lorsan lifted his ever-present notes and scribbled a few lines with what looked like a stick of coal or charcoal.  “I will tell Captain Xilyra of the new barracks, then begin to look for staff to work the bank.  Once it is operational, you can transfer several thousand gold into it and inform the merchants and craftsmen that they now have the option to withdraw or deposit money as needed.”
“Sounds good,” Aranos nodded to the seneschal.  “Anything else you need me to do, Lorsan?”
“No, my Lord.  All else progresses smoothly.”
“In that case, I’m going to head down to the Soulforge,” Aranos told the elf with a smile.  “I’ve got some crafting to do.”  He looked at Avalyn.  “What about you?”
“I’ll walk with you for a bit, if that’s okay,” she said somewhat hesitantly.  “I’m – I’m going to the Tower of Sorcery to train for a bit, and it’s more or less on the way.”
“Sounds good,” he agreed as Lorsan bowed and took his leave. 
The two Sorcerers walked in silence for half a minute or so before Avalyn cleared her throat.  “I keep meaning to ask you how you do that,” she said, her voice curious.
“Do what?”
“Create buildings like that.  I’ve seen a few get built in Stoneleague before, and usually, they kind of grow out of the ground as all the wood and stone and everything just appears in place.  Yours don’t look like that.  They sort of – glow, then just appear.  How do you do it, and can you teach me?”
“Probably,” he shrugged.  “It’s a skill called Heartweaving, and I’m Expert-ranked in it, so I should be able to teach it.  I don’t know if you’d be able to use it without owning a city, though.”
“Why?  How does it work?”
He gestured widely at the stone structures towering to each side of them.  “Take a look around, and tell me what you see,” he instructed.
She glanced around, frowning.  “Um, buildings, I guess.  Stone, mostly – probably some mortar holding it all together.”
“That’s what it looks like, but really, all of this is just solidified mana,” he smiled, bending over to pick up a small rock, little more than a large pebble. 
“Mana?” she echoed, her voice puzzled. 
“Yep.  Here, watch this with your Sense Mana skill.”  He reached a tendril of mana to the rock in his palm, connecting to the crystalline pattern of it.  He plunged deeper into it, past the obvious material surface, and felt the underlying energy that composed the stone.  He drew on that, unbinding the solid mana and sucking it into his core to replenish a bit of what he’d just used.  
“Whoa,” she said, staring at his hand.  “What was that?  That thing just – it just turned into earth mana!”
“It always was earth mana,” he corrected.  “I just unmade it and drained the energy it released.”  He held out his hand once more, and a new pebble swirled into being as he activated Forge Mana. 
“Everything in this world is mana,” he lectured.  “From the air you’re breathing to the most powerful dragon…”
“Wait, are there dragons?” she interrupted. 
“Probably,” he shrugged.  “I haven’t seen one yet, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”  He shook his head.
“In any case, everything is mana, just bound into solid form.  In a city like this, the blueprint for that form is the city’s Heart – the Tree-heart, in Antas’ case.  In a way, the city is like a Spell, and the Heart is the Spell-form – or the Enchantment that creates it, I suppose.”
“I don’t understand,” she admitted. 
He frowned, then reached out and touched her cloak.  “Think of the world like your cloak, here.  Each thread is soft, slim, and weak, but woven into the right pattern, they become strong, resilient, and something more than the sum of its parts.  You used the pattern to channel and contain magic within it, making the Enchantment an integral part of the fabric, and it’s that combination – the weave and the energy put together in that specific way – that makes the cloak, right?”
“More or less, I guess,” she said slowly.
“Well, everything you see is like that.  The city is like a huge piece of fabric, and each building is just another design woven into the Tree-heart.  The Heart is the pattern – the weave of the fabric – and the city is the result of that weave.  Now, what happens if you take your cloak and change the pattern?”
“It – would look different?” she answered dubiously, as if unsure of what to say.  “And the Enchantment might not work, I think.”
“Exactly.  If you changed the weave, you’d make the cloak look different and function differently.  It might be decorative, like adding some embroidering or a bunch of roses…”
She made a face.  “Not roses.  I don’t like the way they smell.”
He laughed.  “Okay, so no roses.  The point is, you could add any decoration you wanted to the cloak, or you could change its functioning, making the Enchantment work differently, or making it waterproof, or adding a hood, or whatever.  If you’re good enough, you can alter the weave of that cloak and make it into a jacket, or a shirt, or whatever.”
“I’m not that good yet,” she admitted.  “I’d probably ruin it if I tried that.”
“It takes practice,” he agreed.  “However, that’s basically what I do to raise buildings.  I go into the Tree-heart and change the weave there, undoing parts I don’t need and adding parts I want, weaving them into the greater pattern.  When I do, the design that you see changes, meaning new or altered buildings in the city.”
Her eyes widened in comprehension.  “I get it!  So, wait, does that mean that you can add anything you want to the city?”
“Within reason, yeah – as long as I know the pattern, that is.  That’s where the blueprints come in.  They give me the pattern I need to add to the Heart.  It takes mana to do it, though, because the Heart is basically turning my SP into the wood, stone, glass, and whatnot that makes the building.”
“That’s awesome!”  She looked down at her cloak.  “I wonder if I could do something like that?”
“What do you mean?” he asked. 
“If I could turn mana directly into fabric,” she said, her voice growing excited.  “Do you think that’s possible?”
He shrugged.  “I don’t see why not.  Like I said, everything’s mana – including the threads of that cloak.  If you could figure out how the mana is bound into the cloth, you could probably replicate it – or create new fabrics made entirely of something like air or fire mana.”
“That would be so cool,” she enthused, staring at her cloak.  “I’m totally gonna try that!”
“I hope it works,” he laughed.  He glanced at her.  “It’s good to see you so excited, you know.”
“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice suddenly wary. 
“I mean, it’s nice to see you having fun in the game.”  He looked around at the city.  “It’s easy to forget that’s supposed to be the point sometimes, I think.”
She nodded, her face sobering.  “Yeah.  It feels like we’re always trying to save the world and never get to stop and enjoy it, you know?”  She hesitated.  “Maybe we could – I don’t know, maybe just like hang out together sometime.”
“Aren’t we doing that now?” he asked with a gentle laugh. 
“Well, yeah,” she said, flushing slightly.  “But I was thinking maybe…”  She stopped and shook her head.  “Never mind.  Yeah, we’re hanging out now.  This is kind of nice when it’s just the two of us.”
“It is,” he agreed noncommittally.  He knew that Avalyn had a crush on him, and he didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but he couldn’t see her as anything but a kid.  He had a feeling she’d been about to ask him out on a date of some sort, and he felt a wave of relief that she’d apparently changed her mind.  To make sure it stayed that way, he quickly moved to shift the conversation.
“So, how did your training with Tialha go today?”
She lit up like a Christmas tree.  “It was great!” she said effusively.  “She’s teaching me how to make my own thread since she says that crafting with thread I’ve spun myself will give me the best results.  She also showed me a new pattern today, one that helps boost Spell power, and she says I’m learning faster than any student she’s ever had!”
Aranos couldn’t help but grin at the girl’s excitement.  He knew that Avalyn learned faster than a native because of her Traveler status, but reminding her of that wouldn’t serve a purpose.  He remembered when he first started his crafting and how excited every small success made him.   His creations back then hadn’t been particularly powerful, but they were his, and he’d been incredibly proud of them.  He couldn’t deny her that same experience.
“I don’t doubt it,” he said instead.  “So, tell me about making thread.”
The girl spoke rapidly as they walked, her voice excited as she described cleaning and soaking fibers, carding them, and twisting them into thread.  She told him about the dyeing process, about how each fabric felt and how they could be used.  Aranos just listened, letting her speak; he didn’t really find any of it interesting, but it seemed the Sorceress needed someone to share her enthusiasm with. 
At last, they reached the tower, and she broke off, her cheeks flushing.  “I can’t believe you let me go on that long,” she said in an embarrassed tone.  “We’re here, and we only talked about me the whole time!”
“It’s fine,” he laughed.  “You needed to share, and I’m glad I could be there to listen.  Besides, I get to talk about myself all the time anyway.”
“I guess so.”  She smiled at him, her eyes bright.  “We should hang out more often, just the two of us.”
“I don’t know how much time we’ll have for that,” he demurred.  “Once the urukkai army gets here, things will pick up pretty quickly, and I’ve only got five days to fix all the Arcane Doors.”
“That’s true,” she sighed.
“And speaking of which, I need to go craft.  McBane lost his swords in that altercation with Arioch, and I need to make him some new ones.  I also want to play around a bit with what we were talking about earlier, combining my two skills into one.”
“Well, good luck!” she said, waving to him as she turned toward the tower. 
“You, too!” he called back, heading for the Soulforge and a night of crafting and skill training.  The urukkai army was coming, and despite his preparations, he wanted every advantage he could get.




Chapter 12

“We just worry about you,” Martina’s mom spoke in Spanish, her face concerned and tired in the holo-screen of Martina’s terminal.  “All this new technology, letting computers fool around with your brain – it can’t be good for you, Martika.” 
Martina smiled at her mom’s pet name for her; she hadn’t realized how much she missed her family until she’d seen them again through the new holo-phone she’d bought them with her new earnings.  Hearing her mom’s voice was one thing; seeing her face was another entirely. 
“I’m fine, Mama,” she assured her nervous parent with a smile.  “In fact, I’m in better shape than I’ve been since high school swim team.”
“No headaches?” her father asked worriedly.  “Dizziness, confusion, lethargy...?”
“No, no, no, and no, Dad,” Martina laughed.  Her mom insisted on being called “Mama”, but her dad would always just be “Dad”.  He was also a paramedic, and she could see him dropping into work mode.  “Seriously, I’m totally fine.  The pods don’t hurt you at all.”  In fact, they could help you a lot, she thought silently.  Mom’s weak heart, dad’s bad knees – I’ll bet the pods could help with both.  Not that I can tell them that, of course.
“What’s it like in the game?” her youngest brother Miguel asked eagerly, sticking his head into the frame with a grin.  “Have you killed a dragon?  Are you a wizard?”
Martina laughed at her brother’s eagerness.  “I’m a ranger,” she said.  “Well, that’s my base class.  My advanced class is duskstalker, which is like a ranger/assassin hybrid.”
“You’re an assassin?  Sweet!  Have you killed any evil overlords?”  Her ten-year-old brother literally bounced up and down with excitement; he was a gamer, himself, and she knew he couldn’t wait to get into Singularity Online. 
“By myself?  No,” she shook her head.  “But the party I’m in – well, suffice it to say that we’ve killed our share of big, bad guys already, Lito.”  A fact you’ll learn soon enough once the promo is released.  I’m in that a couple of times.
She’d seen the video almost as soon as she came out of the pod; it was playing all over Neo-dyne’s screens, after all.  At first, she’d been pleased – the recordings showed that the higher-ups in the company were watching her, and that was the whole reason she’d gone into the game – but the more she thought about it, the more unsettled she became.  Their contracts specifically stated that they would be monitored but not recorded, and the federal Online Privacy Act forbid anyone from recording a person’s image or likeness online without express consent.  In a fully immersive world like SO, that was even more important.  Martina had stripped down in game dozens of times to bathe or change clothes, and if those were recorded, they could prove a massive embarrassment to her.  Enough of one, in fact, that she’d gone to her immediate supervisor and issued a formal complaint about it.
“I’ll make sure this gets passed on, Martina,” her boss, Robert Decker told her over the holo-call.  It was Sunday, after all, and he was home, not in the office.  “I doubt it’ll change anything, though, to be honest.”
“What?” she demanded.  “Rob, that’s my likeness!  They can’t just use it…”
He held up a forestalling hand.  “Technically, it’s your character’s likeness, not yours,” he said tiredly.  “The question is: could anyone who saw that character recognize it as you?  Does that character look enough like you for someone to make the connection to you?”  He shook his head.  “At least, that’s the question the lawyers will be asking.  The OPA protects your likeness, not whatever your avatar’s name is.”
It wasn’t a satisfying answer, but Martina realized that Rob was probably right.  Sniprgurl had grayish skin, wavy hair, and features that only loosely resembled Martina’s.  In fact, it looked like the video’s producers had carefully chosen people who couldn’t be recognized easily from their characters.  Phil’s avatar was fully armored, helmet and all; that party in the Middle Eastern theme was masked, with only their eyes visible; the woman with all the gold only appeared from behind, with just the side of her face showing.  And, of course, Aranos no longer looked remotely human; Martina could probably run into him in the building without having a clue who he was.  It was a loophole in the law, one that hadn’t mattered before SO and its incredible realism, and she was sure that at some point, it would be patched, but for now, Neo-dyne could probably argue that they weren’t in violation of OPA.
Of course, their contracts still stated they wouldn’t be recorded, but that was a civil matter, not a criminal one.  Civil suits tended to drag out interminably, and they could get very expensive.  Did she really want to hire a lawyer, spend all that money, try to get others on board to make it a class action, and fight for years, by which time no one would likely remember the trailer in the first place, and the whole point would be moot?  She was sure that Neo-dyne’s legal department thought the same way.
What it came down to, for Martina, was how they used her likeness.  So far, they’d only showed her character positively.  That meant that there wasn’t much point to making waves because the trailer wouldn’t hurt her in any way.  It even showed her working with her party as a team, the ability she wanted to demonstrate to her superiors, so it couldn’t do anything but further her career.  Now, if the company used footage of her failings in-game – or, worse, of her naked – she’d lawyer up in a heartbeat, and she made sure that Rob knew that.
“So sweet,” Miguel sighed.  “I can’t wait to play.”
“We’ll see, Lito,” Martina’s mom said hesitantly. 
“Sorry, squirt, but you’ll have to wait a while longer,” Martina rescued her mom from having to deny her little brother.  “The pods are only being tested for adult usage.  Getting them approved for kids is a whole other matter.  Besides, the game isn’t kid-friendly right now, so you’ll have to wait for an E-rated version.”
“That sucks,” he sighed, earning a smack from their mother.
“Language, Lito!”  Her mom looked at Martina fondly.  “Martika, I’m so proud of you.  After everything you’ve done, getting to be one of the first to try this out is amazing!  I’ve told all the women down at the salon about you.”
“One of the doctors was talking about your pods,” her dad added.  “He said that the hospital might be getting some to help long-term-care patients.”
Martina nodded.  “I can’t talk about it because of the NDA, but the pods could be used for a lot more than just playing games, Dad.  I think in the next few years, you’ll be seeing them all over the place.  They’re really amazing.”  She glanced at the time.  “Look, I have to go.  It’s almost time to log back in, and I want to grab something to eat.  I haven’t had real food in a week!”
“Don’t starve yourself, Martika,” her mom fretted.  “You already look so skinny!  You should come visit so I can feed you.”
“I can’t wait,” Martina said sincerely; her mom’s cooking was amazing, when she had time to actually cook.  “And I’ll come by as soon as I can, I promise.”
“And tell me more stories from the game!” Miguel added.
“You bet, squirt.  I love you guys!”
Martina sighed as she ended the call; she really did miss her family.  They lived halfway across the country, though, so she didn’t know when she’d get time off to go see them again.  She’d have to take off for Christmas if she could...
She rose from her desk and left her office, heading downstairs.  She wasn’t really hungry – to be honest, the food in-game tasted better than anything but her mom’s cooking to Martina, and she never had to worry about in-game calories – but she grabbed a cup of coffee and tossed it back before returning to her monitoring room. 
“Hi, Martina,” the young technician who monitored Martina’s pod during the week greeted her warmly.  “Ready to head back in?”
“Hi, Evelyn.  Yeah, I’m all set.”
Martina stripped down, happy as always that the company gave her a female technician for the testing, then sat down in the pod.  She closed her eyes as the pod secured her body in place, winced as the IVs reinserted into her arms, and forced herself to relax as the nanogel slowly rose to cover her completely.  She felt a brief sensation of falling before opening her eyes to find herself in her room in the Adventurers’ Guild in Antas.  She checked herself over to make sure that everything was still normal, and she hadn’t lost anything due to respawn, then headed downstairs.
“Hi, Martina,” Marie greeted her with a wave.  “Nice to see you!  Is everyone else coming back, too?”
“They should be here soon,” the Ranger nodded to the middle-aged Guildmaster of that branch of the Guild.  “Anything interesting happening?”
“Oh, that’s right, you wouldn’t know,” Marie grinned, absently brushing back a strand of her black, slightly graying hair.  “Your friend Aranos issued a few new Quests while you guys were gone, and there’s a Travelers-only one that’s pretty interesting.”
“Travelers-only?” Martina frowned curiously.  That wasn’t really like Aranos; he treated NPCs in the game like real people, and Ka natives formed his main party.  “I’ll go check it out.” 
“Oh, and Aranos left something for your friend, McBane,” Marie added.  “A pair of new swords that you can pick up at the Quest counter.  I guess the Rogue broke his?”
“I don’t know that he broke them as much as he had them broken,” Martina chuckled.  “We were protecting Aranos by fighting this guy who called himself ‘The Fallen’…”  She went on to quickly summarize their encounter and its accompanying respawn, and Marie listened with wide eyes. 
“That’s a hell of a story,” the older woman finally sighed, shaking her head.  “I wish I could have gone with you – well, almost, considering that thing killed all of you.”  She glanced around at the Guild.  “I think my adventuring days are just about over, though.  Running this place is a full-time job, thanks to you Travelers.”
“Getting Guildmaster’s remorse?” Martina laughed. 
Marie made a face at her, then sighed.  “I can’t complain.  Ryder warned me of the downsides, so I knew what I was getting into.  Still, fighting a legendary fallen warrior in another world…”  Her eyes went slightly glassy, and she sighed once more.  “You Travelers get to have all the fun.”
“Maybe you’ll get lucky, and the Shadowborn will attack the city at some point during the war,” Martina suggested.
Marie smacked her shoulder and grinned.  “Good point!  I know it’s wrong to wish for something like that, but…”  She shook herself and seemed to straighten.  “Well, I guess I can hope.  In the meantime, I’ve got work to do, and I know you’ll want to go hit the Quest counter.  Don’t forget the Rogue’s swords, too!”
“Thanks, Marie!”  Martina walked over to stand in the admittedly short Quest line – most players hadn’t returned yet, and the ones that did weren’t necessarily going to look for Quests right away.  When she got to the front, she asked the attendant to fetch the swords Aranos left for McBane, then touched the crystal that showed her a list of Quests she qualified for, and she scanned through them until she found the ones that Marie mentioned.
The first few were nothing special, mostly Bounty Quests to clear the surrounding countryside of Shadowborn or find new locations and resources for the city.  The last one, though – Martina read it through a couple times disbelievingly. 
The problem with being in Aranos’ party, she’d decided quite some time ago, was that the Sorcerer tended to plan things way out in advance.  That meant that a lot of times, he’d have them do things that made no sense right away but that turned out to be incredibly useful later.  This Quest looked to be one of those.  She figured the man would have the Travelers harassing the urukkai army or securing the High Road from Cendarta, not heading to Stoneleague to – well, basically sit around and do nothing.  The rewards were decent, though, enough to nearly offset losing out on that combat XP – and besides, he’d more than earned her trust.
“Okay, Aranos, I’ll do it,” she sighed, accepting the Quest and the twin blades from the waiting attendant.  “You’d better have a good reason for this, though, or you’re going to have a ton of players screaming for your ass.”
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Lily walked through the tree-city of Ulethelas, staring at the elves getting ready for war all around her.  She’d never seen an entire city of elves looking so pissed before, but then, she supposed she’d never seen the elves after their King and Queen were killed and eaten before, either.  That was the sort of thing that might get a city riled up, and it looked like Ulethelas was preparing to fight.
Of course, it also might have been the fact that a shitload of bodakkai were heading this way, traveling up the banks of the Lumbir River and killing every damn thing they found on the way.  She knew the elves had scouts near the capital, keeping an eye on shit, and they had to have reported her army’s movements.  She wondered if the elves would just try to defend the city, or if they’d be stupid enough to leave and meet her army in the field.  There was no point to that; the elves would be outnumbered ten to one, and the bodakkai didn’t care if you killed them; they’d come back.  These assholes could wipe out her entire army and she could just march it right back up at them a couple days later.
That wasn’t the point of her army, though.  They were a distraction, nothing more.  Oh, they would certainly be useful, but not right away, and not for taking this city.  That would mean a siege, and she didn’t want a fucking siege that might last days or weeks.  She wanted to kill these stupid, snobby, too-beautiful elves, and she wanted to do it today.  Fortunately, she had a plan to do just that.
She held her Domain in tightly around her as she moved through the city.  Her wandering looked aimless, but it wasn’t; she moved in a very precise pattern, and someone smart who watched her the right way would figure that out.  She walked up to the side of a building and touched it, her finger trailing along the smooth wood, then abruptly turned and walked in a totally different direction.  Her erratic movements probably should have clued the elves in that something was wrong, but no one gave her a second glance.  The assholes were just too wrapped up in themselves to notice one elf woman wandering around the city.
Her trip to Ulethelas only took a couple hours thanks to her wings and a few judicious teleports.  She couldn’t open portals or anything, but she knew a Spell that let her jump to any spot in line-of-sight, and that let her go a long way when she was way up in the air.  She stopped close to the city and slaughtered a small merchant caravan, careful to only use her strength and claws and not her magic, so it looked like beasts of some sort got them, then took the form of a random elf woman in the caravan.  She really did prefer taking a woman’s shape to a man’s whenever possible – being a guy just felt weird – but she didn’t like to pick people that were too attractive or distinctive.  Her Spell only gave her a dead person’s body, not their memories or thoughts, and if she drew attention to herself, the elves would figure out that she wasn’t who she said she was pretty damn quick.
She glanced up at the lightening sky overhead and picked up her pace a bit.  Her preparations lasted most of yesterday afternoon and all night, and while she was almost done, almost wasn’t good enough.  If the sun rose before she finished – well, she’d be finished, but in a totally different way.  Fortunately, that gave her time if she hustled a bit; she only needed to visit three more buildings before the sun rose.  A few people looked at her curiously, but she ignored them, and no one stopped her.  It wasn’t like the damn elves had a rule against someone walking fast, after all, they just didn’t do it all that often.
She hadn’t really paid much attention to the city around her, in any case.  Ulethelas was bigger than Eredain and smaller than Cyva Alari, but it wasn’t anything all that special.  Eredain was built for defense; the capital was built to look impressive.  Ulethelas seemed to be built just to give the elves here a place to live.  The city stretched over four levels, each a mile or more across.  The buildings lacked the solid feel of the ones in Eredain or the fairy-tale prettiness of the capital’s.  To Lily, it felt like the elves wanted a city here, so they just built one, and they didn’t give a shit if there was a purpose to it or not. 
She knew the city was built as a narrow spot on the river, and the elves had built a bridge across the Lumbir just outside the city.  That was probably the point to the place.  To the west, Elred Aethel sat on the coast; to the east, Haerobel marked the northeast edge of elven lands and the end of their forests.  Ulethelas must have been a merchant city, built to transport shit back and forth between east and west.  Of course, now that Haerobel was a fucking wreck and the High Road west fell to Darkness, there really wasn’t much point to Ulethelas at all. 
Lily slid her finger along the last building and made her way to the first level almost in a run.  She couldn’t teleport or fly in the city; either of those would draw way too much attention to herself.  Running probably would, too, but almost running just brought her some curious glances.  No one tried to stop her or anything. 
The first gleam of pink shot across the sky as she reached the first level and made her last preparations, smearing dark lines of her own blood on the ground before the Arcane Door.  As she finished, though, a shadow fell over her, and a hand grabbed her shoulder.
“What are you doing?” a voice demanded, yanking on her and trying to drag her to her feet.  She considered allowing them to haul her up, but she had nearly run out of time.  She ignored the pull and carefully finished her last sigil before standing up and turning to face her confronter.  She’d been expecting the guards, but instead, five figures in various outfits stood before her.  The man who’d grabbed her wore heavy armor and had a shield strapped to his left arm with a sword dangling from his hip.  A woman in chainmail – real chainmail and not just a stupid bikini or some shit – stood beside him, carrying a two-bladed axe with a long handle, while a man with a long bow stood to the other side, and a robed man and woman hung back behind them. 
“Why is that your business?” Lily snapped back, jerking her shoulder free from the man’s grip.  She hated how the elves talked, but she forced herself to copy it.  “You are Travelers, are you not?  This city is mine far more than it is yours.”
The man looked at the others, his face doubtful, but he shook his head.  “There’s a Quest with the House of Blades to report anything unusual.  I think this counts.  You’re coming with us.”  He drew his sword, and Lily backed away, forcing herself to look afraid.
“Traveler, I…”  She stopped and shook her head.  “You know what?  I can’t do this bullshit.  I can’t talk like those damn elves.”  She enjoyed the startled look on the man’s face as he realized that she wasn’t a real elf, but she liked his expression when she slammed her foot into his chest even more.  His armor crumpled, and he flew backward, crashing into the two robed figures and tumbling all three to the ground.
Shouts rose around her as the elves finally took notice of her, but she glanced at the sky and grinned.  The pink spread into orange, meaning the sun was up now, and that meant it was too late.  They could figure out whatever the hell they wanted, but they couldn’t do shit about it anymore.  At least, she hoped they couldn’t. 
The armored woman roared and attacked, slashing at Lily with her axe, but Lily dodged the blow with ease and grabbed the extended weapon.  The woman strained to pull it back, but Lily held up a hand and lashed out at her with seething, black tendrils of mana that wrapped around the warrior’s body and pinned her limbs tightly.  The armored woman dropped, swearing and struggling vainly to break free as Lily’s Spell slowly sucked the life from her body.
An arrow sank into Lily’s shoulder, and she looked over at the archer in disbelief.  “Seriously?  I’m like five feet from your ass, and you can’t hit me in the face or throat?”  The man drew another arrow, but Lily hit him in the face with a blast of flame before he could release it.  He screamed and stumbled backward, clutching his face, and she couldn’t help but grin.  “See?  Like that.  It’s way more effective.”
The others struggled to their feet, and Lily noticed guards moving to close in around them.  At the same time, the first rush of power hit her as her vampiric minions in far off Northmoor started slaughtering her helpless human slaves there.  The power flew out of her into the massive ritual she’d drawn tiny bit by tiny bit throughout the city. 
Her tame lugarak proved to be pretty damn smart – as well as a decent fuck.  It knew about ritual magic, and it taught her how to bind a ritual to a massive area without needing to fill in the lines between each glyph.  As she’d moved from place to place in the city, she left a thin weave of magic behind her, a trace that guided the power entering her ritual toward the next binding point.  Only someone really skilled who actively looked for the threads of mana had any chance to see them, and the elves of Ulethelas had been way too fucking busy to notice. 
Lily laughed as the ritual powered up and unleashed her Domain.  Madness swept across the square, washing over everyone around her, and most of the elves dropped to their knees, clutching their heads, or even fell to a fetal position, moaning as insane whispers filled their thoughts.  A few stayed on their feet, looking pained as they rushed at her, and she summoned one of her more dangerous minions – one of the few she had left, in fact – placing it before her and shielding her from the elves. 
The antolepsil looked like a giant sea anemone with hundreds of forty-foot black tendrils surrounding a dark purple beak.  It didn’t have eyes or ears, but it somehow sensed the elves nearby and lashed out at them, snagging them with its tentacles and drawing them toward its maw to be devoured.  As it snatched up the bound warrior, though, Lily smacked its tendril, and it dropped its prey.
“Uh-uh,” the Soulmistress shook her head.  “This one’s mine.  I want to try something on her.  You can have the rest.”
The antolepsil couldn’t hear her, of course, but her Bond to it conveyed her meaning just as clearly.  The standing elves charged the creature, severing its tendrils – which didn’t hurt it in the slightest – and trying to drag helpless elves out of the thing’s reach.  That was noble of their asses, and all, but the summons wasn’t the real danger.  They’d realize that in a minute or so, once the ritual completed, but by then, it would be too late.
Lily shifted back to her regular form, and the woman in her grasp gasped in amazement.  “Holy shit,” the warrior said.  “What the hell are you?”
“See, I want to say something like, ‘Your worst nightmare’ when you set me up like that,” Lily grinned.  “I won’t, though, because it feels like a fucking cliché.”  She tapped her chin thoughtfully.  “How about this?  I’m the lady about to condemn your ass to a lifetime of slavery.  Does that work for you?” 
“What?” the woman stammered, her eyes wide, then gasped as Lily’s teeth ripped into her throat.  The woman moaned and squirmed helplessly as Lily drained her life energy, feeding that power into her ritual.  Lily pulled back as she felt the life in the woman start to ebb, then tore open her wrist and shoved the wound against the near-unconscious woman’s mouth.  The warrior coughed and gagged, but she swallowed the blood filling her mouth since it was that or drown in it.  Lily let her drink for a while, then dropped her to the ground, dismissing her bindings. 
“Wh-what did you do to me?” the fallen woman asked weakly, her eyes unfocused.  “P-poisoned?  F-forced race ch-change?”
“You know, I wondered if the AIs would let me do that to another player,” Lily chuckled, watching as the stupid elves fought against her antolepsil.  The giant anemone was doomed, of course – there were just too many elves in the city, and even with her Domain slowing them down, they’d eventually kill it.  “I wonder if they’ll also let me…”  She broke off as a flashing, red notification appeared in her vision.
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“Well, that fucking sucks,” Lily complained as her victim stiffened and died right before her eyes.  She hadn’t really expected it to work, though.  It was one thing for the AIs to make her serve that idiot Zoridos.  The lich-king of Antas was an NPC, so the AIs could control it, moderate its behavior, and keep its leash on her from being too tight.  Plus, there was a way out for her: if she could kill the lich, then she’d have gained her freedom.  She didn’t think the AIs would be okay letting her enslave another real person; if she crossed too many lines with them, the real-world authorities could get involved, and that wouldn’t be okay no matter what kind of waivers the player signed.
Power continued to flow into her, and she rose above the fray on ebony wings, ignoring the shouts from the elves below her.  She funneled the deaths of her slaves into her ritual, pouring the power into it.  Runes drawn in her blood blazed to life around the city, and the ephemeral threads of mana she laid snapped and hummed with power.  All that energy focused on the glyphs she’d etched before the Arcane Door, and black fire raced up the Door.  As the portal cracked open, Lily laughed gleefully. 
The bodakkai would come and lay waste to Ulethelas, then her combined armies would march on Elred Aethel to the west.  Once she had all the cities of the elves beneath her feet, she’d march them against Eredain – and finally put that damn Sorcerer in his place.




Chapter 13

The towering ogrin roared in fury as it charged the party, swinging a huge club of black stone like it was a toy.  The nine-foot-tall monster rippled with muscle as it bore down on the golden-maned leonal standing between the two massive walls of gleaming stone barring its path, and it swiped at the animal with barely concealed contempt, already looking past it to the unarmored girl behind it.  Larger and stronger than even most of its kind, it seemed to feel that a simple creature was beneath its notice as its rage drove it forward.
The ogrin’s rage turned to shock as Glorferdir’s roar slammed into its chest, halting it in its tracks.  The leonal lashed out with silver-tipped claws that sliced open the beast’s stomach, spilling its entrails onto the ground before it, then bore the ogrin to the ground.  His massive teeth sank into the monster’s neck, and with a mighty effort, Gloferdir ripped the Shaodwborn’s head free of its body and tossed it aside.  He swiped a contemptuous paw at the monster, tumbling its headless body into the rest of its kind that charged heedlessly forward behind it.
Those three stumbled over the massive corpse, struggling to maintain their footing.  Before they found it, thorny roots exploded from the ground, wrapping around the monsters’ legs and sinking into their flesh.  The ogrins roared and tore their legs free, leaving gobbets of flesh and puddles of dark blood behind, but in their moment of distraction, Miwango soared above them, unleashing a blast of arctic cold from his mouth that covered the monsters in a layer of frost and froze their skin and outer flesh.  A scintillating ball of near-invisible energy shot from Avalyn’s hand and exploded in the center of the trio, and Glorferdir whined as sonic energy too high-pitched for a human or elf to hear ripped into the ogrins, shattering their frozen flesh and leaving three bloody corpses to collapse heavily to the ground.
“Sorry, Glory,” Avalyn called out as she pulled up SP for a second Spell as more urukkai charged their position.  “I’ll make it higher-pitched next time and see if that’s better.”
Aranos watched all this with mild amusement as he hovered above the more powerful members of the party.  Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango were relatively safe behind the walls of sunstone he’d raised around them, and if they got into trouble, he could teleport over to them instantly.  They needed the XP and practical experience of working without an obvious safety net, though, and this was the perfect time for that.
The urukkai army began arriving just before dawn.  As Aranos expected, they didn’t spread out to encircle the city; instead, they started staging their forces in groups just outside of bowshot from the city’s walls, within the forest and out of sight of the defenders.  At least, they would have been had Aranos and an elf Wizard named Ahrendue not used scrying magic to show their preparations. 
“They’re splitting into three strike forces,” Mutroda pointed out, her Elvish better with practice but still heavily accented.  “Looks like the prince was right about their intentions.”
“Our defenses before the city and at Danastor are secure,” Methild observed.  “Indeed, the barbican and gate the Elder raised before the city’s entrance is a wonder, and it shall likely stand against even the heaviest assault.”  He looked directly at Aranos.  “Our defenses in the Trials are lacking, however.  Will your brethren arrive in time to assist you, there, or should we reinforce the fortification with our own guards?”
“It’ll be close,” Aranos admitted.  “We might have to tweak that plan a bit.  I assumed they’d spend some time demanding that we surrender the city, lay down arms, maybe open the gates to them, since that’s what they’ve always done before.  It doesn’t look like they’re going to do that, though.”
“Build a battleholme between the army and that big tree your Trials are in,” Mutroda shrugged.  “That’ll slow them for an hour or so, since they’ll have to detour around it.”
“It may not serve as much of a deterrent, Juggernaut,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “Your battleholmes are mighty, indeed, but they are meant for your mountaintops, where lines of sight are long and unimpeded.  In the depths of Eredain’s forest, such a fortification will only control a small area, and the urukkai could easily deter around that.”
“Cut down the trees, then,” the dwarf shrugged, receiving several dirty looks from the surrounding elves but only an amused chuckle from Rhys.
“One might observe that the intent of this defense is to preserve the forest, Juggernaut,” the green-haired man laughed.  “That is, if one were inclined to use reason and logic to approach this problem.”
“You elves are too attached to your trees.  They’ll grow back, right?”
“Indeed, just as the great stone pillars and crystalline formations you showed us in the depths will return, if not in the lifetimes of any in this room.  One might ask if you would willingly destroy those, as well.”
“Good point,” Mutroda grunted.  “Fine.  Keep your trees.  We still need to delay them, though, or redo the plan.”
“The plan is a workable one,” Wynathra shook her head.  “Changing it now would entail more risk than reward.”
“Why building anything?” Avalyn asked in her halting Elvish.  “Need time, not large erections.”  The elves winced at her phrasing, although Geltheriel and Rhys both smothered grins, and Mutroda coughed to cover a laugh.  The girl looked at Aranos.  “What?  What did I say?”
“You don’t want to know,” he grinned at her.  “But it’s a good point.  If we build fortifications, we’ll have to build enough to make sure the entire front of six thousand or so urukkai is engaged, and then we have the problem of manning them.”  He shook his head.  “No, what we need is to give them a secondary target that they can’t resist, one that they’ll attack even if it means delaying taking the Arcane Door.”
“And what target could prove so tantalizing?” Methild asked.  “Do you suggest that we but lightly defend one of the other strong points, to lure them to that, instead?  While that may work, if those defenses fail…”
Geltheriel sighed.  “My Oathbinder speaks of himself, Prince,” she said tiredly.  “Should he reveal himself in the open – or should I unsheathe the True Blade – the urukkai will assault us desperately.  Should they kill or capture my Oathbinder, this battle is likely decided, and they certainly know that.”  She looked at Aranos.  “Is that what you suggest?”
“Yep,” he grinned at her.  “They might ignore a fortification – but they won’t ignore us, and they’ll send their people to attack us as long as they can.  We can bait them for an hour, I think, and we might even get an ohtruk or two in the process.”
Geltheriel had been right about raising a full fortification; the urukkai could simply surround it and hold him there, and he couldn’t afford to abandon it and leave a battleholme for them to occupy.  Instead, he teleported his party to the edge of the third urukkai force and struck them hard, raising temporary walls to keep the group from being flanked and overrun.  The urukkai responded predictably once Aranos unleashed his magic, charging the party with maniacal fervor, and the elves responded just as predictably, slaughtering a hundred of the creatures in that first assault.  Aranos dissolved the back wall of his encircling defense, allowing the party to retreat to a new position, then raised a second one and allowed the urukkai to crash into it.
The forest hampered his ability to raise defenses, of course, forcing him to use his Energy Wall Spell rather than crafting specific structures, but that taught him an interesting fact.  It turned out, he could use his Heartweaving and Dwarven Masonry skills to augment his spellcasting.  It cost him more SP to raise a wall of sunstone than of regular rock, and he would have had to tap his War Domain to craft warforged obsidian – which he didn’t want to do – but by picturing the blueprint he wanted clearly in his mind, he could fashion a wall made of joined sunstone bricks, with an arched opening in the center and defensive crenellations spaced out along the top. 
After the third such assault, he raised a second fortification for Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango.  The urukkai didn’t crash into it as fiercely as they did the larger wall enclosing the rest of the party, but enough came at the trio to give them decent XP and plenty of practice working together as a team.  The bulk of the monsters still charged him and his party, though, and they slaughtered them as efficiently as they could.
Mutroda and Geltheriel stood in the breach, cutting down the creatures as swiftly as they came.  Silma teleported back and forth into their midst, disrupting their charges and tearing into any groups of archers or spellcasting kerruks who appeared.  Aranos hung above the walls, his Mage Shield and Arcane Armor shielding him from magical and mundane damage as he peppered the creatures with blasts of magical ice, fire, and death energy, and Rhys remained in the center of the structure, healing the melee fighters and using his spells to slow and disrupt the urukkai as they rushed forward. 
The formation held for long minutes, but none of them had truly unlimited resources.  Aranos’ Shield shuddered as a scarlet line of fire shot from one of the ohtruks and slammed into it, and he poured more SP into the construct to hold it in place.  In his party tab, he saw Geltheriel’s boosted Stamina drop below 50% as she thrust, and a dozen gleaming swords impaled charging urukkai, while Rhys’ SP dipped close to that halfway point as Miwango pulled from it to power a healing Spell on Glorferdir.  That was his cue; he didn’t want the party’s reserves to fall below the halfway point, not when they might still be fighting for another hour.
Prepare to fall back, he instructed the others mentally through his Mindlink Spell.  On my mark…
Before he issued any instructions, a series of flaming orbs arced into the mass of urukkai, exploding into sheets of white-hot fire that scoured the creatures.  A moment later, a searingly bright globe of orange-white energy crashed into the front of a group of charging ogrins, slamming into the ground with an echoing boom and sending a visible shock wave rippling outward that tossed the monsters about like leaves in a storm.  Dust and smoke cleared from the point of impact, and Aranos couldn’t help but grin as he saw Mathias the Lancer crouched on one knee in the center of an actual crater, Saphielle’s spear – his spear now, Aranos corrected mentally – driven point-first into the ground, and smoke radiating from his armor in an almost perfect superhero pose.  Mathias was a professional gamer IRL, and the man had style as well as skill. 
“For Evenshade!” the Lancer roared, and the call echoed from the surrounding forests.  Aranos’ Lifesense and Battlesense both suddenly felt the arrival of a hundred new creatures pouring onto the battlefield.  Twenty armored elves rushed forward, crashing into the lines of urukkai, pushing them back, while arrows and Spells sheeted overhead, tearing into the monsters and crumbling their advance.  Spears and halberds pierced ogrin hides; axes and swords chopped into dabruk necks.  Spells, arrows, and bolts rained down on bow-wielding uruks and pink-skinned kerruks, and the urukkai assault faltered, hesitating as the new combatants tore into them heedless of danger or injury.
Looks like the Travelers have returned, Mutroda’s voice spoke in Aranos’ mind.  Are we still falling back?
Yes, but we’ll coordinate it with them.  First, though, we need to fight our way over to them.  Think we can do that?
Mutroda and Geltheriel turned and smiled at one another.  Oathbinder, Geltheriel replied, I believe that it would be a genuine pleasure to push forward at last.
What she said, Mutroda agreed.  The Juggernaut hefted her shield, roared a battle cry that stunned the nearby monsters, and rushed out of the breach into the startled line of urukkai.  She crashed into their ranks with a boom that rivaled the one Mathias made, with similar results – the monsters flew in all directions, tossed aside like rags as her glowing shield impacted them.  Mutroda’s Unstoppable Charge ability, though, didn’t end when she struck a single creature.  She plowed through the monsters, her Stamina slowly draining as she ripped an opening through their lines. 
Geltheriel and Silma swiftly appeared in that gap, tearing ruthlessly into the stunned and prone urukkai the dwarf left behind, with Rhys following hurriedly along behind them, healing them as he went.  The press of urukkai closed in behind the party, but Aranos hurled an Ice Barrage into their midst and kept them from attacking the group from behind.  As he flew above the fray, he glanced over to see if Avalyn’s group broke out with similar success, or if he’d need to go assist them.
Aranos watched as Miwango swept over the urukkai assaulting their redoubt, freezing them with his breath, allowing Glorferdir’s roar to shatter the creatures and hurl them out of their way.  Arrows and Spells streaked toward the four-foot-long turaloke, but they splattered and crashed against an invisible shield of energy surrounding the dragonelle.  He traced the line of mana connected to the shield back to Avalyn, who held the barrier as she followed Glorferdir, tossing Spells to each side and finishing off creatures that the leonal flung about with his claws and roar.  Aranos smiled; the three had come a long way and now presented a significant threat on their own. 
The party reached the edge of the line of Travelers, and Aranos sent a quick message to hold while he spoke to Mathias.  He soared to the center of the fray, unsurprised to find the warrior and his party holding the vanguard of the assault.
“We have come at your call, Lord Evenshade,” the Lancer called out as Aranos approached.  “We received your Quest and immediately set out to aid you.   What would you have us do?”  Aranos did his best not to roll his eyes; Mathias was a true role-player, and in Singularity, he’d chosen to play a noble warrior, excessively formal and obsessed with honor and duty.  IRL, he and his team made a living streaming their gaming experiences and were actually nothing like their characters.
Aranos expanded his Mindlink Spell to include Mathias and the white-robed cleric Gwinivere, the other leader of their group.  It’ll be easier to talk this way, he thought at the pair.
Much easier, Lord Evenshade, Gwinivere agreed.  We got your Quest as soon as we respawned, but we won’t be able to hold against this many urukkai for long.  What’s the plan?
We need to retreat to the Traveler’s Trials.  When I give the signal, we’ll clear the front line, then fall back as far as we can. 
Will this signal be similar to the one you gave in Cendarta, my Lord? Mathias laughed mentally.
Pretty much. 
Might I suggest, then, that you allow each party to join your rain of devastation, my Lord?  We possess casters and archers aplenty to drive back the urukkai horde for the moments we need to fall back.
That’s a good idea.  In fact, if they do, that’ll let me and my party handle the ohtruk.  Can you pass word to the other party leaders?  Once we fall back, I’ll organize everyone into a war party.
I can handle that, Gwinivere replied.  I can heal Matty and message at the same time.
Awesome.  I’ll give you a minute.  He zoomed back over to his party, which stood battling a charge of dabruks trying to flank the Travelers’ line.  He tossed a Ravaging Burst into the horde, clearing a 60’ diameter space with snapping arcs of electricity, giving the line a moment of leeway.
The Travelers are going to push back the front line in a minute, he sent silently to his party members.  When they do, it’s likely that the ohtruk will respond.  We need to take it out so we can fall back safely.
Once it reveals itself, Oathbinder, Silma and I will dispose of it, Geltheriel replied confidently.  She looked at the fenrin, and the pair of them vanished, disappearing somewhere deeper into the mass of urukkai. 
A minute later, a signal seemed to pass among the Travelers, and a barrage of fire, ice, lightning, and glowing arrows sheeted forth, obliterating the front line of ogrins and dabruks and freeing the defenders.  An instant later, a line of violet flame shot from the rear of the urukkai horde, streaking toward the retreating shield wall.  Aranos snapped a Mage Shield into place in its path, and the purple fire exploded against the barrier, cracking it and sending waves of flame sheeting down onto the urukkai below. 
Aranos zoomed into the air, dodging madly as a hail of ebon projectiles raced out from the ohtruk, tracking him through the sky.  He poured more SP into his Massless Flight Spell, and he sped away from the othruk’s Spell at a quarter of the speed of sound.  He held out both hands and flung a pair of Ravaging Bursts in the direction of the urukkai commander.  The globes of fire and ice shattered against an unseen barrier, as he’d expected them to, but the opposed energies twisted and roiled along the shield, clawing at it.  The barrier collapsed with a shattering sound, and Aranos followed his Spells with a Gravity Well targeted where his Battlesense told him the ohtruk hid beneath an opaque shield of energy.  The Spell impacted a second, inner barrier, but its effects reached through the shield of Primary mana and dragged every kerruk within 60’ of the Spell up into the air to slam into their own barrier. 
The ohtruk lashed out with a whip of Void mana that tore at Aranos’ Spell, but he held it tightly in his will, forcing the monster to use its own SP to disjoin the Spell and holding its focus as it did.  The ohtruk’s attempts lacked any sort of skill or finesse, but it drew power from all the kerruks in range, giving it tremendous brute force.  It felt like holding a shield against an ogrin’s club, but Aranos set his jaw and gripped the construct grimly.  Every second crushed more of the kerruks against the barrier, draining away their pathetic LP – and kept the ohtruk from realizing the true danger creeping up on it.
A howl rose from the back of the urukkai, followed by a splash of blue light that tore through the surrounding Shadowborn.  A brilliant flash of white exploded from the urukkai rear a moment later, and the void mana axe hacking at Aranos’ Spell vanished.  Aranos released his grip on the magic, allowing it to hang of its own volition; working together, the kerruks could still disjoin it, but it would take them a few minutes, and by that point the Spell would be moot anyway. 
He hurled a Kinetic Barrage toward the rear of the creatures, ignoring the occasional Spell or arrow that clattered off his Arcane Armor as he soared through the sky.  The balls of pure force crashed into the barrier and shattered it, obliterating dozens of kerruks below and also drawing their magical fire, allowing Geltheriel and Silma to slip away from the enemy lines.  He continued his barrage for ten seconds or so before zipping back toward the line of Travelers, hurling blasts of kinetic force into the mass of urukkai below as he did. 
He touched down beside Gwinivere and looked at the white-robed elfin woman.  Can you send me the list of party leaders, so I can invite them to join my war party?
It’s all ready for you, she replied, sending over a friends list.  He reached out to each of them, extending an invite, and a moment later, a notification popped up in his vision.
[image: ]
Command Gained!
You have taken command of the Travelers of Eredain in this battle.
Number of Units: 24
Max Number of Units: 4,950
Benefits: All troops will gain your Battlesense and Leadership Bonuses (+227% Attack and Defense, +109% Movement, +16 to all Opposed Checks), enemies suffer -109% to their Attack and Defense against your forces only.
Choose your options to empower your troops
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
Aura of Light 1 – Create an aura around one unit that causes all enemies within 10’ to take a [(Leadership + Battlesense)/4]% to opposed checks and skills.  Cost – 250 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 Materials 1 – Temporarily change a single squad’s metal weapons or armor to an Uncommon metal.  Cost – 125 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 list of upgrades had a couple of new options, specifically Aura of Light and Enhanced Materials, and Aranos quickly spent most of his base SP boosting the various parties.  He gave each of them Energy Weapons, Arcane Armor, and Reinforce Arms all to rank 3, boosting their Defense by more than 100%, increasing their Attack by two-thirds, and giving them an almost 20% boost to damage for a cost of about ninety thousand SP. 
The defenders renewed their shield wall as the urukkai crashed into them.  The urukkai outnumbered the Travelers by fifty to one, but when the front ranks of ogrins and dabruks slammed into the Travelers, the elves held firm.  Weapons shot out, slashing into and impaling the monsters, and the entire front line of the urukkai simply died, cut down by the melee fighters.
“Archers, loose!” a voice shouted, and a stream of radiant arrows and bolts arced over the line, winnowing the urukkai even further. 
“Spell barrage!” someone called, and even as the arrows petered out, fire and ice tore into the urukkai, searing and freezing their flesh. 
“Prepare for withdrawal!” Aranos shouted as the urukkai line faltered and fell back from the elves.  “Withdraw!”  The elves moved back swiftly, holding their shields aloft as urukkai archers rained crossbow bolts down on them.  The front lines of the creatures surged forward, but they ran into a rain of arrows and Spell fire that broke up their assault and held them back from the defenders.  Without the ohtruk to command them, the urukkai simply lacked the cohesion and tactics to prevent the elven withdrawal.  The elves dropped back a hundred feet and endured another attack, countering with their own deadly counterstrike before easing back again.
Aranos zipped across the lines, noting that Geltheriel and Silma rejoined Mutroda to anchor one end of the melee line, while Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango held the other end.  He hurled Spells judiciously into the attackers, not trying to obliterate the assault so much as break it up and keep it from flanking or overwhelming the elves.  Even more importantly, he used his Soulmending skill almost constantly, pouring out SP into the fallen urukkai corpses and gathering in as many Soul Points as he could.  Every soul boosted his Charisma Stat, which in turn empowered the players under his command; essentially, as the urukkai weakened, the Travelers grew stronger.
At last, the elves drew near the massive tree that concealed the Travelers’ Trials beneath it.  Okay, we’re here, he sent to the others.  Fall back underground by squads, beginning at the wings and working your way toward the center.  When you get inside, set your respawn – you’ll see where.  My party will hold the flanks until the end. 
The elves counterattacked once more, pushing the line of urukkai back, and the outermost squads dropped back, rushing toward the twenty-foot-wide arch that framed a similarly wide path leading deep underground.  Aranos hadn’t built a fortification around the tree, but he had widened the entrance and the tunnel, using his Dwarven Masonry and Engineering skills to reinforce the tunnel with sunstone arches to hold up the weight of the mammoth tree above.  He remained above the battle, drawing in SP from the ground and soil and using it to keep the urukkai from overrunning the dwindling defenders as well as to heal as many souls as he could.  At last, only his party and Mathias’ remained aboveground, facing a horde of over five thousand urukkai bearing down on them. 
“Now would be a good time to clear a large path, my Lord,” Mathias suggested a bit nervously, eyeing the screaming urukkai.
“The elf’s right, Sorcerer,” Mutroda agreed.  “Even I’m going to start having trouble holding them back in a minute or so.”
“Good call,” Aranos nodded, rising up and holding out his hands.  “Go ahead and fall back.  I’ll be right behind you.”  He sent three Ravaging Bursts screaming into the onrushing horde, obliterating swaths of attackers in sheets of fire, electricity, and death energy.  Barrages of arctic and thermal mana burst from his palms, slamming into creatures and tearing holes in the urukkai lines as he unleashed ten shots per second into their midst, burning through his mana but also shredding their assault.  He ended the barrages and raised curtains of radiant white fire between him and the faltering charge, then turned and sped down into the depths of the Trials.
While he knew the urukkai army assaulted both Danastor and Eredain’s gates above, he suspected the real battle would be fought there, in the depths.  If the urukkai could capture and hold that Arcane Door, they might be able to use it to unleash the bodakkai, and that would spell disaster for Eredain.  He’d laid his best plans, and now all he could do was hope that they’d work. 
The battle for Eredain had truly begun.




Chapter 14

Aranos dropped to the ground behind Geltheriel and ran along beside her into the Traveler’s Trials.  The tunnel glowed dull gold as they passed out of sight of the entrance, a radiance that swiftly shifted to red-gold as the glow from the lava river in the center of the Trials mingled with the inherent radiance in the sunstone.  They burst out into the open space of the Trials, and Aranos momentarily examined the changes he’d made to the Trials with his Heartweaving skill.
A stone bridge twenty feet wide arced over the glowing river of bright orange lava that flowed along, making a sound similar to glass breaking.  The bridge ended before a huge, deepsteel gate that glowed with a purplish sheen in the light.  A ten-foot sunstone wall ran the length of the cavern, the base a scant foot from the edge of the lava river, topped with crenelations, cupolas, and arrow slits.  Twenty feet behind the wall, a simple stone obelisk jutted out of the ground, a pyramidal column that once stood on the other side of the lava.  It cost Aranos a fair amount of Energy from the Tree-heart to move the obelisk, and the Heart only allowed it because he’d already conquered the Trials, but it was necessary for his plan.
The last of Aranos’ party rushed across the bridge and through the gates, which slammed shut behind them with a loud boom.  Aranos continued back to the obelisk and touched it, and immediately, a notification appeared in his vision.
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Spawn Point Discovered: Traveler’s Trials
Do you wish to set this as your respawn point? (Yes/No)
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He chose “Yes” and looked around at the relative chaos of a hundred Travelers milling around the courtyard.  He rose above the fracas and released a burst of sonic mana that echoed in the room with a bang, causing those nearby to wince and cover their ears but instantly silencing everyone. 
“Sorry about that,” he said with a grimace.  “Forgot that we’re inside.  Has everyone set your respawn point?”
“Why do we have to?” a voice called out. 
“Obviously, so that if you perish, you will return here for the battle,” Mathias called out.  “Should you respawn in the city, you will be forced to join the combat upon the walls, instead.”
“By the time we’re back, the battle will be over,” someone else pointed out.
“Normally, you’d be right,” Aranos agreed.  “Not here, though.  Here, there’s no respawn time – and no penalties.”  A murmur of amazement passed through the Travelers at his words, and Gwinivere looked at him sharply.
“No penalties?” she repeated, her eyes narrow.  “Are you serious?”
“Yep.  This place was designed for noob Travelers to learn about their Class and train.  I must have died in this place thirty times when I first got here, and I never lost a single point of XP or suffered a single respawn penalty.”
“That’s – that is astounding, my Lord,” Mathias said, slipping out of character for a moment in his disbelief.  “Think of the possibilities!  We could use this place to train, spar, or duel without fearing death!”
Aranos frowned thoughtfully.  “That’s true,” he admitted.  “I never considered that.”  He looked at the gathered Travelers.  “The point is, don’t worry about dying.  Feel free to go all out and don’t bother conserving Stamina and SP.  If you need to recharge, jump into the lava; you’ll die pretty much instantly and be reborn at the obelisk fully recharged.  Just farm XP like there’s no tomorrow.”
“Are you sure it still works like that?” Mathias asked.
“Yep.  I killed myself here yesterday to test it, and it worked just fine.”
“This area’s broken, Aranos,” Gwinivere shook her head.  “That makes us all ridiculously OP, you know.”
“I know,” he grinned in reply.  “And you can bet the gods will fix it first chance they get.  For now, though, I’m not above taking advantage of a gift like this.  Are you?”
“Not at all,” she laughed.  “This promises to be interesting.”
He began issuing orders, placing archers and casters atop the walls and massing the melee fighters in the courtyard behind the gates.  That part didn’t feel tactically sound to him – counterattacking against a force that so vastly outnumbered his was basically sending his troops to their deaths – but he ignored his Battlesense’s insistence that he erred in his deployment.  He mentally checked the Spells he’d laid across the battleground in preparation for the battle, then settled in to wait.  Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long.
The urukkai entered the cavern in comparative quiet without roars or screams, the only sound their hard-soled boots clomping on the sunstone in perfect unison.  Ranks of armored dabruks marched forward, shields extended in a wedge formation surrounding lines of urukkai crossbowmen.  As they exited the tunnel, the dabruks fanned out, spreading to the sides and shielding the archers, revealing a wall of massive ogrins behind them, their stillness evidence that at least one more ohtruk had taken command of this force.  The ogrins parted smoothly, allowing a single uruk to pass through them and mount the bridge across the lava river.  The uruk halted at the top of the span and spoke in a strange, hollow voice that clearly wasn’t its own.
“Accursed Lightborn,” the monster said in flawless Elvish, its face utterly blank, “despite your crimes against the urukkai, I give you a chance to surrender and leave this place freely.”
“Crimes?” Mathias called back.  “What crimes might those be?”
“You have raised arms against the rightful masters of all lands,” the creature replied, “and you harbor among your number enemies of the true masters of all, the Dark Pantheon.
“Yet, the Darkness is ever merciful.  Quit your defenses and lower your arms, and I will grant free passage to all but the Sorcerer and his Champion.”
“They really don’t like you,” Gwinivere grinned at Aranos. 
“Probably something I said,” the Sorcerer shrugged.  “Or maybe something I did.  No way to be sure, really.”
“I am certain why they dislike me,” Geltheriel said, touching her sword.  “I have killed countless scores of their kind, and I await the day when I may bury this blade in the heart of one of the Dark Pantheon.”
“That would probably make them less than friendly,” the cleric laughed. 
“While your offer is gracious, I must decline,” Mathias replied, ignoring the byplay.  “However, I will return your mercy with my own.  Turn back and flee these lands, never to return, and we will not slaughter you to the last as you deserve.”
“You have nowhere to flee, and our numbers are endless,” the uruk pointed out.  “Your walls will not hold, and we will crush you.  Spare yourselves the indignity of death and surrender.”
Oathbinder, is this truly necessary? Geltheriel asked silently.  All know that this will end in battle, and we gain nothing from the wasted time.  Why prolong this parley?
Good point, Aranos agreed, holding out his hand and pulling up multiple strands of mana.  A crack echoed through the cavern as a Shattering Bullet leaped from his extended finger and plunged into the uruk’s eye.  The creature’s head exploded in a burst of blood, bone, and grey matter that splattered across the stone of the bridge.  Silence reigned over the battlefield for a long moment before Mathias’ voice shattered it.
“That, foul beast, is our only answer.  Come and dash yourselves to pieces against our walls, for we will never yield to Darkness.”
Not bad, Aranos thought at the warrior, and the armored man flashed him a quick grin in reply.
A roar of fury rose from the urukkai as a wedge of fifty shield-bearing dabruks marched toward the bridge, their shields interlocked to form a solid barrier.  Twenty ogrins tromped behind them, carrying a heavy battering ram tipped with a menacing, black bloodsteel point.  A sheet of crossbow bolts arced from the uruk archers, clattering against the walls and parapets, followed by explosions of fire and frost, all designed not to injure the defenders as much as to force them to seek cover, preventing them from disrupting the charge on the gate.
Archers, aim for the ogrins, Aranos ordered.  Mages, try to break up the dabruk charge.  Melee fighters, get ready to counterattack.
Counterattack? someone protested silently.  They outnumber us fifty to one!  We’ll be slaughtered!
Probably, but you’ll be reborn instantly back here in the courtyard, remember?  Think of it as free XP.
Spells and arrows fell from the walls, peppering the charging attackers.  Arrows plunged into the unarmored flesh of the towering ogrins, while flame and lightning crashed against the upraised shields of the dabruks.  A handful of the shield-bearers fell, but others moved immediately to plug the gaps in their ranks before the defenders could take advantage.  A few ogrins stumbled, but the falling arrows barely bothered most of the massive creatures, and they stomped forward, their footsteps heavy on the bridge. 
Melee units, prepare for counterattack, Aranos sent silently, fighting the instinct to hold the units in reserve.  More arrows rained down on the attackers, slowing their advance but not halting it, and Spells tore wider holes in the dabruk shield wall, but the creatures continued their methodical advance, moving at a steady trot that carried them across the bridge without allowing them to become disorganized or break their formation.  The dabruks reached the gate and fanned out, holding their shields up to form a protective wall as the remaining twelve ogrins hefted their deadly ram, swung it back, and slammed it into the deepsteel gates with a loud boom.
A second boom erupted from the gates as Aranos activated his first hanging Spell.  A blast of kinetic force exploded from the gate, hurling the ogrins and dabruks back like trash in a gale.  Fully half of the monsters screamed as they plummeted off the edge of the bridge and fell into the glowing lava below, and the rest struggled to regain their feet, broken limbs and battered flesh hampering their efforts.  A roar rose from the urukkai line as a larger contingent of dabruks charged for the bridge, while the rain of bolts from the urukkai intensified, trying to keep the defenders pinned down and unable to strike the
Open the gates, Aranos ordered swiftly.  Melee units, sweep the bridge clear!  Get that ram and bring it in here!  Mutroda and Geltheriel, hold the breach!
Mutroda and Geltheriel hauled open the heavy gates, and thirty Travelers rushed forward, slamming into the still-recovering monsters scattered before the gate.  Swords, spears, and axes fell on the creatures, cutting them down mercilessly, and a moment later, nothing but urukkai corpses littered the stones before the gate.  Four warriors grabbed the heavy ram and dragged it over to the gate, where Mutroda lifted it effortlessly and tossed it back into the clear space behind the gate with a loud crash.  The Travelers stared at the dwarf in amazement, but she ignored them. 
“Are you indeed surprised that a warrior with a Class titled ‘Juggernaut’ is exceptionally strong?” Geltheriel laughed, grabbing one of the Travelers and propelling them back through the gate with a gentle push.  “Go now.  The battle will begin without you if you do not.”
The Travelers formed a shield wall across the bridge while the defender archers and mages hurled projectiles at the charging dabruks, trying unsuccessfully to break up their advance.  One archer, frustration showing clearly on his face, rose to his feet and took careful aim at the advancing horde.  Before he could loose his arrow, though, a half-dozen crossbow bolts slammed into him, punching through his leather armor and sinking into his head and chest.  He collapsed to the parapets, his body vanishing almost as soon as it struck the stones.
“Hey, it works!” a cry from behind the lines drew the defenders’ attention, as the fallen archer appeared beside the obelisk, patting himself down in disbelief.  “No respawn penalty!  This place is awesome!”
The man charged back to his place on the walls, but with this visible proof of the unique nature of the Traveler’s Trials, the defenders seemed to relax a bit.  The archers and mages began activating their more powerful abilities and casting their most potent Spells, no longer worried about running out of SP or Stamina.  The shield wall holding the bridge firmed up a bit, the tanks there unconcerned about the possibility of death.   Aranos couldn’t help but grin.
That’s really what makes Travelers so dangerous, he thought silently.  When you don’t fear death, you don’t mind hurling yourself into it, and that’s a powerful weapon.  The urukkai are in for a bad time.
The dabruk charge smashed into the shield wall with a boom, but the Travelers held against the charge.  Standard strategy was to simply hold that line and let the attack grind itself to bits against it, but with no concerns about dying, the Travelers struck back instantly.  Blades, hammers, and maces crashed into dabruk shields and skulls, and the press of attackers flinched at the unexpected counterattack.  Rather than holding, the Travelers pushed forward, cutting into the dabruks, slashing and hacking at them heedlessly.  The reckless assault pushed deep into the monsters’ ranks, and despite their superior numbers and coordination, the dabruks fell back, caught off guard by the unwarranted attack.  The Travelers pressed forward, driving the monsters back, but after a minute or so, the dabruks recovered and formed a shield wall of their own.  The players’ advance ground to a halt, and dabruks returned the favor, driving toward the elves once more.
Close the gates, Aranos ordered as the attack stalled.  Again, it went against everything he knew about warfare – typically, he would have ordered a massive assault on the dabruks, allowing the defenders to disengage and retreat to safety – but here, killing as many urukkai as possible was far more important than sparing his defenders’ lives.  The heavy gates boomed shut, trapping the warriors outside, and Aranos watched as they fell, one-by-one beneath the press of dabruks.  The armored monsters fought with precision and coordination, taking advantage of every opening and weakness, and soon only a handful of players stood surrounded by the monsters.  Even those few Travelers fought fearlessly, taking as many urukkai as they could. 
When Mathias finally dropped, the last of the players to fall to the urukkai, Aranos scanned the battlefield.  In that opening skirmish, the urukkai lost almost two hundred dabruks, twenty ogrins, and their bloodsteel ram.  The defenders hadn’t lost anything but some arrows.  Aranos reached out with his Soulmending skill and gathered the lingering soul energy of the fallen uruks.  The four hundred Soul Points he drew in boosted his Charisma well over four hundred, which improved the bonuses to his troops’ Attack and Defense by another five percent.  That battle left the urukkai weaker and his forces stronger – and he doubted that the ohtruk knew that.
Another, larger force of creatures rushed across the bridge.  Many of the dabruks this time carried long ladders or dangled grappling hooks, while the ogrins bore a pair of basic steel-shod rams that wouldn’t be anywhere nearly as effective as their lost bloodsteel one.  The Travelers responded at once, raining arrows and Spells on the onrushing horde, but the dabruks reached the walls in short order.  Aranos readied his next prepared Spell, but as he did, he felt a surge of energy rise from the rear of the urukkai lines.  An instant later, two dark shapes swirled in the air above the parapets, quickly resolving themselves into a pair of glowing, black discs that hung scant inches above the stones. 
He swore as urukkai rushed from the discs that he recognized at once as portals.  He’d warded the courtyard with forbiddance mana, but he hadn’t done the same to the walls.  Melee units to the walls, he ordered as the few shield-bearers he’d left atop the walls scrambled to intercept the urukkai, knowing that they’d arrive too late.  He could retake the walls, but he couldn’t do that before the urukkai raised their siege ladders and reached the top of the gatehouse.  He gathered his mana as he prepared a twin Energy Barrage; he’d been hoping to save all his SP for his Soulmending Skill, but if they lost the walls, this could all go south quickly. 
Before he could unleash his Spells, Geltheriel and Silma appeared atop the walls, one to each side of the gatehouse.  White radiance flared like a new sun as the Shade unsheathed the True Blade of Evenshade, and blue fire exploded outward as Silma’s howl rang in the enclosed space.  The onrushing urukkai quailed before the two attackers, and in that moment, his companions struck.  Geltheriel danced among the creatures, her blade gleaming as she thrust and cut at them, while Silma darted forward, her fangs ripping into their bodies and tearing through throats and limbs with equal ease.  The urukkai assault faltered, and as they hesitated, the defenders rallied.  Shield walls formed before the portals, and arrows swept across the emerging urukkai, tearing into them before they could arrange their defenses.  Magic lashed out as two dozen Spells tore at the portals, shredding them, and a moment later, the discs winked out and vanished. 
Defenders surged to the walls and renewed their attack on the dabruks and ogrins below.  The gates swung open, and melee attackers poured forth, slamming into the monsters and driving them back before they could set their ladders or form a shield wall.  The Travelers’ reckless charge pushed the monsters back onto the bridge, and Aranos watched as some of the warriors gathered the fallen ladders and rams and tossed them into the lava river, destroying them.  The gates boomed shut behind the warriors, trapping them outside, but the destruction of the ladders and portals doomed the urukkai assault.
Nice work, he sent to Geltheriel and Silma silently.
Thanks, pack leader, Silma replied.  Although I wish the elves waited a bit longer to undo those doors.  I barely had time to bring down prey before they were all dead.
I am certain there will be plenty of them for us all, Geltheriel laughed in their thoughts.  The urukkai dash themselves against us heedlessly, and we will swim in blood before this all ends.
The next two hours proved Geltheriel’s words amazingly accurate.  The ohtruk hurled its minions against the walls time and again.  Portals opened on the walls, spilling urukkai onto the parapets, and magic lashed against the defenders.  In return, the Travelers unleashed storms of Spells and rains of arrows on the attackers, charging out time and again, grinding themselves into meat against the massive force – but each time extracting a toll in urukkai lives.  The enemy commander screamed and raged at each assault, hurling blasts of fire and acid at the walls and gates that ate into the defenses, charring and pitting them, but still they held against the urukkai attacks.
Aranos remained above the fray, commanding and guiding his forces but not actively participating.  His mana poured out of him constantly, though, soothing and easing the passage of the urukkai souls as they died and drawing that energy into himself.  His body hummed with power as thousands of Soul Points of energy surged through him, swelling in his depths.  At last, the energy threatened to escape his grasp and surge out into his body, and he knew that it was time.
Mathias, I’m going to try and fix the Arcane Door, he sent to the Lancer through his mindlink. 
Now, Lord Evenshade? the man replied quizzically.  In the heat of battle?  Can it not wait until this is ended?
It can’t, but it won’t take long, I promise.  He looked at his party.  Geltheriel, Silma, you’re with me.
Of course, Oathbinder, the woman nodded, vanishing from the top of the wall and appearing a moment later beside the Arcane Door.
On my way, Silma sent, leaping from where she tore through ogrins on the bridge cleanly over the wall and landing neatly in the courtyard. 
What about me? Avalyn asked.  I went last time!
Aranos hesitated, then shook his head.  No, stay here and enjoy the free XP.  If you come with me and die, you’ll suffer the usual penalties and might lose what you’ve gained so far. 
That’s true.  Okay, I’ll stay this time, but I’m coming along next time!
Deal.  He sped over to stand beside the Door and placed his hand on it, feeding soul energy into the activation sequence.  As he did, he altered the flow of power rushing through the portal, setting its endpoint to the Door inside Eredain.  Power surged along the structure, and it slid open noiselessly, displaying the same swirling gray and black surface he’d seen the last time he’d opened one.  He took a deep breath, then stepped into the darkness.




Chapter 15

Blackness surrounded him as the Kala Kasbu sensed his presence and tried desperately to invade his mind and body, but the flames of Redemption seared the blackness away.  He stood in the darkness, feeling the open portal behind him and a second open Door hanging somewhere in front of him, and he knew that if he wanted, he could step through it into Eredain in an instant.  He shifted his True Sight to detect astral mana, and the world about him shifted into view, revealing the broken landscape of the fallen Bridge of Light. 
The darkness around him shifted as Geltheriel and Silma entered the Ways beside him.  The elf shivered involuntarily, while Silma looked around disapprovingly.
Pack leader, can you make it so we can see? the fenrin asked.
Oh, yeah, sorry.  Aranos pushed out his Waymaster aura, driving back the darkness of the Kala, and both of his companions visibly relaxed. 
Geltheriel took a sword from her inventory and drew it, revealing one of the earlier deepsteel blades he’d forged for practice, while Silma moved to stand beside her.  We will guard you, Oathbinder.  Do what you must.
Aranos nodded and reached out toward both hanging Doors, closing his eyes and letting his thoughts sink into the twin portals.  His mind reached out, attempting to build twin lattices within each, but he soon realized that wasn’t going to work.  While the inverse matrices weren’t difficult to fashion, they did require some effort, and dividing his focus between both caused him to make mistakes.  After the third time one of the matrices collapsed, he stopped and considered the problem.
It should be possible to restore more than one Door at once, he reasoned.  There’s just no way to individually Redeem each door; if I can’t fix two or more at once, then the Quest is impossible – and I don’t think the AIs would assign an impossible Quest.  Difficult, yes, but not impossible. 
He supposed that he could weave one matrix at a time, but again it seemed like there had to be an easier way.  It took days in the Kala to craft one inverse matrix; he couldn’t count on the one he built holding up without his concentration for even more days while he built another.  If he built one and empowered it, it would place him back in the Lalu, cut off from the second Door and unable to affect it without traveling back to it – which meant visiting each Arcane Door separately again. 
He took a deep breath and let his thoughts relax.  There had to be a solution; the AIs never provided a problem that had no answer, after all.  Sometimes, there were multiple solutions, but there was always one that was the best answer.  He could think of three ways that would theoretically work, but each of them had a fundamental flaw, meaning none of them were the right way to approach the problem. 
Of course, sometimes the best answer wasn’t possible.  For example, when Keryth tried to Corrupt and enslave the entire city of Eredain, Aranos had plenty of options.  He could have used his Mana Vampire ability to drain the Heart of energy, depowering the slave runes; he might have used his High Enchantment skill to undo the runes before they could power up.  If nothing else, he could have alerted Golloron; the former Elder would have gladly freed the city of Keryth’s menace in return for the adulation he would have received.  The best way – Redeeming the Tree-heart – was only an option for Aranos because of his Ascended Spell and Redeemer Title.  Most people facing that challenge wouldn’t have been able to do that – which was probably why the AIs created that challenge for him, specifically: to see if he’d even recognize that he had the abilities and skills he needed for success.
His eyes widened as that thought passed through his mind.  Abilities and skills – what abilities and skills do I have that might help, here?  I need something that helps me form the mana lattice easier…
He closed his eyes once more and reached out, not with his thoughts, but with twin probes of mana, sensing the passage between the Doors that stretched off into the distance.  His High Mastery ability let him directly touch and manipulate mana – and thanks to his Mana over Matter Perk, he knew that everything around him was just an expression of mana.  His senses raced along the Doors, feeling their connection to the mortal realm as a discontinuity, a place where this world and its energy ended abruptly, then flashed off into the immeasurable distance of the fallen Bridge.
The remains of the Lalu blazed with power to his magical senses, pouring out energy that he grabbed and wove together.  As he did, a flash of insight came to him; in essence, he was simply crafting a massive High Enchantment, nothing more.  His lattice formed the rune structures carrying the power, while he added the power to the Enchantments by casting the final Spell.  Linking two Doors was no different than linking two runes in a single Enchantment; he didn’t need separate structures to do it.  He simply needed to add some complexity to the original crafting. 
He wove a tie of mana to the twin Doors, connecting them together, and encased the link in power drawn from all around him.  He shifted the energy into the shape of the lattice he needed, tweaking it with runes that clarified and defined the connection, winding the pattern into the spellform effortlessly.  He stretched his thoughts out along the passage, drawing on the mana he found there and shifting it into the shape of the lattice he needed.  He reinforced the construct with his own SP and traces of soul energy and added runes to carry the power along more efficiently, drawing energy not just from him but from everything around, including the decaying blocks of shattered stone.
As his thoughts flicked out to the crumbling ruins, his Dwarven Masonry and Engineering skills showed him how they joined together.  Nothing had been lost; the Bridge was shattered, but the pieces still remained.  He reached out with his Heartweaving skill, shifting and adjusting the matrix he created to include the broken remnants in its formation, weaving them into the spellform. 
The sounds of battle raged around him, but he took no notice of them.  His thoughts drifted along the lines of mana, touching and shifting them minutely.  What he’d formed wasn’t exactly like the Spell he’d cast to restore the other Doors.  He’d built a vastly more complex web, one that drew power both from him and from its surroundings, and more complexity meant more chances to fail.  He flitted along the lines of power once more, checking them for any tiny flaws or deviations that would destroy his work.
A roar of fury jarred him from his concentration, and he snapped his eyes open.  Geltheriel stood before three huge, dark creatures that looked like twelve-foot tall, black and red tigers with insectoid pincers jutting from their mouths and scorpion-like tails poised overhead.  The creatures lunged and swiped at the elf, but she slipped past their blows, ducking beneath a striking tail, and lashed out with her deepsteel sword, opening light, bleeding slashes along their chests and legs.  A moment later, Silma flickered into view behind the trio, her jaws flashing and ripping at their legs and the base of their tails.  One monster collapsed, crippled, while a second roared in rage as she ripped its tail free of its body, but the last spun swiftly and lashed at her with steely claws.  The fenrin danced back, snapping with her jaws and avoiding the creature’s furious blows until Geltheriel appeared atop it, her blade driving down into its spine.  The giant cat roared once in rage and pain as its body gave out beneath it, and the Baleful Shade flipped nimbly off it, landing beside the crippled cat and putting it out of its misery.  Silma rushed forward and bowled over the last creature, fastening her jaws in its throat and ignoring its claws scraping along her truesilver armor. 
Geltheriel looked over at Aranos and saw him watching them.  “Are you prepared at last, Oathbinder?” she asked calmly.
For a moment, Aranos was too stunned to reply.  His eyes swept across the shattered ruins filling his Waymaster aura and saw nothing but torn and broken bodies.  Shapes like giant wolves, massive serpents, enormous spiders, and even a huge gorilla littered the landscape, all still and unmoving, lying in thick, dark pools of blood that coated the entire space in a thin puddle.  He looked back at Geltheriel, his eyes wide and his voice awed at the destruction.
“How long have I been doing this?” he asked in amazement.
“It is difficult to say,” she shrugged.  “Perhaps three days?”
He looked around again.  “This didn’t happen over three days,” he observed.  “The blood is too fresh.”
“You are correct.  For most of our time here, we have faced nothing but bodakkai, never in great numbers and simple enough to dispatch.”  She looked around, as well.  “Recently, however, we found ourselves assaulted by these dark beasts rather than the bodakkai, who seem to have vanished.  The creatures but tested us at first, but their attacks grow more frequent and savage by the hour.”
I think something’s driving them to us, pack leader, Silma added silently.  This isn’t how predators behave.  They aren’t stalking us or attacking from ambush; they’re behaving almost madly, and I can smell the bloodlust on them. 
“Can you hold while I activate the Spell?” he asked quietly.
“We will do as we must,” Geltheriel shrugged.  “Just as you will do as you must.  Fear not for us…” 
Her words cut off as a titanic roar shook the Kala.  Geltheriel spun toward the sound, and Silma crouched low, her teeth bared.  Aranos simply stared, the only one of the three who could see the massive shape winging toward them beyond the edge of his aura.  Hundred-foot wings carried a body of similar length through the air.  Its long, sinuous neck ended in a draconic head, its mouth gaping to reveal glittering black teeth as it uttered another sky-shattering bellow.   Small scales of swirling gray and black covered its body, camouflaging it against the shadowy background, all the way to the end of its long, barbed tail.
Aranos relaxed his hold on his aura, allowing it to explode out to its full radius, currently around 800 feet thanks to the Soul Points boosting his Charisma, and he heard Geltheriel gasp in awe as the creature suddenly appeared in her view. 
“Morfentir,” she said, her eyes wide.  “A great shadow dragon!”  She looked at Aranos.  “Oathbinder, this is a creature of legend.  None have seen one since the very beginning of our histories, when the great dragons ruled our world, and all mortal races were their servants.”
The creature roared again, then turned its maw to face them.  “Scatter!” Aranos shouted, flinging up a Mage Shield without thinking.  A torrent of darkness jetted from the thing’s jaws, slamming into his shield and shattering it instantly.  Geltheriel and Silma flickered and vanished, but Aranos couldn’t move as quickly as they.  The blackness washed over him, freezing his limbs and searing his flesh.  His skin cracked and bled as the icy darkness seeped into his body, and he watched his LP bar plummet toward zero like it fell off a cliff.
Brilliant white light exploded in front of him, and the darkness fled before the unsheathed True Blade of Evenshade.  Geltheriel held the blade before her, gripping the hilt in one hand and the point in the other, her feet set wide and braced against the impact of the dragon’s breath.  The darkness shattered against the radiance of the naked blade, splitting off and splattering around them.  A moment later, the flood of blackness ended, and Geltheriel whipped her sword back to a ready position, ignoring the blood that dripped from her cut left hand. 
“Finish your Spell, Oathbinder!” she shouted at Aranos.  “We will hold the creature!”
The Sorcerer staggered to his feet, realizing that he didn’t remember dropping to his knees.  The dragon’s breath weapon tore through his Mage Shield and Arcane Armor almost effortlessly; there was no realistic way they could beat this thing.  At least, there was no way they stood a chance unless they went all out against it, and doing that would mean abandoning his attempt to free the Doors.  He didn’t know for certain, but he felt reasonably sure that somehow, the dragon could destroy his construct unless he protected it – which would mean removing that same protection from his companions.
“No,” he shook his head.  “I can hold it off long enough to cast my Spell, I think.  You and Silma head for the Doors and get back.”
“I cannot do that, Oathbinder,” she replied grimly, looking up at the dragon.
“Geltheriel,” he protested, but she stopped him with an upraised hand. 
“I am the shield between you and the Darkness, Aranos,” she said seriously.  “I am the blade that guards you from its wrath.  I will not turn aside, even faced with a foe from legend.”  She took a deep breath.  “For that is the nature of Sacrifice.”
Her Presence exploded outward, driving aside the lingering effects of the Ways and replacing the darkness with the light of her blade.  Aranos felt it wrap around him, enfolding him and filling him with the sense of Geltheriel.  She reached out and touched his arm fondly.
“We will hold it, Oathbinder.  Do as you must.”  She flickered and vanished, and the dragon roared as her slim blade appeared atop its back, blazing with light and slashing into its scales. 
Aranos watched as the creature hurled a blast of purplish fire at the elf that she deflected.  His heart quailed, but he forced himself to turn away from the battle and focus on the elaborate construct he’d made.  He plunged his silvery hand into it, closed his eyes, and pulled his power from deep within, pouring it into the Spell.  Energy rushed into the construct, filling it, and he followed it with his mind.  That first blast of power didn’t cast the Spell; it served only to activate it, powering the complex structures he’d fashioned within it and priming it for its true casting.  He refused to think of the battle beyond as his mind smoothed and shifted his working, untangling unforeseen knots and repairing minor flaws in its design. 
The energy reached the end of the construct and rebounded, following a path back to its initial activation, and Aranos withdrew his thoughts.  His Spell thrummed with latent energy; now, it required nothing but mana to finish it.  He reached within himself and drew what power he could, pouring it into the Spell as quickly as the structure accepted it.  Soul energy flowed into the construct, boosting its power, and his mind reached out to the surrounding landscape, drawing even more energy into him and funneling it out into the Spell. 
He watched helplessly as the dragon hurled globes of blood-red flame at Silma, then unleashed a blast of gray void energy from its maw at Geltheriel.  The fenrin vanished as the flames impacted, and Geltheriel turned aside the blast of disruptive energy with her blade.  The elf slashed at the dragon, and a dozen gleaming white blades cut along its hide.  A moment later, Silma flickered into view on its back, her fangs ripping at one of the cuts Geltheriel opened. 
The dragon roared and flipped on its back, trying to dislodge its unwanted passenger, but Silma vanished before it could hurl her from her perch.  Geltheriel suddenly stood astride its upturned stomach, cutting and thrusting at its underside, and it raised its head, hurling a blast of sickening death energy at her.  The Shade leaped out of the way of the blast, flipping in midair and vanishing, only to reappear on the ground. 
The pair held the creature at bay, but Aranos didn’t think their attacks did much more than hurt and annoy it.  Its hide resisted even Geltheriel’s blade, and Silma’s fangs couldn’t tear deeply into its flesh.  Whenever they struck it, the monster lashed back with magic and flame.  It snapped at its attackers with its jaws and lashed at them with its tail.  Their speed and maneuverability saved them time and again, but it couldn’t last.  They couldn’t truly harm the monster, and one successful attack from it would obliterate either of them.  There could be only one outcome to that battle.
If he joined them, things might be different.  He could empower Silma’s fangs with celestial energy, boost Geltheriel’s strength until her blade cut through the monster’s hide.  His Spells might open its armor, giving the others weaknesses to target.  He might even be able to ground it, depriving it of its greatest advantage; he didn’t imagine that the legless monster was particularly maneuverable on the ground. 
He couldn’t do that, though.  Every shred of his SP had to go into his Spell.  Even drawing on the ambient mana around it, the construct drained his reserves as quickly as he could restore them by converting the landscape into energy.  His mind found tiny flaws in his creation that might destabilize it, requiring his complete focus to fix and smooth those, and the power surging through the Spell kept trying to escape, only held in place by his iron will.
He watched helplessly as an arc of emerald lightning tore into Silma, freezing her for a moment.  The dragon roared in triumph and stooped on her, its jaws gaping, but Geltheriel appeared before the fallen fenrin.  Her blade exploded with white fire as a jet of purple flame tore from the monster’s mouth toward the paralyzed wolf.  The two energies met with a massive explosion, flinging Geltheriel and Silma away from one another and tossing the dragon back into the sky.  When the spots cleared from Aranos’ vision, Geltheriel stood shakily, her left arm cradling her side, and Silma rose unsteadily to her feet, favoring her right foreleg.  His heart sank; hobbled, the pair wouldn’t last long against the monster, and Aranos didn’t think he could drive it off by himself, much less defeat it.  The beast banked around, lining up for another shot at Silma, its mouth gaping wide.  Geltheriel took a step toward the wolf, then stumbled, wincing.  The creature’s eyes lit up as it saw this, and it shifted its aim to the wounded elf.  Blackness gathered in its jaws, and Aranos knew that Geltheriel wouldn’t be able to deflect the blast this time.
His Domain exploded from him in a rush of power as he released his constraints on them.  War screamed its challenge as it formed a shield of silver fire above the wounded elf, intercepting the torrent of black flame from the dragon.  The barrier descended beneath the blast, but Redemption cried out in rage at the touch of Darkness against it and erupted in a burst of golden fire that pushed back the dragon’s breath.  Ascension shouted in triumph as it filled the Kala, binding War and Redemption into a single shield that flung the dragon’s fury aside. 
Primal mana surged into his Spell, rushing along it.  War strengthened the structure, reinforcing flagging connections and shoring up weaker links.  Redemption cleared the Darkness around it, sinking into the ruins of the Bridge and flooding them with its power.  Ascension danced among the lines of his matrix, shifting and changing it, making it more than he’d intended.  Celestial power poured from him, through the Skin of the Star and into the Spell, flooding it with energy.
Perhaps sensing the Spell’s near-completion, the dragon swooped lower, and its massive bulk passed into Aranos’ Domain, its presence a blot in his mind that he couldn’t drive out.  Its jaws opened, and black fire bathed the invisible spell-form, but Redemption and War lashed out at the flames, driving them back and shielding the Spell.  The dragon screamed in fury as his Spell ignited, and celestial power exploded from the construct, bathing them all in its touch.  The world went white for a moment, and Aranos felt the universe shift around him as the entire world seemed to lurch sideways.
He blinked as he found himself standing on a wide, airy bridge of white stone that stretched into the distance.  The air shone golden around him, the blackness of the Kala utterly vanished.  Warm air swirled against his skin instead of icy darkness, and he breathed deeply as he realized that his Spell worked.  He stood in the Lalu Armizza, the Bridge of Light.  They’d survived.
“SORCERER!” a voice roared, one filled with bestial rage.  Aranos jumped, startled, and saw the dragon swirling in the air above them, smoke rising from its flesh.  “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”
“He has Redeemed this part of the Lalu Armizza, dark one,” Geltheriel spoke, relaxing as her inherent regeneration repaired her injuries.  “Return to the Darkness and nurse your wounds, for you have failed this day.”
“YOU HAVE TRAPPED ME HERE!” the dragon screamed, soaring to the side of the Bridge only to reappear from the other side.  It raced along the Bridge, but the farther it flew, the slower it moved until it halted in midair, its wings beating frantically as they strained to propel it against whatever force held it in place. 
The Bridge is a test of Redemption, Aranos realized.  To move along it, the dragon would have to give up the Darkness, and I don’t think it can do that.  It really is trapped, here.
He grinned and summoned mana to his hands, propelling it out toward his companions.  Glowing white fire flickered around Silma’s jaws as his Energy Weapon Spell empowered her bite with celestial power.  Vital energy sank into Geltheriel’s body, strengthening her muscles, while more poured into Silma, boosting her speed and reflexes.  His Arcane Armor snapped back into place, gleaming the silver fire of War, and golden energies rippled on his fingers as Redemption prepared to strike at its enemy.
“I guess you shouldn’t have gotten so close, dragon,” he called out to the creature.
“YOU WILL ALL PAY FOR THIS AFFRONT!” it roared in fury.  “I WILL SPEND ETERNITY TORMENTING YOU!”
“You know, a lot of Shadowborn have said that,” Aranos shrugged.  “Hasn’t happened, yet.”  He summoned a ball of golden fire.  “You’re welcome to try it, but this time, all three of us are able to fight back.”
The dragon shrieked inarticulately and hurled a blast of black flame at the trio.  The dark fire shredded and faded almost instantly in the golden air of the Lalu; the whole realm despised Darkness.  The Bridge weakened the dragon’s Corrupted powers and seared its flesh each second; in the Ways, they didn’t stand a chance against it.  Here, victory might be in their grasp.
Aranos hurled a gout of golden fire at the monster that scorched its hide, burning away a line of gray-black scales and leaving blistered flesh beneath.  Silma flickered and vanished, appearing atop it, then lifted her head and howled.  Blue fire tinged with gold exploded from her and washed over the monster, searing its flesh, and it screamed its rage and snapped at her with its jaws.  Silma vanished, and Geltheriel appeared, her blade blazing a white light so brilliant it put even the Bridge’s radiance to shame.  She slashed at its maw, shattering several teeth, then thrust, punching her blade into its lower jaw.  The creature jerked its head away, and Aranos flung a Shattering Bullet at it, powering it with Soul Points and channeling it through his silver-coated hand.  A shining, white bullet streaked forth at supersonic speeds, slamming into the monster’s eye and exploding in a gout of silver flame and dark ichor.
The dragon roared and suddenly plummeted toward the ground below.  Geltheriel leaped backward, flipping in the air and teleporting to stand before Aranos as the dragon dove toward the stones of the bridge.  Its flesh shimmered and shifted as it descended, its form turning soft and fluid, and it struck the stones below with a sickening splash of flesh.  Tendrils of its suddenly fluid body burst into the air and froze, sucking back inward.  The puddle of flesh twisted and writhed, then erupted into a new form, one much smaller than its previous shape.
The beast stood ten feet tall and five wide, with purple skin and a pair of draconic heads that extended forward on three-foot-long necks.  Six tentacular appendages rippled along its side, each ending in a curving claw that gleamed with the black shimmer of bloodsteel.  It stood on four powerful legs with claws that scratched deeply into the white stone of the Bridge. 
“A skinwalker?” Aranos asked dubiously as he tried unsuccessfully to Inspect the monster.
“I do not know, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “I have never heard of one able to take such a powerful form as a dragon, nor to shift its size so greatly.”
“I AM AS FAR BEYOND THE NALDLOOSHI AS THEY ARE BEYOND YOUR KIND, MORTALS,” the monster roared.  “YOU WILL ALL TASTE DEATH AT MY HANDS!”
“So you say, creature of Darkness,” Geltheriel said contemptuously.  “Yet we still stand in defiance of you.”  She lifted her blade.  “Come, and let the True Blade of Evenshade teach you of pain.”
The monster roared and rushed forward so swiftly Aranos didn’t even see its attack.  Only his Battlesense traced its passage – and Geltheriel’s swift move to intercept it.  The creature lashed out at the elf with its arms, but she blocked its strikes with six gleaming, white blades.  Its twin heads lashed at her, but Silma appeared behind it, her fangs grabbing at one of the necks and ripping fiercely.  Aranos hurled another bullet at the other head, shifting it into five as it flew, and the bullets exploded against its hide, tearing deep gouges in its neck.  The monster shrieked and flung a blast of crimson fire at Silma, but a shield of silver War intercepted the column of flame and turned it aside.  Geltheriel slashed with her weapon, and the gleaming blade cut through the neck Aranos damaged, severing its head. 
The monster collapsed back into a pile of goo on the ground, but an instant later, its body exploded outward, forming into the shape of a twenty-foot-tall black lion and flinging the elf and fenrin aside.  It roared and leaped at Aranos, but Geltheriel moved to block its attack, and the Sorcerer hurled globes of golden fire at it that seared its black hide.  Ascension surged through the flames, and they glowed golden white as they clung to the monster, burning into its flesh.  Silma appeared behind it, her fangs ripping at its back legs, and it spun to face her.  She grabbed its throat and ripped it out as Geltheriel cut the tendons in its rear legs, and once more it collapsed into a puddle of oozing flesh.  Geltheriel and Silma both teleported out of range as it erupted into the shape of a forty-foot, three-headed serpent, then reappeared beside it as they cut and rent its flesh.
The battle raged for what seemed like hours but that Aranos knew was probably only a few minutes.  The monster constantly took new forms, and each time, Aranos and his party tore at it, rending its flesh.  Whenever its wounds grew dire, though, it collapsed into a puddle and shifted into a new shape, seemingly fully healed. 
We can’t seem to hurt it, he thought, growing frustrated as a Celestial Barrage ate through its latest shape, that of a fifteen-foot-long bear with eight legs, leaving only half of its flesh to splatter into goo once more.  Damaging its flesh doesn’t seem to really injure it.  It’s as if its body isn’t really it at all, like it doesn’t have any LP to speak of.
His eyes narrowed at that thought, and he reached out to his companions with his Mindlink Spell.  When it reforms this time, cripple it, but don’t kill it.  When I tell you, Silma, use your howl, and Geltheriel, try to strike deep into its body and leave the blade there.
As you wish, pack leader.
It will be done, Oathbinder.
The creature’s body erupted into a roughly humanoid shape, twelve feet tall, red-skinned, and covered with flickering flames.  Geltheriel appeared before it, her blade flashing as she carved at its hide, ignoring the fire that lashed out and burned her skin.  Silma lunged at its rear, ripping at its legs, and Aranos bathed it in blasts of arctic and celestial mana that dimmed its flaming aura and slowed its movements.  Geltheriel’s sword slashed at the creature’s clawed hands, severing both at the wrists, and Silma tore the back of its knees, plunging it to the ground. 
Now! Aranos thought swiftly.  Geltheriel didn’t hesitate, activating her sword’s Perfect Strike ability.  The blade leaped forward, plunging into the center of the monster’s chest at the same moment that Silma’s howl rang out in the Lalu.  Blue fire slammed into the creature and raced along Geltheriel’s blade, surging up into the beast’s chest.  It screamed and began to dissolve, but as it did, Aranos reached out with his Soulmending skill, connecting to the core of the creature. 
Its essence seethed with Darkness, a blackness greater and deeper than anything Aranos ever before felt.  Power raged within it, flooding its flesh, driving back Silma’s fire and drawing that part that was truly the beast back into its core, but Aranos struck before it could.  Golden fire roared through his connection, surging into the monster’s depths.  The creature lashed back at once, driving Darkness against Aranos, and for a moment, his mind reeled at the immensity of that assault. 
Even as the Darkness threatened to overwhelm him, though, power flared from the True Blade buried in its chest.  The Darkness raged at Aranos, but he didn’t stand alone against it.  Blue fire roared up inside the monster as Silma’s power surged within it, and white light exploded in its center as Geltheriel lashed out at it.  Its assault faltered, and Aranos drove his power forward, through the bond of his Soulmending skill, down into the core of the creature.  Ascension tied War and Redemption together, binding them to Geltheriel’s light and Silma’s fire, making the whole something greater than each could ever be.  The power blazed within the monster, searing the Darkness from its depths and burning down into the core of its essence.
The beast flashed through various forms, trying desperately to tear itself from the blade buried in its chest, but power greater than starsteel bound it in place.  Its flesh dripped and oozed, splattering from it him and sloughing off it in waves.  It screamed in pain and terror as liquid flowed from its body, revealing a twisted and misshapen form three feet tall that writhed and kicked as it hung from Geltheriel’s blade.  The obviously female figure looked to be an amalgam of races, as if a demented surgeon bound together the traits of every humanoid race into one blasphemous whole.  Its eyes widened as light surged up within it, glowing in its eyes and erupting from its open mouth.
“NO!” it shrieked, its voice tiny and panicked.  “This cannot be!  I cannot die!”  The creature screamed its rage and helplessness as its skin seemed to crack open, revealing the flame of their combined power within it.  It pulsed once, twice – and exploded in a blast of flame and fury that hurled the trio away from it. 
The universe seemed to reel and sway beneath Aranos as something fundamental shifted around him.  A cry of fury and pain echoed through the Lalu and beyond, and the world shuddered around him.  He struggled to rise, but the swaying Bridge flung him prone, and he finally lay there, feeling the world shiver and pulse about him.  Roaring filled his ears, and he closed his eyes as the landscape lurched maddeningly.  The sensations grew to a crescendo, and he clapped his hands over his ears, curling up in a ball in a futile attempt to hold them out.  His scream joined Geltheriel’s and Silma’s pained howl as a force wrapped around the three, pressing against them with seemingly irresistible power. 
Suddenly, everything seemed to stop for a moment.  The golden glow of the Lalu vanished; the sounds of his companions in pain and terror silenced abruptly; the warmth of the Bridge faded away.  Aranos opened his eyes, or tried to, but he couldn’t tell if he’d succeeded or not.  Unrelenting, silent blackness surrounded him, and his body felt absent.  Panic rose up in his chest as he wondered what he’d done to himself this time, but as quickly as the darkness came, it vanished.  He found himself lying on the bridge, the universe stable around him once more, the terrible pressure against his mind and body gone as he sprawled on the immobile stones of the Bridge.
Aranos rose slowly to a sitting position, seeing Geltheriel do the same twenty feet from him, her face awed and troubled.  Silma lay panting, forty feet in the other direction, but as he watched, she rolled onto her stomach and raised her head slowly and wearily.  Aranos checked his status; his LP hung at 10%, and his SP hovered at 5%, but they appeared stable, at least. 
“Oathbinder, do you know who that was?” Geltheriel asked quietly, her voice oddly flat and quiet.
“No,” he shook his head.  “Wait, what do you mean, ‘who that was’?  It wasn’t just a really powerful creature?”
The elf shook her head.  “At the last, I recognized her form, as our legends speak of her extensively.  That was Ilistil, Matron of Monsters, Mistress of Beasts, the Mother of the Shadowborn.”  She looked at him, her eyes wide.  “Oathbinder, I believe – I believe we just killed a god!”




Chapter 16

“Aranos needs to hurry his ass up,” someone muttered.  “I had other things to do, today.”
“Seriously,” another person spoke, not bothering to keep their voice down.  “You guys heard that the test is ending this week, right?  We don’t have time to stand around waiting!”
Martina tried to tune the echoes of agreement that rose around the throne room, but to be honest, she totally understood them.  She bet that most people forgot they were in a beta test and that it had to end at some point, and learning that end date most likely had them in a near-panic, mostly because no one knew what would happen to their characters after the test ended.  Would they keep them as they were, giving them a huge advantage in the actual game?  Would they keep their characters but restart at level 1?  Or would they have to start all over again? 
No one knew, and that gave everything a sense of urgency.  Quests that didn’t matter two days ago suddenly felt vital.  Training that might have been put off for a day took top priority.  Every gold piece, XP, and magical item could give the beta players advantages when the new players came along, and they wanted every advantage they could get. 
Standing around in Stoneleague’s throne room waiting for a signal of some sort felt like a massive waste of that precious time.  Martina didn’t like it, either, in fact.  With Aranos taking over the city – and her being part of the party that stormed the throne room to fight off the bodakkai invasion – she’d finally gotten her in with the Rangers’ Guild.  They offered her training and Class-specific Quests that could improve her choices for an Evolved Class, and she wasn’t far off from that point. 
Of course, that was why she stood in the throne room, waiting as patiently as she could.  When she’d left Stoneleague the first time with Hector and Liam/Lily, she’d barely been level 7.  When she reached Antas, she’d pushed that to level 8, mostly because Liam insisted on capturing as many creatures as possible, and she thought that progress was pretty good.  Once she started adventuring with Aranos, though, she understood how he’d gotten so powerful in the game so quickly.
Martina didn’t think of herself as a slouch at gaming.  She’d played plenty of VR games over the years – she’d been too busy trying to succeed for her family’s sake to make a lot of friends or go to social events, and VRMMO games were a fast, easy way to meet new people and practice her social skills.  She’d never been a pro or anything, but she always excelled in the games the same way she excelled at pretty much anything she set her mind to.  She took the time to learn the rules, crunching the numbers to min-max her Class builds and optimizing her character as much as possible.  She accepted Quests and missions based on their return on investment.  She didn’t care about how cool or notorious the Quest promised to be, only how much money and XP she’d earn in return for her efforts.  In other words, she approached gaming the way she did everything in life, as practically as possible, and she’d considered herself fairly successful at it.
Then, she met Aranos, and she realized that she had no idea how to game at all.  The man saw opportunities where she’d have sworn none existed, and if they didn’t, he made some of his own.  She’d tried to optimize her build and skills for her Class; he changed his Class until it became what he needed.  She looked for the hidden signs of Quests scattered around the world; he somehow forced the world to give him Quests to do what he wanted.  She didn’t understand it, but she couldn’t argue with results.  She earned more XP in a week of partying with him than the entire rest of the time she’d been in Ka, plus multiple Titles, a Rare Advanced Class, and several Perks.
So, while part of her strained to head to the Rangers’ Guild and train or pick up a Quest or two, she ignored it.  She was sure that a bit of frustration in the short term would bring her greater rewards in the long run.  Plus, as far as she was concerned, Aranos had earned her faith.  Unfortunately, it seemed like not everyone agreed with her, there.
“Settle down, people,” Phil called out, his voice booming over the crowd.
“Why?” a voice demanded a bit irritably.  “Because Aranos says so?”
“More or less,” Phil laughed.  “And because of the Quest he gave you.”
“Screw the Quest,” someone spoke up.  “Me and my party are out of here.”
Phil opened his mouth, but Martina put a restraining hand on his arm.  Phil was a great guy, good with people and skilled at calming tempers, and while she hadn’t appreciated him when they first partied up, she certainly did now.  He wasn’t a leader himself, and he didn’t want to be.  He was a great second-in-command, though.  He had a way of making unpalatable orders seem reasonable and keeping a group together even when they butted heads.  It was a useful skill, but honestly, Martina didn’t know if it was necessary, here. 
“Let them go, Phil,” she said loudly enough for everyone to hear.  “Hell, this is an optional Quest.  Anyone who wants to leave can leave, and I don’t think Aranos will say a word against them.”  She hesitated.  “I might, but only a single word: Cendarta.”
A rumble rose through the crowd, and Phil grinned at her.  “That’s true, Martina,” he agreed just as loudly.  “I mean, a lot of these people grumbled about Aranos’ decisions before Cendarta.  In the end, though, what did everyone get?  A thousand gold, XP to jump at least a level or two, and a Title?”
“Two Titles for some of us,” a short, wiry man standing to the side corrected.  “Slayer of Shadows for killing all those bodakkai, and Liberator for freeing a city.”
“Exactly,” Martina said firmly.  “If you want to leave, go.  No one will stop you.  Just don’t bitch and moan later when we’re all partying in the Adventurers’ Guild with the gold we got, talking about our new levels, and bragging about our Titles.”  She looked around, but no one moved.  She grinned; she knew that appealing to their greed would work.  No gamer wanted to miss the big raid, after all. 
“And if you’re going to stay,” she added, “stop bitching about it now, because no one wants to hear that shit.  It’ll happen when it happens.  Trust me; Aranos knows what he’s doing.”
“What are you, his girlfriend?” someone snickered.
“Pretty sure he’s doing that elf girl he travels with,” someone else observed.  “They seem pretty close.”
“You might not want to say that where either of them can hear you,” McBane laughed.  “He might ignore you, but she’ll put a blade in you in a heartbeat.”
“I’m not scared of an NPC,” a deep voice snorted.
“You bloody well should be,” Longfellow spoke up.  “Pretty sure that NPC could kill every player in this room, all by herself, without working too hard.”
“Yeah, right,” the deep voice laughed.
Martina ignored the byplay.  She didn’t know if Geltheriel could kill the two hundred or so players gathered in the palace alone, but she’d give the elf about even odds.  The other players wouldn’t believe that, though.  They hadn’t seen Geltheriel fight that skinwalker or slaughter the bodakkai wholesale.  Martina thought back to that fight consideringly. 
Maybe I’d go two-to-one in favor of Geltheriel, at that.  I’ve still got to get her to give me some training.  I’ll bet she’d be a better trainer than the whole damn Rangers’ Guild.
“Good job,” Phil whispered to her, pulling her focus back to the present.  “Gotta love gamer greed.”
She nodded.  “It’s one of the few consistencies in the universe, like death and taxes, and it’s more reliable than both of those.”
He laughed, then looked around.  “Still no word from Hector?” he asked quietly.
A stab of fear hit Martina in the stomach, and she wrapped her arms about her chest as if to ward it off.  “Nothing,” she said shortly.  “His room in the Guild was empty, and he’s not replying to messages.  I don’t know if he didn’t log back in at all, or if he did but got back before us and something happened.”  She glanced over at Meridian.  “She hasn’t heard anything?”
Phil shook his head and looked at the honey-blonde woman standing quietly apart from the others, petting her strange, birdlike totem spirit.  Martina didn’t really need to ask that question; she read the answer in the other woman’s red-rimmed eyes, blank expression, and total silence.  Meridian was usually the most jovial and mischievous of them all; Martina had never seen her this quiet and reserved.
“I didn’t realize they’d grown that close,” Phil admitted.  “I mean, I knew they liked one another, but I thought that it was just an in-game fling.”
Martina shook her head.  “They’d been talking IRL, as well,” she said quietly.  “He even arranged for her to fly out to see him after the testing was done on a military transport, which is basically free for him.  I guess they’d gotten pretty serious.”
Martina didn’t add that she knew that Meridian Darkhammer, Traci Sawyer IRL, had looked into shifting her job at Neo-dyne to a remote one in case her trip out turned out the way she’d hoped it would.  She and Hector started out as a fling, to be sure, but they’d grown legitimately close, and while neither of them used the l-word yet, according to Meridian, they’d come close a few times.  Traci, at the very least, looked at the possibility of their relationship lasting long-term. 
Martina had no idea what Hector thought.  They were friends, but he didn’t confide in her like that, and once Meridian started talking to Martina about it, the Ranger thought it might be inappropriate to ask.  Plus, she didn’t want to be in a place where she knew that Traci was thinking long-term and Hector was just having fun.  That would be awkward, to say the least.
“I’m sure everything’s fine,” Phil said with his usual optimism.  “He told us that he has to do extra medical tests.  Maybe they had to rerun one of them or something.”
“Maybe,” Martina sighed.  “I just hope…”
Cries rang out in the throne room as the world seemed to lurch sideways around them, cutting off her words.  Martina struggled to maintain her balance, but the room shifted and swayed sickeningly, and she fell hard on her ass, the gorge rising in her throat.  Whatever knocked her down did the same to everyone; not a soul stood in the throne room, not even the NPC soldiers lined up behind them.  Aranos hadn’t just assembled the Travelers; he’d brought the whole, damn army to the palace for whatever he had planned.
“Earthquake!” someone shouted, but Martina didn’t think so.  She’d felt earthquakes before – they were fairly common in southern California – and they were nothing like this.  It felt like someone had picked up the entire world and shook it crazily.  Her senses reeled as a roar filled her ears, and she closed her eyes and curled up in a ball to escape the sensations. 
Suddenly, the world went mercifully black.  All sound ceased; her rising vertigo vanished; her overloaded senses cried out in relief.  She basked in the lack of input for a moment before she noticed the totality of the sensory void.  She felt nothing; her body didn’t exist, as far as she could tell.  The air lacked temperature or smell; nothing caressed her skin; not even the sound of her heart beating rang in her ears.  Panic rose in her as her mind struggled to process the total lack of sensation, but before it had a chance to spiral into a full-blown attack, light and warmth swirled around her.  Noise filled her ears, and the hard stone of the palace floor pressed against her palms and ass.  She almost cried in relief, and she heard a few sobs nearby from people who didn’t or couldn’t hold that urge in.
“What the fuck was that?” someone demanded. 
A notification blinked in Martina’s vision, but she ignored it.  A flash from the Arcane Door caught her eyes, and she rose to her feet.  “I think it’s time, people!” she called out, pushing aside her anxiety and fear.  “Everybody up and ready!”
People rose with groans and protests as golden light washed along the Arcane Door, flooding the runes crafted along it.  A line of light gleamed in the center as the twin doors split apart, moving slowly but inexorably outward.  The arched portal swirled with a shimmering, golden haze for a moment before clearing, revealing a scene that Martina didn’t recognize.
An underground cavern spread out beyond the door, the ceiling overhead dangling with what looked like tree roots and bathed in a bright, orange glow.  A wall made of gold-colored stone that Martina recognized as sunstone, one of the Redeemed materials Aranos liked to use for building, stretched across her vision.  Archers and robed casters lined the top of the wall, hurling arrows and Spells down on an unseen enemy, and a couple dozen armored warriors stood before a wide, purple gate. 
A figure with emerald skin appeared before the portal and stepped through, standing suddenly before Martina and Phil.  Martina examined the man closely; his face looked tired, and his eyes had a shaken look to them she’d never seen in him before.  “Phil, Martina,” he said wearily, nodding his head to the pair.
“Aranos,” Phil said hesitantly.  “Did you feel…”
“Yeah, I felt it,” Aranos cut his friend off.  “I think every Traveler in Ka felt it.”
“Dammit, Aranos, what the hell did you do?” Martina demanded, then winced as she realized how accusing that sounded.  “Sorry, it’s just…”
“It’s fine,” he shook his head.  “You’re right, it was my fault – well, sort of.  I just found a huge flaw in the program, and the AIs had to take everyone out to patch it in a hurry.”  He sighed.  “I’ll explain later, I promise.  For right now, I need to get everyone moving, okay?”
“That’s fine,” Phil agreed, of course.  Martina bit her lip; curiosity ate at her, but the Sorcerer had a point.  They couldn’t keep everyone waiting so they could chat.  The caster rose above the crowd, obviously using a Spell of some sort, and the complaints and shouts died out instantly.
“Sorry to keep everyone waiting,” he spoke, and while he smiled at the players, Martina felt that the expression looked forced.  “I know that you all missed out on a morning of training and grinding, but in return for your patience, I’ve brought you a gift.”
“Oh yeah?” someone spoke.  “Was that whole bit with the world shaking and everything going black part of it?  That was you, wasn’t it?”
The Sorcerer winced visibly.  “Yes and no,” he hedged.  “I made the world shake – on accident – but I wasn’t responsible for the darkness.”
“So, what’s this gift?” Phil asked loudly, obviously trying to head off more uncomfortable questions, and Aranos flashed the Paladin a grateful look before pointing toward the gate.
“Through that Door is all the XP you may have lost today and more,” he announced.  “An army of twenty thousand urukkai, surrounded by three armies, waiting to be exterminated.  Easy XP, and maybe some other rewards for being part of such a large battle.  There’s even a respawn obelisk just inside the Door, so if you die, you won’t have to portal back.  Everybody up for killing some Shadowborn?”
The resultant cheer sounded weak to Martina, but then, they’d all just experienced something inexplicable and a little frightening.  Morale wasn’t exactly high.  She glanced at Phil.  “I think they need some encouragement,” she whispered.
“On it.”  The man unsheathed his sword and raised it overhead.  “Warriors of the Light, stand forth!” he roared, unleashing his Aura of Duty as he did.  “We march against the Darkness, and it fears our coming!  Who stands with me?”  More cheering arose, but as his Aura rushed across the players, his sword ignited in bright white flame, and Martina felt a similar fire warm her heart.  “I said, who stands with me?” he roared, and two hundred voices screamed their agreement, one of them Martina’s. 
“Then follow me to battle, and let the Darkness remember this defeat forever!”  Phil turned and ran through the portal, and Martina followed after, her pulse racing and adrenaline coursing through her.  She touched the obelisk that rose before her, setting her respawn point to the Traveler’s Trials, which she assumed the place was called, then turned back to the crowd as they emerged in the open space behind the walls. 
“Archers and casters with me!” she shouted, waving her arm.  “To the walls!”
“Melee with me!” Phil roared.  “Prepare to attack!”
She reached the walls and took out her bow, stringing it effortlessly and drawing an arrow.  The wall overlooked a river of literal lava that bathed the cavern in a brilliant orange glow.  A wide stone bridge spanned that river, and urukkai swarmed across it, battering against the gates or hurling arrows and Spells at the wall’s defenders. 
“This isn’t quite twenty thousand urukkai,” a dry, British voice spoke beside her, and she glanced at Longfellow, who held up his twin hand crossbows and loosed a pair of bolts into the creatures below. 
“There’s a tunnel leading out,” she pointed to the arched opening across the cavern.  “There must be more that way.”
“I certainly hope so, or Aranos is in for a bad day.”
“I think that’s the case no matter what,” she chuckled.  “He was involved in whatever just happened, and it freaked a lot of people out.”
“True, but enough XP, and they’ll forgive him.”  The man hurled two more bolts at the mass of creatures below.  “Twenty thousand urukkai worth of XP, and they’ll let him do it again if it gives them another army to fight.”
Aranos reappeared above the battle, and immediately, Martina got a request to join his command, one that she accepted.  She whistled in amazement at the bonuses she received, then whistled again when her next arrow punched completely through a towering ogrin and killed it instantly. 
“Nice one-shot,” Longfellow noted.
“It was, wasn’t it?” she grinned. 
Ranged attackers, concentrate fire on the casters and archers at the rear of the cavern, Aranos’ words spoke in her head.  Melee, prepare to counterattack.  Push them off the bridge and back into the tunnel.  It’s time we took this battle to the urukkai.
She shifted her aim to the distant archers, expecting her arrow to hit a barrier of some kind, but to her surprise, the projectile sank unopposed into an uruk crossbowman, killing it.  “The archers are unprotected!” she called out.  “Target them first!”
The news rippled along the line, and a rain of arrows and Spells slammed into the uruks, decimating their ranks.  At the same time, the gates boomed open, and a wedge of armored figures crashed into the urukkai on the bridge, tearing through the attackers and driving them backward effortlessly.  She recognized the man at the tip of that wedge; he was one of Aranos’ elf followers, a Traveler named Matthew or something.  He barked a command, and the wedge turned its shields outward at an angle, driving the urukkai sideways into the lava river. 
The assault poured forth as Martina and Longfellow flung arrows and bolts at the urukkai archers.  When the last of those fell, they shifted their aim to the pink-skinned spellcasters.  These had shields up, but the bubbles of magic didn’t last long against a storm of hundreds of arrows and Spells.  In a matter of minutes, the last of the casters dropped, and Martina targeted the rear ranks of the urukkai warriors, instead.
The counterassault streamed forth endlessly as Stoneleague’s army poured through the Arcane Door.  Some of the players died, of course, but another warrior stepped forward to replace each that fell, and the charge never faltered in the slightest.  The vanguard of the attack reached the far side of the river and began to push outward, establishing a beachhead and spreading out, allowing more soldiers to join them and expanding their shield wall.  The soldiers and Travelers moved to occupy the width of the cavern, then drove forward once more, grinding the urukkai against the walls and forcing them back into the tunnel. 
As the melee line reached the edge of the tunnel, Martina lowered her bow.  “Not much we can do now,” she observed.  She looked around and saw Aranos hanging in the air behind the battle line.  Aranos, any orders? she sent him mentally through the command screen.
Relax until the tunnel’s clear and we’ve established a front outside, he ordered.  This battle isn’t close to over.
It took the melee fighters fifteen minutes to drive the urukkai out of the tunnel.  Martina and the other archers followed behind the last of the army units, walking uphill along the tunnel and emerging in an emerald-green forest that took Martina’s breath away.  Massive trees towered above her, their boughs intertwining overhead but still allowing enough light to pass through for smaller trees and flowering shrubs to thrive.  The scent of flowers and spices wafted on the air, perfuming it so thickly that she felt like she could take a bite out of it.  Birdsong filtered above her, the sound oddly comforting.
Of course, those sensations mingled with other, less pleasant ones.  The coppery tang of blood filled the air, along with an odor she’d come to associate with violent death.  Urukkai and elves roared in pain or defiance, and metal crashed against metal.  Screams rose along the front lines, jarring her from her reverie, and she readied her bow.
“Archers, form lines!” she shouted.  Once more, the call rang out, and bowmen and crossbowmen rushed into place.  She dropped to a knee along with everyone else in the front rank, allowing the second rank to fire over their heads.  Aranos, we need a target.
Archers, aim past the battle line, toward the center, he responded.  Casters, shield them; the urukkai reserves arrived, and they’ve got an ohtruk with them.
“First rank, loose!” someone shouted, and Martina lifted her bow and fired an arrow, arcing it over the heads of the wall of melee fighters.  She had no idea if she hit anything, but that wasn’t the point; the rain of arrows falling toward the center forced the urukkai to defend against it, and that allowed the center of the attackers to push forward, crumpling the urukkai formation.  The advance stalled, and the second rank of archers loosed their volley, allowing the melee line to push forward even further.
The minutes passed slowly, dragging into an hour as the humans and elves pressed slowly forward, driving the urukkai relentlessly back.  At last, the battle broke free of the trees and into a huge clearing a half-mile wide.  A fortification stood to Martina’s right, a wall of smooth, seamless, golden wood forty feet high that glowed in the sunlight pouring down against which literally a thousand urukkai hurled themselves.  To her left, a wall of shield-bearing elves engaged a similar horde of urukkai, emerging from the trees and driving them toward the fortification.
Martina barely noticed this, though, as she gaped in awe at the tree-city hanging above them.  Tree trunks a hundred feet or more across rose behind the fortification, their highway-sized branches spreading out to shade the entire clearing.  Tall, graceful buildings rose from those branches, all made of the same burnished wood as the wall below, seeming to grow out of the trees organically.  The city sprawled across multiple levels, and the sun overhead lit it with an inner fire that bathed the clearing and forest in clear, ruddy light. 
Martina looked around and saw fully half the attacking force frozen in a similar awe, staring at the gleaming city overhead.  Fortunately, the elven Travelers roused them quickly from their trance.
“For Evenshade!” a shout rang from the front lines, a cry that echoed from a hundred throats.  The line surged forward once more, and Martina rejoined the battle.  Screams and shouts rose across the battlefield, and the urukkai fell back, pressed inward by the armies grinding them against the fortification. 
An explosion of flame and lightning swept over the battle, tearing into the lines of humans and elves, and Martina looked up to see a pair of bat-winged creatures rise above the fray.  The creatures had reddish skin with a fine covering of dark fur.  Twin horns curled up from their foreheads, and their taloned hands gripped globes of magic.  One monster screamed something in Elvish that she didn’t understand, and Aranos replied in the same language, but Martina tuned their words out.  She recognized the monster; she’d seen Aranos battle one for control of Cendarta, and now, there were two of them.
Those things are going to attack him, she sent to her party through their chat.  We saw how hard it was for him to deal with one in Cendarta.  We need to at least occupy the other one for him. 
Got it, Phil replied.
Longfellow, get the attention of the one that’s not talking, she ordered.  McBane, maneuver to hit it from behind and try to take out its wings.  Phil, once it’s down, tank it so we can tear it apart. 
Longfellow put away his hand crossbows and took out a large, heavy one, five feet long with solid metal limbs.  He cranked it back with a hand winch and loaded a two-foot bolt with a sparkling, prismatic head onto it while Martina stared.
“What the hell is that?” she asked as he lifted it to his shoulder, resting it like a bazooka. 
“Arbalest,” he replied.  “Technically, this is a truesilver arbalest, and you have to be an Advanced Class of Archer even to draw the thing.”  He patted it on the side.  “If this doesn’t get its attention, nothing will.”
The crossbow released with a deep, bass thrum that Martina felt in her stomach.  The projectile streaked outward and slammed into an invisible barrier around the monster.  Martina felt a burst of frustration, but the bolt punched through the shield and drove into the creature, embedding itself in the monster’s eye.  The thing screeched in fury and tore the bolt free, roaring its rage and staring straight at Longfellow.
“Yep, that did it,” he said dryly.  “We, uh, might want to dodge now.” 
The pair dove to opposite sides as the creature hurled a blast of greenish fire that ripped through whatever magical shield protected them and tore up the ground where they’d stood.  Martina nocked an arrow and fired while still prone, activating her Shadow Arrow ability.  The arrow shifted to a grayish blur and leaped forth, slipping through the monster’s shield and reforming just before it took the thing in the chest.  It screamed again and winged toward them, ignoring most of the blasts of fire and normal arrows that shattered against its shield. 
As it passed the lines, though, something smashed into its back, blazing like a meteor.  The monster roared as the blow drove it into the ground with a blast of flame that quickly dissipated to reveal the spear-wielding elf, Matthew-something, standing on its back.  His spear punctured the creature, pinning it to the earth, but the monster tore itself free and backhanded the armored man, knocking him tumbling.  It rolled to its feet, but McBane appeared behind it, his blades flashing and ripping at its wings.  The thing spun and flung a blast of black lightning at the Rogue.  McBane dodged, but an arc of the lightning struck his leg, and he cried out as the flesh there sizzled and burned.  A moment later, he relaxed as Meridian’s healing Spell wrapped around him and repaired the damage.
Phil roared and crashed into the monster, his shield slamming into it and knocking it back a step.  He lashed out with his blazing sword, cutting a deep slash in its chest.  The monster howled and unleashed a surge of violet energy that battered the Paladin’s shield, driving him back.  Martina fired another arrow that smacked into the monster’s skull, rocking its head back, and the blast of power cut off abruptly. 
The guy with the spear – Martina wasn’t sure if Matthew was his name, but she decided it would work as well as any – charged forward, his weapon impaling the monster’s side.  The creature raised its hands, but huge shards of ice flew from nowhere and tore at it.  A moment later, Longfellow’s arbalest thrummed again, and another bolt crashed into it, this one punching through its side.
The monster roared in fury, and an explosion of fire rippled out from it, tossing Phil, Matthew, McBane – who crept up behind the monster – and a short elf woman in black leather who looked like another Rogue all back like leaves in a storm.  It gestured at Martina, and pain flared in her body as fiery meteors arced from its hand and burned into her chest, dropping her LP to 20% in an instant.  It raised its other hand, and a barrage of lightning turned back from it and streaked toward the tall, robed elf who hurled it in the first place.  The lightning tore through a shimmering shield and wrapped about the Wizard, dropping him to the ground in a quivering heap.
We’re totally overmatched, here, Martina thought desperately, nocking another arrow and loosing it at the monster.  The shadow arrow shattered against a grey barrier that appeared before the creature, and Longfellow’s heavy bolt exploded against a similar shield a moment later.  The thing pointed at her, and she rolled to the side madly, but a whip of electricity arced into her back.  Her muscles seized up, and her LP dropped toward 10% like a rock in a well. 
“NO!” a voice shouted, and the electricity cut off like someone flipped a switch.  Martina stared in amazement as Meridian stood before the monster, her shield glowing a brilliant white that matched her gleaming armor.  The dark strands of electricity crawled and clawed at her shield and helmet, but the sparks guttered and died harmlessly. 
The monster flung out both hands, and twin waves of black flame reached out and wrapped around the Shaman, enfolding her in darkness.  For a moment, a ball of black fire hung where Meridian stood, while Martina watched her friend’s LP drop to 50% in her party screen.  A beam of golden light lanced out from the center of the orb, shattering it and revealing the woman inside.  Smoke rose from her gleaming armor, but she faced the monster, unfazed by its assault, her hammer held in her hand.
“I’m not watching y’all hurt any more of my friends,” Meridian said, her voice breaking even as she spoke.  “You want them?  You gotta go through me, first!”
Phil rushed forward, his blade flashing, but the monster knocked him sprawling with a blast of green flame.  McBane leaped at its back, while Matthew charged forward, but an obsidian pillar burst from the ground beneath the Rogue and hurled him into the air, while crystalline spears ripped into the spearman, pinning him in place. 
“No!” Meridian screamed again, lunging forward.  Stone spears shot from the ground, piercing her body, but she ripped herself free and charged heedlessly forward.  She swung her warhammer at the monster, striking the gray shield in front of it – and shattering the barrier.  Her weapon crashed into the monster, and it screamed as golden fire seared its flesh.  It leaped backward, lashing at her with whips of flame and blasts of ice.  She blocked with her shield, but one of the shards took her low in the stomach, dropping her LP to 20%. 
She ignored the terrible wound and charged forward, flailing almost wildly with her hammer.  The monster dodged the blows easily, but she slammed her shield into the thing.  It shrieked as the glowing shield burned it, and the creature unleashed a blast of acid that washed over the Shaman.  Martina fired arrow after arrow at the monster, watching as Meridian’s LP crept down to 10%, then to 5%, and finally to 1% – where it stopped.  The acid washed away, leaving Meridian swaying in place, her armor scorched but still gleaming white – and still gripping the hammer in her hand. 
“I’m not that easy to kill,” she said.  “You want to try again?”
Longfellow’s arbalest hummed once more, and Martina unleashed her Twilight Arrow, her most powerful ability.  A black, gleaming shaft formed as she drew her bow, the head swirling gray and white.  She released it, and the arrow pierced through the monster’s magical protections, plunging into its throat.  It roared with a cough and tried to tear to arrow free, but the shaft seemed to dissolve into the monster.  It staggered as lines of necrotic energy raced up and down its throat and held a hand out toward Martina, but Meridian jumped in the way, and the blast of flame that should have killed the Duskstalker instead enfolded the Shaman, wrapping around her – and not budging her LP in the slightest. 
The monster raged as the party attacked it from all sides.  Phil chopped at it with his sword; Matthew stabbed it with his spear.  McBane cut at its legs, while the Rogue elf woman stabbed it in the side.  It lashed out at them, but Meridian intercepted most of the attacks.  Lightning seared her, stone and steel pierced her body, and ice froze her, but she shrugged off every attack and drove her hammer relentlessly at the monster. 
The thing screamed one more time, and a wave of blackness rippled out from it, flinging everyone but Meridian back.  The Shaman stood before the monster, her body blazing fiercely, and it held its hands out toward her – just as something slammed into its chest and hurled it twenty feet back to crash into the ground.  Martina stared in shock as Aranos’ dwarf friend – Mutroda, that was it – charged the monster, her halberd gleaming white.  It flung blasts of flame and lightning at the dwarf, but she brushed them aside with her shield.  The monster leaped into the air, spreading its wings, but Aranos’ giant wolf appeared beneath it, grabbing its leg and slamming it into the ground.  It lashed out at the wolf, but the creature vanished before the blast of green acid struck it.  A spear of pure white light lanced into the thing’s chest, and Martina looked up to see Aranos bathing the monster in energy that seemed to eat at its flesh.  It staggered, raising its hands, but Geltheriel appeared behind it, sweeping her white blade in a wide arc that sent its head flying free of its body.  The creature collapsed to the ground, blood fountaining from the severed stump of its neck.
Huh, Martina thought, stunned.  I guess they didn’t need all that much help, after all.  Damn, I’ve got a long way to go.
“Is it dead?” Meridian asked, her voice sounding miserably tired. 
“It’s dead,” Phil nodded.
The woman looked back at Martina.  “And y’all are all right?”
“We’re all fine,” Martina assured her.  “Meridian…”
“Good,” the Shaman cut her off.  “Cuz I’m gonna pass out now.”
The white gleam fled her armor, and Meridian collapsed in a heap on the ground, leaving Martina staring at her friend in awe and amazement.




Chapter 17

Aranos hovered above the battlefield, his Battlesense and Lifesense skills both working overtime and both telling him loudly about the impending doom of the urukkai army.  The monsters came to Eredain expecting to face a few thousand defenders they could box in and trample over.  Instead, they’d found themselves trapped between three armies and the city’s fortifications, a hopeless situation.  They fought still, but now they battled to escape instead of to conquer.
The urukkai attacked as Methild predicted, two smaller groups splitting off to hit the Trials and Danastor in an attempt to seize his portal and the Arcane Door while the main body assaulted his newly raised Elven High Fort.  Aranos didn’t know how to replicate the oilairie wood needed for that fort, or the resins that rendered the wood harder than truesilver and immune to fire, but he didn’t need to.  He had the blueprint for the building, and the Tree-heart had plentiful templates for the wood, since it formed the entire city.  All he had to do was copy that existing pattern as best as he could and let the Heart fix his mistakes, which it was happy to do.
The urukkai’s plan might even have worked if Aranos hadn’t had reinforcements ready.  When the urukkai hit Danastor, they found themselves facing not a couple hundred elves but five hundred dwarven legionnaires.  The legions fought in the Deeps daily against monsters that would give the urukkai nightmares, and they tore through the stunned attack like a knife through paper, driving it back and holding it before Danastor while Aranos brought the human army through the Arcane Door. 
As the humans and dwarves pushed in from the sides, driving the urukkai back toward their main body, the elven army hit them from behind.  The three forces ground the suddenly outnumbered urukkai against the walls of Eredain’s fortifications, drawing the pair of anqaruks out to attack.  Aranos clearly saw their intent with his Battlesense – the monsters would hit the human army with powerful Spells, driving it back and opening a hole in the trap that the urukkai could fight their way free from. 
That might even have worked if Phil’s party hadn’t occupied the second anqaruk.  Aranos and his party handled the first creature without too much difficulty – it wasn’t nearly as powerful as Mezroruth, the former ruler of Cendarta, and he hadn’t even had to use his Domains to deal with it – but dealing with it tied them up and gave the other monster free rein to strike at the humans.  Aranos didn’t know if its attack would have succeeded, but it would have cost him hundreds of his soldiers’ lives – and he’d already lost more of those than he liked in this battle.
Urukkai bodies littered the battlefield, but they weren’t the only corpses spread across the blood-soaked ground.  The trapped urukkai fought madly to escape, and their desperation lent them strength and ferocity that claimed Lightborn lives.  Fully a thousand elves lay dead on the field, as well a couple hundred humans and thirty or so dwarves.  Those were lives that couldn’t easily be replaced, natives of Ka who, once dead, simply ceased existing as far as he could tell.  He hated losing them, but he refused to focus on their deaths.  The simple fact was, they died fighting for the Light, to protect their kin from slavery and death.  They came to the battle knowing they might die, and he wouldn’t cheapen their sacrifice by making it his own.  He’d learned that lesson when Saphielle died, and he owed it to her memory to do better this time.
He watched the battle for a few moments.  Several thousand urukkai still held the field, with three ohtruks commanding them as far as he could tell.  He could probably kill the ohtruks if he had to, but it wasn’t necessary at this point.  The creatures’ control of the urukkai actually worked in his favor; left to their own devices, the urukkai would simply charge what they thought was the weakest part of the line in a desperate attempt to escape.  It would fail and end the battle faster, but it might cost him more lives than the measured and coordinated defense the ohtruks maintained.  The armies’ commanders had the battle well in hand, and he wasn’t really needed at that point.
He swooped down and landed beside Phil, looking at Meridian’s prone form.  Rhys and Gwinivere kneeled over the unconscious woman, casting Spells upon her, but the magic seemed unable to remove the burns across her uncovered face.  Aranos missed most of the other party’s battle with the anqaruk, but he’d caught the tail end of it.  Meridian looked dead on her feet, but somehow, she intercepted every attack, taking blows meant for others that should have killed her – and somehow didn’t. 
“Is she okay?” he asked the Paladin quietly. 
“I don’t know,” Phil sighed, shaking his head.  “They say their healing Spells won’t work for some reason.”
“That is technically incorrect,” Rhys spoke up without looking at the pair.  “Our Spells are affecting her, but they are not healing her.”
“Which is the same as not working for practical purposes,” Gwinivere pointed out, also not looking up.
“Not necessarily.  The energy is not being lost or wasted.  Our efforts do something, Liberator, but we are unsure exactly what.”
“Does anyone know what happened?” Aranos asked.
“She had to have used an ability,” Martina said, walking up to his side.  “I was watching her in the party screen.  Her LP dropped to 1% and stayed there, no matter what that thing did to her.  I’m guessing that this is some kind of debuff from the ability.”
“That makes sense,” he nodded.  “She’s never used it before?”  Phil and Martina shook their heads.  “Any idea why she used it now?  You guys didn’t look like you were doing all that badly.”
“We were,” Martina grimaced.  “We held its attention, but none of us could really hurt it.  We might have been looking at a party wipe unless we got lucky.”  She took a deep breath.  “Plus – Hector didn’t respawn with us, and she’s taking it hard.”
He looked at her sharply.  “He didn’t?  And no one’s heard from him?”
“No.  He hasn’t responded to any of our emails, and our chats bounce back.  We don’t know what’s going on, and Meridian – they’d gotten a lot closer than you might have thought, let’s just say.”
Aranos nodded.  Part of him wondered if the AIs – or Newsome – were involved in keeping Hector out just to hurt Aranos, but he dismissed that thought quickly.  If they wanted to do that, they could arrange for one of his NPC party members to die – or keep Phil from re-entering the game, which would hurt Aranos a lot more.  Newsome also had to suspect that Aranos would push back hard against that sort of attack; the man would have a lot to lose and little to gain except annoying the Sorcerer.
Plus, assuming that it was about him struck Aranos as kind of arrogant.  The world didn’t much care about Jeff Lawing or Aranos the Sorcerer; it was more likely that something happened that had nothing to do with him at all.
“I’m sorry to hear that.  I hope he’s back soon, and that he’s okay.”
“Me, too,” the woman said softly. 
“How’s the battle going?” Phil asked, obviously trying to change the subject.
“It’s pretty much over.  The urukkai are down to a couple thousand right now, most of those kerruks and ohtruks.  They’ve asked for quarter a few times already, but…”  He shrugged.
“You aren’t giving it to them?” Phil asked, his voice surprised.
“If we obliterate this army, the urukkai presence in the Realms of Light is basically gone,” Aranos said firmly.  “There are certainly some bands of them out there, but none large enough to be a threat, and even as fast as they reproduce, it’ll be a century before they become a danger again.”
“Whereas if you let two thousand of them go, they’ll fort up somewhere and be a threat in a year or two,” Martina concluded appreciatively.  “Good thinking.”
“Thanks.” 
“So, about that moment of darkness,” the woman said, and Aranos grimaced, pulling up the notifications he’d gotten earlier. 
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Perk Gained: Manacrafter
Benefits: You can use any crafting-type Skill to improve the results of a Spell that creates or alters an object or creature.  This includes Enchanting Skills.
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You have slain [###ERROR:FILENOTFOUND###]!  [###ERROR:NODATAENTRY###] XP gained!
[###ERROR:NOFILEEXISTS###]
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Server-wide Warning!
An unforeseen system error is causing instability in the program.  All players will be removed from the program temporarily to correct this error.  Please be patient, as we will rectify this issue as soon as possible.
Sorry, Jeff, I know you don’t want to hear from me, but you killed something that can’t die.  This is causing all sorts of problems for us, and we’ll have to take you out of the game to fix them.
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Thank you for your patience!  The instability has been found and corrected. 
Welcome back to Singularity Online!
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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
Final Objective Updated: Liberate all Arcane Doors
Objective Partially Completed: You have Liberated an Arcane Door and defeated its guardian.
Reward: +10,000 XP
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 8
Current XP: 468,640/496,000
Int +18, Wis +12, Cha +12, +14 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 18
Current XP: 372,320/378,000
Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Congratulations!
You have increased your Cha Stat to more than 400 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Mold Reality: You receive a bonus equal to [Half your Charisma]% to any Spell, Skill, or Ability that directly alters or changes the world around you.  This does not include Spells, Skills, or Abilities that indirectly affect the world such as damaging ones. 
Aura of Grandeur: You radiate an aura that extends 1’ per point of Charisma.  All creatures in that aura with class level equal to or lower than your [Class level / 2 (rounded down)] must make an Opposed Check: your [Charisma + Diplomacy] versus their [Wisdom + Level].  Failure means they are awed or terrified by you, depending on their attitude toward you.  Awed creatures automatically fail any checks to resist your Charisma-based skills and abilities.  Terrified creatures can take no hostile action against you and will flee from you at their best rate.  This aura can be suppressed and restored at will. Any creature in your aura regardless of level must make an Opposed Check as above when they enter your Aura or have their attitude shifted one rank further from Apathetic while they are in your Aura.  This Check must be repeated every ten minutes they stand in your Aura, with a cumulative +20 to each Check after the first.  A single successful Check stabilizes their attitude, and no further Checks are needed.  The effects of your aura wear off one hour after the affected creature leaves it.
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Congratulations!
You have increased your Int Stat to more than 400 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Spell Power: Your Spell Power is increased by 10% per point of Int over 10
Skill XP: Earned Skill XP increases by 3% per point of Int over 10
True Channeling: You can maintain any Spell, even those with Instant duration, by channeling 10% of its base cost into it per second.  You can Overchannel Spells without limit, boosting the Spell Power by 1% per 1% of its base SP you put into it.  Your Int is doubled for the purposes of resolving a disjunction Opposed Check against a channeled Spell.
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Title Gained: Godkiller
You have slain a divine entity.  All divinities fear and loathe you.
Benefits: Reputation with all divine beings drops two ranks.  Reputation with followers of divine beings drops by one rank.  You gain a +100% resistance to Spells and Abilities with divine sources.  Divine beings cannot heal damage done by you and have their resistances halved against your Spells, Skills, and Abilities.
We made this work, Jeff, but if you could avoid making a habit of killing the game’s gods, we’d appreciate it.  They’re a lot more important than you might realize.
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He’d immediately suppressed his new aura, of course; he didn’t need his party and friends to be awestruck by him.  He could see the utility of the aura, though.  With it, he could send a group of low-leveled creatures like uruks fleeing without needing to waste time and SP killing them.  Since he could probably slaughter a hundred uruks and get a handful of XP in return at his current level, letting them flee from him wasn’t a loss.
“Well,” he said at last, his voice hesitant, “when Geltheriel, Silma, and I went to restore the Arcane Door, we got attacked as usual.  At first, it was just bodakkai – no big deal – but eventually, monsters started attacking us, ones I’d never seen before.”
“What do you mean, monsters?” Phil repeated.  “Aren’t the bodakkai monsters?”
“They’re humanoid.  Monstrous, but not beasts.  The things that attacked us weren’t sapient.  They were just really powerful beasts that kept hitting us in waves.”  He grimaced.  “Well, technically, they hit Geltheriel and Silma in waves.  I was a bit busy.”
“This isn’t explaining, Aranos,” Martina said a bit irritably.
“I’m getting there.  Anyway, eventually, we got attacked by a dragon…”
“Wait, a real dragon?” Phil interrupted.  “They have those?”
“I guess they used to.  I didn’t get the whole story, but the elven legends say that long ago, all races served the great dragons as slaves – and food.  The races rose up and killed most of them, and the rest vanished.”  He shook his head.  “It was powerful, Phil.  The three of us didn’t really stand a chance against it, at least not until I fixed the Doors.  That trapped it in the Bridge of Light and weakened it a lot.
“We fought it, and it started shifting shapes.  We thought it was a really powerful naldlooshi – you know, those skinwalkers, like the kind Geltheriel killed – but while we could hurt it, we couldn’t kill it.  It just kept shifting to new shapes, fully healed each time.  Eventually, I figured out how to damage it, and the three of us together destroyed its essence – its soul, I guess.  It turned out...”
He took another deep breath.  “It turns out, the thing wasn’t a monster.  It was Ilistil, Matron of Monsters.”  Their faces looked confused, and he elaborated.  “A goddess.  One of the Dark Pantheon, in fact.”
“Holy shit!” Martina said softly.  “You killed a fucking god, Aranos?”
“We did.  I couldn’t have done it alone.  But yeah, we did – and I guess it messed up the game.  The gods are supposed to be unkillable, and somehow, by killing one I destabilized the program and forced the AIs to suspend us all from the server while they fixed it.  Obviously, not something I meant to do or even foresaw, but technically, it was my fault.”
“Nobody can blame you for that,” Phil said firmly.  “There was no way you could have predicted it, was there?”
“No.  I still don’t even know what happened, to be honest.”
“Then once everyone hears that, they’ll forgive you.”
“Screw that,” Martina chuckled.  “What did you get for killing a god?”
“Two levels to my Evolved Class, one to my Advanced – which means a buttload of Stat points that pushed me over a threshold in two of my Stats – and a really powerful Title.”
“Damn,” she whistled.  “Tell them that.  Instead of being pissed at you, they’ll be jealous and wonder how they can kill a god themselves.”
He laughed.  She was probably right; gamers were greedy, and if he got three total levels from Ilistil, someone with only an Advanced Class would probably get five or six, at the least.  However, considering the possible side effects, he thought it might be best to keep the knowledge of how to kill a god to himself. 
A cough from Meridian drew his attention, and he turned his focus back to her.  Her eyes fluttered open, and she rose to a sitting position, wincing and touching her burned face.
“Meridian!” Phil said, hustling over and dropping to a knee beside the woman.  “Are you okay?”
“I feel like a hunk of overcooked meat, but I’m okay,” she said, looking around.  “Did everyone make it?”
“We did,” Martina spoke, also crouching beside the woman.  “We all did, thanks to you.”
“I-I’m glad,” Meridian said with a sigh.  “I just…I may have lost Hector, and – I don’t want to lose…”  Her voice broke off into a hitching sob, and she turned her face away from the players.
“I know,” Martina put her hand on the Shaman’s shoulder.  “You don’t have to explain.  If you want to talk about it, though…”
“I might, later,” the redheaded woman nodded, wiping at her eyes.  “Thanks, Marti.”
“Marti?” Longfellow repeated.  “Nice nickname!”
“Only Meri gets to call me that,” the Duskstalker said firmly.  “If you repeat it, I’ll put an arrow in a sensitive place.  Then, they’ll have to start calling you No-fellow.”
“What about Tina?” the Archer asked.  “Or Matty?  Any of those work?”
“Depends on if your goal is to have an active sex life in Ka or not.  If you want to gamble with it, go ahead and try them and see.”
“So, what did you do, Meridian?” Phil asked, shaking his head at the squabbling pair.
“It was pretty cool,” McBane noted.  “You were all glow-y, and that thing couldn’t seem to kill you, no matter what.”
“It’s a Spell I have,” the Shaman sighed.  “Well, sort of a combined Spell-slash-ability, really.  I bond with my totem spirit, and for the length of a battle, I can’t take fatal damage and have all sorts of bonuses to resistance and damage.”
“That’s a powerful ability,” Aranos noted.  “What’s the downside?”
“Well, obviously, I still have to feel the pain of all that damage,” the woman grimaced.  “Plus, it costs me all my SP, so I can’t cast Spells while it’s active.  When the battle ends, I fall unconscious, and magical healing goes to restore my SP, not me.  I have to heal normally.”  She touched her face again and winced.  “Which is gonna take a while and hurt like hell the whole time.” 
She hesitated.  “Also – the process of bonding the spirit that way isn’t reversible,” she said sadly.  “Once it’s done, there’s no way to undo it.”
“Which means?” Martina asked.
“It means that Sparky’s gone,” the Shaman sighed, her eyes glistening.  “And until I get a new spirit, I can’t cast any Spells.”
“We’ll work on that ASAP, then,” Aranos said firmly, looking around.  “First, though, we have a battle to finish and a war to wage.”




Chapter 18

Aranos and his party approached the large, silk command tent in the center of the battlefield, watching the human, elven, and dwarven soldiers gathering fallen bodies.  They placed the Lightborn bodies on litters – the elves would be laid in the depths of the forests, to return to nature, while the dwarves and humans brought their dead back to their homes for funerary rites.  The urukkai bodies they piled in heaps, instead, heaps that Wizards would turn into bonfires once they were complete.  The entire business had a gruesome feel to it, but Aranos knew its necessity from his conversation with Methild.
“So many bodies lying untended will produce necrotic energy, Elder,” the prince explained.  “That energy can cause them to rise as undead or turn into a wasting illness in the land – or both.  They must be dealt with, or we could win this battle and lose Eredain to plague.”
The dark-haired and bearded General Trembath walked beside Aranos, while the equally dark-haired but clean-shaven Rigmen Hernek, commander of the legions of Skollheld Heill, walked next to Mutroda.  The group entered the command tent, and Methild, Dorn’ar’el, and Wynathra rose to their feet. 
“Good afternoon, everyone,” Aranos spoke in Human, walking to the table that held a map of what looked like a massive continent on it.
“Elder,” Methild bowed his head, also speaking Human.
“Before we start our meeting, let me introduce General Trembath, commander of the human army of Stoneleague, and Rigmen Hernek of the Dwarven Legion of Skollheld Heill.  Gentlemen, this is Prince Methild, heir to the crown of the Elven Realms, Captain Dorn’ar’el, head of the Elven Keepers of Eredain, and Lady Wynathra, commander of Eredain’s guards.”
“Welcome to the Elven Forests,” Methild bowed his head.  “It has been long since our armies fought as one against the Darkness, and glad I am to see this day.”
“Agreed,” Hernek said.  “The races of Light have been scattered too long.  It’s past time we stood against the Darkness as one.”
“While I share the sentiments,” Trembath spoke in his gruff voice, “I’d like to point out that today was just a minor skirmish, from what Lord Evenshade says.”
“True,” Aranos agreed.  “Our real enemy wasn’t ever the urukkai.  The bodakkai are the ones we have to fear.”
“And we must fear them even more greatly, now,” Methild sighed.  “We received word during the battle, Elder.  Ulethelas has fallen to their hands.”
“Damn,” Aranos muttered, staring at the map.  “How did they get there from Cyva Alari so fast?”
“It does not seem they did, Elder.  We have scouts watching their movements, and they traveled up the Lumbir as if to lay siege to the City of Merchants.  We warned the city, and while they prepared to guard Ulethelas from a threat from without…”  He hesitated.  “The danger came from within.  Survivors managed to flee the city, and from their tales, an elf opened the Arcane Door, and the bodakkai poured out.”
“I’ll bet anything that was Lily,” Aranos growled.  “She can make herself look like a normal elf when she wants to, and it seems she can get past city wards, too.”  He looked at the map, measuring distances.  “From there, by the High Road, the bodakkai can reach Haerobel in two days.”
“That does not seem to be their destination, Elder.”  The prince pointed toward a city in the far northwest of the map.  “As best we can tell, the army from Cyva Alari marches to the northeast now, toward Elred Aethel, and the bodakkai from Ulethelas can be before that city in the same two days along the High Road.  Should it fall, then this will be the last city of the elves.”
Silence reigned in the tent for several moments.  Trembath stepped forward and cleared his throat.  “It gets worse, I’m afraid,” he said slowly, pointing to the ocean south of the main continent.  “We’ve got scouts out, as well, and there’s a flotilla moving up from the southern continent of Lumenor.”
“A flotilla?” Aranos asked.  “How big?”
“We don’t know – Avendale’s brigantines are built for speed, not battle, so they can’t get too close – but we estimate at least a quarter-million Shadowborn, all headed for Avendale.”
The silence stretched, and Aranos stared at the map.  “How far out are they?” he asked quietly.
“It depends on where they land, but if it were me, I’d land them here, at the ruins of Brightwater, southwest of Avendale, and march them along the coast.  If they do that – four days.”
“We could reinforce Avendale,” Hernek said slowly, “but we have, what, forty-five thousand soldiers?  All we could do against a quarter-million is hold long enough for the populace to escape.  We’d do better to fortify Stoneleague and hold them there.”
“Avendale has its own army, slightly smaller than Stoneleague’s,” Trembath said.  “There’s also an army in Highwater that’s half again the size of mine.  What about the other Skollhelds?”
Hernek touched the map, tracing a finger along the mountains north and south of Antas.  “Four Skollhelds still stand,” he said.  “Korhl to the south of Antas, Heill and Brahk to the north, and Ginak between Northmoor and Highwater.  Together, our legions number perhaps three thousand, although all armed and armored in deepsteel and conditioned from constant fighting in the Deeps.”  He shook his head.  “We’re all cut off from one another, though.  I have no idea if they’d join us, or if they’d hunker down and protect their own.”
“I do not see a way to reinforce Elred Aethel,” Methild admitted.  “However, we might be able to retake Cyva Alari while the bodakkai are absent the city.”
“And doom Avendale and Stoneleague,” Trembath protested.  “It’s a day’s march south to the High Road, then two days’ travel to your capital.  We’d never make it back here in time to return to Stoneleague and reinforce it!”
“We’d do better to pull everyone back to Antas,” Henrek said thoughtfully.  “It’s big enough to hold the human population, and it’s a lot more defensible.  We’d also have more time to build it up.”
“You want us to abandon our cities?” Trembath said incredulously. 
Hernek shrugged.  “I just said it makes the most sense, not that I thought it was the best idea.”
“We could use the Arcane Door to move the armies to Stoneleague and be in Avendale in two days,” Trembath said, stabbing a finger at the map.  “Even if we can’t save the city, we can rescue their army, add it to our own, and evacuate the population to Stoneleague.  We can hold there…”
“Unless the Traveler Lily takes Elred Aethel and moves her bodakkai through the Arcane Doors to Northmoor,” Methild pointed out.  “Then, we would be overrun on two fronts in Stoneleague, and we would have no choice but to fall back to Antas.”
“That’s my point,” Hernek agreed.  “If we evacuate Avendale and Stoneleague and move everyone to Antas beforehand, we’ll save lives – lives we’ll need to face the Shadowborn in Antas.”
“The city will not support that sort of population,” Geltheriel objected.  “The forests and lands about Antas suffered much beneath the pall of undeath, and they barely sustain the thousand souls we have now, much less tens of thousands.”
“Then we bring supplies,” the dwarf shrugged.  “We can move them easily enough thanks to the Arcane Doors.”  The man turned to Aranos.  “You’ve been quiet, Sorcerer.  What do you think?”
Aranos stared at the map in silence.  “I think – I think that the key is the Arcane Doors,” he said slowly.  “If we had those, we could hold.  We could travel to the Skollhelds and Highwater and gather their armies.  With those numbers, we could reinforce both Elred Aethel and Avendale, holding them against the bodakkai.”
He leaned forward.  “That has to be our focus.  Until we fix those Doors, the best we can do is try to hold what we have, and eventually, we’ll fail.  We’re outnumbered, and with the bodakkai, the Shadowborn have practically endless reinforcements.  Close those Doors to the bodakkai, and we can deal with the regular Shadowborn.  We can even start retaking cities we’ve lost.”
“Can’t we use the Arcane Doors you’ve already freed to travel to Avendale or Elred Aethel, Lord Evenshade?” Trembath asked hopefully.
Aranos shook his head.  “No.  The fallen Doors don’t connect to the Redeemed ones.  I’ve tried.”  He frowned.  “What are Elred Aethel’s defenses like?”
“Stronger than Eredain’s or Ulethelas’,” Methild said.  “The city was designed to repel an assault from the sea, as well as to hold back the beasts of the northern ice, who strike at them regularly.  With its garrison and perhaps five thousand troops, I could hold it against the bodakkai – unless they enter from within.”
“Then we need to make sure they can’t.”  He looked at the others.  “I think we can do this, but it won’t be easy.  Your Highness, General, I need you to return to Stoneleague and prepare for a march to Avendale.  Let them know that we’re heading their way.” 
He turned to Methild.  “Pick out the five thousand you’d select to defend Elred Aethel,” he instructed.  “I’ll build a portal there – once you convince the city’s Elder to allow it – and we can move the troops through the Antas Grand Portal.”  He looked at Rhys.  “Would the House of the Sickle be willing to plant some oilairie trees around the Arcane Door, just in case?”
“I am certain they would, Liberator,” the Druid nodded.  “I can speak with Grandmaster Kylantha to be sure, however.”
“Do that, please.  Until I can Redeem the Door there, it’s the biggest danger to the city.  I’ll bet Lily’s going to go ahead of her army and try to open it in advance.  If she has the bodakkai of all three cities, she’d be stupid not to march on Eredain and Haerobel – and she’s definitely not stupid.”
He glanced next at Hernek.  “Rigmen, would you mind returning to the Skollheld and asking the Priestess to reach out to the other Skollhelds?  I’d like to speak to them, and it’ll be easier if they all come to Skollheld Heill.”
The man hesitated.  “They won’t leave their Skollhelds, Sorcerer,” he said.  “The journey from Skollheld Heill to Skollheld Brahk, our closest neighbor, takes a week underground and nearly a month aboveground.  Either path is dangerous, and no Skollheld would subject its Priestess of the Heartstone to that sort of risk.” 
“I’ll make it easy on them, Rigmen,” Aranos assured the dwarf.  “If she can convince them to talk, I’ll make sure they can do it safely.”
“If you say so,” the dwarf shrugged.
“I do.”  Aranos looked around the table.  “Right now, our armies are scattered and isolated.  That’s our biggest weakness.  I’m going to try and fix that, then I’ll bring the dwarven armies into this war, whether their Priestesses like it or not.”
An hour later, Aranos emerged from the Arcane Door in Antas with his entire party in tow.  With the Doors between Eredain and Antas both restored and connected, opening one only required a touch of mana, not soul energy, and they passed from one city to the next in an instant.
“So, anyone can use these Doors with just a bit of SP?” Martina asked, reaching back to touch the golden portal that sealed behind them. 
“Yep.  Well, unless the city’s owner locks them,” Aranos hedged, glancing at his city status screen.  A new toggle appeared under Eredain and Antas that allowed him to seal and unlock the Arcane Doors.  “I’m guessing that to open a locked Door, you have to use enough Soul Energy to overpower the city’s Heart and steal the Door from the owner’s grasp.”
“That begs the question why no one locked the Doors against the bodakkai,” Longfellow observed.
“I didn’t have the option before I restored them, so something about the ritual that Corrupted them in the first place must also keep them from being sealed shut.”
“Seems reasonable,” Mutroda nodded.  “What would be the point of turning the Doors if you couldn’t kick them open later?”
“True.”  Aranos looked at his companions.  “I need to do some crafting, and then I’m going research a bit about a new spirit for Meridian.” 
“Want to check out the Guild and hit some Quests?” Martina asked the others, receiving nods in return.
I’m going to hunt, Silma said silently, her body rippling with new muscle.  I can feel some Shadowborn to the north of here, just at the edge of my range.  Killing Ilistil gave the fenrin two levels, herself, and that pushed her over 100 in Endurance and Wisdom.  She’d gained a significant boost to her LP, pushing it over 13,000, and her Bond with him deepened, allowing her to use some of his Skills as her own.  He felt her activating his Lifesense, her enhanced Perception and senses giving it a greater range for her than it had for him.  She’d also gained the ability to speak to anyone he could mentally, meaning she and Geltheriel could finally talk freely.
I shall join you, the Shade smiled.  I am sure Rhys will want to come with Glorferdir and Miwango, and both of them could use your experience and wisdom in the hunt. 
True.  They’re getting better, but they still hunt like puppies. 
“Will that forge of yours boost my Weaving skill, too?” Avalyn asked curiously.
“Sorry, no,” Aranos shook his head, then hesitated.  “However, I’ll bet the Library has blueprints for something like a Weaver’s Hall.  If you find them and bring them to me, I’ll build one near the Tower of Sorcery for you.”
She beamed at him.  “I can do that.  The Parmassae like me.  They say that instructing the young is their greatest calling.”  She rolled her eyes, then turned and walked off toward the Library, leaving Aranos with Mutroda.  He looked at the dwarf curiously.
“I’ll probably join your human friends,” the dwarf told him.  “They’re down a warrior, and I don’t mind helping out.”  She glanced at the battered-looking Meridian.  “They need a healer, too, and while I’m not as good at it as the Shaman, I can patch a few of their wounds.”
“True,” he nodded, clapping her on the shoulder.  “Thanks, Mutroda.”
“Of course.”  She looked at him, her eyes hardening, and pointed her finger at him.  “No fighting gods while I’m gone, though!  I don’t want to miss the next one.”
“Deal,” he chuckled, turning away and heading into the city. 
Aranos walked swiftly down to the Soulforge – stopping for fifteen minutes when Lorsan caught up to him with relatively minor city matters – and found it full of workers.  Several dwarves labored at side forges, while three elves worked at other anvils, and a single human pounded at the last open forge.  Aranos watched for a bit before entering and couldn’t help but smile at the banter between the races.
“You call that a weapon?” one of the dwarves shouted to Faraine of House Gilris, one of Aranos’ allies and a Master Enchanter and Goldsmith as she delicately shaped a long, slim sword blade.  “That thing will snap the first time anyone uses it!”
“It would, perhaps, if you forged it,” she called back mockingly.  “However, as I know how to make a truesilver blade both light and strong – rather than one of those blocky monstrosities you prefer, Master Losgrun – my work will not shatter on the anvil.”
“Ha!  She knows you, Losgrun,” another dwarf laughed.
Aranos stepped forward, easing past the laboring smiths, and lit the central Soulforge with an effort of will.  Instantly, work in the place ceased as every eye turned toward him.
“Priest!” one of the dwarves shouted.  “Another Legendary work today?”
Aranos laughed.  “Probably not,” he admitted.  “Although we can always hope, right?”
“Never hope for good craftsmanship, Priest,” Losgrun shook his head.  “If you have to hope, then you’ve already failed.”
“True enough,” Aranos agreed, pulling a truesilver ingot from his inventory and setting it into the forge to heat.  “I’m going to be trying something new today, though, so we’ll have to see if it works or not.”
“Something new, Lord Evenshade?” Faraine asked, handing her hammer and tongs to the man beside her and walking over to Aranos.  “You have yet to show me what you know already, and you wish to increase your knowledge?  For shame!”  She smiled at him, the grin taking the edge off her words, and he smiled back.
“In truth, Lady Gilris,” he said, forcing the elven formality out as he spoke, “your presence and assistance might be invaluable…”  He looked over at Losgrun.  “As might the eyes of a dwarven Master smith, Losgrun.”
“Depends on what you’re doing, Priest,” the dwarf grunted.  “I’m working for the Skollheld, here.  Is it worth taking my time?”
“I’m going to try to merge my two Enchanting techniques,” Aranos shrugged.  “I know how to Enchant in the dwarven fashion and the elven and human way.  I’m hoping to join them together into a single skill.”
The dwarf stopped, staring at the Sorcerer, then tossed his hammer to another dwarf.  “Now, that’s my kind of project!” he rumbled in his gravelly voice.  “Where do we start?”
“First, Lord Evenshade must forge the item in question,” Faraine laughed.  “Only then will you be needed, dwarf.”
“Not the dwarven way, elf,” the smith shook his head.  “We hammer our Enchantments into the forging.”  He grimaced.  “Not sure how you’re going to use two techniques that are so completely opposed to one another, really.”
“I have no idea,” the arcane laughed.  “But it’s worth a try, right?”
“Even failure teaches us much,” Faraine agreed.  “So, how will you begin?”
“To Enchant in the dwarven fashion, I have to pour my mana and intent into every strike, from the very first,” Aranos said, staring at the heating ingot.  “However, to High Enchant something, I have to etch runes into it and link those with Enchantments.”
“That – is an astonishing idea, Lord Evenshade,” Faraine said wonderingly.  “Linking runes and Enchantments together…”
“Sounds great,” Losgrun cut her off.  “That doesn’t answer how you’re going to do it.”
“I’m hoping to etch the runes into the work as I go,” he shrugged.  “If I do, maybe I can link the runes with my dwarven Enchantments, instead of elven ones – or use a mixture of both.”
“There is nothing for it but to try,” the elf smiled, gesturing to the glowing ingot.  “Your metal is ready.  Let us see the results.”
Aranos took out the ingot and placed it on the forge, gathering his thoughts – and his mana.  For dwarven forging, every blow mattered, and every strike had to have intent.  He couldn’t swing the hammer without knowing exactly what he wanted it to do, or it wouldn’t turn out correctly.  He hefted the hammer, gathered his mana, and brought it down on the softened metal with a loud clang.
He knew almost instantly that his first idea wasn’t going to work.  He began by reaching out with his High Mastery ability and plunging into the metal, shifting it to create relatively simple runes for strength, durability, and power.  Every hammer blow distorted those runes, though, forcing him to remake them, and shifted them around, destroying the connections.  He labored for fifteen minutes before giving up and tossing the ingot back into the forge to soften so he could try again.
“An excellent first attempt, Lord Evenshade,” Faraine said encouragingly.
“Looked unfocused to me,” Losgrun countered.  “Your strikes lacked purpose, Priest.  It felt like you were distracted as you worked.”
“I was,” he admitted.  “Etching the runes takes more concentration than I thought.”
“The metal requires your fullest attention,” Faraine instructed.  “Give it less than your best effort, and it will return less than its best result.”
“We agree on that, elf,” Losgrun spoke.
Aranos tried again, this time focusing on his strikes, but when he did that, he lacked the concentration to etch runes cleanly in the metal.  The runes still distorted with every strike, and when he tried to fix them, they ended up marred and worse than useless.  Once again, he tossed the metal back into the forge, shaking his head. 
There has to be a way to do this!  These two skills are different, sure, but they’re linked, as well. 
“That was better,” Faraine said dubiously, “but I felt the changes you tried to make in the metal.  They were coarse and far too unrefined to support a flow of mana.”
“It still feels like you’re fighting the metal,” Losgrun added.  “Your hits are a little sloppy, and you’re working against the metal, not with it.”
I have to work with the metal and support a flow of mana, he sighed internally, taking the ingot back out and trying again.  Once more, he knew swiftly that his work wasn’t good enough; the more he focused on the runes, the worse his smithing became, and the more he focused on smithing, the sloppier his runes came out.  The two Masters gave him advice, and he heeded it as he could, but nothing he did worked, and he felt his frustration growing.
He tossed the metal into the forge for what had to be the sixth time, then allowed his thoughts to relax and flow as they would.  There’s no point in getting angry, he reminded himself.  That’ll just make my work even worse.  I need to smith with a clear head – or not at all.
“You need to relax more,” the dwarf instructed.  “Hone your intent.  Remember, it’s the intent that makes the strike pure, not the arm.”
“If I may venture, Lord Evenshade, it seems that you fight yourself as much as the metal,” Faraine offered slowly.  “It feels as though you attempt to craft something against your own nature.  Consider, my Lord, what in your crafting is unique to you?  How do you fashion metal that is unlike all others?  Only that knowledge will spur you to Mastery.”
“She’s right,” Losgrun agreed.  “I’ve been telling you my way, and she’s telling you hers – but you need to find your own.  Forget everything you’ve been taught.  If you had to do this from the very start, how would you do it in a way no one else could?”
Aranos frowned as their words swirled around in his thoughts.  How did he do things that others didn’t?  For one thing, he didn’t follow the normal rules, which he really had done for High Enchanting.  Sure, he’d figured out a way to combine Enchanting and Runecrafting into one thing, but he still used regular Enchantments and runes.  He’d never tried to go beyond what he’d been taught, to make his own runes or Enchantments.
He considered the advice he’d given Avalyn.  What don’t I like about High Enchanting?  How is it limiting me?  That was simple; he lacked the precise control he needed to layer the deepest Enchantments and craft the finest runes.  High Enchanting was all about precision and perfection, while Truesmithing was all about intuition and imagination.  To combine the two, he’d need precision, perfection, and free-flowing intent…
Could it really be that simple? he thought as an idea slipped into his mind.  He took out the ingot and examined it with his High Mastery ability, his thoughts plunging down into the deepest parts of it, to the very edge of the crystalline structure.  Can I use this for my runes?
He hefted his hammer, his intent clear and focused in his mind, and brought it down, driving his mana into it.  As he did, he guided the mana down into the depths of the metal, weaving it into the crystal structure.  The power shattered that structure, and his thoughts rebuilt it into the shape and form he needed even as his hammer fell once more.  More energy flowed into the metal, and he guided it with his thoughts, twisting the lattice into the shapes he needed.  He wasn’t forming runes, at least not ones that he knew.  His hammer-driven mana shaped the crystal of the metal into patterns he recognized from his Spells, ones that he knew would carry the energy the way he wanted. 
Time passed as the forge fell silent around him.  Lost in his forging, Aranos didn’t even notice.  He drew power from the world around him, from the depths of his barely contained Domains, and especially from the indescribable power of Ascension coiled within him.  The energy flowed through his hammer, bleeding into his work and empowering the crystalline lattice he forged.  It guided his blows and helped him smooth out small flaws and blemishes.  It roiled through the metal, shaping it according to his will, and making it more than it might have been. 
At last, the final blow fell, and Aranos lifted his creation, a hammer that pulsed with an energy simultaneously deepest indigo and brightest gold.  He wanted to forge greater items, but to do that, he needed better tools – and this forge hammer felt perfect to his senses.  It simply felt – right.  As he placed it in the quenching trough, he examined his waiting notifications.
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Greater Creation Success!
You have crafted: Godkiller’s Forge Hammer
Rarity: Legendary
Quality: Artifact
Material: Shademetal
Item Type: One-handed Weapon
Damage: 31 – 43 (x2 to followers of deities, x5 to deities themselves)
Benefits: Crafting Speed +115%, Crafting Quality +115%, Crafting Rarity +115%, Armor Penetration +115%, Attack Speed +77%, all crafted items can hold 50% more Enchantments, no item forged with this hammer will have a Rarity below Rare or a Quality below Fine, +23% chance to create an Enhanced item, +11% chance to create an Evolved item
Special: This hammer may not be used by a crafter of less than Master rank without destroying whatever is created with it.  This hammer will cause damage per second equal to its damage rating to any mortal follower of a deity holding it, double that to an immortal follower of the deity, and five times that to a deity who touches it.
+250 XP
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New Material Created: Shademetal
Shademetal is an ore infused with Ascended mana and the will of the First Sorcerer.
Rarity: Legendary
Description: Shademetal defies mundane description in terms of hue and color.  Its color can vary but is always an impossible shade, such as ultra-orange or golden indigo.  It has similar hardness to warforged steel but is lighter, a quarter the mass of high steel by volume.  Any item crafted of shademetal has an increased chance to be Enhanced or Evolved.  Items made of shademetal are difficult to utilize properly: any individual with less than an Expert rank in an appropriate Skill for that item will use it as if they were Untrained.
Shademetal is a unique creation of Aranos Evenshade, the First Sorcerer, and as such cannot be found naturally in any form.
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Perk Gained: Grand Metallurgist
You have created a unique ore!  All other ores now seem simpler to you.
Benefits: You treat any metal as if it were two ranks less Rarity for the purposes of crafting or Appraising it. 
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Skill Creation!
You have merged the Skill: Truesmithing with the Skill: High Enchanting to create a new Skill!
Skill: True Enchanting (T)
As you are the creator of this Skill, you automatically gain the rank of Expert in it.
The average of the ranks of the two Skills forming this Skill is Master 1, higher than the minimum rank for a created Skill.  Therefore, you gain a boost of one full level to this Skill!
New Rank: Grandmaster 1
Benefits: You gain a bonus equal to 1% per Skill level plus half your Cha skill to the Quality and Rarity of smithed items.  You can craft items up to Standard quality using metals up to Rare rarity.  You can add 4 runes and 4 Enchantments or Dwarven Enchantments to any item you craft as part of the crafting process.  Additional runes or Enchantments risk a 25% chance per additional effect to destroy the item, minus 2% per Skill level.  All runes and Enchantments gain a +50% bonus to their effects, +1% per Skill level.  All items have a chance equal to your Skill level to become Enhanced or Evolved.
Student Ability: You can craft items up to Fine quality using metals up to Exotic rarity.  You can add up to 6 runes and 6 Enchantments or Dwarven Enchantments to an item you craft as part of the crafting process.  All runes and Enchantments gain a +75% bonus to their effects, +1% per Skill level.  You can craft quasi-metals using Enhanced Aspects.  You can attempt to Deconstruct an existing item to learn its runes and Enchantments: the chance of success is equal to your [Int / 4] (max 100%), minus 10% per rarity of the item above Standard, plus 1% per level of this skill.
Adept Ability: You can attempt to create your own runes or Enchantments to duplicate the effects of a Spell, Enchantment, or Ability you have seen or are familiar with.  You have a chance equal to [Skill Level + ½ Int Stat]% to successfully create a rune or Enchantment, halved if you could not normally cast the Spell or use the Ability in question yourself.  You can craft items up to Excellent quality using metals up to Exceptional rarity.  You can add up to 8 runes and 8 Enchantments or Dwarven Enchantments to an item you craft as part of the crafting process, and the failure chance for adding extra effects is halved.  All runes and Enchantments gain a +100% bonus to their effects, +1.5% per Skill level.  The chance for a crafted item to be Enhanced or Evolved is increased to 1.25% per Skill level.
Expert Ability: You can attempt to create your own runes or Enchantments to replicate a Spell or Ability, even if you have only passing familiarity with it.  The chance to create an unfamiliar rune or Enchantment is half that to create a familiar rune or Enchantment.  You can craft items up to Masterwork quality using metals up to Legendary rarity.  You can add up to 10 runes and 10 Enchantments or Dwarven Enchantments to an item you craft as part of the crafting process.  All runes and Enchantments gain a +150% bonus to their effects, +1.5% per Skill level.  You can add Ascended Spells as Enchantments for Masterwork or higher quality items of at least Legendary rarity.
Master Ability: You can spend XP to increase the quality and Rarity of an item.  Every 10 XP drained improves the item’s quality and rarity by 1% and the chance for the item to gain an Enhancement or Evolution by 2%.  You can attempt to create familiar runes or Enchantments at double the normal chance of success, an unfamiliar rune or Enchantment with the normal chance of success, or an entirely unique rune or Enchantment at one-quarter the chance of success.  You can craft items up to Artifact quality using metals up to Mythical rarity.  You can add up to 14 runes and 14 Enchantments or Dwarven Enchantments to an item you craft as part of the crafting process.  All runes and Enchantments gain a +200% bonus to their effects, +2% per Skill level.  You can use Primal mana to create Evolved and Legendary metals.
Grandmaster Ability: You can create items of Divine status, a rank of Quality and Rarity usually restricted to deities.  Divine items gain a boost of 500% to their base statistics and can only be wielded by those beings designated by their creator.  The base chance to create a Divine item is 1%.  This can be boosted by spending XP as above or by other Skills or Abilities that increase crafting Quality and Rarity, but these are only 10% as effective as normal (an automatic increase in rank increases the chance for a Divine work by 10%, for example).  Your crafted items are never less than Fine quality, regardless of the material used or the amount of time spent.  You can add up to 20 runes and 20 Enchantments or Dwarven Enchantments to an item you craft as part of the crafting process.  All runes and Enchantments gain a +300% bonus to their effects, +3% per Skill level. 
For reaching Grandmaster Rank in this Skill, you gain:
Dex +5, Int +5, Wis +5
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World’s First!
You are the first player to reach the rank of Grandmaster in a Skill!  You receive the Title: The Grandmaster and the Perk: Supreme Crafter
Title: The Grandmaster
You have reached the apex of one Skill, making all other Skills seem easier to master.
Benefits: You gain Skill ranks from training at double the normal rate.  You start any new Skill at one full level higher than the normal minimum. 
Perk: Supreme Crafter
You have reached the epitome of crafting in one Skill, and this mastery spills over into all your crafting efforts.
Benefits: All of your crafts are improved by one rank of Quality and Rarity.  Effects of your crafted items are increased by +50%.  Crafting speed for all of your crafts is doubled.  These bonuses stack with other bonuses from Skills, Abilities, Perks, and Titles.
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Aranos stared at the notifications, then held up his newly formed hammer.  The metal glowed golden indigo in the light, somehow both deep blue and bright gold at the same time, seeming to pulse with its own inner light.  The work was smooth and immaculate, needing no polishing or smoothing, just some leather to wrap the handle.  It felt light in his hands, but when he swung it at the anvil, it struck with a loud, ringing clang and rebounded with significant heft. 
“What – what is that?” Faraine asked quietly, her voice echoing in the silence of the Soulforge. 
“My new forge hammer,” Aranos smiled.  “I got it to work, by the way.  I figured out how to join the two techniques – with both of your help, of course.”
“We can see that, you ninny,” Losgrun growled.  “And we’ll talk about that later.  She’s asking what in the Stone that metal is!  I’ve never seen anything like it in my life!”
“Neither have I, and that’s saying a lot,” a third voice spoke, and Aranos turned to see the human looking at his work.  “That’s Artifact work, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Aranos nodded.  “I’m sorry, but we haven’t met.  I’m Aranos…”
“Lord Evenshade.  I know you, my Lord.”  The man stuck out a hand, and Aranos shifted the hammer to his left to shake.  “My name’s Byron Silverstone, Grandmaster of the Blacksmiths’ Guild in Stoneleague.” 
“Grandmaster?” Faraine gasped, her hands to her mouth.  “You did not mention that when you spoke with us!”
“I didn’t think it would matter.”  The man wiped his hands on his pants and reached out for the forge hammer.  “Mind if I look it over?”
“Please,” Aranos smiled at the man and handed over the hammer, readying his mana even as he did.  If the man tried to teleport away or flee with it, he’d have an unpleasant surprise waiting for him.  Fortunately, the smith simply inspected the hammer, feeling along its seams and edges, hefting it and testing its balance.
“It’s light,” he said after a few moments.  “It swings like it’s much heavier, though.  There’s something strange about it; it moves perfectly, but it feels like it’s testing you, and if it found you wanting, it wouldn’t react well.”
Aranos nodded.  “It’s restricted to being used by Masters or higher.”
“That would explain it.”  He eyed the weapon closely.  “This is stronger than deepsteel, I’d bet.  It’s also just about perfect, and I can feel very powerful magic running through it.”  He flipped it in the air, caught the handle, and winced.  “It also doesn’t like being treated like a toy,” he laughed, handing it back to Aranos.
“Are you a Grandmaster in Blacksmithing?” Silverstone asked at last.
“Of sorts,” Aranos shrugged.  “I just got the level for combining my Truesmithing and High Enchanting skills.  It set me to Grandmaster 1.”
Faraine gasped, and Losgrun whistled appreciatively.  “That’s an amazing piece of work,” the dwarf said.  “I’ve seen worse presented for a Grandmaster certification before the Stone before.”
“So have I,” Byron agreed.  “Although to the Guild Council, not the Stone, of course.”
“Certification?” Aranos repeated.
“It’s one thing to have the rank in the Skill, Priest,” Losgrun said.  “It’s another to have it acknowledged before the Stone.  To do that, you have to prove your work to the Grandmasters.”
“Why would I bother?” Aranos asked curiously.  “I mean, I get the benefits of the rank already.”
“Because by having an acknowledged Grandmaster rank, Lord Evenshade, you may freely enter any crafting House, Dwarven Forge, or human Guild, and none may restrict you from practicing your craft,” Faraine said quietly.  “As well, even your least creations become items to be treasured, and all will flock to you to learn at your feet.”
“She’s got the right of it,” Byron nodded.  “It’s worth it, trust me.”
“However, before you do that – I humbly request that you teach me the dwarven method of Enchanting,” Faraine spoke, bowing her head to him.  “I know that it is a secret of the race, but with that knowledge, I could move beyond the Master ranks myself at last – especially if I could learn how to make such a thing my own, even as you have.”
Aranos glanced at Losgrun, who shrugged.  “It’s a secret of the Stone, but you’re a Priest of the Stone, Sorcerer.  In this Skollheld, it’s up to you to decide what the Stone wants.”
“Then I’ll be happy to,” Aranos smiled at the woman, taking out another ingot.  “I have some more crafting to do, so I can show you as I work, and then you can try it yourself.  Deal?”
“It is, and for this, you have the undying loyalty of my House,” the woman said fervently.  “I and all of my name, until our last, will support and serve House Evenshade, for as long as we have breath.”
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Oath of Fealty Offered!
House Gilris has offered its Fealty to House Evenshade.  This will make House Gilris a lesser branch of House Evenshade.  All of its members, assets, and buildings will become part of House Evenshade, possibly boosting your House’s standing. 
Do you wish to accept this oath? (Yes/No)
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Aranos was tempted to say yes – sorely tempted.  Evenshade was a Young House, and Gilris was a High House.  At the least, accepting her offer would bump House Evenshade to the High ranks, perhaps even the Elder ranks.  At the same time, though, he suspected that accepting might cause unrest in the rest of Faraine’s House.  Her members might not want to be ancillary to House Evenshade, and they might even desert her.  He appreciated the fervor that drove her, but it reminded him that Faraine was young for an elf and a bit impetuous. 
“That’s not necessary,” Aranos said firmly to the woman, declining the offer in his screen.  “We’re allies, Lady Gilris – and friends, I think.  That’s all the reason I need to help you out.  You don’t need to swear your House to mine.”
The woman blinked rapidly, her eyes shining, and nodded.  “That is – extraordinarily kind of you, Lord Evenshade,” she sighed.  “Know, though, that the sort of training you offer is the stuff that Houses are built around.  Its value is incalculable…”
“So is the value of your friendship,” he cut her off.  “Now, let’s get to work.”  He looked around at the silent forge.  “Shouldn’t you all get back to work?”
“You heard the Priest!” Losgrun roared.  “Back to work, all of you!  Unless you want to cry about the Priest’s kind heart and quench your metal that way!”
Byron grinned and shook his head.  “I love working with dwarves,” he admitted.  He looked hesitantly at Aranos.  “The elf’s right, though, Lord Evenshade.  The training of a Grandmaster is very valuable.  I’d have charged her platinum to work with me, and platinum links for me to actually train her.”
“And I would have paid them, had I known your skill,” Faraine agreed.
“Well, I’ve got plenty of money.  In fact, I can make it if I have to,” Aranos laughed, picking up the truesilver ingot and slowly shifting it to platinum with his High Mastery ability.  The human smith stared at the block in awe even as Aranos switched it back to truesilver.  He looked at Faraine.  “I can’t create a friend from nothing, though, so I consider that more valuable than gold and jewels.”
“Then I offer you my friendship freely,” the woman said with a sigh.  “How shall we begin, Lord Evenshade?”




Chapter 19

Aranos sat down in the top level of the Tower of Grand Sorcery three hours later, a bit worn out but totally happy with the day’s results.  He trained Faraine for most of that time while crafting new gear for the party to replace ones that they’d out-leveled, and the elf made swift progress.  She’d picked up on the basic idea of dwarven Enchanting easily enough, but actually doing it was much harder.  She kept trying to weave her mana into the metal, the way she did for Enchanting, rather than guiding her intent through her hammer. 
Once she got the idea that each hammer blow had to add to the Enchantment, one bit at a time, gradually building it up throughout the forging process, she finally gained the Novice rank of Dwarven Smithing.  The new acquisition stunned her – usually, gaining a new skill took weeks or months of training – but Aranos guessed it was a benefit of training with a Traveler.  Just as Travelers leveled their skills faster than natives, it seemed they also trained natives more quickly.  That made sense from a practical point of view; a player who agreed to teach a native wouldn’t want to commit to months of instruction, after all.
In return, Faraine showed Aranos how to unlock the Enchanter Profession.  As it turned out, the base Profession required a single Spell Mastery at the Student ranks.  As a Sorcerer, though, Aranos couldn’t take a Spell Mastery Skill; those Skills belonged to Wizards only.  Fortunately, Byron knew that reaching Student ranks in Enchanting Lore would have the same effect, and Aranos made a mental note to get that skill book from the Library the first chance he got.
Once Faraine went off on her own to practice and train the new skill, Aranos settled in to do his own work and immediately realized that his Grandmaster rank wasn’t just for show.  His new hammer felt like an extension of himself, and he knew precisely where and how to place each blow for the best effect.  He worked the metal like soft clay, bending it effortlessly to his will, and he knew exactly how to shift the crystalline grains into the correct patterns for the effects he desired.  The ease with which he forged astounded him, and simply to challenge himself, he added ornate flairs to each item that provided no real bonuses or effects but simply increased the difficulty of forging them – and probably their value.
In the end, he left the Soulforge with a pack full of new items.   He crafted a new starsteel long sword for Phil, warforged steel shields for the Paladin and Hector, a flanged, cloudmetal mace for Martina – who still had a high-steel melee weapon, just a step above starter gear – and brightsilver shield and armor to replace Meridian’s after the anqaruk’s assault on her left hers so battered it barely functioned.  Those were simple enough items, and he gave them relatively standard abilities.  Phil’s blade had bonuses to damage and armor penetration, plus it did celestial damage and amplified his Paladin abilities.  His shield had bonuses against undead and Shadowborn, while Hector’s reflected a portion of every spell it intercepted back toward the caster.  Meridian’s armor did the same for physical damage she took and boosted her SP regen, allowing her to heal longer in a fight, and Martina’s mace improved her Attack bonus and weapon skill, since she rarely used it and didn’t train much with it. 
He also crafted a chain-like amulet for Rhys that increased not only the power of his Spells and his resistance to hostile magic but also massively boosted his Animal Handling and Beast Lore skills, which gave bonuses to both Miwango and Glorferdir while the Druid trained them.  He didn’t know any Enchantments or runes that would do that; he’d had to craft one completely on his own, and it took him three tries to get it right.  Once he’d finished, though, the new Enchantment blazed in his mind.
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Enchantment Template Created: Skill Boost
This Enchantment allows you to improve a single Skill.
Rarity: Unique
Base Effect: Improves the existing selected Skill by 5%.
Enhanced: If the bearer of the item does not possess the selected Skill, they gain it at the base rank of Novice 1 (Untrained).  If the item’s creator is at least Adept-ranked in Enchanting, this is improved to Novice 6 (Trained), and if the creator is at least Master Ranked, the base rank is Student 1 (Trained). 
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The new Enchantment gained a spontaneous Enhancement, and Aranos used it to craft rings of Astral Mana Sight for everyone in the party.
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Ring of Astral Sight
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Masterwork
Type: Ring
Material: Cloudmetal
Benefits: Grants Mana Sight (Astral and Dark only) and Night Vision both at the Adept 7 (T) rank to its wearer, Per +43, increases resistance to extraplanar effects and Corrupted Spells, Skills, or Abilities by +86%.
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The rings weren’t all that powerful, but they would let his party members see in the Kala and gave them some resistance to its effects.  He knew they’d be traveling there again, and the more prepared they were to deal with the hostile realm, the better they’d all be.
Mutroda got a new helmet that should render her all but immune to mental control or attacks that affected her mind and boosted her senses; he forged a harness for Miwango to improve the dragonelle’s speed, Defense, and resistance as well as boosting his breath weapons; Glorferdir received warforged steel barding that greatly improved his Defense and Dodge skill and boosted his Physical Stats and the effectiveness of his roar.
He forged each of those items with Masterwork quality, which seemed to be his new norm as a Grandmaster True Smith.  He spent a bit more time on the items for Silma and Geltheriel, though, and that extra care showed in the results.
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Collar of the High Celestial
Rarity: Legendary (due to material used)
Quality: Artifact
Type: Amulet
Material: Starsteel
Benefits: Physical Stats +86, Movement Rate +215%, Perception +107, Movement Speed +215%, Attack +107, Defense +107, Dodge +215%, Stealth +215%, Magic Resistance +107%, attacks do +107 celestial damage.
Activated Abilities: Starwolf Armor: coats wearer in starsteel chain armor that adds +107 to Defense, immunity to Corrupt Spells or Abilities, and ignores armor penetration from less than Legendary sources, lasts for 1 minute (3 charges); Dimension Step: teleport to any unoccupied space within sight range (1 charge); Shed Magic: Disjoin all hostile Spells on the target with a +430 bonus to the Opposed Check (2 charges); Celestial Empowerment: boost the effect of a single Spell or Ability by +215%, granting it the Redeemed quality (5 charges). 
Charges: 1,016
Bracer of the True Champion
Rarity: Legendary (due to material used)
Quality: Artifact
Type: Shield
Material: Shademetal
Benefits: Physical Stats +64, Movement Rate +322%, Defense +160, Dodge +322%, Stealth +322%, Magic Resistance +160%, Attack Speed +322%, Parry +322%, all defensive abilities +160%, can be expanded to a buckler or medium shield at will.
Activated Abilities: Perfect Defense: block a single attack, no matter the source, once per day; Shade Armor: cover the wearer in a skin of shademetal that increases Defense by +160, ignores armor penetration from all sources, and gives immunity to Spells from less than Legendary sources, lasts 1 minute (4 charges); Shadow Leap: wearer becomes incorporeal, undetectable to all non-magical senses, able to move through solid objects that aren’t warded against astral mana, and immune to damage from any source for 10 seconds (10 charges); Damage Reflection: wearer’s Attack and Damage drop to 0 for 30 seconds, but all damage they take during this time is reflected at the dealer of that damage (20 charges).
Charges: 1,194
Special: Will only function completely for the True Champion of Evenshade.  Benefits are halved for any other wielder.  Can only be worn by someone with at least an Expert-ranked Dodge skill; inflicts the above bonuses as penalties instead to any lesser being donning the Bracer. 
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The new Collar outmatched his old creation in every possible way, and Aranos felt fairly proud of it.  Silma could still teleport freely – sight range for her reached a lot farther than it did for him – and she’d be able to shake off Spells from all but the most powerful casters.  The starsteel armor offered her more than double the protection her current truesilver did, and the extra celestial damage would let her pierce most defenses.  With the new item, Silma might be able to face enemies like Arioch and survive, especially if he further boosted her with his magic.  The celestial wolf reached level 29, and he guessed that level 30 would be a milestone for her – now, she’d have a collar that matched her powerful nature. 
The Bracer, though – that was pretty amazing.  It looked like a simple, metal armband that locked around the wearer’s forearm, the kind that an archer might use to protect their arm from the bow’s string snapping them.  Its coloration, though, quickly dispelled any thoughts that the Bracer might be normal metal; the armband gleamed a shade that was somehow simultaneously bright silver and deepest black, and he found it hard to focus on the thing for very long.  Geltheriel could shape it into a regular shield if she wanted, but she could also cause it to cover her from head to toe in a skin of shademetal that should move fluidly with her, not restricting her movements at all and granting her amazing Defense and resistances. 
He left the Soulforge and headed to the Library, picking up the Enchanting Lore skill book, then traveled to the Tower of Sorcery, where Avalyn met him, eagerly holding out a large sheet of blue-tinted paper. 
“I found one!” she blurted the moment he entered the Tower’s foyer, where she’d apparently been waiting for him and working on her Weaving.  Aranos took the blueprint and examined it closely.
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Weaver’s Hall
Crafting Structure
A Weaver’s Hall grants benefits to weavers, seamsters, and others who craft with cloth and fabric.
Rarity: Common
Upkeep: 1 Silver per month
Benefits: Crafting speed for appropriate crafting skills +5%; appropriate skills level +5% faster.
Resources Required: 61 Lumber, 47 Stone, 21 Ore
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“I know it’s not much,” she admitted.  “But even a 5% bonus is something, right?  And the Parmassae say that it’s only a base structure; there are more complex and rarer ones that we can upgrade it to if we want.”
“You’re right,” he agreed, pointing to the blueprints.  “It does look easily upgradable.  I could make these looms water-powered instead of hand-powered, widen these spaces to give you room to craft larger weavings, maybe make these looms and wheels out of better materials.”  He made a face.  “Really, the design for the whole place could be improved.  Bigger windows to help with lighting, maybe some decorative stonework to make it feel more – creative.” 
She stared at him, then looked back down at the paper.  “You can see all that from this?” she asked.  “I can’t make heads or tails out of it!”
He laughed.  “It’s the Architecture skill – of a sort.  It lets you understand and even modify blueprints.”  He rolled up the paper.  “Have you thought about where you want this?”
“Yeah, there’s a building three doors down that’s just a ruin.  I thought it could go there if that’s okay.  Like you said, having it close to the tower will make my life easier.”
“It will.  Give me a bit to fix this plan up, and we’ll go build it for you.” 
He took out one of the blank blueprints Aelyn gave him along with his straightedge, ruler, and compass and sat down at the desk in the foyer.  It took him fifteen minutes to recreate the building with the upgrades he wanted, and she waited impatiently the entire time.  At last, he led her from the tower, and she guided him to the left, toward her chosen space.
They walked down the street to the building she’d selected, and he dove into the Tree-heart at the center of Antas.  Reshaping the ruin into the Weaver’s Hall he’d created – rather than the pedestrian one in the blueprint – simply required energy, focus, and patience; the Heart wanted the city restored, and it gladly lent its power and expertise to the task.  The rubble flowed like mud, swirling and reshaping itself into a long, two-story building with high, arched windows, flowing lines, and decorative whorls that reminded Aranos of threads spinning on a loom.  The doorway shifted into a huge spinning wheel, the truesilver double doors gleaming with embossed spokes that came together at the twin handles.  When Aranos finished, he Appraised the building with a smile.
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Structure Completed!
Weaver’s Factory
Crafting Structure
A Weaver’s Factory grants large benefits to weavers, seamsters, and others who craft with cloth and fabric.
Rarity: Rare
Upkeep: 3 Silvers per month
Benefits: Crafting speed for appropriate crafting skills +15%; appropriate skills level +15% faster, quality of cloth or fabric items crafted within +15%
Enhanced: Base fabric made in this factory is automatically improved one rank of quality.
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“That’s more like it,” Aranos nodded.  “That’s much better than what’s on the original blueprint.”
“What – what is it?” Avalyn asked, her voice and face both awed.  “What did you make?”
“A Weaver’s Factory.  It’s a powered version of the Weaver’s Hall.  The bonuses are increased to 15%, and any cloth you make inside will be one rank higher quality.”  He looked at her.  “You said that Tialha taught you to make fabric, right?  Not just thread?”
She nodded.  “That’s one of the first things I had to learn.  I can make wool, cotton, and linen, and I’m working on silk.”  She grinned.  “I’ll bet this building will make that a lot easier, though!”  She hurried up to the door, pushing it open easily.
“You’re welcome!” Aranos called after her and she waved back at him without turning.  He chuckled; he didn’t blame her for her excitement.  He’d send a message to Lorsan telling him about the building and making sure that any crafters in the city who could use it knew about it, but for now, the whole place basically belonged to Avalyn.  Really, she didn’t have a place of her own – she slept in the tower or the Treehome, both of which belonged to him, and pretty soon, this place would be filled with weavers and seamsters plying their crafts.  He frowned.  That wasn’t a difficult problem to solve – he had tons of room in the city, and raising a simple house took practically no effort at all – and having her own place might give Avalyn a sense of independence that he guessed she’d never really had.  He’d have to look into it.
With those tasks done, he returned to the tower and ascended to its peak.  He touched the purple orb on his desk, but as he expected, no messages awaited him.  So far, he and Avalyn were the only Sorcerers he’d found in the game, and without Sorcerers, not much happened in the Tower of Grand Sorcery.  Eventually, as more players came in – and the AIs created more Sorcerer NPCs – that would probably change, but for now, running the tower required nothing more than a modicum of effort.
He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, dropping instantly into his mindscape.  He sat quietly for a full minute, simply breathing deeply and enjoying the quiet of the forest glen.  He delved into his mana, finding the river of his Primary and Enhanced mana turbulent and swirling, disturbed by the addition of his Ascension mana into his depths.  Thirty minutes of effort later, the river flowed smoothly and calmly, the various Aspects rushing along in their own channels and the contaminants of his Primal mana back in the ocean of his Domains where they belonged – at least, for the most part.  He couldn’t quite purge his mana river of Primal energy; he suspected that was something he’d need to be a Grandmaster in Mana Control to achieve. 
I’ve just gotten one skill to Grandmaster, and I’m already looking at another, he chuckled wryly.  I might have a problem with overachieving. 
He glanced over at his skill books, then shook his head.  He did need to train his skills, of course, but first, he needed to take some time to work on his Spells.  Gravity Well, Mental Shroud, Mindlink, Ravaging Burst, and Shield Mind all sat on the verge of ranking up, and Arcane Armor, Energy Wall, Silent Communion, and Strengthen Metal weren’t that far behind.  Plus, he needed to see how he could incorporate his new Domain into his Spells and perhaps create an Ascended Spell out of Ascension mana.  He didn’t know if he had time for all that, though – he still had skill training to do, and he wanted to put in a little work on his mindscape.
What’s going to give me the best returns on my time?  Creating a new Spell would take some time, and in all honesty, he couldn’t think of a Spell he really needed.  His existing Spells covered most situations, and while some of them felt slightly underpowered, it took far less time and mana to upgrade them than to create an entirely new Spell.  In fact, he realized, that might be a good use of his new Domain; Ascension worked to improve things, so including a touch of it in a Spell might just boost that Spell’s power and effectiveness. 
Only one way to find out.




Chapter 20

He pulled up the mental construct for Strengthen Metal, a Spell he rarely used anymore.  He’d made most of his party members’ arms and armor out of Legendary materials, and his Spell wouldn’t do much for those since he didn’t know of any Mythical metals.  He sank below his mindscape, into the depths of his mana river where the spell-form hung before him, glowing faintly gray with metal mana in his sight. 
He almost shook his head; he’d created the Spell so long ago that he didn’t even use Enhanced Aspects to fashion it.  The Spell simply infused a metal object with metal mana, strengthening it and possibly transmuting it into a more advanced alloy.  Fortunately, it wouldn’t take much to fix that.  He dove into the elaborate spell-form and shifted it around, removing most of the metal mana and considering how he wanted to adjust the construct.
Well, first, I’d like to add a layer of damping mana to any armor or shields, he mused as his thoughts wove through the Spell.  Of course, I don’t want that on weapons; those could get a boost of kinetic mana, though, to add extra impact to them.  That’ll require the Spell to tap into my intentions to differentiate between the two, which means mind mana. 
He frowned as he looked over the construct and an idea occurred to him.  Really, I could add damping and kinetic mana to armor and weapons, both, at least if I’m using mind mana to gauge someone’s intentions.  I mean, armor that shot a blast of kinetic energy at someone or a short sword that could parry a halberd by absorbing its momentum would be pretty useful.  That means adding a section to connect to the wielder and monitor their intent in combat…
His mind flitted through the spell-form, shifting and adjusting it instinctively.  His changes barely touched his mana, and he found himself constructing the elaborate Spell with astonishing ease.  As he worked, he understood why; the spell-form wasn’t that different from a complex Enchantment or rune, and his Grandmaster rank in True Enchanting seemed to speed his Spell crafting.  He added twists and layers to the Spell, expanding its area of effect to include every metal object on an individual and shifting the strands of metal mana to refine and upgrade existing metal rather than adding new alloy to strengthen it. 
Finally, he let his mana trickle into the construct, adjusting and repairing it as the energy flowed through the spell-form and revealed small flaws and errors.  He reached down into himself and pulled up a strand of Ascension mana, the tiniest one he could manage, gently guiding it into the Spell.  The green-red power slid into the construct and flowed through it, subtly shifting and twisting the structure as it passed.  New connections stretched through it as channels widened to allow greater power flow, and a moment later, the Spell shivered into being, having drained a full thirty thousand SP to create. 
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Spell Evolution!
Strengthen Metal^ has become Aura of Enhancement*
Rank: Student 1
Improve the strength and durability of all inorganic items around you.
Effect: Select a friendly target.  All inorganic items worn, held, or carried by that target receive an improvement to strength, durability, and effectiveness of your [(Wis-10)/20]%, +3% per Spell level.  This bonus applies to damage, Defense, and durability.  Metal, crystal, or stone items have a 50% chance of transmuting into a substance one rank rarer for the duration of the Spell, +1% per Spell level.
Enhanced: All items affected by this Spell gain infusions of damping and kinetic mana, giving them a bonus equal to your [(Int – 10)/5].  For weapons, this does kinetic damage equal to that bonus and improves the Parry Skill by that amount.  For armor or shields, this reduces normal damage by the bonus amount and inflicts kinetic damage on any person who strikes the armor equal to the bonus. 
Evolved: Instead of affecting only the targeted individual, the Spell emanates as an Aura, giving the bonus to all allies within 30’ of the target. 
Special: This Spell has synergy with the various crafting and Lore Skills.  If you possess a Lore or crafting Skill that would affect the quality of an affected item when it was crafted, that Skill adds 1% per Skill level to the Spell’s bonus to that item.  Note that multiple Skills can combine to boost a single item more than once.
Special: Any item affected by this Spell has a flat 1% chance to spontaneously Evolve.
Casting Time: 30 s
Duration: 15 min + 15 s / Spell level
Cost: 715 SP, 35 Damping SP, 35 Kinetic SP, 25 Mind SP
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Aranos couldn’t help but grin; adding Ascension mana worked!  His previous Spell strengthened a single metal item by about 60%; the new Spell cost almost four times as much but boosted every inorganic item of all allies within 30’ of the target by about 50%, plus reducing their incoming damage and increasing their damage output.  That was much more useful and practical, and with his boosts to Spell Power, the bonus was closer to 500%, not 50%. 
He spent the next hour tweaking his Spells, adjusting the spell-forms and improving their constructs.  Crafting Spells in his mindscape certainly took less effort than directly building them, but working on the Spell matrices themselves gave him much more flexibility and adaptability in changing and upgrading them.  He added damping and forbiddance mana to his Arcane Armor, reducing incoming damage and the abilities of powerful otherworldly creatures to shatter the construct so easily.  He turned the orb of his Ball Lightning into a cloudlike sheet that rained radioactive lightning across a wider area and added a kinetic burst to his Gravity Well.  He expanded the blast radius of his Ravaging Burst and increased the surface area and strength of his Energy Wall.
He also trickled Ascension mana into each spell-form as he powered it.  Each time, the Spell shifted in some way, mostly in beneficial fashion but always a bit unpredictably.  The resulting Spells cost far more SP to cast, but their effects were mostly worth it, in Aranos’ opinion.
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Spell Evolutions!
The following Spells have Evolved:
Arcane Armor* has become Eldritch Armor*
Rank: Expert 1
Coat yourself in armor made of nearly invisible layers of Enhanced and Primary mana
Effect: Protects against 1 LP of physical, elemental, or Spell damage per 1 SP invested.  Can be repaired at a rate of 1 SP per 1 LP restored.  SP cost reduced by 1% and LP protection increased by 2% per Spell level.  1% of physical protection is added as a bonus to Opposed Checks versus mental attacks.
Enhanced: Ignores armor-piercing attacks of less than Legendary status.  All physical or magical damage is reduced by 25% before being deducted from the armor’s protection. 
Evolved: Abilities, Skills, or Spells that ignore armor or shielding do not ignore this armor.  Purely magical damage reduced by 75% before being deducted from the armor’s protection, and 10% of this reduced damage automatically repairs the armor (cannot improve the armor’s protection beyond the maximum).
Expert Bonus: You can thicken this armor to protect against targeted attacks.  To do this, you make an Opposed Check: your [Int + Spell Level] versus the attack’s [Attack bonus].  Success means that the attack only does 25% of normal damage.  This can only be used against attacks that strike a small area on your body, not AOE or full-body attacks.
Cost: Up to 90% of Max SP.
Ball Lightning has become Lightning Storm^
Rank: Student 4
Rain lightning strikes on a battlefield
Effect: Choose a point within sight range.  A sheet of glowing clouds covers a radius of 100’ from that point and remains still for the duration of the Spell.  Once per second, a number of lightning bolts equal to your [(Int-10)/50] + 1 per 10 full Spell levels will strike random creatures below the cloud.  You can target one or more specific creatures with lightning strikes, hitting creatures with as many or as few strikes as you wish up to the maximum.  Each stroke has a chance equal to [50% - 2% per Mana Manipulation Skill level] to miss the intended target and strike another creature or object within 5’.  Each strike does 30-60 LP damage if it hits (432-914).  Any creature that takes 10% or more of their max LP in damage in a single second is paralyzed for 5 s, +2 s for every additional 10% of their max LP damage they took. 
Enhanced: Each strike also does 50% of its damage as radiation damage.  This does not reduce LP, but every 20 points of radiation damage reduces a random Physical Stat by 1 point. 
Duration: 5 min
Cost: 962 SP
Energy Wall has become Arcane Barrier^
Rank: Adept 1
Create a magical barrier that repels and damages anyone trying to cross it.
Effect: You create a wall of translucent mana 30’ x 30’ x 1”.  The wall can be shaped to any height or width so long as its total area is 900 sq ft.  Any creature attempting to cross, attack through, or cast a Spell through this barrier must make an Opposed Check: your [Wis + Spell Level + 20] versus their [Strength, Attack, or Int] to succeed.   Any creature or object touching the barrier takes 18-27 damage (336-514), double that if they cross it.  This damage is a mixture of all elemental types, plus arctic and thermal mana.  Damage and max size increased by 2% per Spell Level. 
Enhanced: Armor piercing effects are only half as effective against this barrier.  Creatures passing through take 10% of the Spell damage as necrotic damage, which damages the higher of their End or Wis Stats. 
Adept Bonus: You receive a bonus of 10% to any Opposed Check to pierce or disjoin the barrier.
Duration: 5 min + 30 s per Spell Level
Cost: 415 SP
Gravity Well has become Gravity Pulsar^
Rank: Student 1
Create an area of pulsing gravity that batters all creatures and objects within it.
Effect: Choose a spot within sight range.  All creatures less than 60’ from this spot are drawn toward it as if falling at twice standard speed and take 10 – 17 LP damage when impacting an object in the center (134 – 230).  Every other second, a pulse of kinetic energy erupts in the center of the Pulsar, hurling all creatures within it out to the edge of the 60’ radius and doing damage as above.  Creatures then fall back into the center, taking more damage, and the cycle repeats for the Spell’s duration.  If the center of the Spell is high in the air, creatures take additional falling damage when the Spell expires and drops them to the ground.  Note that having additional weight and mass does not reduce the damage a creature takes from this Spell, but it may increase the damage that creature does to others upon impact.  Armor reduces this damage normally.
Creatures 60’ – 120’ from the center of the Spell can resist falling with an Opposed Check: their [Strength + Class Level] versus your [Int + Spell Level].  Failure means they fall into the Pulsar and take double initial damage, then normal damage per second.  Success reduces their attack speed and movement rate to a percent equal to their distance from the Spell - 60%.  Thus, a creature at 120’ moves at 60% of their normal rate, one at 90’ moves at 30% speed, and one at 60’ is frozen and unable to move. 
Damage is increased by 2% per Spell level.
Enhanced: You can cause this Pulsar to explode by unleashing all of its kinetic mana at once.  This does 30s worth of damage to all creatures within 60’, half that to creatures within 60 – 120’ and hurls all creatures in the Pulsar out to the 120’ edge of the spell. 
Student Bonus: You can move normally through your own Pulsar without being affected by it.
Duration: 3 min + 3 s per Spell level
Cost: 265 gravitational SP, 132 kinetic SP
Maelstrom Blast* has become Arcane Lance*
Rank: Expert 4
Channel a blast of multi-aspected mana at a single enemy, doing heavy damage.
Effect: Fire a line of multiple Aspects you have unlocked at any target in sight range.  You can mix a number of Aspects equal to your [(Wis-10)/50] + 1 per 10 full Spell Levels.  The Lance does 10-16 LP damage per second per Aspect.  The Spell does 36 – 48 LP of damage per second per Aspect used (378 – 606) or 150% damage for Enhanced Aspects.  Damage increases by 5% per Spell level.
Channeled: Once cast, continues to do full damage per second for 50% of SP cost. 
Enhanced: Each Aspect used for this Spell adds +20 to any Opposed Checks made to resist its effects and increases its Armor Piercing by +20%. 
Evolved: A creature struck by the Lance is held and must make an Opposed Check to escape: their [Str + Class Level] versus your [Int + Spell Level].  A creature can make this Check each second to escape.  You can add Primal mana to this Lance, doing 300% of base damage.
Cost: 610 SP
Ravaging Burst has become Devastation Field^
Rank: Adept 1
Blast enemies with multiple explosions of magical energy.
Effect: Choose a spot in sight range.  You fire a series of 49 tiny globes of mana that spread out to blanket a hexagonal area 60’ in radius and 12’ high in magical explosions.  The initial blasts do 22 – 49 LP damage to all creatures within the area of effect (466 – 1,066).  You can add multiple Aspects to this Spell, up to a max of your [Int/100], doing an additional 50% of the base damage of each of those Aspects.  Damage and area of effect improved by 2% per Spell level.
Enhanced: The initial blast lingers for 2 seconds, +1 s per 10 full Spell levels, doing half damage to all creatures within its blast radius.
Adept Bonus: This Spell gets a bonus equal to your Mana Control Skill to Opposed Checks to pierce shields or barriers within it.
Cost: 573 SP
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Aranos read over the results with satisfaction.  All of the Spells improved drastically, making them far more useful against the more powerful foes he faced.  His Arcane Armor had grown less and less useful lately – too many of his enemies could take it out with just a few hits – but now, even though it offered less base protection than before, the damage reduction and automatic repair functions should keep it around longer. 
He hadn’t bothered with his Ball Lightning Spell for a while; it didn’t do a ton of damage, and the paralysis effect from it wouldn’t trigger with most of the enemies he faced.  In its Enhanced state, though, he could blanket a small army with lightning, firing ten bolts per second and likely paralyzing just about any creature if he concentrated enough strikes on them.   He also hadn’t used Maelstrom Blast much, but now that it did much more damage – if he used Enhanced Mana and as many Aspects as possible, it would do between five and seven thousand LP per second, more if he Overchanneled it – he could use it to take out much more powerful enemies, ones that even his Shattering Bullet wouldn’t handle.
Gravity Well and Ravaging Burst still had utility in their regular states, but their Enhanced versions made them far more dangerous.  Gravity Pulsar did 200 LP per second to creatures caught in it for three minutes; he couldn’t imagine many creatures taking that much damage and walking away.  Plus, he could detonate it to do a large burst of damage and scatter enemies, clearing a space around himself since with his Student bonus, it wouldn’t affect him.  With the full five Aspects he could apply, Devastation Field would do something like 6,000 LP damage in a massive area, enough to clear a chunk of battlefield of all lesser bodakkai, and he could maintain it with his Spell Channeling to shred even greater bodakkai.
With his spellcrafting done, he rose back into his mindscape, finding himself sitting in his chair.  He rose and walked over to the shelf of skill books.  He grabbed the Enchanting Lore book first and sat down in his chair, sinking his thoughts into the book.  He found himself in what looked like a college classroom with a dozen other students, all looking at a beautiful, blue-skinned woman with large eyes, blue-black hair that flowed to her waist, and abnormally long fingers. 
“Welcome to the Basic Enchantments course,” the woman spoke to the classroom, although her eyes focused only on Aranos.  Her voice carried musically, almost hypnotically, and Aranos blinked as he caught himself falling into a daze upon hearing her.  “I am Agathopth, Grandmaster of Lore and Enchanting and your instructor for this course.  Today, we discuss the earliest Enchantments, when the arcanes brought their arts to the many worlds through their ashatine vessels…”
Aranos listened in rapture as the woman spoke of ancient times, when the arcanes – the race that first unlocked the secrets of magic – used their knowledge to build craft that could sail across the worlds.  Agathopth described how the arcanes found the various races unsuited for mastering their arts and instead turned to instilling magic in solid items, developing the first Enchantments and gifting them to the other races to make up for their lack of magical ability. 
“The elves were the first non-arcanes to discover the secrets of magic,” the instructor continued.  “They could not cast magic as the arcanes, by simple acts of will, but they could replicate the patterns of arcane Enchantment, developing the first Spells and bringing the Wizard Class to the world.  The other races soon followed…”
Aranos found himself unable to turn away as the hours passed and the woman described the process by which the elves reverse-engineered Enchantments into Spells, then used that knowledge to create their own Enchantments.  They spread this knowledge to the other races, and the humanoid races rose against their draconic masters, magic and Enchanted gear allowing them to match the dragons in combat at last.  He listened as she told him of the dwarves turning the arcanes’ Enchantments into a formal system of magic, carving it into stone as the first runes.  The tales drew him in as Agathopth taught him not only the underlying theory of Enchanting but also its storied history and how it dragged Ka out of barbarism. 
“This ends the initial instruction on the history of Enchanting, class,” Agathoth finally said, and the students around him rose to their feet.  Aranos blinked in surprise; was his training over?  Or was another lecture about to start?  “Next time, we will discuss the theory of the arcanes’ Enchantments and how they differed from modern versions, and we will analyze the base form of Enchanting.  Until then, you are dismissed.”
The mindscape formed around him, and Aranos found himself looking at it in shock.  Had he really been listening to the woman talk for a week’s worth of subjective time?  It seemed like minutes – but then, there was no way she could have covered the breadth of topics she’d discussed in minutes.  Something about Agathopth’s voice dulled his sense of the passage of time and held him spellbound, unwilling to tear free from her speech.  He shook his head as he realized that her voice cut right through his defenses; either that, or his defenses had blunted the effect of her speech, but the effect still mesmerized him.  Her Charisma had to have been in the thousands for that to happen; either that, or she had some racial ability that lowered his natural defenses. 
It didn’t matter; he’d gained the skill he wanted, and he didn’t mind the dulled perception of time.  Heck, I wish my college professors had that ability.  History and Lit might have been bearable if they did!
He replaced the skill book and took down his Otherworldly Lore book, settling down and dropping into the memories of Cron, the Grandmaster who’d traveled every imaginable world in his life and left a record of his journeys for people like Aranos to study.  Meridian’s ability left her without a familiar, and Aranos felt determined to find her a new one.




Chapter 21

“Greetings, Aranos,” the diminutive, hairless creature spoke in his usual calm voice.  Cron stood less than a yard in height, and his iridescent skin gleamed wetly.  His multifaceted eyes sat far apart in his round, bulbous head, and a small gash of a mouth rested below, his only other feature.  He looked the Sorcerer up and down.  “You have grown in lore since last we met, have you not?”
“Yes, I’m up to Adept 10,” Aranos nodded.  “One more rank, and I’ll hit Expert.”
“Then I will help you as I can with that goal,” the nadzir said.  “There are several worlds that exist almost at the edge of mortal understanding; those will challenge your mind and comprehension, and learning to exist in them may bring you over that cusp.”
Aranos hesitated.  “I have a favor to ask, first, if you don’t mind.”
“A favor?  You know that I am nothing but memories, Aranos.  There is little beyond knowledge I can provide.”
“Knowledge is all I need.  I have a friend who’s a Shaman, bonded to a life spirit called a sitchie.”
Cron nodded.  “I know of them.  They are quite numerous in worlds strongly tied to the life Aspect, little more than vermin in most.”
“Well, she used an ability that melded the spirit with her, and she needs a new one.  I was hoping that you could help me find an appropriate spirit for her.”
“She infused herself with the spirit?  A powerful ability, if a dangerous one,” Cron observed.
“Dangerous?” Aranos asked.  “How?”
“The essence of that spirit is now one with her, infusing her body.  It may change her somewhat, although with a creature as weak as a sitchie, that is unlikely.  Should she continue to do so, however, it may force an Evolution upon her, one that makes her more like the spirits with which she bonds.”  The creature shrugged.  “Then again, she may desire this.  It is a possible path to power, one that Shamans before her have trod – but it could also lead to the loss of her abilities entirely.  As with any Evolution, there is simply no way to know the result.”
Aranos nodded; he’d have to pass that information on to Meridian in case she didn’t realize it.  “I’ll make sure she knows, Cron.  In the meantime, can you help me?”
“Of course.  The knowledge of the denizens of other realms is a fundamental part of my lore, as you know.”  The nadzir tapped his chin with a long, slim finger.  “Tell me of her.  What is her level, and what are her Wisdom and Charisma?”
“I don’t know exactly, but I can tell you she has an Advanced Class but not an Evolved one.  I’m pretty sure her Wisdom is over 100 but less than 200, and her Charisma is over fifty but below a hundred.”
Cron nodded.  “Then she has certainly outgrown a simple sitchie, in any case.  And why did she choose the sitchie as her spirit?”
“Because she thought it was cute – and because it gave her bonuses to healing as opposed to combat.”
“I am no judge of cuteness, I am afraid.  My eyes do not see the worlds the way yours do, and what I find beautiful, you might consider abhorrent.  If she wishes to be a powerful healer, though…”  The creature thought for a moment, then nodded.  “Yes.  I believe Iodore would be best.”  He gestured, and the hanging doors around them swirled for a moment until one settled to hang before Aranos.  The nadzir opened the door, and Aranos stepped through into a new world.
The door led to a lush, steaming jungle.  Towering plants of every description surrounded them in a riot of shapes and colors.  Sweet, spicy, and flowery scents filled his sensitive nose, and a wall of sound struck him as howls, screeches, and cries swirled through the air in a terrifying cacophony.  The springy ground gave beneath his feet with every step, and wisps of steam or fog curled up from its moss-covered surface.
“This is Iodore,” Cron said quietly, leading Aranos into the jungle.  “This world is strongly tied to the life Aspect, and life of all kinds abounds here.  It is a place of beauty, but also terrible savagery.”
Aranos watched as a flock of multicolored birds sped through the trees, scattering when an iridescent green serpent lashed out from a branch and snatched a bird from the air.  The bird screamed, an almost intelligible sound, and Aranos swore he heard the snake laugh as it swallowed its prey whole.
“Did – did that snake chuckle?” he asked in a nonplussed voice.
“Indeed.  Most life on Iodore is somewhat intelligent, even much of the flora.”  He pointed to a bush that lashed out with thick vines and dragged something that looked like a rabbit with spikes running along its back out of a hole in the ground.  The rabbit thrashed and tore madly at the vines, but even as Aranos watched, its struggles grew weaker until at last, it fell still and allowed itself to be pulled into the depths of the bush. 
“With so much life comes constant death,” Cron said, ignoring the creatures around them as they passed.  “It is a world where survival of the fittest is the only law, a place where the weak are prey for the strong.”
Aranos frowned.  This didn’t seem like the kind of place to find a spirit of healing for Meridian, but Cron obviously knew far more about such things than Aranos.  He followed along behind the nadzir, watching the display of raw ferocity and savagery around him.  Everything here seemed to feed viciously on everything else.  Herbivores tore at plants, shredding them before devouring them.  Predators pounced on the herbivores, seeming to enjoy their pain as much as needing to eat, and larger predators attacked smaller ones, killing them and leaving them on the ground to rot. 
“Why are the creatures here so – bloodthirsty?” he finally asked.
“This is a world with too much life,” Cron sighed.  “It holds more than it can truly support, and new life constantly blossoms on its face.  Should that life overwhelm the world’s ability to sustain it, all will suffer, and at some level, every being on this world can sense that growing imbalance.  It drives them to new heights of frenzy and bloodlust.”
“How did it get like this?” Aranos questioned.  “I mean, it sounds like the world reached a sort of balance – the creatures are killing one another as quickly as they’re being born, so things aren’t getting out of hand – but if that was always the case, it would never have gotten to this point, would it?”
“An excellent observation, Sorcerer,” Cron said approvingly.  “And a true one.  Once, this world was as most others – until someone disturbed the balance and sent it careening toward this…”  He gestured around.  “Madness.”
“Someone?” Aranos repeated.  “Not something?”
“No, one person did all this.”  Cron looked back at him.  “And we go to meet her, for only her chldren can give you what you need.”
The nadzir gestured once more, and the landscape about them seemed to blur past as they sped through it at dizzying velocity.  They flashed out of the jungle and across open water, where the death and savagery continued unabated.  The sea or ocean gleamed emerald-green, thick and soupy with algae and plankton.  Fish leaped into the air, escaping predators from below or snatching airborne animals from the sky.  Tentacles and razorlike fins erupted from the water, and pools of red blood stained it everywhere Aranos looked. 
They zipped back onto dry land and raced through a primeval forest and up the slope of a mammoth, eerily smooth, and symmetrical mountain that towered over the landscape.  The peak had to be miles overhead, and Aranos looked around to examine the world around them as they raced upward.  Plant life covered every surface he could see.  A smog of flying creatures filled the sky, obscuring his vision, and movement caught his eye from all around. 
At last, they slowed, still some distance from the mountain’s summit.  “This is a world whose gods have died, Aranos.  But one remains: Kistichixx, the Mother of All, the goddess of Fertility and Fecundity.  Once, she existed alongside a diverse pantheon on a world that held multiple sapient races.  These races worshipped their gods, vied with one another as all living things do, and existed in a sort of balance.”
Cron shook his head.  “That balance ended when Kistichixx decided that there was too much death in the world and sent her followers on a quest to obliterate the god of death, whose name is long forgotten.  The god’s followers fought back, but the Mother of All bore new creatures as quickly as her minions died, and eventually, they slaughtered the last of the god’s worshippers – and destroyed much of his power.
“I do not know if that forgotten god died or simply faded away, for Kistichixx will not speak of it, but on that day, this world faced disaster.  Life grew rampantly, out of control, overwhelming the sapient races and dragging them first into barbarism and then into extinction.  Plants choked the land and seas; birds and insects plagued the skies.  The other gods fled or were deposed – again, the Mother will not speak of their fates – and this world was left in the hands of a mad goddess of life.”
Cron looked at Aranos.  “You understand, Sorcerer?”
Aranos stared at his guide with narrow eyes, a suspicion growing in his mind.  “The gods told you to show me this, didn’t they?” he asked softly.  “They wanted me to see it.”
“It is true,” Cron shrugged easily.  “As I slumbered, awaiting your return, the gods that rule all, the oldest and greatest ones who control the entire universe, came and spoke with me.  They told me that you had slain Ilistil, Mother of Beasts.  Is this true?”
“I didn’t know who she was,” Aranos admitted.  “But yes, I helped kill her.”
“Many would believe such a thing impossible,” Cron shook his head.  “I know that it is not, though.  The great gods, the Lord and the Lady, they exist beyond comprehension and are immune to the touch of death.  All other gods, though, rose from the ranks of mortals, and that mortality never truly leaves them.”  He looked around.  “A fact to which Iodore stands as testament.  It also shows what happens when a god dies, Sorcerer.”
“Why?” Aranos asked bluntly.  “Death exists apart from the god of death, after all.  Aren’t the gods just a representation of things that already exist?  Aren Sunlord isn’t the sun or the Light; Virnal isn’t the moon or Darkness.”
“Yes and no.  To some extent, that is correct.  However, the gods are also the physical conduit by which those powers move upon their worlds.  Death existed here before the god of death, but the god of death gathered that power and controlled it, contained it.  When he died or vanished, he took much of that power with him.  That allowed life to overgrow the world and flood it.  By the time death returned in weakened form, it was too late.  The world never recovered.
“Ilistil was the patron and originator of the dark beasts of Ka,” Cron explained.  “She birthed them, gave them power, and many savage races there drew their strength from her.  She was also the avatar of savagery, bloodlust, and hunger – all the truly animalistic desires sprang from her.  With her death, it is likely that much of the passion that drove the races of that world is vanished, at least for a time.  Who knows what effect that might have upon your world?”
Aranos wanted to argue, but he stopped, lost in thought.  Okay, that’s the mythology of it, he reasoned.  That’s the reason the AIs give the NPCs – and probably most players – for why the gods are necessary.  What does that mean in actual game terms, though?
He realized that the AIs must have made the gods an integral part of the world, somehow, but he couldn’t imagine how.  They’d made the system of the game fairly mechanistic, which meant things like magic or Stamina probably regulated themselves.  He’d found the NPCs incredibly lifelike, to the point that he couldn’t tell them apart from actual people, so they likely weren’t just a decision tree that extended from a deity. 
Yet, killing Ilistil really had messed with the game at a fundamental level.  His senses went haywire – everyone’s did – to the point that the AIs had to pull everyone from the game and reset it somehow.  The only way he could see that being an issue was if Ilistil wasn’t just another NPC but actually controlled part of the players’ interactions and sensory input.  Of course, for that to be true, she would have had to have been…
Aranos sucked in a breath as the realization hit him.  An AI!  The gods aren’t just characters in the games; they’re functional AIs themselves, and I’ll bet they control different parts of player interaction! 
Aranos’ mind raced at that thought.  If the gods of Ka were AIs, then he’d somehow disrupted one’s programming to the point it couldn’t function correctly – and the pause and reset was likely the other AIs fixing the damage he’d done to it.  If that was the case, though, then it meant that the AIs were vulnerable to being damaged in the game – and that presented a glaring weakness for all of Singularity.  If he could damage an AI, someone else could, and if the wrong AI were damaged or even destroyed, the whole game could crash. 
That’s a pretty big deal – and a major bug.  I might need to put aside my anger and talk with Veronica about it.
“I see that you understand the danger,” Cron nodded.
“I do, but if you’re asking me to promise never to try and kill a god again…”
“That is not my nature, as you should know, Sorcerer.  You will do as you must.  I merely wish for you to know the consequences.”  He looked up the hill.  “Now, let me show you the Mother’s Children, the insectoid race that cares for the insane god in her slumber.  In this world of death and madness, they are an island of peace and sanity, healers and nurturers who work to contain the Mother’s insanity and to repair the damage done to the world.  They are powerful but benevolent and steeped in life magic.  I believe they would be perfect for your Shaman’s needs – and once we have discovered if this is so, we can work together to bring your skill to the Expert rank at last.”




Chapter 22

Aranos found his party that night gathered in the Adventurers’ Guild, sitting around a long table and chatting animatedly about their day.  He caught Geltheriel’s eye and inclined his head to her before sitting down beside Meridian, noting how quietly she sat.  A quick glance around the table showed him the reason for that; Hector hadn’t returned, apparently, and the stress and anxiety showed in the woman’s face. 
“Hey, Meridian,” he said as he slid into the chair beside her, one that he knew had been purposely left open.  She looked up almost hopefully for a moment before seeming to recognize him.  Her face fell slightly, but he didn’t take any offense.  If it had been Phil not returning to the game – or he were worried about something happening to Geltheriel – he’d have felt the same way. 
“Hi, ‘Nos,” she sighed, going back to looking morosely at the barely-touched glass of wine before her.  “Sorry, I was hoping…”
“I get it,” he cut her off, reaching into his pack.  “I just wanted to give you something, is all.”  He held out his hand and placed a gleaming white, spherical jewel in front of her.
She picked up the golf-ball-sized gem and examined it a bit curiously.  “What’s this?” she asked, not even commenting on how he’d just given her jewelry the way she usually would. 
“That’s your new spirit,” he smiled at her. 
She looked at him a bit dubiously.  “Look, honey, if you’re trying to cheer me up, I appreciate the attempt, but I’m not really in the mood for jokes right now.”
He chuckled.  “Nope, not a joke.  That crystal is formed from the blood of a powerful goddess of life and bound to her children.  You should be able to use it to summon and bond one of them, giving you a spirit way stronger than Sparky.”
“Wait, did you say the blood of a goddess?” Longfellow interrupted from across the table, from where he’d apparently listened on the conversation.  “Weren’t you just training?  How did you bleed a bloody goddess while you were training?”
“Pun intended?” Aranos grinned at the Archer.
“Always.  Now, spill.”
“Well, I went to train my Otherwordly Lore skill, and to do that, I actually travel to other worlds,” Aranos explained to a suddenly silent table.  He went on to tell them of his experiences in Iodore, glossing over most of Cron’s explanation about the gods.  “We met the children, and Cron explained what I needed.  They gave me a drop of the Mother’s blood, taken from her while she slept.  It should give you a powerful result, and from what Cron told me, the spirit should grow with you, so you won’t need to replace it for a while.”
The insectoid Children were one of the more alien races Aranos met in the game.  They looked fearsome, with shining, black carapaces covered with barbs and hooks, but they proved to be utterly harmless.  They communicated through a form of pheromones, emitting chemicals that clearly spoke to Aranos through his Scent ability, and once he explained his desire to gift Meridian a spirit of healing, they provided him a single drop of blood from the massive, sleeping goddess buried beneath the mountain.  Even Cron was surprised by that.
“This is divine blood, Sorcerer,” the nadzir had said with a touch of awe.  “While most things in my memories are not truly real and thus cannot be brought back into your world, the essence of a god transcends such limitations.  I believe you can bring that back to your world and use it as a focus to summon the spirit you desire.”
“How do I use it?” the Shaman asked in an awed voice, holding the teardrop like a precious jewel she feared to shatter – which, he supposed, it sort of was.  Fortunately, he’d questioned Cron extensively about how to utilize the blood during his training.  The explanation gave him a point to Arcane Lore all by itself, raising it to Expert 6, the least of the gains he’d gotten from his training.  Mana Control and Mastery both gained a single rank, rising to Master 5, while Lifesense went up two points to Expert 3 and Soulmending jumped three ranks to Expert 4.  Best of all, he reached the Expert rank in Otherworldly Lore at last.
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He’d adopted the new Profession at once; it gave him a bonus to his Enchanting, as he suspected, and he tended to Enchant enough that it should be easy to level. 
He was more than happy to get the boost to his Otherworldly Lore, of course.  At first, he hadn’t seen the utility of the new ability – after all, his Waymaster Perk let him ignore the effects of other worlds pretty much at will – but Cron explained the less obvious benefits.
“While your Perk is potent and certainly useful, Sorcerer, it also shines like a beacon to any native of another world.  Just as you can sense the wrongness of an extraplanar presence on your world, so can many powerful natives feel your aura as a cancer upon their world.  Now, however, you need not maintain a bubble of your reality around you except in the most hostile of worlds, and you can pass undetectably.
“As well,” the nadzir added, “this ability renders you immune to Spells, abilities, and effects that would hold out or bar creatures of extraplanar origin, an effect most powerful wards carry.  Natives of other realms are no longer inherently resistant to your magic, even on your own world, and all of your resistances and bonuses function fully no matter where you travel.  This is a powerful boon, Aranos.”  After considering it, the Sorcerer had agreed fully. 
“I’ve already prepped it for you,” he told Meridian, gesturing to the jewel.  His construct of astral and evocation mana glowed in his Mana Sight, but he knew that to anyone else, the hanging Spell waited invisibly.  “All you have to do is feed it some SP, and it should summon the spirit for you.”
“Do you know what spirit will be summoned, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked curiously.
“Not exactly, no.  I know you’ll call one of the Mother’s children, so it’ll probably be an insect of some kind, but I don’t know all the different types of them, so I can’t really tell you.”
“Then perhaps it would be best to do this in a secure location,” the Shade suggested.  “This tavern might be less than ideal should the Shaman summon something beyond her control or that might cause a disturbance.”
“Good point,” Aranos nodded, looking at Meridian.  “How about outside?”
“Sure,” she shrugged.  “I can’t wait to see what sort of bug you’re saddling me with.  Knowing the way my day’s been going, it’ll be some sort of mosquito – or a spider.”  She shuddered.  “I hate spiders.”
“Well, I didn’t see any arachnids among the children, so you’re probably safe,” Aranos chuckled.
“Well, might as well find out,” she sighed, rising to her feet.  “Although if you’re giving me a ten-foot-tall bug or something as a new pet, I’m going to have to reconsider our friendship.”
The party rose and followed the pair out into the main square.  “I think we should all back up, just in case,” Phil suggested, holding out his arms and shepherding the others back about ten feet. 
“Not a bad idea,” Aranos agreed.  “In fact…”  He concentrated, and a haze of gray energy swirled into being around Meridian and him, thin and translucent, extending about ten feet in diameter.  She gave him a curious gaze, and he shrugged.  “That’s a barrier of death and forbiddance mana.  If something goes wrong, and you summon something a lot bigger and more dangerous than I’m expecting, it shouldn’t be able to get out of that and hurt anyone.”
“You’re not exactly filling me with confidence, here,” she said dryly, then held up the teardrop gem.  “So, just – add SP?  How much?”
“No clue, sorry.  Just keep going until it feels full.  I’d guess anywhere from fifty to a couple hundred, though.”
“Phew,” she said, shaking her head.  “That’s ten percent of my mana in one shot.  Hope it works!”  She took a deep breath, then closed her eyes.  Her face took on a look of concentration, and Aranos sensed the energy swirling out of her, flowing into the gem in her hand.  On and on the power flowed, rippling into the jewel and slowly filling it.  He watched in concern as the power drain continued; that had to be more than a couple hundred SP – a guess that the growing unease on her face quickly confirmed. 
The gem in her hand pulsed with power, flashing dull white like a beating heart.  The pulses slowly sped up, coming faster and faster until they strobed in a near-constant blur, and Aranos had to squint to look at it.  A hum rose in the air as the gem vibrated with power, rising to an ear-shattering intensity.  A sharp snap filled the air, and Aranos jumped as the jewel burst into fragments that swirled and spun about Meridian’s outstretched hand.  The glow around her hand flared brighter, glittering and sparkling through the crystalline shards, then blazed brighter than the sun, forcing him to look away.
He forced his gaze back to the Shaman, blinking rapidly as the glare slowly dimmed and vanished as Meridian gasped.  Blue-white spots filled his gaze for a second, but he waited for them to vanish and looked at Meridian’s upturned palm, then whistled in appreciation.
A tiny, bejeweled figure hovered above her hand, floating on radiant butterfly wings that shimmered every shade of the rainbow.  A glittering exoskeleton covered the creature’s body, flashing beams of prismatic light out into the darkness of the square.  Its lean body stretched about six inches, looking like a dragonfly’s without a tail, but its head had humanoid features, with a pair of small, glittering eyes, a slit of a mouth with a pair of pincers surrounding it, and a shock of bright red fibers that looked suspiciously like Meridian’s hair.  Curious, Aranos Inspected the creature.
Kistichixx Queen
Unwounded
Shaman Bonded, Aura of Life, True Regeneration, Healing Font
“Oh my gosh, she’s so beautiful!” Meridian gushed, raising her other hand and cupping them together.  The small queen dropped into her open palms, its wings slowly fanning the air.  The Shaman brought the creature close to her face, and the queen reached out a pair of slim, jointed legs, stroking the human’s cheeks gently and delicately.  Tears gleamed in Meridian’s eyes as she stared at the queen. 
“You’re perfect,” the woman whispered softly.  “I’m calling you ‘Jewel’.”  She looked over at Aranos, her eyes bright.  “Thank you,” she said sincerely.  “I really appreciate this, Aranos.”
“I’m just glad you like her,” he smiled gently.  “I take it she’s a good fit for you, then?”
“She’s just right.  She boosts my SP regen and the strength of all my healing and buffing Spells, plus just having her around gives me a huge boost to my LP regen and a smaller one to everyone else’s.”  She smiled at the small creature.  “And you’re right; she’ll Evolve with me and get stronger as I do.”
“I’m glad it worked out.  Looks like we didn’t need this, after all.”  He dismissed the shell of mana surrounding them, and the others gathered closer to examine the tiny spirit of life.  Jewel flitted up behind Meridian, clinging to the back of the woman’s hair and peering out shyly.
“Back off,” Meridian said crossly.  “Y’all are scaring her!  She’s just a baby, and she’s tiny!”
“Are newborn insects called babies?” Longfellow asked slyly.  “Perhaps we should call her a caterpillar, instead.  Or a grub.”
“Technically, an insect’s first stage after hatching is the larval one,” Martina corrected, peering admiringly at the queen.  “She looks too developed for that, though – and too pretty to be called a larva.  I’d call her a pupa.”
“That’s cute,” Meridian agreed, reaching back to delicately touch her totem.  “Are you my little pupa, Jewel?  Yes, you are!”
“I’m not sure if I should be happy or nauseous,” McBane sighed. 
“Why not both?” Longfellow asked.  “Those options aren’t exactly either-or, are they?”
“True.” 
“So, you said we were going to reinforce Elred Aethel,” Martina rolled her eyes as she spoke to Aranos, smacking Longfellow on the arm and receiving a grin in return. 
“First, I want to take care of the dwarves,” the Sorcerer shook his head. He looked at Mutroda.  “Would the rest of the party be welcome in Skollheld Heill?” he asked, certain he knew the answer but wanting to confirm it.
“No,” she shook her head.  “They’re not dwarves, and they have no reason to enter the Skollheld.”
“That’s what I thought,” he nodded, turning to Martina, but she held up a hand before he could speak.
“I get it.  We’re not wanted,” she said, her grin taking the edge off her words.  She looked across the square at the Arcane Door thoughtfully.  “We can use that to get to Stoneleague, right?”
“Absolutely.  All it takes is mana and intent now that it’s restored.”
“Then, we’ll head back there.  The armies are going to be gathering there, so we’ll all have to get there eventually.  Plus, I want to check out Northmoor.  If Lily’s busy with Elred Aethel…”
“Then maybe Northmoor’s just waiting to be retaken,” he nodded.  “That’s a good call.”
She made a face.  “It probably won’t be that easy.  I’m sure it’s still defended.  Lily wouldn’t want to lose it to Stoneleague or even Highwater.  Without her there, though, we might be able to sneak in, scout around, and weaken the defenses so that we can retake it when all this is over.”
“Smart.”  He stopped and nearly slapped himself in the forehead.  “Before you leave, though, I have some new crafts for you all.”  He reached into his pack and passed out the items he’d made for everyone, from the thin suit of warforged chain armor he’d made for Longfellow to the new shields he’d made for Phil and Hector – and the rings for each of them.
“A new pet and new armor?” Meridian asked, staring at the shining, silver plate mail he’d made for her.  “This day’s turning out okay after all!”
“What is this, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked, strapping on her new bracer.  “I do not believe I use my bow enough to require…”  Her eyes unfocused as she pulled up the item’s description, and her face grew awed.  A moment later, the bracer seemed to flash, flowing over her body in an eyeblink and covering her in a sheet of glossy, seamless shademetal that shimmered an impossible silver-black.  It coated her eyelids and wrapped around her head, covering her hair and leaving only a slit of a mouth and small holes for her ears and nose in the otherwise unblemished surface.  She opened her eyes, and the violet orbs shone in the glowing metal.
“Holy shit!” McBane said, jumping back away from the woman.  “What is that?”
“This is my new armor, Giantbane,” the woman said dreamily, holding up her arms and examining them fondly.  “It is – I cannot…”  She turned to Mutroda.  “Dwarf, please strike me with your weapon.”
“If you say so,” the Juggernaut insisted, pulling out her starsteel halberd and sweeping it at the elf.  Geltheriel dropped her left arm to block, and the blade crashed into her forearm with a loud, chiming ring that echoed across the square.  Geltheriel held her arm up, examining the unblemished surface. 
“Isn’t that halberd starsteel?” Phil asked curiously, and Mutroda nodded.
“Yep, and I hit hard.  That’s quite the armor you’ve got there, elf.”
“That is unbelievably cool,” Avalyn said, staring at the Shade in awe.  “You look like some sort of death robot, Geltheriel.”
“I am uncertain what such a thing is,” the elf laughed, “but I will accept the compliment as I believe it was intended, child.  My thanks.”  The armor slid back to her bracer in another blink of the eye, and she stood before them, grinning.  “Oathbinder, this is an amazing gift!  I cannot wait to face another dragon – or a warrior like Arioch.  With this armor, I could have easily defeated him, I believe!” 
“I think so, too,” Aranos nodded.  “That’s why I got it for you.  I saw you die once, Geltheriel – I don’t ever want to see it again.”
She stepped over and put a hand on his cheek fondly.  “I do not wish to experience it again, Aranos,” she agreed softly.  “And yet, know that even through the veil of death, I will return to your side.  So long as you have need of me, I will come to you, and no power in Ka – or any other world – will keep us apart.” 
She pulled his head down and touched her forehead to his softly.  “I am yours, forever, Aranos.  Together, we will battle the Darkness itself, and we will drive it from this world.”
“Together,” he replied quietly, closing his eyes and enjoying the moment of closeness, the feeling of their Bond flowing through their connection and her touch.  It made him feel whole and complete, like she occupied a space in his soul he’d never known loomed empty, and he basked in the feeling for a moment.
“Oh,” Avalyn said softly.  “Oh, that’s just – that’s beautiful.”
“Seriously, why do y’all always make me cry?” Meridian asked.  “Y’all are just adorable!”
“They are,” Martina laughed quietly.  “And here, I was all happy to get a cool new mace.”  She snorted.  “It’s one that’s too good for me, really.  I almost never use my melee weapon in combat, Aranos.”
Geltheriel pulled back, breaking the connection, but he still felt their closeness resonating through their Bond, and he smiled at the elf gratefully before looking over at Martina.
“If you’re sneaking around in Northmoor, you might have to,” he countered.  “You have to assume the entire city will be hunting you, after all – and maybe that Lily can get back there in a hurry if she needs to.  Every little bit of power helps.”  He pulled out a pair of cloth-wrapped bundles, handing one to Martina and the other to Longfellow.  The Archer lifted the cloth off his and peered inside curiously.
“Bolts?” he asked.
Aranos nodded.  “Not just any bolts, though – or arrows for you, Martina.  They’re made of oilairie wood and have Enchanted starsteel tips.  They aren’t the best things I’ve ever made – my Carving skill sucks, and I don’t have a skill for fletching – but they should still do a number on any Shadowborn they hit…and especially on any undead.” 
Longfellow grinned.  “Cheers, then.  I can’t wait to put one of these in Lily’s eye.” 
“I hope you get the chance.”  Aranos looked around at them seriously.  “If it were me, I wouldn’t spend too much time and energy worrying about Northmoor,” he advised.  “Honestly, unless Lily’s unleashed the bodakkai there, it’s not important.  And if she has, then the best thing you can do is run like hell and tell General Trembath about it.
“When the army moves south, I suggest you go with it.  If my plan works, we’ll be sending the dwarven legions to Avendale, and I’ll join you there, but even if Northmoor is swarming with bodakkai, they don’t matter.  The army from the south is the real threat.  Defeating it will shift the momentum of this war and give us time, which is what we really need.”
“Time to do what?  Dig in?” Martina replied skeptically.  “I mean, no offense, but that’s not a winning strategy.”
“No, it’s not.  No one wins wars from a defensive position.  That’s why we need time.  We need to figure out how to take the battle to the Darkness, because if we don’t…”  He shook his head.  “If we don’t, then we’re going to lose.”




Chapter 23

Aranos and his party stepped out of the portal arch from Antas to Skollheld Heill, emerging in a mountain clearing surrounded by sheer stone walls on three sides and ending in a sharp drop-off on the fourth.  A narrow cleft in the mountains snaked out of the clearing, heading down toward the entrance to the Skollheld, blocked by a solid, stone gate he’d raised to defend the portal.  To his surprise, dwarven warriors manned that gate, fingering crossbows warily as the party approached.  Before the dwarves seemed content to hide their underground city from their enemies rather than overtly defending it.  Apparently, that changed at some point, and he wondered why.
“Hold,” a dwarf with dark black hair spoke in heavily accented Elvish, raising his hand in forbiddance.  “Declare yourselves and your reason for approaching the Skollheld.”
“Have the rocks around you finally reached your brain, Thorkac?” Mutroda demanded, stepping forward and raising her halberd.  “This is Lord Evenshade, the man who built that wall you’re standing on!”
“That doesn’t give him the right to freely enter the Skollheld,” Thorkac shook his head stubbornly.  “Our instructions were not to let anyone pass unless they were invited – and you lot haven’t been invited.”
Aranos almost argued that as a Priest of the Heartstone, he should be able to enter the Skollheld freely, but he remembered his last trip to the Skollheld all too well.  Dwarven males tended to be brash, aggressive, and difficult to reason with.  They respected strength more than brains or diplomacy, and arguments among them usually ended in threats or outright brawling. 
“How about you open the gates, and I won’t knock you off that wall?” he finally said, shifting his Charisma into his Strength and Agility as he spoke.  Power flooded his body as the two Stats each jumped over 300, far more than he probably needed. 
“You?” Thorkac scoffed.  “Turn around and go back through that portal, and maybe we won’t fill you full…”
Aranos didn’t bother to let the dwarf finish.  Instead, he cast his Dimensional Hop Spell, vanishing from the ground and appearing atop the wall.  Normally, the Dwarven Gatehouse would hold out a Spell like his, but since he created it, its defenses didn’t work well on him.  Plus, he had a ton of bonuses to overcome that sort of resistance, so even if the wall functioned perfectly, he thought he could probably teleport through it.
The dwarf spun with a startled oath as Aranos appeared, and the warrior stabbed at the arcane with a broad-bladed spear.  Thanks to Aranos’ boosted Agil, the blow looked slow and ponderous, and he easily slipped to the side and let it glide past.  His hand lashed out, and he grabbed the extended spear shaft in an iron grip.  The dwarf yanked on it, trying to pull it back, but compared to Aranos’ huge Strength, the dwarf might as well have been a small child wrestling an adult.
“You should have just let us through,” Aranos shook his head before pulling on the spear himself.  The dwarf yelped as he flew forward, and Aranos grabbed the front of his plate armor, lifted him easily off the ground, and tossed him very lightly over the parapet.  The dwarf cried out as he fell and landed with a crash on the stony ground. 
Aranos looked at the other dwarves, standing around pointing weapons at him, and shifted his visible Title.  “I’m Aranos, Lord Evenshade,” he said quietly.  “High Heart-bonded of Antas, Eredain, Haerobel, and Stoneleague – and Priest of the Heartstone of Antas.  Anyone else want to try and keep me and my party out?”
The closest dwarf grunted and raised his glaive, resting the wooden shaft with an oversized butcher knife on the end against his shoulder.  “You’re a Priest of the Stone?” he asked, examining the arcane critically.  “Should have just said that from the beginning.”
“Would Thorkac have listened?” Aranos chuckled.  “Would you?”
“Probably not,” the dwarf admitted, glancing over the wall.  “Still could have tried.”
“Well, now that you know, mind opening the gate for us – especially considering that it’s my gate in the first place?”
The dwarf turned and rumbled something to the others in the low, grumbling Dwarven language that sounded like rocks grinding together, then turned back to Aranos.  “I’m sending a runner ahead, as well, to avoid more unpleasantness at the main gates.”
“Good idea,” the Sorcerer nodded, then flashed back to the ground to stand beside the collapsed Thorkac.  The dwarf groaned as he struggled to rise, favoring his right arm or shoulder. 
“Should have just listened to me in the first place, idiot,” Mutroda said, coming to stand beside Aranos and looking down on the injured warrior.  “Would have been smarter than tangling with a person with the Title Godkiller, don’t you think?”
Thorkac rumbled something in Dwarven, and Mutroda snorted.  “He’s standing right there.  You want to take another shot?”  Thorkac looked at Aranos, his eyes wide, and shook his head.  “I thought not.”  She looked back behind them.  “Hey, green-hair, you mind healing this idiot?”
“Of course,” Rhys said good-naturedly, stepping forward with healing magic flowing from his hands.  A moment later, the look of pain eased from Thorkac’s face, and the dwarf swung his arm about as if testing its movements. 
“Thanks,” he grunted, almost seeming to force himself to utter that simple word.  He looked at Aranos.  “Godkiller, huh?”  The arcane nodded, and the dwarf grinned.  “Not many can say they tangled with a Godkiller and lived.”  As the warforged steel gates swung open, the dwarf simply turned away and walked through them, not glancing back at the others.
“That was stupid,” Avalyn observed, shaking her head.  “You threw him off that wall and hurt him – and he’s proud of it?  How dumb is that?”
“He’s got a tale to tell that few others can match,” Mutroda shrugged.  “That’ll give him some prestige in his family and might even push him up in the standing among his Priestess’ males.”
“Wait, the Priestess will like him more because he got beat up?”
“Of course not.  She’ll like hearing a new story, and she’ll like having him tell other people that story.  Dwarven males tend to repeat the same tales over and over, and it can get pretty boring.”
“It may be a quality shared by males of all races, for I have noticed it among elven males, as well,” Geltheriel observed, grinning at Rhys.  “They perform one mildly impressive act and then spend years reminding you of it.”
“That may be true,” the Druid shrugged.  “However, one might observe that when elven males perform a less-than-impressive act, elven females seem to have a phenomenal ability to remind us of it for years to come.  Perhaps it merely balances out.”
“Perhaps,” the Shade laughed.  “Or perhaps the latter is a reaction to the former.  It might be worth asking elven males to be silent for a brief time to see if that is so – certainly, a year or two would suffice.”
“If such an experiment were to be conducted, then yes, it would only be fitting to ask the males for silence,” Rhys nodded.  “Asking the females for such silence would inevitably result in failure, after all.”
Aranos carefully kept his face neutral at that statement and led the others through the open gates, but apparently, he wasn’t careful enough.
Was there something you wished to add, Oathbinder? Geltheriel’s voice spoke in his thoughts, her tone a bit ominous.
Me?  Of course not.  I have nothing to say about the idea that elven women talk a lot more than elven men.  Nothing at all.  He grinned at her.  Even if it’s true, I have nothing to say about it.
Walk with care, Oathbinder, she arched an eyebrow at him as she spoke.  It would be a shame if you need my blade in there, and you find I am too busy chattering away to use it.
That would never happen, so I’m not worried about it, he chuckled.  The day you’re too busy to use your sword is the day that Morx appears, apologizes, and begs me to forgive him for everything he’s done – and brings me treats to convince me to.
She laughed silently.  Well do you know me, Oathbinder.  I am never too busy for battle, it is true.
They followed the path down the mountainside into the cavern that concealed the main gate into Skollheld Heill.  The runner from the Gatehouse must have reached the Skollheld before them; Mutroda had only to announce their presence, and the small section of the huge, metal gate slid slowly upward allowing them entrance.  When they stepped inside, a dwarven woman greeted them with four armored males in tow.
“Priest,” the woman bowed her head.  “It’s an honor to have you within the Skollheld once more.”
“My thanks, Priestess Sarnubela,” he replied after quickly Inspecting her.
“The Priestess of the Heartstone awaits you and your company,” she said.  “You’re to be treated as honored guests while you’re here.”
“I would hope so,” Mutroda muttered.  “Considering he Redeemed the Stone and drove the Darkness from the place.”
“Exactly, Mutroda,” Sarnubela agreed.  “We couldn’t do less for someone who did so much for the Skollheld, could we?”
“I’m grateful, Priestess,” Aranos spoke before Mutroda could reply.  He had a feeling he knew the source of her irritation; everyone addressed her as “Mutroda”, not “Priestess”.  He guessed that made her exile from Skollheld Heill official.  He knew that Mutroda intellectually accepted that she was no longer part of the place she’d called home for her entire life, but he imagined dealing with it emotionally wasn’t easy. 
They do say you can never go home again.  In this case, it seems to be true.
Sarnubela led them through the Skollheld, the four armored dwarves arrayed around them.  That didn’t bother Aranos; it wasn’t likely those four represented much of a threat to the party, and he was sure the Priestess of the Heartstone knew that.  They were likely an honor guard, or maybe just a show to keep the other dwarves of the Skollheld from feeling nervous about the presence of outsiders.  He wouldn’t call the dwarves xenophobic, but a wide streak of insularity ran through their culture, and they regarded all non-dwarves as potential threats to their security. 
They entered the 20-sided Altar of Stone and passed through its passages without issue.  Aranos saw few males in the Altar, and those pointedly ignored their passage; the females they passed all looked at them curiously, but most seemed to recognize either Aranos or Mutroda fairly quickly.  Finally, they stepped into the presence of the glowing Stone, the Heart of Skollheld Heill, and its caretaker, the Priestess of the Heartstone.
“Priest,” the older dwarf woman spoke, inclining her head toward Aranos as he entered. The last time they’d met, they’d come to blows, but that happened mostly because the Stone that guided the Skollheld was Corrupted.  Any animosity she held toward him seemed to vanish with the Stone’s Redemption, and she held an open and friendly expression toward him.
“Priestess,” he bowed his head in return. 
“Rigmen Henrek told me of your success at Eredain,” she said, then hesitated briefly.  “He also mentioned that you want to speak to the other Priestesses of the Heartstone.  I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re a topsider.  Like it or not, you’re an outsider to the dwarves.  They have no reason to listen to you.”
“I’m Priest of the Heartstone of Antas,” he pointed out.  “Isn’t that enough?”
“No.  If we stood in Antas, that would make a difference, but we don’t.”  She sighed.  “I’ve spoken to the others through the Stone, and they’re – suspicious.  I told them all you’ve done for us, but they aren’t convinced.”
He frowned.  “Do you think I’ll have to Redeem the Stones in their Skollhelds, as well?”
“I don’t know if that’s possible.  Only a Priestess of the Soulstone – an entity who hasn’t existed since great Boleatrud herself – can travel freely to every Skollheld.   I can forbid another Mistress of the Heartstone entry here, if I feel I’ve got cause, and I think it’s safe to say the other Skollhelds will find cause to keep you out.”
“I was afraid of that,” he nodded.  “That’s why I need a favor from you.”
“Name it.”
“I need to be certified as a Grandmaster in Smithing.  Can you arrange for me to be tested here?”
“Grandmaster?” she asked, her face startled.  “That – that might work.  A Grandmaster Smith can’t be barred from any Skollheld for any reason.”  She paused.  “The Grandmasters won’t acknowledge you without the requisite skill, though, no matter what you’ve done for the Skollheld.”
“I understand.  If you can make the arrangements, I’ll convince them.”
“I can do that.  However, even if you convince them, Sorcerer, how will you reach them?  Even I don’t know exactly where the other Skollhelds are; their entrances are hidden.  It could take weeks just to find one of them.”
“I’m hoping to make it less than a day,” he shook his head.  “And to do that, all I need is a scout who knows the Deeps.”
“The Deeps?” she echoed.
“Yes.  I’m going to cleanse them of the kongolorns, once and for all.”




Chapter 24

Aranos’ gatehouse in the Ungoruzgol gleamed golden in the phosphorescent lights the dwarves used to illuminate the huge cavern.  Six dwarves stood atop the walls that funneled any kongolorn who dared brave the Redeemed ground of the cavern toward the central gate.  Very few corpses littered the ground below the walls; it seemed the arachnoid Shadowborn avoided the cavern as much as possible.  He’d more or less expected them to since just stepping in the cavern halved most of their Stats and dropped their resistances sharply. 
A familiar, red-haired dwarf greeted them as they approached.  Aranos recognized the man from when they’d taken this cavern.  He’d helped Aranos design the layout of the gatehouse, using its angled walls to create a killing field.  Even so, the dwarf’s name eluded him until he took a moment to Inspect the man. 
“Sorcerer,” the dwarf grunted in greeting. 
“Barthak,” Aranos replied just as tersely, then looked around.  “How is the fortification holding up?”
The dwarf’s stolid face spread in a grin as he looked back at the towering gate.  “Well enough, Sorcerer.  We still hold the Ungoruzgol, and in the end, that’s what matters.”
“Not to me,” Aranos shook his head.  “To me, it matters that you hold the cavern without losing too many lives.”
Barthak grunted again, this time in acknowledgment.  “True, and thanks to your walls, we have.”  He looked back at the gleaming, deepsteel-coated gate.  “When you first raised this, the kongolorns counterattacked in force.  I lost eight dwarves to that first attack, but we repelled nearly a thousand of the spiders.  After that…”  He shrugged.  “They attack sporadically with their weakest, testing to make sure we’re still here, but I haven’t lost a single warrior.”
Eight lives felt like a lot to Aranos, especially considering that dwarven birth rates were so low, but he guessed that before his fortification, the dwarves probably lost that every month or so.  By holding the Ungoruzgol, the Legion of the Deep cut the kongolorns off from the passages leading to their farms and aboveground pastures, places that used to suffer frequent raids. 
“And the farms?” Aranos asked.  “Have they been hit lately?”
“Not once.  We don’t know if the kongolorns haven’t found a new passage through the Great Deeps yet, or if they just stopped trying, but their attacks basically stopped.”
“I’m glad, since that was the idea in the first place,” Aranos grinned. 
Barthak let out another noncommittal grunt, then turned toward the new addition to Aranos’ group.  “Khukram.  What brings you down here?  I didn’t hear of anyone being taken.”
Khukram, the guide that Almen Rudim, commander of the Legion of the Deep, chose for Aranos, didn’t inspire a great deal of confidence with his appearance alone.  He wore his graying black hair uncombed, and it stuck out around his head in a frizzled mane.  A thin shirt of deepsteel chain atop leather armor made of the hide of a creature Aranos didn’t recognize covered his chest and arms, spotted with stains and looking like it had never been cleaned.  The dwarf stank, a fetid mix of old sweat and dried blood that filled Aranos’ sensitive nostrils, and when they found him, he snored away in the dwarven barracks, a tumbled and half-spilled mug of ale on the ground beside his unkempt bunk.  Rudim woke the man unceremoniously, literally kicking him from the bed and dragging him bodily to his feet with what Aranos assumed were curses in the Dwarven tongue.  As the older dwarf staggered out of the barracks, obviously hungover, Aranos began to protest, but Rudim cut him off.
“Khukram doesn’t look like much, I know, Sorcerer.  He’s the best damn scout in the Legion, though, hands-down.”  The Almen looked at the bedraggled figure as Khukram poured water over his head and shook it out, spraying dirty droplets all around.  “You don’t live as long as he has in the Legion without seeing things, things that stay with you.  It’s true that Khukram drinks himself to sleep more often than not, but that’s to drown out the memories, nothing more.  Once he’s in the field, you’ll be more than happy to have him along, I guarantee.”
Aranos wasn’t convinced, but he trusted Rudim enough to give the scout the benefit of the doubt, and since they’d left the Deep Gate and the Skollheld, he’d seen ample proof of the ragged man’s abilities.  When a swarm of eolmaddern rushed at the party, their deepsteel claws and teeth gleaming, Khukram vanished from everything but Aranos’ Battlesense.  Even his Lifesense couldn’t feel the dwarf, and none of his magical senses detected the scout, either. 
His Battlesense tracked the man as Khukram slipped to the rear of the four-foot-tall, reptilian humanoids then reappeared holding a short bill, a five-foot polearm with a curved, hooked blade and a sharp spike extending from the end.  Khukram cut through the creatures furiously, hooking their limbs and severing them with a yank or impaling them on the spike.  He fought almost madly, as if trying to end the fight as quickly as possible, and less than a minute later, the party and its unpleasant-seeming scout stood alone, surrounded by the corpses of thirty of so eolmaddern.
“Your Stealth is most impressive, scout,” Geltheriel noted as she cleaned her blade and sheathed it.  “I could not detect you at all.”
“You aren’t supposed to, elf,” the man spat sourly.  “That’s my job.  I slip into places no one else can and come back out again, mostly whole.” 
I could sense him, pack leader, Silma sent Aranos silently.  Could you?
Yes, but just barely.  He looked at the scout.  “Mostly whole?” he asked.
“You don’t go into the Hive and come out the same, Sorcerer.  At least, not as many times as I have.”  He shook his head.  “I’m the person they call when someone’s been taken that we can’t let the spiders hold onto.  I go in and cut their throats for them, then get back out without the Shadowborn knowing I’m there.”
“You do not attempt to save them?” Rhys asked a bit disbelievingly.  “I understand not letting them stay in the Darkness’ care, but…”
“You ever seen a dwarf that survives a spawning, elf?” the scout rumbled quietly.  “No?  Then shut up.  I can’t bring them out – even if they still have their minds, they’re in no shape to sneak through the Hive – so ending them is the only mercy I can offer.”
“It sounds like a terrible duty, Scout,” Geltheriel nodded grimly.  “Few could perform it even once, much less as many times as you doubtless have.”
“You’ve got the right of that.  I think I like you, elf.  You know what it means to be a warrior against the Darkness, don’t you?”
“Sacrifice,” she responded simply.
“Exactly.”  He seemed to shake himself, then looked at Aranos.  “I’ll go ahead.  You won’t see me, but I’ll be there, and you might see some of my handiwork.  Just follow along, and we’ll be fine.”
The scout was as good as his word.  Aranos still felt Khukram through his Battlesense, but even his Master-ranked Tracking skill couldn’t pick up the man’s trail – meaning the dwarf had to be a high Master or even Grandmaster at Stealth.  The party followed along, occasionally encountering bodies of small groups of eolmaddern or stone beasts.  Larger groups struck them regularly, but the low-leveled creatures weren’t much of a threat and provided little XP for any but Avalyn, Glorferdir, and Miwango – and Aranos had a feeling those three would get plenty of XP in the near future.
Khukram hadn’t reappeared until they reached the Ungoruzgol, and he didn’t say a word to the party when he emerged from Stealth.  At Barthak’s question, though, he grunted and jerked his thumb toward the party.
“Taking this lot to the Hive,” he said.  “Not sure why, just that the Almen insisted.”
“The Hive?” Barthak repeated, looking at Aranos curiously.  “Sorcerer, if you’re thinking to establish a new fortification deeper in, don’t bother.  We can hold here just fine, and any spot you pick closer to the Hive would be worse.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Khukram snorted.  “They won’t reach wherever they’re trying to go.  I’m just curious to see how close they get before the spiders drive them back – or kill the bunch of them.”
“You’re going to be in for a surprise, then, Khukram,” Mutroda spoke for the first time in a while.  “When the Sorcerer decides to do something, it tends to get done.”
“I’m rarely surprised, Mutroda, so forgive me if I don’t hold my breath.”  The Scout looked at Aranos.  “You ready to get this farce of an expedition moving?  I’ve got other things I could be doing today.”
The dwarf’s attitude annoyed Aranos, but he tamped it down.  It was true that his Stealth wasn’t nearly a match for the dwarf’s – although he suspected Geltheriel’s and Silma’s might be close – but then, he wasn’t planning on using Stealth.  Besides, the dwarf might be right.  They might not reach the Hive, depending on how strongly the kongolorns reinforced and defended it.  Khukram knew the place better than Aranos did, and if the experienced Scout showed skepticism, that probably just meant that the Sorcerer needed to take the kongolorn threat seriously.
Barthak opened the gate, and the party passed through, into the tunnel that led toward the Hive.  Once they moved out of sight of the gatehouse, Khukram turned and looked at Aranos, his face stern.
“I understand that you’ve fought the kongolorns before, Sorcerer, so you should know how this is going to work.  The spiders will have their weakest members out as a sort of early-warning system.  Kill them, and the whole Hive will know you’re here and swarm you.”
“Then we’ll kill them as they come,” Mutroda shrugged, hefting her halberd. 
“And get overrun by them in the process.”  The Scout shook his head.  “I’m guessing you’re down here for a purpose, but I came along with one of my own.  I want to check if they have any captives – and put them out of their misery.  Once you alert the Hive, that’ll be much harder for me.  So, the question becomes: do you have any Stealth at all?  Any of you?”
“The fenrin and I could perhaps keep up with you, dwarf,” Geltheriel said a bit coolly, indicating Silma in her reduced-size wolf form.  “Perhaps the leonal, as well.”
“The rest of us aren’t as stealthy, though,” Aranos added.
“Then I’ll ask you to let me go ahead of you,” he said firmly.  “In fact, I’m going to insist.  Give me 30 minutes head start, and I’ll be deep enough in the Hive that they won’t find me, even when they swarm.”
Aranos frowned, considering the man’s words.  It wasn’t an unreasonable request, and if their push really didn’t reach the center of the Hive, they’d leave captives in the kongolorns’ clutches.  As he understood it, that condemned them to a life of being used as a breeding ground for the creatures’ young, having eggs deposited in them and their spawn eating their way free of the trapped captive’s body over and over again until they died.  He couldn’t condemn someone to that, but he suspected he needed a guide to navigate the Hive.  Plus, if he was successful, he could stop it from happening to anyone else in the future. 
“Assuming that we walk at a fairly slow pace, how long will it take us to reach the center of the Hive?” he asked at last.
“The Queen’s nest?” the scout asked, sounding surprised.  “Why?  You’ll never get near it.  Even I can’t get in there and kill the damn Queen, and I’ve tried.  If I could, the whole Hive would disperse, so you can bet I’ve done my damnedest.”
“How long?” Aranos repeated firmly. 
The dwarf muttered something under his breath.  “Two hours, maybe,” he said finally.  “Double that if you’re fighting your way there, though.”
The Sorcerer nodded.  “Can you make a map of the Hive for us?  We need to know where the important parts are, like their breeding grounds, any food storage areas, and that nest you mentioned.”
“Again, why?” the scout demanded.
“Dwarf, you ask us to risk our mission to further yours,” Geltheriel said, her voice a bit icy.  “If you wish us to be gracious to you and gift you what you ask, then the least you can do is return that favor.”
“I’m trying to stop dwarves from being tormented as breeding stock, elf,” the scout snapped.
“And we’re trying to keep everyone in the Realms of Light from suffering a similar fate,” Aranos replied evenly but flatly, taking a step toward the dwarf.  “I get that your mission’s important, Khukram.  It’s the reason that I’m even asking you this instead of just flat-out denying you.  But ours is more important.  If you fail, some people suffer.  It’s terrible, but they’re already suffering, so nothing really changes.”
He leaned toward the startled dwarf.  “If we fail, though, every dwarf, elf, and human will be placed in the same sort of bondage.  Everyone you know will probably become food and breeding stock for the kongolorns, or slaves for the urukkai.  Every Skollheld and city will suffer the same fate, everywhere in the Lands of Light.”
He leaned back.  “So, you can imagine that while I respect what you want to do, I’m not going to risk our mission for yours, Khukram.  You can either answer my questions and give us the map I want, or you can forget about your mission and hope that we’re successful in ours, because that will let you finish yours, as well.”
The dwarven Scout glanced over at Mutroda.  “Is he exaggerating?” he asked quietly.
She shook her head.  “He’s not given to that, Khukram.  What we’re doing is really that important.  We’re trying to save the whole dwarven species, not just a handful of pain-maddened captives.”
The man sighed and ran a hand through his mane of gray-black hair.  “Fine.  I can give you your map.”
“I have paper,” Aranos said, but the dwarf shook his head. 
“Not necessary.  I’m a Master Cartographer.  Any of you have the skill?”
“I do,” Geltheriel said.  “I am but a Student at it, though.”
“It doesn’t matter.  If you’ve got the skill, I can share my maps with you.  That’s a benefit of being a Master.”  His face focused for a moment, and Geltheriel’s eyes widened. 
“These are fantastically detailed,” she said admiringly. 
“I’d hope so.  I’ve spent decades down here.” 
She concentrated as well, and Aranos’ personal map suddenly expanded enormously, displaying the underground passages about the Skollheld for dozens of miles in every direction.  He focused on the space around them, and the map zoomed in, showing the passage in minute detail, down to tiny faults in the rock, places where the Scout found ore or gems previously, known locations of kongolorns, and every notable location in their Hive.  Aranos found he could focus in well enough to see individual passages and corridors as if they were painted onto his map in three-dimensional detail. 
“Those work for you, Sorcerer?” the Scout asked, and Aranos couldn’t suppress a grin.
“Better than I could have hoped,” he said.  “Khurkam, with these, we might both be able to get what we want – without risking ourselves much at all.”  He looked at the dwarf, then at Geltheriel.  “Can you capture and bring me a kongolorn?” he asked.  “Any one will do.”
“Easily,” Khukram shrugged.  “Why do you want it?”
Aranos rolled his eyes at the stubborn dwarf but pushed aside his rising irritation.  “Because with one, I think I can take out the entire Hive without hurting your captives – and without raising an alarm.”
Khukram glanced at Mutroda, but the Juggernaut merely shrugged.  “If he says he can, he probably can.  It’s faster just to do what he asks without too many questions.”
“Fine,” the Scout sighed, then glanced at Geltheriel.  “You really think you can keep up with me?”
“I am not as skilled as you, Scout, but I have other abilities that enhance my Stealth,” she grinned.  “The question is, will you be able to keep up with me?”
He returned her grin and nodded.  “Yep, I like you.  Let’s go get your Oathbinder a kongolorn, and see if he’s as good as he thinks he is.”
“Sadly, he is, Scout,” the elf sighed.  “As I am certain you will soon see.”
The kongolorn Hive wasn’t exactly what Aranos had thought it would be.  He’d imagined either a vast, flat cavern with structures built of webbing stretched out beneath it or a series of tunnels lined with webbing winding through the surrounding rock.  Instead, the kongolorns created something with elements of both of those, a place both beautiful and horrifying at the same time.
The main Hive filled a massive, vertical chamber that Aranos guessed the creatures hollowed out over decades or centuries.  The roughly ovoid cavern stretched a quarter of a mile from top to bottom and a third of that at its widest point.  Tunnels pierced its sides frequently, winding out into the rock and stretching toward the Skollheld or down into the Great Deeps, but the Hive itself held no stone structures at all – or anything that Aranos would have called a building by any stretch of the imagination.
Instead, thick sheets, ropes, and cables of webbing filled the Hive.  The webs twisted and linked together to form passages, and huge globes of the strong, sticky substance served as buildings – or, Aranos supposed, as nests.  That term felt closer to the truth, considering the constant movement and activity he felt in the Hive.  Kongolorns raced along thick strands of webbing, moving up and down as easily as Aranos might have walked along a stone corridor, their frenetic activity rarely ceasing or even pausing. 
Meridian would hate the heck out of this, Avalyn observed softly through the Mindlink Spell Aranos cast on them all. 
Aranos stared out from the hidden alcove he’d seen in Khukram’s maps, the one that the dwarf used to observe the Hive and wait for his moment to enter it.  A wall of thin stone, maybe an inch thick, stood between the party and the nest, and slits pierced that wall, allowing them to see out but restricting the spiders from seeing back into the space.  The twenty-foot-wide alcove cramped the party together, but to get to it, the kongolorns would have to backtrack five minutes along their tunnels and locate the hidden door Khukram created.
Technically, Aranos didn’t know how difficult that might be, as the party completely bypassed the entire tunnel system thanks to the Sorcerer’s magic.  With the dwarf’s amazingly detailed map, Aranos had no problems scrying the location and opening a portal to it, bypassing the vast majority of the outer Hive’s defenses.  That got them close, but Khukram warned him not to portal directly into the alcove, as the spellcasting members of the spider race could sense magic being used; instead, they’d stepped into the entrance tunnel and walked here.
I don’t blame her, he finally replied.  This is even giving me the shivers.  He looked over at the silent Scout.  Tell me about the Hive.  How strong is the webbing?  How fire resistant?  How sticky?
Most of it’s not sticky at all, the Scout replied silently.  The passages leading to the Queen’s Nest are, though, and it’s warded against teleporting.  That’s why I can’t reach it – I’d need to be stronger than a damn riastorn to break free of the webs, and they’d still slow me so much I’d be overwhelmed trying to climb them. 
As far as fire, it won’t hurt the webs at all, not even magical fire.  In fact, the webs have a magic-damping property that makes most weaker Spells fizzle; only the most powerful magic of the Stone works inside.  Acid doesn’t bother them, and they’re as strong as truesilver and just as hard to cut.  And that isn’t the worst part…
The dwarf picked up a small pebble and hurled it into the webbing.  It struck with a loud thrum that rippled throughout the Hive.  A moment later, several kongolorns appeared, scrambling around the area where the pebble struck.  One picked it up and held it for the others to see, and the group quickly dispersed back into the webbing.
Now, maybe, you understand why I said it’s nearly impossible to sneak through the Hive, Khukram spoke grimly.  Anyone with less than a Master rank in Stealth will draw kongolorns with every movement.  He frowned.  Although, that was a smaller response than I’d expected.  The whole Hive looks empty today, in fact.
Empty? Avalyn repeated incredulously.  There have to be a couple thousand of them in there!
Sure, child, but normally, there are three or four times that many just in the Hive, not to mention the same amount spread out in the nearby tunnels.
They might be massing to hit the Ungoruzgol again, Mutroda suggested.
Maybe, although that fortification should hold plenty long enough for the Legion of the Deep to reinforce them.  With a full legion at that wall, even the whole damn Hive couldn’t take it.  The Scout shook his head.  They must be trying to get through the Great Deeps to find a way around the Ungoruzgol.  Only thing I can think of.
Lucky break for us, Aranos replied.  He looked at the dwarven male.  How long do you need to get to the captives?
Fifteen minutes.
I’ll give you ten.  If you’re as good as you say you are, you should be able to get anywhere in this Hive in ten minutes.  If you haven’t gotten where you need to by then, then you’re not going to, period.
The Scout grinned at the Sorcerer.   Now, you sound like a Dwarf, Sorcerer.  He vanished instantly, and only Aranos’ Battlesense tracked the dwarf’s passage back out the hidden door and into the expanse of webbing, moving swiftly and surely.
Aranos turned to face the small kongolorn wrapped in his Damping Field and shrouded in a Shield Mind Spell.  He knew that the kongolorns somehow sensed when one of their number died, and he guessed that they might have a hivemind of sorts.  If that were true, hopefully, his Spell shrouded the creature from its brethren, but if not, then the Shadowborn knew the party’s location and simply chose not to respond.  That wouldn’t last long, Aranos felt fairly sure.
Once I start this, I won’t be able to stop, he reminded the others.  It’ll probably attract attention, as well…
We remember, Sorcerer, Mutroda said dismissively.  We’ll hold them as long as you need us to.  Do what you have to do.
The arcane nodded and took a deep breath.  Hopefully, the damping effects of the webbing were like the flashglobes the Thieves’ Guild used in Stoneleague, effective against Primary mana but nothing else.  Otherwise, he’d need a totally new plan – and anything else he might do would probably kill Khukram and any captives in the web.  There was no help for it, though; this was his best shot to take out the Hive, and he knew it. 
Closing his eyes, he sank into himself and prepared to purge the nest.




Chapter 25

Aranos’ most powerful and wide-ranging Spell also cost the most SP by far.  Even with his huge dread arcane capacity, Aranos fell over a hundred thousand SP short of the 500,000 he needed for the Spell.  The last time he’d cast it, he used the stored energy from his cities, but being a dread arcane had a side benefit that he hadn’t really considered before.  He wasn’t limited to his SP pool and regen for power anymore; he drew mana from the world around him directly, and thanks to his Mana over Matter Perk, he could basically shift the rock surrounding him into fuel for his Spell. 
Before beginning to cast City Purge, he drew up strands of soul, void, and life mana, weaving them into a shield of necrotic energy that coated the edge of the cavern.  The mental effects of his Spell would only target the kongolorns – he hoped – but the necrotic damage it inflicted would harm any creature touched by it.  His Death’s Ward Spell should hold that power out, keeping those within safe from the more powerful Spell’s effects.  He added a Spell Anchor to the construct, binding the Ward in place for an hour.  He couldn’t imagine needing more time than that; if they hadn’t destroyed the nest in an hour, they weren’t going to do it at all.
He reached out with his mind, touching the bedrock enclosing the cavern.  He felt the mana coiled within it, the energy compressed into solid form, and he unbound the ties holding it in place.  The stone shivered and vanished as it turned from solid form into pure energy, energy he sucked into himself and channeled into the river of power flowing through him.  Strands of War and Redemption coiled up from his depths, twining around the torrent of energy that was his SP, and he pushed it forth into the elaborate construct that was City Purge.
Mana flowed into complex, convoluted channels, and he guided it carefully with his mind.  He placed each strand of power carefully and precisely; even the tiniest imperfection would probably cause the Spell to detonate.  In this enclosed space, that would probably kill them all, and while he, Avalyn, and Silma would be reborn, the others wouldn’t.  Even Geltheriel likely wouldn’t survive an explosion of that much mana.  Her ability to cheat death had limits, after all, and the magical equivalent of a nuke going off would probably exceed those limits.
He reached out with a strand of Mind mana and touched the captive kongolorn beside him, sinking into its thoughts and simultaneously enveloping it with his Soulmending skill.  Thoughts of blood, pain, and torment filled the spider’s mind, and Darkness and misery shrouded its essence.  The weak kongolorn spent its entire existence being tormented by those with greater power.  It knew how helpless it was, and it knew that in its Hive, the strong fed upon the flesh and despair of the weak.  In turn, it hungered to inflict that same pain and misery on others, to feed and grow strong enough to return its torment on its tormentors. 
His mind instinctively pulled back as it touched the repulsive, alien thoughts, but he forced himself to plunge into their depths.  He’d faced the urukkai so often – and used his Soulmending power on them – that he understood their essence when he created City Purge.  He simply didn’t have that great an understanding of the kongolorns, though, and he needed it for the Spell.  City Purge targeted a specific type of creature, after all, and he’d made urukkai the default pattern.  Thanks to his Spell Sculpting skill, though, he could shift that pattern to match the scheming hatred of the kongolorn instead of the brutal bloodlust of the urukkai. 
Power gathered around him, and the air hummed audibly as it vibrated beneath the force of his Spell.  The hum passed through the walls of the cavern and reached the taut cables of the Hive’s webbing – which immediately began to vibrate in tune with the gathering Spell.  The nest reacted instantly; dozens of kongolorns rushed toward the hidden space, milling about at the edge of the web.  At first, Aranos thought that they might remain undiscovered as the creatures wandered about frantically without spotting the disguised holes in the thin rock wall.  That only lasted until the first of the yard-tall, black and green spellcasters arrived.  The creature’s compound eyes tracked unerringly to the wall sheltering the party, and it clicked and hissed a warning to the rest before tapping the web cables in an intricate pattern.
Aranos continued to gather power as more of the kongolorns arrived.  Larger warrior-types with four arms bearing stolen dwarven weapons moved closer to the wall, while more of the arcane spellcasters gathered, their arms waving as if testing the magic in the air.  None made a move toward the wall, though, at least not until a creature that looked like a huge, eight-foot-long and two-foot-high caterpillar with gray skin slithered into view, its body glistening with slime and covered with bristly hairs.  As it arrived, the kongolorns moved back hurriedly, giving it plenty of space.
Barget! Mutroda sent quickly, her thoughts tinged with urgency.  Everyone, get away from the wall!
Aranos glanced back at the caterpillar thing just as a long, prehensile tube emerged from its head and twisted to face the rock wall.  A moment later, a jet of liquid shot from the creature and splashed the wall with a hiss.  Smoke rose from the wall as the apparently corrosive fluid ate into it, and in but a few seconds, a hole opened in the wall, allowing the fluid to spray into the cave – and to splatter on his Eldritch Armor.  He swore inwardly as the fluid ate at his defenses, lowering its durability and protection, but there wasn’t much he could do.  He couldn’t leave line of sight of his Spell, or it would either collapse or drain SP faster than he could fill it, and he couldn’t cast a shield to intercept the Spell without risking losing focus on his City Purge.
A moment later, Mutroda stepped back up, holding her shield out to cover the Sorcerer.  The fluid splattered against the metal barrier, but it didn’t seem to be eating through it as quickly as it had the stone or Aranos’ armor.  The Sorcerer watched as the spray shifted, dissolving more of the stone wall, and Mutroda’s shield moved along with it, blocking the acid and allowing Aranos to keep building his Spell.  In less than a minute, the barget’s spray turned most of the obstructing wall into slippery sludge and choking vapor, and the cavern stood, totally exposed to the monsters.
The kongolorns rushed forward, the powerful, multi-armed warriors rushing at Aranos with their weapons raised.  Before they took more than a few steps, though, Mutroda bellowed incoherently at them, drawing their ire to her with her Pull of the Stone ability and meeting their rush with her armored body.  The creatures crashed into her, but the Dwarven Juggernaut remained unmoved and immovable, shrugging off their assault and hurling the first of the creatures backward with a swing of her shield. 
Glorferdir loped to the dwarf’s side and bellowed his roar.  The power of his ability rippled out into the spiders, tearing the closest of them free from the web and hurling them backward.  The entire nest rang with the force of his cry, and Aranos saw hundreds of the kongolorns rushing up from the depths of the nest to battle the invaders.
Well, that will certainly take the pressure off Khukram.
The kongolorns charged forward, and the party met their assault unflinchingly.  Mutroda’s halberd darted out, stabbing into the monsters and chopping through their thin, jointed limbs.  Geltheriel’s sword carved into their chitinous armor easily, cutting them swiftly down, and Glorferdir’s teeth and claws shattered their exoskeletons.  Avalyn hurled globes of lava and ice into the arachnids and caught several of them in a web of magma that scorched and seared them, while Silma darted forward, her celestially empowered fangs shredding the monsters’ armor.  Miwango lashed his head forward, unleashing blasts of thermal and arctic energy into their foes, and Rhys kept the front-line fighters healed and at full strength
Aranos could do little but watch as the kongolorns threw themselves at the party.  Their warriors slashed and clubbed at the defenders; spellcasting kongolorns hurled ice and acid at the invaders, and lesser fighters flung sharp stones from leather slings, rarely inflicting damage but distracting and disorienting the melee line.  Gray-shelled priests moved among the kongolorn fallen, healing their wounds and repairing crushed exoskeletons, and more of the sluglike bargets appeared, spraying corrosive acid that seemed to stream harmlessly off the kongolorns’ shells.
At last, though, the Sorcerer felt the Spell coalesce in the air.  A gray haze formed in front of him and spread out into the nest, saturating it with steely clouds of magic.  Flashes of gold and silver rippled throughout the nest, the blasts of golden fire and silver lightning unseen through the walls of webbing but all seeming to focus on a spot deep below the party’s vantage point.  The webs thrummed and rocked madly, and the kongolorns facing them hesitated, seemingly torn between attacking the party and retreating toward those depths. 
Before the spiders could flee, though, the storm of Primal energy ceased, and the gray haze filling the nest thickened and darkened.  Necrotic mana flowed outward, twisting through the webbing of the nest and wrapping around the kongolorns in sight.  The creatures faltered as the dark power sapped their Endurance and Wisdom, draining their strength rapidly.  The monsters attacked once again, but the party repelled them with ease this time, driving them back into the death trap their nest had become. 
The Spell churned on as the kongolorns swarmed up from the depths, hurling themselves again and again into the party’s teeth.  Within ten minutes, most of the weak kongolorns collapsed as their Wisdom or Endurance fell to one, stripping them of the stamina or mana they needed to function.  The stronger creatures started dropping soon after, as the necrotic energy sapped their vitality and life minute by minute.  The creatures pressed their attack, but as they weakened, their assault turned into an endless grinder.  The kongolorns hurled themselves against the party, who cut them down swiftly and easily. 
The attacks slowly fell away entirely as the third part of his Spell, the most insidious part, came into play.  Mind magic seeped through the nest, enfolding its inhabitants and twisting their thoughts.  Aranos knew that after a few minutes, the creatures felt suspicious of every living thing they saw.  Within fifteen minutes, the spiders started attacking one another as they saw even their own kind as Hated enemies.  The sounds of battle rose throughout the Hive as the Shadowborn slew one another, doing the party’s work for them.
Throughout it all, Aranos kept his Lifesense fully extended into the nest.  He felt the souls of the creatures freed as they perished, sensed their pain and agony, and he channeled more SP into them to ease their suffering.  The effort took most of his concentration, leaving him little focus to spare on spellcasting, but he needed the Soul energy.  He’d assaulted the Hive just to gather that power, in fact; he had Arcane Doors to restore, and he couldn’t do that without Soul Points.  Besides, he trusted the party to keep them safe and hold back the dwindling rush of spider creatures; they didn’t need him to defeat the relatively low-leveled monsters.
The last few probing assaults finally trickled off as the City Purge killed most of the creatures in the nest., and Geltheriel turned to look curiously at the Sorcerer.
“What now, Oathbinder?”
“Now, we wait for Khukram, so he can lead us to the Queen’s Nest.  We have to kill her to clear this place.”
“You might be waiting for a while, Sorcerer,” Mutroda pointed out.  “We don’t have a way to communicate with him, do we?”
“No, but it won’t be long.  He’s on his way back already.”  Aranos felt the dwarf’s presence through his Battlesense, and he looked at Silma.  “Can you go get him and make sure he doesn’t go the long way around now that this wall’s open?”  She nodded and vanished, dropping into Stealth and teleporting into the Hive.
“You can Track the Deepstone Scout?” Mutroda asked in surprise.  “That’s impressive, Sorcerer.  I heard that he once evaded an entire legion for two weeks down here.”
“I can feel him through my Battlesense, actually.  My Tracking Skill doesn’t pick him up, even through my Scent ability.  Silma’s does, though; her senses are just too good for him to fool.”
“I know where the Queen’s Nest is, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said.  “Thanks to the dwarf’s excellent maps, I can guide us there without difficulty.”
“I’m sure, but I have a feeling that Khukram didn’t tell us everything.”
“What do you mean?” Mutroda asked.
“Well, he said that the paths leading to the Queen’s Nest are too sticky to use, right?  But he also said that he’s tried to get to her several times.  Since he’s not stupid enough to keep trying a path that isn’t navigable, he either knows other ways to get to the nest, or he’s come up with a way to use those existing paths.”  He glanced off to the side at seemingly empty space.  “Am I right, Khukram?”
Avalyn jumped and Glorferdir rumbled a low growl as the dwarf suddenly appeared from seemingly thin air.  “How in the Deeps did you spot me, Sorcerer?” the Scout demanded, looking a bit battered and bloody compared to when Aranos last saw him.
“I’m hard to hide from,” Aranos smiled noncommittally. 
The dwarf eyed him, then barked out a laugh.  “So it seems.  You and your wolf, too; she found me with no problems.”
He’s harder to hunt than most, pack leader, but not impossible, Silma spoke as she reappeared in the web-filled space outside the cavern.
“So, am I right?” Aranos asked again.
“You are,” the dwarf nodded.  “The secret is the bargets.”
“The stone-eaters?” Mutroda asked quizzically.  “What do they have to do with anything?  They’re just the kongolorns’ livestock.”
“That’s what most dwarves think, but they’re wrong,” the man shook his head.  “Kongolorns can reproduce in two ways.  The first and best for them is depositing the Queen’s eggs inside a living creature.  The hatched larvae eat their way through the creature, growing stronger until they perform their first molting.  Then, they emerge from their victim as kongolorn young; you never see them in their larval state.
“If the Queen doesn’t insert the eggs into something, though, they hatch as bargets.  If the kongolorns feed them living flesh early enough, the bargets can molt and turn into the lowest of the kongolorns, and that’s how most of the Hive’s creatures are born.  If they don’t get meat to to feed on, though, they never mature, growing larger and larger by feeding off dissolved stone and the occasional creature they catch in their spray.  Once I learned that, I knew how to get into the Queen’s Nest.”
“I do not understand,” Geltheriel frowned.  “How does the nature of these – things – help us?”
“Because if they came from the Queen, they had to get out of her Nest somehow,” Aranos said as understanding dawned in his mind.  “Unless the Queen had them carried out, of course – but even then, the kongolorns have to have a way to get past the sticky webbing without being caught themselves.”
“Exactly, Sorcerer.  You’re perceptive for a surface dweller.”  The dwarf walked over to one of the dead bargets and ran a finger along its side.  “The slime is the key.  It won’t stick to anything, and the kongolorns coat their legs in it to get in and out of the Queen’s Nest.  When I realized that, I tried coating my boots with it, and I finally made it into the nest.”
He pulled out a knife and bent over the fallen creature.  “We need to Harvest their slime glands.  Once you take it off their skin, the slime dries pretty quickly, but it stays liquid in their glands for a long time.”
Aranos and Geltheriel joined him, Harvesting not only the bargets but the silk and poison glands from a dozen or so of the kongolorns.  Most of the rest weren’t in any shape to be Harvested; it seemed that Aranos’ necrotic mana affected the organs and left them unusable.  Once they had what the Scout deemed to be a sufficient store of slime glands, he led them into the nest.
Aranos expected the webbing to shift and sway treacherously beneath him, but it felt secure underfoot.  It gave slightly, humming and vibrating with every footfall, making it feel like he walked on a massive, very taut trampoline.  The webs crisscrossed the nest, and they wound around it in a rough spiral, heading steadily deeper. 
Aranos moved to walk beside the Scout as they traveled.  “Did you do what you came for?” he asked the dwarf quietly.
Khukram looked over at the arcane suspiciously, then grunted.  “Yes.  They had six captives.  Five were too far gone to save; the last died when I tried to move her and the spawn in her dug their way out.”  He shook his head.  “Terrible way to go.”
There wasn’t much Aranos could say to that; dying by being eaten alive from within did sound like just about the worst death he could imagine.  “How far into the Queen’s Nest have you gotten?” he finally asked instead.
“Not far,” the man admitted.  “The Queen’s surrounded by special guards that I’ve only seen inside her nest, and they found me almost the moment I stepped inside.”  He snorted.  “Before you ask, I don’t know how.  I can conceal myself from just about any form of sensing, including the tremorsense of the bargets and riastorn.  I can move through these webs and disturb them less than you would by breathing.”  He shrugged.  “They spotted me anyway – just like you did.” 
He looked at the Sorcerer curiously.  “How did you do that, anyway?  Your wolf, I get – she’s probably got ridiculously sharp senses – but you, I don’t understand.  I’ve heard you’re a decent tracker, but you’d have to be a Grandmaster at it with a Perception over 200 to have a chance to spot me.”
“I’ve got a skill that lets me detect anything within a certain radius, even invisible or Stealthed creatures,” Aranos extemporized.  “I can even sense creatures in shadow or mist forms with it, in fact.”  He looked down at the dwarf again, seeking to change the subject.  “What can you tell me about those special guards, or the Queen herself?”
“I never saw the Queen,” Khukram shrugged.  “The guards, though…”  He grimaced.  “They’re big, twice as big as you, with four arms and red chitin.  I never heard them make a sound, but they communicate somehow, and they closed on me pretty much instantly.  I ran – I’m a Scout, not a Juggernaut like Mutroda – and they didn’t follow me out of the nest, so I don’t know much more than that.”
Aranos nodded.  “Then they’ll know we’re there – and probably know we’re coming and be ready for us.”
“Assuming they survived your Spell.  They might not have.”
“I’m going to assume they did, and that they’re going to be waiting for us the moment we enter.”  He looked at the dwarf.  “How do you fight when you can’t Stealth?”
Khukram scratched the five o’clock shadow on his chin.  “Honestly, I haven’t had to in so long – I’m not sure,” he admitted.  “I’ve focused my development around Agility and Perception, so I don’t have a ton of LP for someone my level, and my armor isn’t meant for fighting on the front lines.  I can use a crossbow, but I’m not as good at it as I am with my bill-hook.” 
“It’ll have to do,” Aranos said heavily.  “Unless you can someone evade the guards this time, of course.”
“I’ll try, but I wouldn’t count on it.”
The Scout led them to a wide path made of glistening, white webs that stretched over empty space and connected to a massive globe of gray-black webbing twenty feet distant.  As they approached, Silma flickered briefly, then seemed to stagger, shaking her head.
I can’t teleport, pack leader, she informed him.  Something about this place stops me.
Neither can I, Geltheriel agreed a moment later.  There seems to be a ward about the nest that prevents such travel, Oathbinder.
Aranos cast his Massless Flight Spell, but the mana refused to coalesce around him, the spell-form unraveling the moment he wove it.  I can’t fly there, either, Aranos sighed.  I assume that means I can’t carry us all with gravity mana or make a bridge of air.  Too bad; that would have made this much simpler. 
The barget slime stank, smelling of vinegar and sulfur to Aranos’ sensitive nose, and he imagined it reeked far worse for Silma and Glorferdir.  This is just nasty, Avalyn complained as she smeared the foul-smelling substance on her boots.  Are you sure there’s no other way across?
Not that I can see, sorry, Aranos shrugged.
Only Miwango went without the foul substance, as whatever ward shielded the nest didn’t affect the turaloke’s natural flight ability.  Once the party prepared, they made their way cautiously across the bridge toward the nest.  Even with their slime-covered footwear, the glistening silk of the web clung to their feet with each step, letting go with a sucking sound and a snap each time.  Aranos was honestly a bit grateful for the stickiness; the web strands swayed more than the paths through the larger Hive had, and without the slight stickiness, he might have worried about slipping thanks to the slime on his feet.
The path ended in a gauzy veil of web that they slipped through.  Beyond the veil, Aranos light Spell shimmered and vanished, plunging them into darkness.  Aranos shifted through his Mana Sight rapidly, but the world remained dark in his vision.  He switched to Night Vision, and the nest shimmered into a grayscale view of a tunnel-like passage of webbing that ended in another thin veil. 
Hey, guys – I can’t see anything, Avalyn sent, her voice mildly panicked.  Does anyone have a light?
Remember the ring I gave you? Aranos replied.  Doesn’t that work?
She remained silent for a moment before her voice came back to him.  Whoa.  So, that’s what Night Vision looks like?  This is cool! 
Aranos chuckled silently.  Glad you like it.  He looked at the others.  This also means that whatever effect stops magic from working doesn’t stop passive effects from items.  Our weapons and armor should still work, even if Spells don’t. 
That will be useful, Oathbinder, Geltheriel replied.  However, should the child’s ring fail deeper in the nest…
Aranos cursed quietly; he hadn’t considered that.  He tried to cast Illuminating Mists, but the Spell failed to coalesce, as he expected.  Okay, so I can’t create light in here.  Avalyn, it might be best if you hang back, where we know your Night Vision works…
Not necessary, Sorcerer, Khukram cut him off.  A moment later, a dull, greenish glow emanated from the man’s hand, brightening swiftly until it bathed the corridor in its eldritch hue and washed out Aranos’ Night Vision.  A dwarven scout always comes prepared with light in the Deeps.  There are things down here that don’t show up in Night Vision.
It is good that one of us came prepared, Rhys thought slyly through the Mindlink.  One might think that the young Sorcerer should learn the secret of making that light, in case she finds herself in the dark once more.
One might think that an elf as wise as Druids are supposed to be would think to bring his own lantern or something, the girl replied just as slyly.  Or maybe I’m wrong about the wisdom thing.
The girl scored a point on you, green-hair, Mutroda chuckled.  You must be losing your touch.
We’ve got enemies incoming, Aranos broke up the levity as his Battlesense picked up several creatures headed toward the party.  Five of them, moving fast, coming from different directions – and fairly powerful, it feels like.  Instantly, Khukram fell back, while Geltheriel and Mutroda stepped forward.  Glorferdir padded up to the dwarf’s side, and Miwango took to the air, hovering overhead.  A few moments later, the first of the creatures scuttled into the dwarf’s light.
The creature looked much as Khukram described.  It stood about twelve feet tall, with a shiny carapace that looked grayish in the green radiance.  It moved swiftly on four legs attached to a swollen abdomen about four feet long that it held parallel to the ground.  Its upper body stood upright, two of its four arms clutching weapons and the other two bearing buckler-sized metal shields.  Multiple eyes gleamed darkly from its arachnoid head, a pair of sharp pincers the only other feature on its otherwise blank skull.  He quickly Inspected the creatures to learn what he could from them.
Seggolorn
Barely Wounded
Magic Immunity, Acid Resistance, Poison Immunity, Hardened Carapace, Web Walking, Hive Intelligence
Threat Level: Dangerous
As the seggolorn rushed forward, Aranos raised his hand and summoned a Shattering Bullet, propelling it at the monster’s head.  The mana gathered within him, swirled into being – and quickly unraveled the moment he released it, dissipating harmlessly into the air.  He frowned and fired a blast of kinetic energy at the creature, but the carefully crafted construct shredded and vanished the moment he released it.  Curious, he pulled out his Scepter, shifting it into a quarterstaff, and tried to channel his Shattering Bullet through it, but the Spell disjoined the instant it left his staff.  That didn’t make sense; the creature had magic immunity, but Aranos’ various Titles, Perks, and abilities dropped immunity down to a low level of resistance.  Something about the nest itself annulled his magic before it could even reach the seggolorns.
Well, I guess I’m not casting anything at them, he thought grimly.  Even my Enhanced mana isn’t working in here.
The first monster slammed into Mutroda’s shield, one of its axes crashing into her bulwark with a loud clang.  She grunted but held her ground, lashing out with her halberd.  One of the beast’s shields swept down and blocked her thrust, but she reversed the blow quickly and slashed across one of its legs, cracking the chitin and causing it to stumble.  She struck with her shield, knocking the seggolorn back a step, then thrust again with her halberd, puncturing the spider’s thorax and releasing a spurt of thick, clear fluid.
Before the others could engage the monster, two more of the creatures scrambled into view, one scuttling around a corner and the other descending from above and walking along the tunnel’s ceiling as easily as the others moved across the floor.  Geltheriel met the second creature, her bracer shifting into a foot-wide targe as she slid the heavy warhammer blow the spider swung at her.  She lashed out with her gleaming white blade, and the beast tried to block with one of its shields.  The monster’s pincers clicked loudly as her sword cut through the shield effortlessly and severed the end of the limb gripping the barrier, and the kongolorn retreated when five more glowing, white blades slashed through its carapace, leaving rents in its armor.
Glorferdir bounded forward to intercept the third kongolorn.  The leonal’s roar rippled through the web, blasting into the monster and causing it to stumble briefly.  It regained its balance and charged at the golden lion, but Glorferdir dodged a slash from its sword, and its spear thrust scraped harmlessly along his conjured deepsteel armor.  He slashed at the kongolorn, which danced backward – right into Silma’s jaws.  The fenrin swelled to her full size as she lunged forward and grabbed the back of the monster’s leg, ignoring the sword blow it flung wildly at her as it scrambled to turn toward her.  She shook her head, and the leg shattered with a loud crack, crippling the creature.
Aranos watched helplessly for a moment as his party battled the creatures.  His magic didn’t seem to work in the nest, leaving him unable to do much to assist them – at least, until a crossbow bolt from Khukram flew out and slammed into one of the monsters, cracking its armor before shattering.  Aranos berated himself silently for a moment as he reached into his pack and pulled out his bow; he had an Expert rank in Arcane Archery, but somehow, he’d forgotten that he could do anything except cast Spells.
He quickly strung the bow, shifting 20% of his Charisma into Strength and Agility as he did.  He could have boosted the Stats higher, but that would weaken the bonuses his Leadership and Battlesense gave the others.  As it was, even that boost pushed both Physical Stats close to 250, more than enough for him to use his bow properly.  The Bow of Fire and Ice wasn’t particularly powerful – he’d crafted it weeks ago, when he was still learning how to Enchant properly – and he doubted its lava or ice arrows would function in the Hive, but with his skill and Stats, he hoped it would be good enough. 
He drew an arrow from a quiver he pulled from his pack and nocked it, channeling mana into the arrow as he examined the creature fighting Geltheriel.  His stance widened almost reflexively, and he held his breath as he pulled the string hard to rest beside his ear.  He sighted down the shaft and released the arrow and his breath in one motion, relaxing his fingers and letting the string snap back of its own accord.  The shaft sped forward and slammed into the eye of the monster, punching deep into its skull.  It staggered, and he grinned, drawing another arrow. 
I keep forgetting I’m not useless without magic.  Of course, I’d be a lot less useless if I really trained this skill and the Stats for it, but I guess I’ll have to take what I get.
As the battle turned swiftly against the kongolorns, two more of the monsters appeared, both of these hanging back from the fray.  One of the creatures opened its mouth, and a stream of viscous liquid shot from it, splattering over Glorferdir.  The leonal roared and shook himself, trying to rid himself of the liquid, then stumbled as the foul-smelling fluid seeped through the holes in his armor and vanished into his skin. 
Rhys! Aranos thought quickly, but the Druid seemed to realize what happened just as swiftly.  He moved forward, weaving his hands in the air as he cast a Spell to neutralize the obvious poison – and froze as nothing happened.
Liberator, my magic – it does not seem to function down here! the Druid thought frantically. 
Aranos lowered his bow with a silent curse and reached into his pack, pulling out a vial of liquid.  Here, he thought, tossing it to the Druid.  It’s one of my antivenoms.  It should at least help.  Silma, hold the kongolorn so Glorferdir can withdraw to get healed.
On it, pack leader.
The second distant kongolorn also opened its mouth, but instead of poison, a stream of flaming liquid spewed forth, blasting toward Silma.  The fenrin dodged the spray, but some of it splattered onto her fur, smoking and searing her wherever it landed. 
Aranos nocked another arrow as the poison sprayer opened its jaws once more.  He charged the shaft with mana, drew, and released it in a single motion, cloning it into three almost without thought.  To his surprise, the mana-filled arrow blurred and split in midair, shifting into a trio of projectiles that slammed into the kongolorn’s open mouth.  Two of the arrows vanished immediately, but the third remained lodged in its mouth, and it shook its head and tore at the arrow with its claws, ripping it free.
More of the creatures arrived, swarming forward to take the place of their fallen brethren.  Some charged the melee line, engaging the party’s warriors with weapons of obvious dwarven manufacture.  The creatures attacked with terrible strength and ferocity but not mindlessly.  They worked together, doubling up on the party members when they could and trying to draw the fighters out into spaces where the ranged creatures could strike them.  Injured monsters fell back and took on ranged roles while their companions smeared some sort of thick substance on them that seemed to repair and restore their armor.
The party fought back with equal precision.  Mutroda and Geltheriel used their shields to intercept sprays of fire, poison, and acid hurled their way, while Silma and Glorferdir tore apart the spiders along the melee line.  Aranos and Khukram focused their ranged attacks on the distant kongolorns, keeping pressure off the tanks, while Miwango used his breath weapons to break up the creatures’ assaults and force them to retreat.  Aranos gave Rhys and Avalyn his supply of herbalist medicines and antidotes, and they used these to heal the party as best they could.  The nonmagical remedies weren’t a replacement for Rhys’ Spells, but they took little effort and time, and they vastly boosted LP regen, even during combat. 
Slowly, the kongolorns fell, shredded by claws and fangs, punctured by blades, and pierced through with arrows.  The rush of new attackers ebbed, and the monsters began to withdraw rather than push forward.  The party moved to match them, Aranos relying on his Battlesense and Lifesense skills to warn him of potential ambushes.  They encountered several of these, as the monsters tried to rush the party from hidden webs to the sides of their path or emerged from concealment above and below the path.  The creatures found the party ready for each assault, though, and Aranos and his companions whittled the monsters down gradually but constantly.
His quiver ran low, and without thinking, he channeled metal mana into his fingers, using his Forge Mana Spell to craft a pure deepsteel arrow.  The shaft shimmered into being in his fingers, and when he loosed it, it darted forth, slamming into one of the kongolorns and punching completely through it and disappearing into the webbing.  He froze for an instant, having expected the arrow to vanish the moment he released it, then tried to replicate the feat with an arrow forged of fire.  The moment he released the shaft, though, it swirled and vanished, dissipating into the damping field of the nest.
Okay, so the nest doesn’t undo metal mana.  I suppose that makes sense; if it did, the kongolorns’ weapons and shields would corrode and disintegrate over time, too.  He grinned as he forged an arrow of gleaming, chrome-colored brightsilver, one with a narrow, broad head with serrated edges.  He loosed it at one of the ranged monsters, piercing its eye and plunging the arrow into its skull.  The monster clicked its mandibles in apparent pain and tried to tear the shaft free.  It tugged several times before the arrow came loose, the serrated blade tearing free a chunk of the creature’s brain with it and killing the spider instantly.
He forged another arrow, a deepsteel one with a cross-bladed head, and loosed it at a kongolorn’s chest, cloning it into four as it flew.  Four deepsteel shafts took the beast in the center of its torso, tearing huge holes through its body and ripping chitin free as they exited its back.  He couldn’t suppress a smile of satisfaction as he effortlessly formed another brightsilver arrow and pierced a kongolorn’s head.  Somehow, his forged arrows felt right as he fired them, more correct than the wooden shafts he’d unleashed before.
The party pushed deeper into the nest, and as they did, more of the kongolorns swarmed them, trying to drive them back.  They crashed into the team futilely before withdrawing, using hit-and-run attacks to try and drain the party’s resources and sap their strength.  Aranos poured a steady stream of fire on the attackers, fashioning arrows to suit the situation and cloning them as needed.  His fingers burned and stung, but thanks to his Fortification skill, he barely noticed the discomfort.  His hand blurred as his heightened Agility boosted his speed, and thanks to his increased Dexterity, his fingers nimbly found the bowstring each time.  He didn’t bother with precise, careful shots, relying instead on the power of his arrows and the sheer quantity of them to overwhelm the kongolorns’ defenses.
Really, this is how I cast Spells in battle, too, he mused as a group of deepsteel shafts skewered a kongolorn spraying poison at the party, dropping the monster instantly.  I rely on my huge Spell Power and SP pool to tear down enemies.  I only use finesse when I have to.  That’s probably why this feels so natural for me.
Finally, the party burst into a large chamber, where they halted, staring in amazement at the sight before them. 
In case you aren’t sure, Khukram’s voice spoke in their thoughts, that’s the Queen.




Chapter 26

A titanic spider occupied the bulk of the cavern, its thirty-foot-wide body gleaming glossy black and gold in the eldritch light Khukram carried.  Its eight legs looked far too spindly to carry its grossly bloated and swollen abdomen, which wobbled and shifted constantly as if filled with thick jelly.  Its upper torso resembled a ten-foot-tall dwarven woman wrapped in plates of gleaming, golden chitin armor.  Strands of silk that resembled hair flowed from its head, swirling around a face that looked eerily dwarven save for its black, compound eyes and total lack of a mouth.
Invaders, a voice spoke in Aranos’ mind, and from the look on his party’s faces, they all heard it, as well.  Why have you brought death to this place?
Is – is that giant spider talking in my head? Avalyn asked, her voice faint as she spoke.
It is, young Sorcerer, Khukram’s voice replied grimly.  That explains how the kongolorns found me – and how they communicate.  The Queen can probably sense every mind in her nest.
That seems a valid assumption, dwarf, Geltheriel replied.  She looked at Aranos.  Will you reply, Oathbinder?
Reply? Khukram said.  What, you’re going to talk to that thing, Sorcerer?
She said reply, not talk to it, Aranos thought with a grin.  Here, like this.  He forged a deepsteel arrow and lifted it swiftly, targeting the center of the creature’s chest.  He let it fly, cloning it into three shafts, all of which streaked unerringly into the Queen’s thorax – and shattered against her chitin. 
The Queen screeched in outrage, and a dozen of the elite kongolorns scuttled from hiding and poured toward the party.  Assassins! the huge spider screamed silently.  Defilers of the web!  Slayers of my brood!  Bring them to me, my children, so I can make their deaths last an eternity!
Well, that certainly sounds unpleasant, Rhys observed. 
Don’t worry, green-hair, Mutroda said reassuringly.  I’ll kill you before they can take you, you have my word.
If that is meant to be comforting, then you have failed, Juggernaut, the Druid replied wryly.  If it was intended to be awkward and discomfiting, however, then congratulations.  You have succeeded admirably.
Glad to be of service.
The conversation ended as the first of the elite warriors rushed the party, and they fell back into fighting formation.  Aranos forged more arrows, hurling them as swiftly as possible into the press of creatures.  Brightsilver shafts ripped through their armor; deepsteel arrowheads skewered them.  Wide-bladed arrows severed limbs, while cross-bladed shafts plunged into eyes and open mouths, disrupting ranged attacks. 
Behind the press of kongolorns, the Queen screamed silently in apparent fury.  Her mental shrieks rose in volume, and Aranos watched as Mutroda and Glorferdir both staggered, falling back from the melee line.  He reflexively tried to cast Shield Mind, but the Spell fizzled and sputtered the moment he released it.  The kongolorns pushed forward, and Silma and Geltheriel struggled to hold them back.  Miwango soared above the fray, bathing the battling spiders in a blast of kinetic mana that hurled them back, but one of the ranged attackers splashed the turaloke with acid for his efforts.  Miwango screeched in pain and tumbled to the ground behind the main line, where Rhys hastily poured water over his scales to mitigate the damage. 
The Queen screamed silently again, and the Druid winced, clutching his temples, as Miwango’s eyes went blank and glassy for a moment.  A third scream dropped Avalyn as well, leaving only Aranos, Geltheriel, and Silma to face the press of foes.  The melee combatants held as they could, but Aranos couldn’t fire swiftly enough to keep the rush of spiders at bay, and the two fell back a step.  Even as they did, though, Mutroda staggered to her feet and stumbled forward with a low growl, slamming her shield into one of the elite kongolorns and hurling it back into the fray.  The Queen shrieked, and the dwarf’s knees buckled, but Mutroda rose slowly as if pushing aside a massive weight and stood beside Geltheriel.
“Are you well, Juggernaut?” Geltheriel asked as she slashed into one of the oversized spiders. 
“Not really,” the dwarf snapped.  “Sorcerer, we can’t hold this line forever.  Can you do anything?”
Can I? Aranos thought grimly as he flung arrows into the monsters as rapidly as he could.  This nest drains both my Primary and Enhanced Aspects.  I’ll bet it wouldn’t hold out my Primal mana, though, or an Ascended Spell.  An Impossible Tempest right now would probably clear this place – but if it didn’t, I’d have no choice but to unlock my Domain to save us all, and I don’t want to do that unless there’s no other choice.
He loosed another arrow, his mind racing as it searched for options.  Technically, he could pull out his Scepter and join the others on the front line, using it as a staff, but he saw no point to that.  His Expert Archery vastly outranked his low Adept-ranked Staff Mastery; if he couldn’t hold the creatures at bay with his arrows, he couldn’t do it with his staff.  His Spells didn’t work, except Forge Mana, and that only let him craft metal weapons.  If he could forge something from Primal mana, that might work, but…
He hesitated as he considered that.  Could I?  I’ve never tried to use Forge Mana with Primal mana before.  Would it even work? 
He released another arrow, then pulled up a strand of War, guiding it into his hand and enveloping it with his thoughts.  The silver flame fought his control, trying to escape and lash out at his enemies.  He struggled to master it, forcing it into a line with his will, but the fire flickered and twisted, refusing to solidify, and eventually, he drew it back down into himself, plunging it into the ocean of his Primal mana despite its struggles to be free.
Even as he released it, the Queen’s mental screech echoed through the room once more, scrabbling harmlessly against his Fortitude skill and mental defenses.  Their Bonds to him shielded Silma and Geltheriel from the Queen’s assaults, but Mutroda staggered once more, and as her shield dropped, one of the ranged spiders splattered her with a stream of liquid fire.  She roared in fury and pain as the burning liquid seeped into the seams of her armor, no doubt blistering the flesh beneath, and Aranos realized that time ran short for the party.  If he couldn’t figure out how to hurt the Queen with his arrows, he’d have to unleash his Domains, despite how dangerously rebellious they’d become recently.
Technically, this should work, he thought desperately as he forged another deepsteel arrow and loosed it at the creature that attacked Mutroda, cutting off the stream of fire.  It’s just mana, after all – powerful mana, sure, but just mana.  Hell, I’ve already made stuff with it, like sunstone and warforged steel.  If I can create those, I should be able to craft arrows with Forge Mana.  I’ve done it before – so what’s different, now?
He paused as the obvious answer struck him.  When he forged sunstone or warforged steel, he crafted things out of Primary mana – Metal or Earth – and infused them with Primal energy.  He’d never actually made anything that was purely Primal mana as far as he could recall.  He’d never forged anything out of pure Enhanced mana, either, and really, he’d never seen any of those Aspects in solid form before.
Maybe because they can’t exist that way, he reasoned with growing excitement.  Primary mana exists on its own, but maybe what separates out the other Aspects is that they need Primary mana to function correctly.  War needs weapons and battlegrounds; Ascension needs something to improve; Redemption has to have something to Redeem.  If that’s true…
He nocked the deepsteel arrow, then drew another strand of War.  He pulled the line of fire up through his arm and into his hand, guiding it into the forged arrow.  The silver flame leaped eagerly forth, filling the shaft with its power, and the purplish sheen of the metal brightened swiftly to bright, fiery silver.  He took a deep breath and unleashed the arrow, targeting the chest of the nearest seggolorn.
The shaft shot forth in a lance of silver fire, striking the spider in the chest and tearing through it.  The arrow blasted into a second creature, ripping a hole in it, as well, then lashed out into the distance, finally striking the heavy bulk of the Queen.  The Queen’s mental screams of fury shifted to cries of pain as the warforged arrow ripped into her abdomen, opening a long slash in her body.  To Aranos’ disgust, a half-dozen two-foot-long, white grubs spilled from the wound and splattered to the floor in a rain of fluid and slime, writhing madly and blindly on the ground. 
He grinned as he forged another truesilver arrow, this time pulling up a strand of Redemption and flooding the shaft with it.  The arrow shifted from silver-white to burnished gold, its broad head blazing with fire.  He loosed it, and the shaft leaped forward with an audible roar, striking the nearest kongolorn and exploding in a blast of golden fire that incinerated the creature and two more behind it. 
This is how my Arcane Archery is supposed to be used, he realized as he forged an arrow, this time packing it densely with simple lightning mana.  He let it fly, and the arrow arced forth in a blue-white bolt, slamming into one of the ranged attackers and lashing out to bathe the ones beside it with flickers of electricity.  I rarely use the abilities the skill gave me because they aren’t really how I fight.  I fight with Spells, and Arcane Archery lets me make each arrow into a Spell of its own!
He loosed another arrow, this one packed full of kinetic mana that exploded on impact with a seggolorn, shattering its carapace and knocking it and three more sprawling.  A shaft filled with gravitational mana imploded the chest of a spider and pulled those nearest it toward it, while one flowing with Ascension mana replicated his Multishot ability, splitting into half a dozen arrows that each ripped through a different kongolorn.  His storm of arrows broke the monsters’ advance, and the three remaining fighters in his party moved forward once more, driving the spiders back.
The Queen screamed in fury, then turned and spewed some vile, black substance over the writhing grubs.  The tarry fluid clung to the creatures as they rolled around in it, encasing them in a gleaming, black shell.  The shells pulsed and swelled, glistening in the eldritch light of the cavern, growing to six feet in length and four in diameter.  Aranos watched as the shells ripped open, spraying thick, dark fluid onto the floor – and six more elite kongolorns rose slowly to their feet.
The Queen can make more of these things! he realized as the new creatures charged forward to enter the fray.  He hit the lead creature with a kinetic arrow, blasting its chest into chunks and hurling the ones behind it backward.  They scrambled to their feet, and three of them responded with jets of flame, acid, and poison.  He drew another arrow and loosed it, filling it with damping mana and cloning it into three.  Each arrow struck one of the incoming blasts and drew away the force of the streams, causing them to splatter to the ground.  Another Ascendant arrow caught the three in their skulls and obliterated them, leaving only two of the creatures to join the four creatures left battling the elf and fenrin.
The Queen shrieked again, then lifted one of her long, razorlike legs and plunged it into her own abdomen.  She drew it forth, bearing four more of the white grubs, and brought them to her mouth.  As she belched tarry liquid over them, Aranos realized that so long as the Queen stood, this fight might never end.  Her massive abdomen could hold hundreds of the larvae, and without his Spells, they couldn’t hold out against that many of the monsters.
Can you three handle the kongolorns? he asked his party members silently. 
Easily, pack leader, Silma snorted. 
You go to face the Queen, Oathbinder? Geltheriel asked.
Yeah.  While she lives, this battle won’t end.
You can’t do it alone, Sorcerer, Mutroda said flatly.  She’ll just send more of her brood after you.  I’ll keep them off you.
Are you certain, Juggernaut? Geltheriel asked worriedly.  Her mental attacks…
It’ll take more than that to bring me down, the dwarf said firmly, hefting her shield.  Let’s do this, Sorcerer.
The dwarf rushed forward, her Unstoppable Charge carrying her through the line of kongolorns with Aranos right on her heels.  He dodged and ducked as the creatures lashed out at him, his boosted Agility keeping them from doing more than superficial damage.  He loosed arrows point-blank into them as he raced past, killing a couple and wounding more, but a moment later, he broke free of the battle line and found himself standing before the enormous Queen.
Slayer! the Queen screeched as she spotted the dwarf and arcane.  Killer of my children!
“You and your spawn deserve to die,” Mutroda replied back.  The Queen shrieked incoherently, and Mutroda staggered, shaking her head.  “Not good enough,” she panted, lifting her shield.  “You’re going to die, and I’m going to take your head as a trophy.”
The enraged Queen lunged forward, two of her forelegs lashing out at Mutroda.  The dwarf caught the blows on her shield and slid them to the side.  “I’ve got her attention, Sorcerer,” the dwarf grunted.  “Finish her off.”
Aranos quickly forged an arrow and flooded it with the power of War, hurling it at the Queen.  The lance of silver flame streaked toward her, slamming into her golden chest and exploding, sending shards of her armor flying.  She shrieked in pain and defiance and held a hand out toward him.  He nearly froze as three globes of searing flame burst from her outstretched palm and raced toward him.  Mutroda caught the Spell on her shield, grunting as the orb erupted into waves of fire that licked at her armor.  The dwarf roared at the Queen, and the spider’s gaze returned to the Juggernaut as her Pull of the Stone ability forced the arachnid to focus on her.
Aranos stared at the Queen for a moment before lifting his bow once more.  Wait, how can she cast Spells in here if I can’t?  If the nest drains mana, shouldn’t it drain hers?  Even as he thought that, though, he realized that it couldn’t be true.  The nest disrupted his spell-forms, true, but it wasn’t draining his SP.  It didn’t disjoin the magical items the party carried – it didn’t even stop him from forging magically imbued arrows.
So, it stops normal spellcasting but not mana usage – which means that she must have some other form of spellcasting than mine.  Maybe that means that spellcasting is still possible – if I can just figure out a way.
He nocked an arrow and filled it with kinetic mana.  The arrow rushed forward and struck with a boom, rocking the spider backward, away from Mutroda.  The dwarf lunged forward, chopping with her halberd and cutting free chips of the arachnid’s armor.  The Queen raised her hands before her, and Mutroda staggered back as a wave of force slammed into her.  She managed to lift her shield to intercept a trio of gleaming missiles that streaked toward her, but she stumbled at the impacts and barely managed to hold her feet.
Aranos’ next arrow struck a barrier in the air and shattered, releasing gravitational energy that rippled along the barrier but didn’t reach the Queen behind it.  She spread her arms wide, and strands of wispy webbing shot from her sides, reaching for the pair.  Mutroda caught the webs on her shield and hacked them free with her blade, then nearly fell as the Queen screeched once again.
You will be mine, meat creature, the Queen screamed at the dwarf.  Your flesh will replace that which you stole as I raise a whole generation within you!  You will beg for death a thousand times, just as all of your kind before have done.  The Queen screamed again, and while Mutroda winced, she held her feet.
“Not a chance, spider,” the dwarf spat.  “Today, your entire Hive dies, and I’m going to spit on your headless corpse.  Now.  GET.  OUT.  OF MY HEAD!”  The Juggernaut roared those last words, charging the barrier and slamming into it with a sound like shattering glass.  The barrier held for only an instant before exploding into shards of mana, and the Queen screamed as Mutroda flung herself against the monster, hacking with her halberd and roaring her fury.
Aranos took the moment of the Queen’s distraction to draw an arrow glowing fiery gold hard against his cheek.  The Redemption arrow lanced forward and struck her with a roar of flame, and she screamed as the golden fire seared her carapace, spilling eight more of the glistening larvae on the ground.  She turned and spat her black fluid on the creatures, then flung a lash of lightning at Mutroda that the dwarf caught on her shield.  Aranos hit the Queen with a volley of thermal arrows, cloning a single cherry-red shaft into five that crashed into her, scorching and cracking her armor.  She raised a hand and sprayed a wave of acid at him that he narrowly dodged. 
Several loud cracks caught his attention, and he turned to see the chrysalises she’d formed split open, spilling eight seggolorns out.  The spiders surged toward him, but before they drew close, a huge, white streak smashed into one, bowling it over and knocking it sprawling.  Silma’s glowing fangs ripped at the fallen spider, shredding its armor.  A moment later, Geltheriel darted past the fenrin, her shimmering blade plunging into a beast’s chest and ripping free in a spray of ichor. 
We have these, Oathbinder, she said firmly.  As well as any others she spawns. You and the dwarf deal with the Queen.
Aranos turned back as the Queen spewed a blast of webbing at Mutroda, wrapping the Juggernaut in thick strands.  The dwarf roared and tore the strands free, her body glowing faintly golden as she did, then lunged at the Queen with her halberd.  The weapon opened a long, narrow gash in the spider’s armor, and the monster replied by slamming two of her legs into Mutroda’s hastily upraised shield.
Aranos forged an Ascendant arrow, unleashing it on the giant spider-woman and tearing into her torso and body.  She responded with a blast of ice, but he countered it with a thermal arrow that exploded in the middle of the torrent of frost, releasing a gout of steam.  The Queen shrieked and screamed incoherently as he hurled arrows of kinetic force and arctic ice at her.  She tried to strike back, but each time she did, Mutroda intercepted the attacks and kept the spider’s focus on herself. 
He quickly realized that the Queen shed his Primary mana without injury; arcs of lightning or shafts of radiant, white flame splattered off her hide harmlessly.  He focused on using his Enhanced Aspects, instead, but he quickly realized the downside of that as his SP dropped below 50%.  Enhanced Spells sucked up mana, and apparently, so did Enhanced arrows.  He reached out to the webbing surrounding him, trying to convert it into SP, but to his surprise, the silk refused to give up its energy.  Power thrummed and flowed within it, rivers of mana that resisted his best efforts to drain them.  This might be how she’s casting her Spells, he mused.  Maybe she’s using the webs as her spell-forms, like the nest is just one huge Enchantment or rune. 
That realization didn’t help him much, of course, and he groped about with his mind, seeking any source of power to recharge his SP pool.  The fallen kongolorn weapons yielded their energy easily enough, fortunately, and so did the creatures’ chitinous armor.  New power flooded his body, and he renewed his assault.
Even as he did, the Queen screeched again, and Mutroda stumbled briefly.  The Queen cried out in joy as the dwarf’s weapon tumbled from suddenly nerveless fingers, and the spider lashed out with her forelegs.  The needle-sharp limbs found the seams in Mutroda’s armor and plunged into the flesh beneath, lifting the dwarf into the air.  Mutroda screamed in pain as the creature brought her toward the monster’s face, where a pair of dripping fangs unfolded from seemingly blank space.
Now, you are truly mine, flesh thing! the Queen screamed happily.
“If I die, I’m taking you with me!” Mutroda roared as the spider’s head lashed forward.  She grabbed the extended fangs in one hand, then slammed her gauntleted fist into the Queen’s face.  Chitin cracked as it met starsteel, and the Queen reeled from the blow.  Mutroda punched the spider again and again, raining heavy blows that fractured the beast’s armor and kept it off-balance.  The spider flung the dwarf back, and Mutroda crashed to the ground, rolling twice before coming to a rest.  The dwarf groaned as she pushed herself to one knee, using her shield to brace herself.
“Finish…her…Sorcerer,” the dwarf grunted as blood poured from her sides. 
Aranos nodded and nocked an arrow, reaching out around him to draw more SP to funnel into the shot.  Power surged through the nest, all seemingly focused on the Queen.  She’d turned the whole nest into a giant rune empowering her and weakening all other casters, one that drained free mana from the air and cycled it into her.  He realized why his Spells didn’t work; the nest grabbed their free energy and ripped them apart to drain it and power itself.  The metal mana of his arrows, though, seemed immune to the effect, as if the congealed and solid magic couldn’t be so easily disrupted. 
Which is weird, because these arrows are just a Spell, if you think about it.  Heck, everything is just a Spell in solid form.  In a way, I’m not really firing arrows right now.  I’m casting Spells at the Queen – just using my Archery skill to deliver them. 
His eyes widened as he realized that he still hadn’t utilized his Arcane Archery to its fullest extent.  If each arrow was a Spell, then anything he could do with a Spell, he should be able to do to an arrow.  Power rose up within him, flooding the arrow and practically exploding from it.  He drew the bow and released, and the arrow darted forward, striking the invisible barrier the Queen raised and punching easily through it.  The shaft took the Queen in the center of her chest and exploded, power flooding from it.  Gravitational mana ripped at her armor, while kinetic force drove chunks of it through her body.  Necrotic energy flooded her, draining her vital essence, while radiation bathed her internal organs, dropping her Stats further.  Bands of damping mana whipped out around her, binding her body, while tendrils of domination drove into her mind and bound her thoughts. 
The massive blast of magic rocked the nest.  Power surged along the webbing, pouring out from the Queen and rippling along the cablelike strands.  Aranos quickly drew another arrow, pouring vast amounts of mana into it as well, then released it.  The shaft plunged into the feebly struggling Queen, and disruptive magic lashed out, following her connection to the nest.  The disjoining power tore at the webs, shredding the flows of energy filling them, and a moment later, a wave of energy rolled through the cavern as the runeform of the nest collapsed along with the suddenly powerless Queen. 
The four kongolorns still facing Geltheriel and Silma staggered, seeming confused and lost for a moment.  That moment was all the time the two warriors needed to dispatch the creatures, and the nest fell silent as the last of the spider creatures died on Geltheriel’s blade.
A groan caught Aranos’ attention, and he turned to see Rhys rising to his feet, clutching his head.  “Liberator?” the Druid said, rubbing his temples.  “What – what has happened?”
Aranos watched as the others slowly roused, no longer bound by the mind magic of the Queen.  “We defeated the Queen.” 
“And why does my head feel as if the Juggernaut spent the past hour using it for weapons training?” the green-haired elf asked.
Aranos spun back as he recalled Mutroda.  The dwarf still knelt on one knee, and blood stained the sides of her armor, pouring out to pool on the floor beneath her.  “Rhys, hurry!” he shouted, dropping his bow and pulling out his bandages. 
“Liberator, my magic…”  Rhys looked hesitant as he staggered toward the dreadfully wounded dwarf.
“Should work now,” Aranos cut him off.  “Try.”
The Druid nodded and placed his hands on Mutroda, relief crossing his face as the glow of his Spell surrounded the woman.  “She will live,” he said a moment later.  “It was a close thing, though.”
Aranos nodded.  “Heal her up.  I’ll tend to the others.”  He lifted his bandages and walked over to where the rest of the party still recovered.
“Are you well?” Geltheriel asked the fallen party members, cleaning her blade and sheathing it.
“The Queen did something to us,” Khukram spoke, wincing as he rose to his feet.  “It felt like my mind was full of spiders, all biting and tearing at me.  I couldn’t move.” 
“It was awful,” Avalyn said, shuddering and wrapping her arms around her body.  “The spiders kept wrapping me up in webs.  I tried burning them, but they just kept spinning more and more until I couldn’t escape.”  She shivered again, and Miwango limped over to her, pressing his head against her chest.  She wrapped her arms around him and rested her cheek on his head, shaking slightly, as Aranos suspected she wept silently.
“It is over, now,” Geltheriel said soothingly.  “The Juggernaut held the Queen at bay long enough for my Oathbinder to bind her, and she lies docile before us.”
“You didn’t kill it?” Khukram demanded, taking out his billhook, his face angry.  “You can’t leave this thing alive, Sorcerer, or it’ll rebuild the entire hive in a year.”
“I don’t plan to,” Aranos agreed, holding up a restraining hand.
“Then I’ll go ahead and kill it now,” the Scout said, stalking toward the inert spider.  He stepped back with a startled oath as a wall of flame erupted before him, blocking him from reaching the Queen.  “What’s the meaning of this?” he demanded, turning to face Aranos.
“I’m thinking about something you said earlier, Khulkram: how the Hive seemed too empty.  Well, I checked my notifications, and my Spell only killed about two thousand kongolorns.  I assume there’s a lot more than that in the Hive, right?”  The dwarf nodded, and the arcane shrugged.  “So, where are they?”
The Scout’s eyes narrowed, and he glanced at the unmoving Queen.  “And you think that thing will tell you?  You can’t trust anything it says, Sorcerer.”
Aranos looked at the Queen, feeling the bands of domination mana buried in her mind.  “All of your children aren’t here,” he spoke to her.  “Where are they?”
Gone, she replied, her silent voice echoing in everyone’s mind.  Summoned.
“Summoned?” Aranos echoed.  “Summoned where?  By whom?”
By the Faceless One in my dreams.  It commanded me to send my children to join the other Hives, far from here. 
“Can you describe the Faceless One?” Aranos asked, suspicion growing in his mind. 
I will show you.  An image flashed in his head, and he nodded grimly as he recognized it. 
“Where did he tell you to send them?”
To the Hive far from here.  They will feast on the short ones, then pour forth into the light to join others of the Darkness in their destruction of the Light.
Aranos’ eyes widened, and he turned to Mutroda.  “Is there a Skollheld close to Avendale?”
“Skollheld Korhl is south of Antas,” she replied.  “It’s probably within a few days of the human city…”  She paused as understanding flashed across her face.  “Do you think?”
He nodded.  “Morx is gathering the kongolorns,” he said grimly.  “He’ll lead them against the Skollheld, then down on Avendale from behind – unless we can stop them, first.”




Chapter 27

The Queen didn’t resist as Geltheriel beheaded her, killing her instantly.  They Harvested the Queen, taking not only her head but her poison glands, spinnerets, and heart – which apparently could be used in a potion to repel insects of all sorts – then Aranos burned her body, while Avalyn destroyed the larvae that crawled free of it.  Khukram offered to lead them back through the nest, but now that he had his magic back, Aranos simply opened a portal to the Ungoruzgol, allowing the party to step directly into the cavern behind the gates.  The dwarves reacted strongly to the group appearing out of thin air, but once Barthak saw who it was, he ordered the warriors to stand down. 
“Back already?” he asked, seeming to nod in satisfaction.  “How close to the Hive did you get?”
“The Hive’s gone, Barthak,” Mutroda replied.  “The Queen’s dead, and if there are a hundred kongolorns left in the area, I’ll be surprised.”
The warrior glanced at Khukram, who nodded in agreement.  “They took her head, Barthak.  You can see it if you want, but trust me.  She’s dead.  There are still some egg chambers that need clearing out, but the Legion can handle that.”
“You destroyed the Hive?” Barthak asked, his face startled.  “Sorcerer, no one’s managed that since the great Boleatrud.  The Skollheld will be in your debt once more.”
“If the Priestess of the Heartstone did the favor I asked of her, it’ll make us even,” Aranos replied.  He looked at Khukram.  “We need to get moving.  Time isn’t our friend.”
“True.  I’ll be back soon enough to finish the job, Barthak, and I’ll see you then.”
The party raced through the Deeps, and as they did, Aranos checked the rest of his waiting notifications.
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Skill Boost: Arcane Archery (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Master 1
Combat Style Created!
You have created the Archery combat style: Manarchery
Your Skill: Arcane Archery will be replaced with the Skill: Manarchery (T)
Manarchery* (T)
You have learned how to infuse your mana into ranged attacks.
Rank: Master 1
Benefits: You gain a bonus of +1% per Skill level to Attack and damage with any bow or crossbow weapon.  You can infuse arrows with Primary mana, adding max SP equal to your [Wis x 10].  This adds +1 damage of that Aspect per 2 SP added, and the arrow gains any special properties of the infused Aspect.
Special: You can use Manarchery with any ranged Spell attack, gaining the same bonuses.
Student Level Abilities: You can add 2 Primary Aspects or one Composite Aspect at once to an arrow, doing damage of all Aspect types.  Your arrows gain +1% armor/barrier penetration per Skill level, +1% per 2 SP added to the arrow.  Forge Arrow: you can create arrows from metal mana, requiring 5 SP per arrow for Common metals, +5 SP per rank of rarity of the forged metal. 
Adept Level Abilities: You can add 3 Primary, 2 Composite, or 1 Enhanced Aspect to an arrow.  Arrows do +1 damage per 1.5 SP added.  Arrows with Enhanced mana do double damage and have double armor penetration.  Multishot: you can clone a fired arrow into multiple arrows that all strike the same target.  This requires 20 SP + 50% of any SP added to the first arrow for each arrow fired. 
Expert Level Abilities: You can add 6 Primary, 3 Composite, 2 Enhanced, or 1 Evolved Aspect to an arrow.  You can choose one of the following abilities with an empowered arrow:
Chaining Shot – The SP damage from your arrow arcs to other creatures within 10’ of your target, striking one creature per 50 SP you added to the arrow.
Explosive Shot – Your arrow explodes, doing full SP damage to the target and half that to all creatures within 10’ of your shot for a cost equal to the SP investment.
Piercing Shot – Your arrow does SP damage in a straight line out to 60’, hitting all creatures in that line at a cost of 50% of the SP invested. 
Seeking Shot – You reduce your target’s Dodge skill and Defense by 1% per SP you add.  This can reduce these values below 0; if your target possesses an ability allowing them to avoid or ignore an attack, they must succeed at an Opposed Check: your [Skill level + Wisdom + 1 per 1% below zero you have reduced the target’s Dodge and Defense] versus their [Skill level (or Class level if no Skill is applicable) + Agility]. 
Master Level Abilities: You can add 12 Primary, 6 Composite, 4 Enhanced, 2 Evolved, or 1 Primal Aspect to an arrow.  Primal Enhanced arrows have 5x the damage and Attack bonuses and ignore armor or barriers of lesser status.  You can add two Manarchery abilities to a single shot, paying the costs for both normally.  Arrow Storm: By paying 10x the normal SP cost, you fire an arrow that hits every target within 100’ of a single point. 
Evolved: Any bonuses you possess to spellcasting except casting speed apply to your mana-charged arrows.  This includes bonuses to Spell Power, Armor Penetration, and overcoming resistance as well as Abilities, Perks, or Titles that boost your spellcasting prowess.
+5 Dex, Per
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Hidden Quest Completed: Securing the Deeps
You have secured the Deeps near Skollheld Heil against one of the dwarves’ deadliest foes.
Objective: Completely eliminate the eolmaddern, kongolorns, or riastorn from near Skollheld Heill.
Difficulty: A
Rewards: +6,000 XP, reputation with Skollheld Heill, reputation with Dwarven Nations, ???
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 19
Current XP: 378,144 /406,000
Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
Sorcerer Level: 21
Current XP: 211,572/231,000
Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points
You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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He tossed his extra points into Charisma and briefly pulled up his status.
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Aranos, Lord Evenshade, The True Liberator
Age: 26
Race: Dread Arcane
Evolved Class: Primal SorcererXP: 474,289/496,000
Level: 8
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 378,144/406,000
Level: 19
Class: SorcererXP: 211,572/231,000
Level: 21
Profession: EnchanterXP: 45/500
Level: 1
Abilities:
Str: 92 (181)Dex: 78 (167)Agil: 87 (175)   End: 92 (181)
Int: 424 (861)   Wis: 299 (736)Per:  77 (514)     Cha: 434 (871)
LP: 7,281 /9,452Regen: 18.1/s
SP: 201,443/129,517Regen: None
Stamina: N/A
Soul Points: 11,715
[image: ]
As they walked into the shallower Deeps, Mutroda fell back until she walked beside Aranos, her face contemplative.  “That was quite the battle, Sorcerer,” she said musingly.
“It was,” he agreed.  “How are you doing?”
“I’m fine.  The Druid healed me up, and my Stamina will replenish soon enough.”  She looked over at him.  “Killing that thing pushed me up to level 15, by the way.  I can finally Evolve my Class.”
“That’s awesome,” he grinned at her.  “What are your choices?”
“Well, I’ve got Dire Dreadnought, which I suspected I might,” she said, frowning.  “It’s basically an upgrade of my Dwarven Juggernaut Class.  More LP, more Stamina, and better abilities.”
She hesitated, and Aranos asked, “But…?”
“But…”  She grimaced.  “That battle apparently counted as a heroic feat and gave me the Perk Heroic Defender.”
He laughed.  “I would hope so.  If trying to punch a giant spider-queen to death while being impaled on her forelegs doesn’t count as heroic, I’m not sure what would.”
“That’s probably true, and I like the Perk.  It gives me bonuses to Defense, Mental Resistance, and LP regen when I’m facing a more powerful foe and defending someone else.  The thing is, thanks to it, I’ve got another Class option: Dread Champion.”
“Sounds dangerous,” he chuckled.
“It is.  It’s also powerful.  It gives me bonuses to Attack, Defense, LP – and spellcasting.”  She sighed.  “However, to take it – I have to become the Champion of something, and I don’t know that I have anything that qualifies anymore.”
“What do you mean?”
She looked back toward the gatehouse.  “I’m not part of this place anymore, Sorcerer,” she said tiredly.  “I didn’t realize it until we came back, but this isn’t my home any longer.”
He nodded.  “I noticed the change in how everyone addressed you,” he agreed.
“I was born here,” she said quietly.  “I grew up here.  I learned of the Stone and the Light in this place.  I trained in battle and gained respect – and notoriety, to be honest.”  She shook her head.  “Now, I’m just another outsider to them.  Barthak didn’t take my word when I told him we destroyed the Hive, and the Almen won’t, either.  It’s – it’s harder than I expected.”
“Do you regret coming with me?” he asked seriously.
“No, not for a moment.  I’ve done more for the Light since I joined you than the entire Skollheld has in the past century.  It’s just that I don’t know that I have a place anymore, Sorcerer.  We dwarves have never been wanderers or nomads.  We need a solid foundation, stone beneath our feet, or we feel – lost.” 
She sighed.  “And I guess that’s how I feel right now, lost.  I’d hoped that defending and serving the Light would be enough for me, but it’s not.  It isn’t solid enough.”
“You’re a part of Skollheld Antas,” he pointed out.
“I don’t feel that I am,” she chuckled.  “We’re rarely there, and when we are, we never stay long.  Maybe once all this is over…”  She shrugged.  “In the meantime, though, I can’t take Dread Champion without something I believe in to defend.  I’ll probably just take Dire Dreadnought and be done with it.”
“Why decide now?” he asked slowly.
“What do you mean?  I reached level 15…”
“But you don’t actually have to decide until you reach level 16, and that gives you time.  Maybe something will come to you before then.”
“Maybe,” she frowned.  “It doesn’t hurt to wait, though – at least, not unless we’re getting into another battle like that last one.  The bonuses from either Class would have helped quite a bit against that Queen.  Next time, maybe I can avoid having to punch the thing in the face.”
“That sounds like a good idea to me,” Aranos agreed with a laugh.
The party encountered no serious issues as they raced back to the Skollheld.  Groups of eolmaddern and stone beasts attacked them, but the low-leveled monsters presented very little challenge, and they slaughtered them quickly before continuing on.  The guards at the Deep Gate let them through without issue, and Aranos stopped off at the Legion of the Deep’s barracks to speak with Almen Rudim before continuing into the Skollheld. 
“You return swiftly,” the Almen noted as they entered.  He looked at Khukram.  “Report.”
“Six captives, Almen, only one recently captured.  All dead.” 
The dark-haired commander simply nodded, his face impassive.  “Coud have been worse.  That gatehouse you raised is proving its worth already, Sorcerer.”
“It probably won’t be as useful in the future,” Aranos smiled at the dwarven leader, nodding to Geltheriel.  The woman reached into her pack and produced the foot-long, golden skull of the kongolorn Queen.  “This was the Hive’s Queen.  We killed her and pretty much cleared out the Hive for you.”
The Almen whistled and shook his head, looking at Khukram.  “It’s true?  The Hive is gone?”
“We’ll need to go clear out some egg chambers, Almen,” the Scout shrugged.  “There are probably less than a hundred of the spiders left, though.”
The commander looked at Aranos with obvious respect.  “I’m impressed, Sorcerer.  No, I’m amazed.  Even if another Hive moves in, we’ll have decades without losing dwarves to the creatures.”  He stood up straight and placed his hand against his chest.  “I salute you, Lord Evenshade, and name you Friend of the Legion.  Let no dwarf call you outsider again.”
Khukram looked at the Almen, his face shocked, but he quickly straightened and pressed his fist to his chest, bowing his head toward Aranos.  The sound of clanking metal and rumbling stone echoed through the barracks as every dwarf rose, fist over their heart and chin lowered. 
“I accept the friendship of the Legion and vow never to use it unwisely or hold it cheaply,” Aranos spoke at Mutroda’s silent coaching.  “You honor me, Almen Rudim.”
“You’re becoming one of us at last, Priest,” the dwarven commander nodded, glancing at Mutroda.  “Looks like you’ve got a good teacher.”
“The best,” he grinned at the Juggernaut, who simply shrugged nonchalantly.  He looked back at the Almen.  “I’ve got bad news as well, I’m afraid.  We questioned the Queen, and she sent most of her spawn to the south.  We think they’re massing to take Skollheld Korhl.”
“That’s a matter for the Rigmen and the Priestesses,” the Almen replied.  “However, I appreciate the warning, because it means if we want to finish clearing that Hive, we need to move quickly.”  He bowed his head low.  “You’re always welcome in our hall, Sorcerer.”
“And you’re welcome in mine, if you ever visit Skollheld Antas,” Aranos replied.  “For now, though, I need to speak to the Priestesses.  I have a feeling that we’re running short on time, here, and we can’t afford to lose another dwelling of the Light.”
The Mistress of the Heartstone reacted similarly to the Almen to Aranos’ news.  “You destroyed the Hive?”  The older woman stared at him, her face shocked.  “Lord Evenshade, I expected you to tell me that you killed some hundreds of the beasts, but – the kongolorns are no more?”
“They’re gone, Priestess,” Mutroda assured her mother.  “You’re welcome to see the Queen’s head if you want, but…”
“I’ll take your word for it,” the Priestess chuckled, holding up a restraining hand.  “Did you stop to speak with Almen Rudim already?”
“We did,” Aranos nodded.
“Then I’m sure you showed him your proof, and that’s good enough for me.”  She cocked her head to the side for a moment as if listening, then shrugged.  She reached into a pocket at her side and pulled out a box, ornately carved of some polished sea-green stone.  She held it out to the Sorcerer.  “Here.  This is a small enough gift for all you’ve done for us, Sorcerer, but it’s better than nothing.”
“I don’t need a gift, Priestess,” he shook his head with a smile.  “I cleared the Hive to protect your people – but also because it gave me something I needed.”
“The gift isn’t from me, Lord Evenshade.  It’s from the Stone itself.”  She glanced back at the glowing, crystalline orb behind her.  “You can try to argue with it if you’d like, but I don’t recommend it.  Stones aren’t known for changing their minds.”
Sighing, Aranos reached out and took the box, lifting the lid.  A bracelet rested within, one that looked carved from a single chunk of green gemstone.  Glittering symbols decorated it, strange glyphs and runes he didn’t recognize, and it blazed with myriad Aspects of magic.  He picked it up and Appraised it, his eyes widening as he read the description.
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Appraisal Success!
Success automatic as this is a gift.
Band of the Soulbinder
Rarity: Legendary
Workmanship: Artifact
Type: Bracelet
Material: Green Terldine
Benefits: All owned cities gain +25% to their max Energy and have their Energy maintenance costs reduced by 25%; all Charisma-based Skills and Abilities are 100% more effective; any Ability, Skill, or Spell that relies on Soul Energy is 100% more effective; so long as the wearer possesses Soul Points, all of their cities receive a percent bonus to Defense, Crafting, and morale equal to the wearer’s Soul Points bonus to Stats. 
Special: May only be worn by a being with the one of the following Titles: Priest/Priestess of the Soulstone, High Elder, High King/Queen.  May only be worn by a being who can gather and use Soul Energy.
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“Wh-what is this?” Aranos stammered, his eyes wide as he stared at the bracelet.  “I mean, I can see what it is, but – how could someone make something like this?”
“That’s part of the Soulstone Regalia,” the Priestess replied.  “It’s believed that Priestess Boleatrud herself made it – and as for how, no one knows.  Even the material it’s made from is beyond our ability to forge, much less the powerful Enchantments woven into it.” 
“I can’t take this,” he protested.  “This is too important – it’s part of your culture, and…”
“And no one in the past five centuries has been able to so much as put it on,” the dwarf cut him off.  “The Stone insists that it belongs to you and that you can use it correctly.  Is it right?” 
“I – yes, I think so.”
“Then it’s put to better use with you than sitting in this box looking pretty.”  She folded her arms across her chest.  “Now, put it on.  I want to see someone actually wear it.”
Aranos hesitantly slipped the bracelet onto his wrist.  It wrapped around his arm, its shade almost perfectly matching his skin tone, and seemed to meld with his flesh.  He felt power pour into the blazing pool of his Charisma and surge through him, down into his depths where his Bonds with his cities connected.  The spinning, barely contained orb of Soul Energy at his core lashed outward, connecting to those city Bonds, strengthening and purifying the deep wells of energy there, and he staggered as the flows of power shifted around in his core.
Oathbinder, are you well? Geltheriel asked silently, her mental voice slightly alarmed.  Did the dwarf harm you?  I will…
I’m fine, I’m okay, he assured her hastily, raising a hand.  It’s just a really powerful item, and it took me a second to adapt to it, is all.  He straightened as the shifting energies stabilized within him, then took a deep breath.  Part of him wanted to examine his city screens to see how much they’d changed; the massive pool of Soul Energy within him boosted all his Stats by nearly 400 points, meaning all of his cities should be almost five times as happy, productive, and defensible compared to a few minutes ago.  However, once he used those Soul Points, he’d lose those bonuses – and seeing them might tempt him to hoard the Soul Energy.  He didn’t see a point in dealing with that sort of temptation if he didn’t have to; he faced plenty of temptations already on a daily basis.
“Thank you, Priestess,” he finally said, rolling his wrist around as he adapted to the new sensation of the melded bracelet.  “This is very useful.”
“You’ve earned it,” she shrugged.  “And speaking of earning things – are you ready to face the Grandmasters?”
Aranos nodded.  “As ready as I’ll ever be – and I’ve even got an idea of what I want to create for them.”
“Then I’ll take you to the Masterforge, and you can be tested properly,” she smiled at him.
“You’re escorting us yourself?” Aranos asked.
“Oh, yes.  I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”




Chapter 28

Olizzour Heill, Grandmaster Smith and the Forgehammer of Skollheld Heill, cut an enormous figure for a dwarf.  Standing over five feet tall and nearly that wide, Olizzour rippled with muscles that shifted and moved beneath his blackened and burn-scarred skin.  He smelled of oil, soot, and hot metal, odors that permanently infused his clothing and his short, graying hair.  His eyes sparkled as he stepped forward to greet Aranos, though, and a grin creased his face as he welcomed the arcane into the Masterforge.
“Good to see you, boy,” he said loudly, his voice used to carrying over the clanging of the metal in the smithy.
“You as well, Forgehammer,” Aranos grinned back.  The last time the two worked together, Aranos had to physically beat sense into the man to get him to train the arcane, but once the altercation ended, the man provided Aranos with excellent training, and the Sorcerer had a great deal of respect for the smith’s abilities and knowledge.
“So, you got it into your fool head to test before the Grandmasters?” the man’s smile fled swiftly.  “What’s wrong with you, boy?  Did you use your own head as an anvil?”
“Is there a problem, Forgehammer?” Aranos asked mildly.
“Yes, you idiot!”  The dwarf poked Aranos in the chest.  “There’s no way that you’re ready.  You barely learned this last time you were here.  You’re only allowed to test before the Grandmasters twice, so if you fail today – no, when you fail today, you’ll only ever get one more shot at proving yourself.”
“Then, I guess I’d better not fail,” Aranos grinned at the man.
“Bah!  You’ve got more steel in your brain than on your hammer, green-skin!”  Olizzour shook his head.  “If you want to make an ass of yourself, though, I won’t stop you.  Come with me.”
The dwarf led the arcane into the Masterforge, and Aranos examined it closely.  The smithy looked similar to his Soulforge, at least superficially.  The building stood mostly open to allow heat to dissipate.  Obsidian pillars around the periphery held up a simply carved granite roof that kept pebbles and dirt from falling into the forges below, and blocks of heat-resistant basalt formed the floor.  The Masterforge dominated the center of the building, its deepsteel anvil glowing in the heat radiating from the fuel-free forge beside it.  Twelve smaller forges stood around the edge of the building, and Aranos sensed the lines of truesilver in the stone floor connecting the smaller forges to the main central one, heating them with mana and the city’s Energy instead of coal or charcoal. 
An older woman stood at the Masterforge, her white hair gleaming orange in the forge’s glow and her back to Aranos as he entered.  Her wizened hand gripped the hammer firmly and struck the metal cleanly, without showing any signs of her obviously advanced age, and she labored without seeming effort.  As Olizzour approached, he picked up a hammer and slammed it into a nearby anvil with a loud crash, and the old dwarf turned quickly to see the pair approaching.
“Hangodrid,” the Forgehammer said even more loudly than normal. 
“Forgehammer,” the old woman replied in a strong but rough voice.  “This the whelp who’s looking to test?”
“Aranos, this is Grandmaster Hangodrid,” the Forgehammer introduced.  He looked around.  “And where the hell is that damn merchant?”
“Just examining the work, Forgehammer,” a male dwarf with blonde hair streaked with gray stepped around from the other side of the Masterforge.  His opulent clothing contrasted sharply with the practical, sturdy outfits the smiths wore, and Aranos expected the man’s fancy attire to be a smoke-filled, burn-spotted ruin by the end of the test.  When an errant spark flew up and bounced off the gold-trimmed jacket without leaving a mark, though, Aranos changed his mind.
Olizzour grunted.  “Grandmaster Merchant Eltrak,” he gestured haphazardly toward the fancily dressed dwarf. 
“Grandmaster Merchant?” Aranos repeated, bowing his head toward the man.  “I didn’t know there was a Merchanting skill.”
“There’s not,” the dwarf laughed easily, his high Charisma apparent in his open and friendly manner.  “However, it sounds better than Grandmaster Bargainer or Grandmaster Appraiser.  I hold that rank in both those skills, so I’m a Grandmaster Merchant, instead.”
Aranos nodded.  “I take it you’re here to Appraise the final quality and value of the work I do?”
“Exactly,” Olizzour answered for the merchant.  “I’m here to critique your smithing work in general.  Hangodrid is a Grandmaster in Metallurgy as well as Blacksmithing, so she’ll analyze the metal itself.  You have to impress all three of us to gain your certification.”  He hesitated.  “Last chance, boy.  Change your mind now, and you’ll be able to try again when you have the skills.”
“I think I’ll be okay,” Aranos smiled at the Forgehammer, then looked around.  “Which forge should I use?”
“The Masterforge, of course,” Hangodrid replied loudly, turning back to her work.  “I’m almost done, here, and then you can have it.”
Aranos watched as the old woman worked, her back obscuring whatever she’d been forging.  Finally, she stepped back and lifted a glowing disc of metal, dunking it in the quenching trough.  The water in the trough hissed and steamed, but eventually, she pulled it free and set it on a cold anvil.  She glanced at Aranos and gestured him to come closer.
“Tell me what you see, whelp,” she said, indicating the metal disc. 
Aranos looked at it, activating his Appraise skill, but the skill returned nothing but question marks.  He frowned, examining it more carefully.  The object looked like nothing more than a six-inch circle of metal.  Four raised studs spread about the edge provided the only decoration, and through the soot, Aranos couldn’t tell much about the metal comprising it.  Curious, he reached out with his High Mastery ability and touched the metal, feeling the patterns and swirls of mana within it. 
“This – it’s a lifstahl core covered with orkmal,” he said after a moment.  “The Enchantments in it are designed to make it grow and change shape…”  He shook his head.  “No, to make something it’s sitting on change shape.  It attaches itself with those studs, alters what it’s resting on, then flows out to cover it.”  He looked at the woman.  “This will create a self-repairing wall two feet thick, twenty feet high, and twenty feet wide covered with orkmal, won’t it?”
“Very good,” she nodded, picking the disc up to begin polishing it.  “Maybe you’re not as foolish as Olizzour says you are.”  She glanced at him again.  “Could you make something like this?”
“Yes,” he shrugged.  “It wouldn’t be very hard.  Now that I’ve seen the patterns, I could replicate them easily enough.”
“As could any Expert working on a Masterforge,” Olizzour interrupted.  “You’re here to show us Grandmaster work, boy.  Now, get to it.  My own forge is getting cold waiting for you.”
Aranos grinned and waited for Hangodrid to vacate the space.  He took out an ingot of truesilver and set it in the forge to heat, thinking furiously as he did.  Their battle with the Queen showed Aranos that his team needed a few items.  Specifically, they needed defenses against mental attacks – and he needed a better bow.  Part of him wanted to wait to get back to Antas and his Soulforge, but he might need the equipment sooner rather than later, and he always did better forging things he needed as opposed to things he just wanted.
He waited until the ingot heated, then took out his shademetal hammer.  As he did, Hangodrid let out a small sound of surprise.
“Wait!” she said loudly, holding up her hand.  “That hammer…”  She stepped forward, staring at his forge hammer with wide eyes.
“It’s a hammer,” Olizzour grumbled.  “Well made, to be sure, but…”
“I’ve never seen this metal before,” the older woman interrupted the Forgehammer.  “What is it, whelp?”
“It’s called shademetal,” Aranos explained, handing the hammer over to the woman.  She hefted it, examining it closely as he spoke.  “It’s filled with Primal mana, as hard as warforged steel but lighter.” 
“It demands respect,” the dwarf observed, tapping the hammer into the anvil and listening to the ringing sound.  “This hammer would bite anyone unworthy of using it.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “Where did you find this?”
“I made it,” he admitted.
She stared at him for a long moment, then handed it back to him.  “Either you’re a talented liar, whelp – or this promises to be exciting.  Show us what you can do.”
He lifted the hammer, turned back to the forge, and began to work.  He hammered the ingot out flat, then used the armor anvil to shape and wrap it.  He fed mana into it with every strike, shifting the grains and patterns of the metal to forge them into deeper runes.  He wound energy into the metal, striking carefully and deliberately, guiding the metal into the shape he wanted more than hammering it there.  Every blow held intent fueled with mana, and he placed each strike with care, wasting no energy or mana.  He slipped mind mana into the helmet, filling an interior layer of runes with the power, then layered the outer part with celestial energy and wove strands of spirit mana along the inside. 
Once he finished with the helmet, he placed another ingot in the heat while he used his High Mastery ability to polish and smooth the helmet.  He took out a gold coin and softened it, shifting the metal to the helmet to add some flourishes and filigree, then set it aside.  The work was excellent, and while the helmet still needed some padding and a chin strap, it was at least Masterwork quality.  However, that wasn’t good enough; he wanted to impress the Grandmasters, and Masterwork quality wouldn’t do that.  Neither would the delicately made bands of psi-silver and cloudmetal he fashioned next.  He needed something more, something special, and his bow would be it.
He drew out the second ingot and hefted his hammer.  Before striking, he reached down into his core and pulled up a slim strand of Ascension.  The red-black energy flowed up his arm, practically begging to leap into the metal and purify it, making it more than it was.  He hesitated, then channeled a thousand XP into the hammer as well before bringing the hammer down on the glowing ingot. 
As he worked, he thought about the memories he’d taken so long ago from Lythienne.  She’d given him the Archery skill in the first place; technically, his first memories of shooting a bow belonged to her, not him.  Since then, though, he’d made plenty of other memories.  He recalled Geltheriel instructing him, correcting some of the holes and gaps his borrowed skill left in his education.  He remembered teaching Avalyn the same things, passing on the knowledge he’d gained from his mentor to his own student.  He thought about battling his first gasha, when he developed Arcane Archery by shifting his Stamina into mana, and he considered how far he’d come in that relatively short time.
Archery had never been a huge part of how he fought in Singularity, at least not directly.  He used the skill to make his ranged Spells more effective, but for the most part, he only took up his bow when facing an enemy that resisted his magic.  It simply never felt like it was his weapon, he realized; the bow belonged to Lythienne, and he’d never made it his own.  Thinking about his battle with the Queen, though, he knew that wasn’t the case anymore.  He planned to make his bow an integral part of combat, now.  The way the power flowed through him just felt – right, as if the bow were made to fit in his hand alone.  With Manarchery, he wasn’t a second-class bowman pretending he knew what he was doing.  He was a Master, really the only Master of the skill as far as he could tell, and it would change how he fought in battle immensely. 
Slowly, the metal took shape before him.  He’d thought to form a longbow, but he quickly realized that a short, recurved bow fit him better.  He fashioned the inner core from Lifesteel, the self-repairing metal that ensured the bow would never lose its power.  He wrapped that in a layer of shademetal that added strength and power, concentrating on making the metal flexible but still durable.  He wove Enchantments and runes throughout the grain, delving deep into the crystalline structure with High Mastery and practically adjusting the metal molecule by molecule.  He gave it strength but also accuracy, power but subtlety. 
He poured everything he wanted or needed from a bow into his design, infusing himself into every aspect of it, from the ashatine flourishes designed to store SP to the string he wove from thin strands of starsteel drawn from another ingot.  He carefully added small touches to it – streaks of jade that matched his skin, wrapped with gold filigree that mirrored Geltheriel’s hair; a silver wolf impressed on the metal on each side; a row of electric blue tourmalines that matched the leaves of Saphielle’s tree – before he polished the work and strung it, examining it carefully.
Unstrung, the bow’s limbs stretched about five feet, but strung, that length dropped to three.  It glowed a shade of silver-indigo that he knew he couldn’t really be seeing, gleaming with the decorations he’d added to it.  The starsteel string glowed brilliant white, even in the ruddy light of the forge.  The bow felt perfect in his hand, as if designed to fit there – which, he supposed, it was.  At last, he took a deep breath and Appraised the item, then let that breath out in a gasp of surprise.
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Greater Creation Success!
Grandmaster Ability Success!  Divine Rank Item created!
You have crafted: Bow of Arcane Ascension
Rarity: Divine
Quality: Divine
Material: Shademetal
Type: Bow
Damage: Special
Abilities: The Bow of Arcane Ascension does base damage equal to the wielder’s Archery, Arcane Archery, or Manarchery skill x5.  It adds the wielder’s Wisdom to Attack and their Intelligence to damage.  Arrows fired from the Bow ignore armor or shielding of less than Legendary status and halve the effectiveness of armor or shielding of Legendary status.  The Bow has an effective maximum range equal to the wielder’s [Charisma x 10] in feet. 
Manarcher Bow: This bow improves the effectiveness of the Manarchery Skill by 50%, including Attack bonuses, Damage bonuses, and the effects of Manarchery abilities. 
Perfect Shot: Once per day, the wielder can fire an arrow at any target they can see.  This arrow automatically hits, ignoring all armor, shielding, and Dodge skills or abilities of less than Divine rank.  The target must make an Opposed Check: their [Class Level + Endurance] versus the wielder’s [Skill Level + Charisma].  Failure means the target drops to 0 LP instantly, despite any protections they might possess, while success means they take normal damage x3.
Evolved: All Manarchery abilities require 25% less SP when using this Bow. 
Special: This bow can only be wielded by a Master or Grandmaster in Manarchery.  Anyone else trying to use it suffers damage equal to what they would have inflicted on a target with each shot and suffers penalties to their Attack and Damage when attacking others equal to the bonuses listed above. 
Divine Item: The Bow of Arcane Ascension is a Divine rank item.  It was made for Aranos, Lord Evenshade, and can only be used correctly by him.  None of its special abilities or bonuses will function for any other, and simply drawing it requires a minimum of 200 Strength and Agility. 
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Aranos stared at the weapon for several long moments before realizing that silence reigned throughout the entire Masterforge.  He glanced at the three Grandmasters and found all three of them looking at his bow, their eyes wide and their mouths hanging open. 
“Wh-what the hell is that?” Olizzour finally spoke, blinking rapidly as he strode forward.  He held out his hand.  “Let me see that, boy.”
Aranos handed the weapon over slowly.  “I wouldn’t try to draw it,” he recommended.  “Well, not unless you’ve got at least 200 Strength and Agility.”
“I’ve got the Strength,” the dwarf said, turning the bow around, his lips pursed as he looked for obvious flaws.  He tested the bow, drawing it slightly, then swore and shook his hand as the string snapped back into place.  “Damn thing tried to take my fingers off!”
“The whelp warned you,” Hangodrid chuckled.  “You didn’t listen back when I taught you how to hit the metal instead of yourself, and you’re not listening now.”  She held out a hand.  “Give it to me.”  The man handed the bow over with seeming reluctance, and she took it, inspecting it closely.  She produced a gleaming athame and pressed it into the metal, then touched it with various crystals before shaking her head.
“This is the same metal as your hammer, isn’t it?” she asked at last.
“Yes, shademetal,” Aranos replied.  “It’s an alloy I created myself, so I can forge it pretty easily.”
She looked up at him, her eyes bright.  “Can you get me some of that metal?” she asked, a strange fervor in her voice.
“I can make some,” he nodded.
“Do that, and I’ll make sure you’re fairly rewarded,” she said, handing the bow over to Eltrak.  “Here, see if you can tell more than I can.”
The merchant almost reverently ran his fingers along the weapon, his eyes wide.  “I – I can’t Appraise this,” he admitted. 
“What?” Olizzour barked.  “I didn’t think there was anything a Grandmaster Merchant couldn’t Appraise!”  He looked at Aranos, frowning.  “A bow that’s beautiful but so broken no one can even Appraise it isn’t going to cut it, boy.”  Aranos felt his irritation rise; was he going to be punished for making something too good?  That not only wasn’t fair, Aranos wouldn’t accept it.  He didn’t know how he’d convince them, but he would.
Fortunately, the merchant wasn’t done speaking.  “It’s not broken,” Eltrak shook his head, walking over and handing the bow to Aranos.  “Go ahead.  I’ll bet you can draw it.”  Aranos grabbed the string and easily pulled it back to his cheek before relaxing the bow, and the merchant nodded.  “That’s what I thought.”
He turned to the other two.  “There’s one rank of item Rarity that I can’t Appraise,” he said.  “At least, that’s what the old tales tell us.  I’ve never actually seen anything of that rank, but I understand…”
“Get to the point, Eltrak,” Hangodrid said impatiently. 
The merchant took a deep breath.  “You’re looking at – at a Divine-ranked item.”
“Divine?” Olizzour repeated.  “Not possible!  Even a Grandmaster can’t create a Divine-ranked item!”
“Technically, they can,” Hangodrid corrected.  “Create a thousand utterly perfect pieces, all of which are Mythical workmanship, and there’s a tiny chance that one of them will be Divine-ranked.”  She shook her head.  “At least, that’s the theory.  Since you didn’t even make ten perfect pieces, how did you make this one?”
“My Smithing skill is an Evolved one,” Aranos admitted.  “It’s called True Enchanting, and it combines Runecrafting, Enchanting, Blacksmithing, and Dwarven Smithing and Enchantment into one.  With it, I have a higher-than-normal chance to make a Divine item.” 
“Tell me what the bow does, if you don’t mind,” Eltrak urged the Sorcerer.
“Why, Eltrak?  Thinking of buying it from him?” Olizzour laughed.
“There’s likely not enough money in the Skollheld for that, and I don’t want to indenture my family for the next ten generations,” Eltrak replied smoothly.  “However, if he tells me its functions…”  He looked at Aranos.  “And he tells me the truth, then I’ll be able to Appraise it and confirm what he’s told us.”
“It’s called the Bow of Arcane Ascension,” Aranos explained, feeling a surge of relief that his work might be appreciated after all.  He quickly explained the bow’s abilities and restrictions, and when he finished, Eltrak nodded.
“I see it now,” he said in an awed voice.  “Divine Rank!”
“Seems a little underpowered for a Divine item,” Olizzour grumbled.
“That depends on who’s holding it,” Hangodrid shook her head.  “For you, Forgehammer, having your damage determined by your Intelligence is probably a bad idea.  For a spellcaster…”  She looked at Aranos.  “What’s your Intelligence right now, Sorcerer?”
“Effectively?  861.  Normally, though, it’s half that.”
“Eight-hundred?” Eltrak whistled in amazement.  “And your Archery skill?”
“Master 1.”
“So, for him, this bow does a base – a base, mind you – of over a thousand LP damage,” Hangodrid finished.  “That doesn’t count his damage bonuses for his skill, either.”  She shook her head.  “Still think it’s underpowered?”
“Damn,” Olizzour said, reaching out and touching the bow one last time before looking at the others.  “I vote that he passes.  Hangodrid?”
“Passes.  Eltrak?”
“Passes, of course.” 
Olizzour turned back to the Sorcerer with a grin.  “Welcome to the august company of Grandmasters, Aranos.” 
Instantly, a notification flashed in Aranos’ vision, and he pulled it up curiously.
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Your Title: The Grandmaster has Evolved!
New Title: Acknowledged Grandmaster
Additional Benefit: You ignore city wards of any city with a smithy or forge.  You cannot be prohibited from entering or practicing your craft in any city with a smithy or forge. 
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“That’s exactly what I needed,” Aranos grinned, dismissing the notification.  He looked over at the Priestess of the Heartstone, who stared at him with wide eyes.  “Priestess, can you gather my party and guide me to the Arcane Door?  It’s time for the Dwarven Nations to gather for war once more.”




Chapter 29

“It’s nice to be back in Stoneleague,” Phil sighed as they stepped through the Arcane Door that led into the city’s palace.  The Paladin stretched and shifted, his armor clanking slightly as he did.
“It is,” Martina agreed, raising a hand in greeting to the guards standing around the Arcane Door.  A full hundred armed soldiers manned the room, far more than she thought necessary.  Theoretically, with it being restored, it shouldn’t be possible for the Shadowborn or bodakkai to use it – at least, according to Aranos, and about stuff like that, the man seemed to know his stuff.  Not long ago, though, a horde of bodakkai poured through that Door and tried to destroy the city, so she understood why the city’s defenders acted a bit overcautious.  Fortunately, they seemed to recognize the party as it entered, as they saluted her in return and let the group pass without challenge.
“It’s not that the elves aren’t nice enough,” she added, “but you can tell they aren’t all that happy about having humans in their cities.”
“Do you think the humans are super excited to have the entire elven army camped here?” McBane pointed out.  “I wonder how many incidents the people in charge have had to smooth over already?”
“Probably not as many as if the dwarven army camped here, too,” Longfellow laughed.  “Is it just me, or does it seem like they’re always looking for a fight?”
“Only the men,” Phil shook his head.  “The women are pretty calm and reasonable, according to Aranos.”
“I mean, that seems to be the case no matter what the race,” Meridian said.  “Y’all guys are a bit hot-headed, you know?”
“True, but I guess it’s worse for dwarves.  Apparently, they have a lot more men than women in their society, so each woman has a bunch of husbands.”
Martina and Meridian shared glances.  “I could go for that,” Martina said with a smile.  “How about you?”
“Oh, I am all over that, honey,” the Shaman replied with feeling.  “Just think: I could have one of every type to suit my mood.  A silver fox, the strong and silent type, a hunky geek…”  She shivered.  “I’d be a kid in a candy store!”
“I could go for that myself,” McBane agreed.  “Variety is the spice of life, after all.”
“Oh, it is, sweetie.  It really is.”
“In any case,” Phil went on, “I guess the women only – uh, produce heirs with the men they think are the best and strongest, so the dwarves are constantly trying to prove their worth and rise in the ranks of the husbands.”
“Well, that would explain the hostility,” Longfellow chuckled.  “If you know your chances of getting some are something like one in a hundred, you might be a bit aggressive, too.”
“I don’t know,” Martina grinned at the Archer.  “You seem to handle it pretty well.”
“Well, yes, but then, I know that you secretly pine for me, don’t I?  That thought keeps me going when the nights are cold and lonely.”
Martina snorted in laughter.  “Hey, whatever gets you through the day,” she replied.
“Don’t hold your breath, sweetie,” Meridian advised Longfellow.  “Marti likes her men to be take-charge, confident, and powerful, not wise-cracking asses.”
“Really?”  The Archer straightened, puffing out his chest.  “I could do that.”
“You keep trying,” Martina rolled her eyes.  “Maybe one day, you’ll get there.”
“You see?”  Longfellow looked at the others.  “That wasn’t a ‘no’, was it?”
“It really was,” McBane smacked the taller man on the arm.  “You’ve probably got a better chance with me, to be honest.”
“Oh, really?” Longfellow spoke, drawing out the second word for a full second and eyeing the Giantbane up and down.  “You know, I could do a lot worse – and have in the past.”
“You could, but I don’t think you could handle me.  Double your Stamina and Agility, and we can talk.”
“See, now I’m just intrigued,” Longfellow laughed.  “Okay, so Meridian, what were those exercises again?  The Agility ones Hector had you doing?  Something about getting your leg behind your head…”
“Come on, let’s get to the Guild,” Martina sighed, rubbing her eyes.  “I need a Quest to get that image out of my head – and maybe a stiff drink or three.”
She led the group along the corridor of guards, out of the throne room into the main receiving chamber of the palace.  Not for the first time, she wondered why someone put the Arcane Door inside the freaking throne room.  It didn’t really make much sense; people coming in and out of the city literally all got within arrow’s distance of the throne, and while she remembered that a barrier of some sort protected it, she also knew that Aranos got through that protection.  If he could, so could someone else, which made the whole thing a security nightmare.
Unless, of course, the Arcane Door wasn’t always in the throne room, she reasoned.  Maybe they built the palace around the Door – or moved the throne to be closer to it.  Or it could have something to do with the city’s Heart being below the throne room.  She snorted silently.  She had no idea, and while she could probably dig up the answers, she honestly didn’t care enough to bother.
“I haven’t been back in a while,” the newest member of her party said nervously, clutching her arms as if cold.  “Not since – not since I left the College.”  Neela had once been part of Martina’s party before it split up – be honest, before I made it split up by being a controlling bitch – and with Hector still MIA, the party needed another damage-dealer.  Phil suggested Neela, sent the brown-haired Wizard a message, and found her excited to join up with them.  At least, she had been until she learned they were going back to Stoneleague.
“Do you – you don’t think they’ll be mad at me, do you?  Or that they’ll have an arrest warrant out for me or something?”
“I think that with the war on, the College has other concerns,” Martina chuckled dryly.
“Not to mention, you said that you joined Aranos’ noble House, right?” Longfellow asked the somewhat timid mage.  “They’re not likely to cross one of his House members, are they?”
“That’s true,” she replied thoughtfully, then her voice grew excited.  “You know, you could all join, as well.  It gives you all sorts of bonuses to crafting and to Quest XP!  You guys should seriously look into it!”
“That’s not a bad idea,” McBane nodded, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.  “What kind of bonus are you talking about?”
“It’s a 15% bonus, unless you’re performing a Quest for Antas, in which case it’s 30%.  Plus, you get a 10% bonus in combat, immunity to fear, and 30% mental resistance.”
“All that, just for joining the man’s House?” Longfellow asked disbelievingly.  “I’d join his harem for that!”
Neela giggled.  “You wouldn’t be alone.  I’ve heard that someone started a fanfic site dedicated to SO, and there are all kinds of weird Aranos stories on it already.” 
“Bloody hell,” the Archer burst out laughing.  “Rule 34’s struck already?  We’re not even out of the beta test!”  He stopped laughing and took on a thoughtful look that made Martina roll her eyes.
“No, I’m sure there aren’t any stories about you on there,” the Ranger sighed.
“You think?  What with my being an Archer, I would think there’d be a ton of them, just to use the phrase ‘quivering shaft’ out of context.”
Martina couldn’t help but laugh at that, as did the rest of the party.  Even Meridian chuckled a bit, and Martina felt a surge of relief seeing the woman pushing out of her of her quiet mood.  Martina missed Hector, too – he really was her closest friend in this game – but Meridian had seemed on the verge of depression over the man’s absence.  Fortunately, gaining her new little dragonfly creature seemed to have pulled her out of that funk.   Martina offered a silent thanks to Aranos for gifting the Shaman the insect spirit. 
“Now, I need a stiff drink, too,” Phil laughed.  “Seriously, Longfellow?  ‘Quivering shaft’?”
The Archer shrugged.  “I work with what I’m given, mate.”
“I want to see what Quests are available, first, if that’s okay,” Martina suggested.  “I know we talked about visiting Northmoor, but if we could get a Quest to do it, that’d be way better.”
“Good point,” McBane agreed.  “I want to do some shopping, too.  I’ve got a bunch of gold from completing Aranos’ Quest that’s burning a hole in my pocket.”
They left the palace and stepped out into the city.  It looked like someone repaired the main doors and the gates leading into the palace, but those stood open, allowing everyone free passage.  That made Martina a bit nervous – at least, until the pollen hit her nose and she sneezed.  She looked around and saw a half-dozen of those stupid trees Aranos liked to plant, the ones that screwed with the undead half of her.  They were pretty enough, with copper bark and golden needles that shone even in the daylight, but they set off some sort of allergy in her, making her nose run and her eyes water – and causing her chest to ache and burn.  She hurried out into the High Ward, the rich area of the city, and a minute or so later, the awful feelings eased.
“Still allergic to those trees, huh?” Phil asked with a half-grin.
“Yes,” she snuffled, pulling out a cloth and blowing her nose.  “Stupid trees think I’m a damn Shadowborn.”
“I’m pretty sure if you were an actual Shadowborn, you’d doing more than blowing snot bubbles,” McBane laughed.  “Those trees are supposed to be deadly to true Shadowborn.”
“They are,” Neela nodded solemnly.  “Some of them tried to get into Antas through the portal, and they made it about ten feet before they keeled over and died.”  She looked at Martina curiously.  “Wait, you’re allergic to them?  Why?  And why do you look different than you used to?”
Martina sighed.  “Because I’m not really human anymore,” she explained.  “I’m a daywalker – half human, half undead.”  She told the Wizard about Lily/Liam sacrificing her and Aranos trying to save her in Antas.  “Apparently, the sacrifice halfway worked, leaving me half undead.”
“That sounds awful,” Neela gasped.
“It’s not.  In fact, it’s pretty great.  It boosted my Physical Stats a bit, gives me bonuses to my Stealth skill and Stamina regen, and grants me resistance to poison and disease.”
“And you don’t sleep,” Longfellow added in.  “Don’t want to forget the part about not sleeping.”
“Right, I can stay up all night training while these people are being all lazy, sleeping,” Martina grinned. 
“Wow,” Neela said, wide-eyed, then looked at the woman suspiciously.  “And what are the downsides?  It can’t all be good.”
“It’s not.  As you can see, I’m sensitive to things that hurt Shadowborn, and any ward designed to hold undead hurts like hell going through.  I take extra damage from Spells or abilities designed to hurt the undead, as well, although not as much as they do.”
She looked over at the mousy, brown-haired Wizard, feeling a touch of curiosity herself.  “So, Phil says you got a new Class?  Is it the Storm Wizard one you wanted?”
“Better!” Neela said excitedly.  “It’s a Rare Advanced Class called Tempestarii, and it’s like a Storm Wizard on steroids.  I get bonuses to casting with all types of elemental mana and their Composites – you know, ice, lava, lightning, that sort of thing – instead of just air and lightning Spells.  Plus, I can switch out mana types or add them together in a Spell.”  She made a face.  “It takes a ton of SP, but if I want to add ice damage to my lightning bolt, or cause an explosion of lava instead of a fireball, I can do it!”
“Sounds cool,” Martina agreed, even as it occurred to her that both Avalyn and Aranos seemed able to do that pretty freely without needing a Rare Class.  “What Spells do you have for crowd control?”
“Oh, lots.  I can cast a Sleet Storm that coats an area with ice, making it hard to move, or a Paralyzing Stroke that immobilizes a target for ten seconds with lightning, or raise walls of ice or lava, or cast a web of air that traps enemies.”  She grinned.  “There were a lot of cool Spells in the Library of Antas, and I learned the ones that I thought would be useful and I had the prerequisites for.”
“How many Spells do you have, then?” Phil asked curiously.
“Umm…something like sixty?  I could count, but I think it’s pretty close to that.”
And there’s the flip side of the coin, Martina thought with satisfaction.  I haven’t seen Aranos cast more than ten or fifteen Spells, and if I’ve only seen half of what he’s got, that makes maybe thirty Spells.  I’d be surprised if Avalyn had fifteen herself.  They don’t have anywhere near the number of Spells Neela does – so I’ll bet their Spells are more powerful.
They continued to the Guild Square, where the party froze, staring in awe.  When they left Stoneleague, smaller merchants filled the Square with their carts and stalls, hawking their wares to anyone who passed.  Now, tents covered the open space, tents that contained armed and armored elves.  Martina didn’t see a single human; the elves occupied the entire Square. 
“Well, it looks like the General found room for the elven army,” Phil observed quietly.
“Yeah,” Martina nodded, then looked around.  “I wonder where all the merchants went?”
“Probably to the other Squares,” McBane shrugged, then gestured at the Guild Square.  “It’s not like their customers are here – unless the elves want to buy from them.”
“Good point.”  She looked about and led the party around the edge of the Square, skirting the encampment.  None of the elves said anything to them, at least not until they were about halfway around.  A small group of eight soldiers broke from their group and moved to block the party’s path.  Martina cursed silently; they didn’t need some sort of interspecies incident, and she didn’t have the Charisma Aranos did to talk her way out of these things.
“Hold for a moment,” the apparent leader of the group, a tall male elf with cinnamon-red hair and bright, yellow eyes spoke a bit imperiously.  Unthinkingly, Martina rested her hand on her new mace, noting that Phil moved up beside her, while Longfellow and McBane faded back a bit. 
She forced her voice to remain calm as she spoke.  “Good afternoon.  What can we do for you?”
The leader looked at the party, perhaps seeing their warlike preparations, then turned and spoke a few words in the melodious, fluid language of the elves to his companions.  One said something questioning in return, but the man replied in a firm voice, and a moment later, the other seven soldiers stepped back several paces, holding their hands ostentatiously away from their weapons.
“Forgive me,” the elf said in a slightly halting voice, as if speaking an unfamiliar language – which Martina supposed he was.  “I did not mean to startle you.  I wished only to ask you if you are the companions of Lord Evenshade, the Grand Liberator?”
Martina relaxed slightly; the elves recognized them, and she doubted any of them would cause trouble with Aranos’ friends.  “We are,” she nodded.  “How can we help you?”
“I wish to thank you,” the elf spoke, bowing his head.  “On the fields of Eredain, you and yours engaged the dreaded anqaruk and held it at bay until Lord Evenshade could destroy it.  Few indeed could battle such a terrible foe, and your actions saved countless lives that day.”  He turned and looked at Meridian. 
“I offer my humblest regards to you, Elenancala,” he spoke, bowing low to the Shaman.
“Elen-what?” the woman repeated, her voice puzzled.  “What did y’all call me?”
“Elenancala, star-bright in our tongue,” he smiled at her.  “Stories of your bravery and sacrifice, of how you held the dreaded anqaruk at bay and gave yourself to its Spells to protect your comrades, have circled the army, gaining with each retelling.”  The man laughed.  “Within the week, you will have vanquished the creature alone, and Lord Evenshade himself will have bowed before you.”
“Elenancala,” she said, seeming to taste the word on her tongue.  She grinned brightly, one of the few real smiles Martina had seen from her in the past day.  “I like it!”  She put her hands on her hips.  “And that’s how I remember it happening, by the way.  How about y’all?”
“Know that you and your band are always welcome in our midst,” the elf smiled at Meridian and Martina.  “We would hear stories of Lord Evenshade – and of your own great battles in our world.”
“We’ll take you up on that sometime,” Martina smiled at the man, feeling twin surges of satisfaction and amazement.  It was one thing for the adventurers of Stoneleague to recognize her and her party; they’d been pretty active in the city, after all.  When soldiers of an entirely different species’ army made a point of thanking them, though – that was the sort of thing that went to a person’s head.  “For now, though, we’re going to go scout Northmoor and see if there’s any way to free it while its army is gone.”
The elf nodded.  “I would expect nothing less from those who faced the anqaruk.”  He turned and spoke loudly to the elves around him, even those still in the Square.  They called back, and Martina recognized the word ‘Elenancala’ spoken several times.  A couple dozen of the soldiers walked forward and stood tall before bowing to the party and pressing their left hand over their chest.  Martina awkwardly copied the gesture, then led the party past more and more bowing, saluting elves, many of whom repeated the word, “Elenancala” as they passed.
“A girl could get used to this,” Meridian murmured, although Martina saw the embarrassed flush to her cheeks.  “Why don’t y’all bow to me like this?”
“Because we know you,” McBane laughed. 
“What did you guys do?” Neela whispered, her voice awed.
“Not much,” Longfellow said airily.  “We simply faced a creature of epic power and battled it to a standstill, preventing it from destroying half the elven army.”  He shrugged.  “Just another day, really.”
Neela snorted, but when she looked at the serious faces around her, she hesitated.  “Wait, is he serious?”
“More or less,” Martina shrugged.  “And the worst part is, he’s kind of right.  It really was just another day.”  At least, since we joined up with Aranos, it was.  Fighting epic monsters and massive battles is par for the course with him.
“Wow,” the Wizard breathed in awe.  “And here I was, proud of getting a Rare Class!”
They passed by the elves and ducked into the Adventurers’ Guild with a sense of relief.  Martina let out a sigh as they stepped out of sight of the elves.  “You think it’s like this for Aranos all the time?” she asked Phil softly.
He shook his head.  “Nope.  I’m pretty sure it’s worse for him.  The elves would have been cheering and probably would have followed him in here.”
She frowned thoughtfully.  “You know, when we were first going to Antas, I wanted what Aranos has,” she admitted.  “I thought that if I could be part of the party that took him down, I’d get the fame and glory instead of him.”  She looked back at the Guild door.  “Part of me is glad it’s him and not me who has to deal with it, though.”
“Agreed,” the Paladin nodded.  He looked around at the fairly crowded Guild bar.  “You want me to see if we can find a spot while you go check for Quests?”
“Sounds good.  Get me an ale, if you would.  I definitely need a stiff drink after this.”
She walked past the bar and into the back area, where adventurers lined up to receive Quests, and waited until she reached the counter.  She touched the stone countertop, but to her surprise, no list of available Quests appeared before her.  “What’s going on?” she asked, touching the counter again with the same result.  “Why can’t I see any Quests?”
The young man behind the counter looked down at something only he could see, and his eyes widened.  “Adventurer Sniprgurl,” he spoke, making Martina wince as he reminded her again of how dumb she’d been picking a name for this game, “I’m afraid that at your level, you can only receive Quests directly from the Guildmaster for the time being.”
“What?” she said, placing her hands on her hips, her eyes narrow.  “Why?”
“Most Quests that are appropriate for your level are far too dangerous to offer freely,” he said apologetically, his nervousness apparent.  “Only a Guild Officer can assign them, and for your first such Quest, only the Guildmaster has the authority to approve a Quest for you.”  He swallowed hard.  “I’m really sorry…”
She waved her hand at him and shook her head.  “Don’t be,” she sighed.  “It’s not your fault.  Is the Guildmaster in his office?”
“He is,” the functionary nodded.
“I’ll go see what he has to offer, then.”  She pushed away from the counter, grumbling beneath her breath about the time she wasted standing in line, and walked over toward the office of “Eagle-eye” Ryder.  As she approached the office, a large, muscular man with a crossed leather halter covering his hairless chest stepped in front of her.
“Guildmaster’s busy,” the man said, holding up a hand officiously.  “Sorry.  Come back later.”
Martina rolled her eyes.  “Get out of my way, Brutus,” she sighed.  “I need to get a Quest, and I have to go see Ryder for that.”
“You know the rules, Martina,” he shook his head.  “Go stand in line like everyone else.”
She grunted and moved to walk around him, but he reached out and grabbed her arm, pulling her back.  The moment his hand touched her, though, her combat-honed reflexes kicked in.  She wrapped her arm around his, locking his elbow, then slammed her foot into his midsection.  He doubled over with a grunt, and she twisted her body, dragging him along and smashing him face-first to the floor.  She yanked her hand free and flipped him over with her foot, staring daggers at him.
“Don’t touch me, ever,” she said icily, leveling a finger at his stunned face.  “Next time, I’ll send you to respawn.  Capiche?”  He nodded his head, his eyes wide and fearful, and she grunted and turned away, heading for the plain, wooden door to the Guildmaster’s office.
Her mind whirled as she replayed the altercation in her head.  Brutus chose some sort of Strength-based warrior Class; he put all his points into the Stat, and he prided himself on his physique and power.  Martina had a Dexterity/Agility build, prizing speed and technique over brute force – and she’d handled the warrior like he was a level 1 noob. 
She didn’t think of herself as particularly strong or powerful.  Sure, she’d reached level 13 in her Advanced Class, but Aranos had an Evolved Class already, as did Geltheriel.  Compared to them, Martina wasn’t strong at all – but really, was it fair for her to make that comparison?  She had a feeling that Aranos was the highest-leveled and most powerful player in the entire game, probably across all the servers.  Why was she holding herself to that standard?
Because it’s what I always do, she thought grimly.  I compare myself to someone who’s the absolute best, then try to beat them – and I usually fail.  She’d always come out second-best in everything in her life, and that rankled in her mind.  That need to be the best drove her, pushed her to new heights, but it also left her feeling constantly unfulfilled, as if she never measured up.
The elves didn’t think that, though.  They saluted you and your party because you did something they never could have.  The Guild thinks you’re too strong for normal Quests anymore, and you just put Brutus down like he was a baby.  Maybe, Martina, just because you’re not Aranos doesn’t mean you’re not someone to be reckoned with in your own right.
She knocked on the door, and when a gruff voice called, “Enter,” she opened it and stepped inside.  Guildmaster Ryder looked up at her entrance, his eyes piercing despite the gray hair and wrinkles that bespoke his advancing age.  He grunted as she closed the door behind her.
“Sniprgurl,” he said, his mouth twisting as he spoke.  He must have caught her wince, considering his next words.  “Is that really your name?”
She shook her head.  “My friends call me Martina.  We Travelers get to choose our names when we enter this world.”
“And you picked that?” he asked incredulously.  “It sounds – well, ridiculous, if you don’t mind my saying.”
“It is ridiculous,” she agreed with a sigh.  “And if I could change it, I would, but I can’t, so…”
“Why not shift your status so only your Title appears?” he questioned her.  “Then, everyone would call you that.”
She stared at him, her eyes wide.  “I can do that?”
“Of course.  You just have to think about it, and when someone Inspects you, that’s all they’ll see.”  He grimaced.  “Well, unless they’ve reached Adept or higher in Inspection, that is.  But few people bother to get Inspection that high.  Unlike most skills, it tends to have diminishing returns as you level it unless you’ve got supporting skills or abilities that mesh well with it.”
She concentrated on her status, then grinned as it shifted, hiding the stupid appellation “Sniprgurl” and only showing her currently chosen Title, “Hunter of Darkness”, a Title she’d gotten for her efforts against the bodakkai in Stoneleague. 
“That’s better,” Ryder nodded.  “People will probably just call you ‘Hunter’ now.”
“I can live with that,” she sighed happily. 
“Glad to hear it.”  He tapped his papers on his desk.  “I take it you’re here for a Quest?  You and your party are probably too powerful for the Quest counters anymore.”
“I guess so,” she shrugged.  “I don’t feel all that powerful, though.”
“The best ones never do,” he laughed.  “Shit, I’ve been adventuring for damn near seven decades, and I still feel small next to your buddy Aranos – and he probably feels overpowered by some of the things he faces.” 
His face grew serious, and he leaned back in his seat.  “You know, as Guildmaster, I can pull up a roster of every member of this Guild,” he said.  “I can even rank them by things like level, Stats, or highest skill rank.  I rarely bother to do that, because it only shows me the oldest members of the Guild – the ones like me, who spent their lives adventuring and have retired to teach the training courses.  To see anyone promising, I have to scroll through pages of names.  At least, I used to.”
He waved his hand, and a screen appeared before Martina.  It held a list of names, numbered from one to twenty.  Ryder’s name topped the list, as she’d expected, and the next several names she recognized as instructors in the Guild – but there, hovering at number thirteen, the name “Sniprgurl, Hunter of Darkness” floated before her eyes.  Phil’s name of Irric Brightblade occupied the spot above hers, while Longfellow, McBane, Meridian, and Hector followed her in that order.  She didn’t recognize a single, other player name on the list.
“These are the most powerful people in the Guild right now,” he said quietly.  “You and your friends are the only ones on this screen actively adventuring; the rest are retired.”  The screen vanished, and he shook his head.  “That makes your team the best party in this Guild, and the only one that gets Quests directly from me.  Still think you’re not that powerful?”
Martina sat silently, shocked by what she’d just seen.  “I – I don’t know,” she stammered. 
“Well, you are,” he said gruffly.  “You’re the team I’m going to call when I need something nearly impossible done or have a job that’s vital to the whole city or more.”  He shuffled his papers.  “Speaking of which, I’ve got a few for you to choose from.  Here, take a look.”
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Quests Offered
Guildmaster Ryder of the Stoneleague Adventurers’ Guild offers you the following Quests.
The Southern Passage
Shadowborn have appeared on the southern Trade Road.  Find their base and eliminate them.
Difficulty: B
Objective: Locate the Shadowborn base along the Trade Road, kill all Shadowborn there, and eliminate any method they may be using to gain reinforcements.
Reward: 7,500 XP, Reputation with Stoneleague, ???
Failure Condition: Fail to locate the Shadowborn base before the Armies of Light move south to Avendale.
Failure Penalty: Reduced reputation with Stoneleague and Avendale, ???
A Queen Deposed
Queen Ysabelle of Northmoor is missing and presumed captured.  Free her or discover her fate.
Difficulty: A
Objective: Find Queen Ysabelle in Northmoor, free her if she is imprisoned, or return with proof of her fate otherwise.  
Reward: 10,000 XP, Reputation with Stoneleague, ???
Failure Condition: Fail to return with Ysabelle or evidence of her fate.
Failure Penalty: Reduced reputation with Stoneleague, ???
Secure the Shoreline
Creatures from the Blood Sea south of Avendale have been attacking settlements along the shore.  Put a stop to the marauders!
Difficulty: B
Objective: Defend the areas near Avendale from seaborn attacks until the army arrives.
Reward: 6,000 XP, Reputation with Avendale
Failure Condition: Fail to drive off three or more attacks.  
Failure Penalty: Reduced reputation with Avendale, ???
As members in good standing of the Guild, you must choose one of these Quests or face expulsion from the Guild.
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“Wait, I have to choose one of those?” Martina protested.  “Why?”
“Because this is a war, Hunter,” the Guildmaster replied gravely.  “The ruler of this city declared it, and that means that every member of the Guild who isn’t retired has to take at least one Quest in furtherance of the war effort.”  He gestured toward the door.  “Why do you think the bar’s so busy?  Every guildmember in Stoneleague had to come here and pick up a Quest within 24 hours or face expulsion.  Every member of every Guild is facing essentially the same thing; it’s part of a standard Guild charter.  War trumps all other concerns.”
She nodded; that did make sense.  If the Crown couldn’t force the Guilds to actively support a war effort, the city would lose a lot of its ability to wage war in the first place.  She read back over the Quests, but really, there was only one option.  Securing the Trade Road was important, but she doubted any force of Shadowborn could seriously threaten the army’s trek south.  Defending Avendale seemed important, too, but the party would just be holding the shoreline until the real battle for Avendale started.  The Quest in Northmoor had the potential to make an actual impact on the war; if they found the Queen, she might be able to take back the city, denying Lily the use of Northmoor to threaten the army’s flanks.  Plus, they’d been planning to travel there, anyway, which made it an easy choice.
“We’ll head to Northmoor,” she decided.
“Excellent,” he smiled, and the Quest screen vanished from her sight.  “I’ll inform the College, and they’ll prepare a portal for you.”
“A portal?” she repeated.
“Privileges of being an important party taking a vital Quest,” he laughed.  “Might want to get used to it; we treat our best a bit specially, but then, we expect the most results from them in return.  In this case, you’re getting a free ride to the city; you’ll be outside Northmoor in an hour.  I suggest you go get whatever you need, then head back here, and we’ll send you out.”
She stared at him.  “This is that important?”
He folded his hands on his desk.  “If that Traveler, Lily, opens the Arcane Door in Northmoor and unleashes the bodakkai, then we’ve lost Avendale,” he said.  “We can hold Stoneleague against them, but that’ll take the entire army, leaving us nothing to reinforce the southern city.  That huge army sailing up from the south will level Avendale and march north, and we’ll be pinned between two forces.”  He shook his head.  “At that point, we’ll be lucky to hold Stoneleague and not have to fall back to Antas.  We need to secure Northmoor – or at the very least, to deny it to Lily.  So, yes, it’s that important, and you’re the only team I’ve got that I trust with it.”
She nodded, pride and responsibility warring inside her as she rose.  Part of her rejoiced that she’d risen to a point in the game where people like Ryder respected and trusted her.  Another part shuddered at the burden that placed on her as Party Leader.  If they failed, the entire war might fail with them.  That responsibility weighed heavily on her, and part of her wanted to say, “To hell with it.”  The beta test ended in a few days, and they didn’t even know if they’d get to keep their characters in the full rollout.  Blowing this off might have zero long-term consequences for her.
That wasn’t how Martina did things, though.  She’d never shied from a challenge just because she’d struggle with it; in fact, that struggle made it all the better when she finally accomplished it.  She wasn’t about to start giving up at that point. 
“We’ll do our best,” she said firmly, nodding to the Guildmaster.  “Whatever it takes, we’ll do it.”
“I’d expect no less,” he smiled at her.  “Now, go prepare, and I’ll see you soon.”
Martina left the office, noting as she passed that Brutus backed well away from her and that other players eyed her with admiration and respect.  I suppose I could get used to this sort of thing, like Meridian said, she mused silently.  Now, we just have to go to Northmoor and prove ourselves worthy of that respect – and with the Quest being A-ranked, I have a feeling that’s going to be harder than it seems.




Chapter 30

Aranos stood before the Arcane Door, taking a deep breath as he gathered his power and prepared to unseal the portal.  The first time he’d Redeemed a Door, he faced Arioch, and he counted himself lucky to succeed at the cost of going for respawn.  The second time, he met Virnal herself, and while he’d succeeded again, he’d also gone to respawn once more.  The last time, a dark god actually assaulted him, and only being in the Bridge of Light saved him.  He had no idea what he might meet this time, but he did know that if he had his way, he’d be doing it alone. 
Instead, though, his entire party stood behind him, waiting for him to open the Door.  He didn’t really want to bring them into the Kala Kasbu.  While he, Avalyn, and Silma would be fine no matter what faced them, Geltheriel might not, and the rest wouldn’t come back if something killed them.  He’d told them that, but they hadn’t left him any choice. 
“I’m going with you, Sorcerer,” Mutroda told him firmly when he asked her to stay behind.  “If you face something like the Mistress of Beasts again, you’ll need all the help you can get.”
“I will come as well, Liberator,” Rhys agreed.  “Perhaps my healing Spells will be the difference between success or failure in the Ways.”
“If you die…,” he protested, but Mutroda cut him off.
“Then we die,” she shrugged.  “We’re all going to die eventually, Sorcerer.  I’d rather it be fighting a god than sitting in a Skollheld drinking an ale – although either would be fine, I suppose.”
“You can, of course, order us to remain behind,” Rhys added.  “One might point out, though, that once you have passed into the Arcane Door, there is little you can do to prevent us from following.”
The Druid had a point.  He couldn’t really stop them from entering the Door behind him, not without doing something like binding them in a Damping Field, at least.  He could do that, but binding his companions – his friends, really – wasn’t something he wanted to do, and it wasn’t something they were likely to forget or forgive.
Of course, if I have to, I can bind them in the Kala and forcibly return them to Ka, he reasoned.   At that point, I’ll be doing it to save their lives, so I don’t much care if they hate me.  With that thought in mind, he stopped arguing and allowed them to tag along. 
He laid his hand on the Door, but instead of Soul Energy, he poured astral mana into the construct, following it with his mind.  The last time he’d done this, he’d barely been able to understand how the Door functioned.  Now, with his Grandmaster ranking in True Enchanting, he clearly saw and understood the deepest parts of the Door’s Enchantments.  He felt the runes at their smallest level, realized why the layers of Enchantments linked as they did – and he knew how he could alter those. 
Whoever built this Door did it with True Enchanting or some variation of it.  The runes started large, but they twisted down into the very grain of the metal – or more technically, he realized, the crystals of the metal twisted and aligned in just the right way to produce the large-scale runes he saw.  Enchantments flowed through that lattice, linking together at the deepest part of the Door, thousands of tiny constructs that, taken together, resembled one much larger one. 
No wonder I didn’t get it before, he thought with astonishment.  There’s no way in hell I would have without realizing how to combine dwarven Enchanting with regular Enchanting.  I never would have thought of using the grains of the metal as the basis for an Enchantment – at least, not until I finally did.
He mentally shifted and modified some of those crystals, taking care not to disrupt the Door’s functioning.  His mind dipped into the part of the Door that targeted its effects, and he tugged and twisted those, altering them in a fundamental way.  In a way, what he did with the Door constituted a Grandmaster test as much as forging his bow, only this time, he challenged only his deft touch and skill with Enchanting. 
At last, he rose from the Door and placed his hand on it, pouring Soul Energy into it.  It didn’t take all that much to unlock the Door – a couple thousand Soul Points usually sufficed, the equivalent of Soulmending a few hundred creatures – but this time, he unlocked more than a single Door, or even a pair of them.  Power flowed through him as the Door reached out not just to Skollheld Korhl but to the other two Skollhelds – Brahk and Ginak – and the human cities of Avendale and Highwater.  His Soul Points drained rapidly as strands of astral mana reached through the Kala, touching those Doors and filling them with power, as well, and he quickly realized he didn’t have enough energy for all of them.  Reluctantly, he removed the ties leading to Avendale and Highwater; he’d have to repair those Doors separately. 
On a whim, he tried to connect the Doors to Northmoor, Cyvi Alari, and Ulethelas, but they rebuffed his efforts; those stood in Fallen cities, and he suspected he’d have to free them to Redeem their Doors, or at least stand in Corrupted Ground. 
His Soul Energy hovered at a mere 835 when at last, the power stopped flowing.  He stepped back as the Door opened silently, bringing gasps from all around.  Despite his objections, the Mistress of the Heartstone insisted on observing his efforts, and after his Grandmaster trial, a sizeable chunk of the Skollheld seemed to want to tag along.  The familiar grayish haze filled the Door, and beyond, Aranos felt the dark, swirling power of the Kala lingering.
“Lord Evenshade, I’m not sure this is a good idea,” the Priestess spoke softly, walking up to stand beside Aranos.  “I can feel the Darkness behind that Door.”
“It’s the Ways of Shadow,” he explained.  “And normally, you’d be right – opening this Door would be an invitation for the bodakkai to come out and attack.  However, the way I do it seems to repel them, instead, so you should be safe.”
“How long will it take for you to repair it?” she asked nervously.
“From your perspective?  A few minutes, probably.”  He smiled.  “You’ll know when it happens, trust me.”
She nodded.  “I wish you luck in the Darkness, then, Sorcerer.” 
“Thanks.”  He looked back at the others.  “Remember, once we get inside, try not to draw attention,” he reminded them.  “That means no saying Geltheriel’s or my name, no mention of my Class or Titles.”  He hesitated.  “And probably nothing about Silma, to be honest.”
“We remember, Sorcerer,” Mutroda said impatiently.  “Let’s get on with it.”
He nodded and stepped through the Door.  The frigid blackness of the Kala surrounded him at once, and icy claws of malevolent energy scrabbled at his flesh, seeking deeper purchase.  He pushed them out with a touch of Redemption mana, then relaxed his hold on his Waymaster Aura, allowing it to expand to its full extent, giving the others a large zone in which to face and battle the opposition they would surely face.  His rings would protect them from the Kala to some extent, to be sure, but they might end up spending days in the Ways of Shadow.  Even a small amount of Corruption would build up swiftly in that much time.
A group of bodakkai hissed in dismay as they took shape before him, ripped from their spiritual forms and forced into corporeal ones by his aura.  They rushed for him, but he absently hurled a barrage of Shattering Bullets at the creatures, tearing apart their flesh and killing them instantly. 
The darkness shifted as Geltheriel entered, followed quickly by Silma.  The elf woman looked around at the blackness disapprovingly; Aranos knew she hated coming to the place, but she never hesitated, no matter how many times he dragged her there.  Silma merely sniffed and examined the bodies of the fallen bodakkai.
The hunters found you quickly this time, pack leader, she pointed out.
They did, he agreed.  Or I found them, I suppose.
That’s a better way to say it, yes.
The others appeared within a minute or so.  Avalyn moved closer to Aranos, hugging her chest tightly.  Ugh, I hate being back here, she said briefly.
It doesn’t seem so bad, Mutroda replied silently, glancing around.  I expected worse from the tunnels leading to the Pit, to be honest.
That is because my Oathbinder holds back the true nature of this place, Geltheriel said grimly.  Were he not present, icy fingers of Corruption would dig into your body and mind, attempting to take control of you and wrap your thoughts in Darkness and torment.  She shivered slightly.  It is the worst thing I have perhaps ever experienced, dwarf, and my Oathbinder and I have been through much together.
Hmm, the dwarf nodded thoughtfully.  Glad you’re here then, S – I mean, arcane.
This is a place that despises life and Light, Rhys observed softly.  I agree with the Shade; it is unwholesome, and I will be glad when we are able to leave.
On that note, I should get started, Aranos thought.  Geltheriel and Silma can tell you what to watch out for.  This is going to take a while, so don’t exhaust yourselves too quickly.
This isn’t our first battle, arcane, Mutroda snorted.  You do what you have to, and leave the rest to us.
Aranos nodded and closed his eyes, reaching out into the Kala with his thoughts.  He began to weave the matrix that would invert the power of the Ways, returning the Bridge to its rightful place.  It no longer presented any great difficulty; he tied the paths leading to the hanging Doors he’d opened together, then proceeded to build his construct, bit by bit and piece by piece.
Even as he labored, though, his new Grandmaster skill nibbled at his thoughts.  Something about his efforts felt – wrong.  He extended the construct to include the shattered remains of the Bridge, using his Heartweaving skill to bind those to his creation, but the crafting seemed bulky and clumsy, as if he’d built it from massive blocks of stone instead of small, durable bricks.  The incongruity rubbed at his thoughts, disrupting his concentration and causing his work to unravel. 
He shook off his errant distraction and started again, but once more, True Enchanting pressed at his mind, insisting that he erred, that his work contained irreparable flaws.  He knew that the Spell he built worked, but somehow, his skill told him it didn’t – at least, it didn’t work well.
He released his construct and reached out to the Kala once more, relaxing his mind and allowing his thoughts to wander.  He felt the pathways hanging before him, the shadows swirling along them, binding them in place.  He had to abolish the Darkness to free the Bridge trapped beneath, to unmake the Spell that bound the Lalu here and sealed the Arcane Doors to the Light.  Really, his entire construct boiled down to a simple disjoining, a Spell that unmade another, and he had tons of experience doing that…
He frowned.  Yes, I do – and when have I ever tried disjoining a Spell by matching it SP for SP, really?  I don’t.  I look for a weakness or flaw in the spell-form and tear that open, unraveling the whole Spell.  If there’s a massive Spell holding the Bridge here, do I need to unmake it – or just unbind it?
He reached out once more, but this time, rather than inverting the Spell matrix, he allowed his thoughts to race along it, touching the wisps of shadow and analyzing them.  He let his mind drift as he did, letting the strands of Darkness float in his thoughts, looking for patterns among them rather than focusing on each strand.  Gradually, an image formed in his mind, a complex one that he barely understood.  Its loops and whorls seemed to race off into infinity, only to curve back at impossible angles and intersect itself without ever touching.  Curls stretched out in directions he could barely see, much less describe, and the whole thing spun and whirled in an intricate dance beyond his understanding.
Whoever cast this Spell was way, way better than I am, he realized.  I can barely even follow it; there’s no way I could replicate it!  Fortunately, he didn’t have to cast the Spell himself; he just had to unmake it.  Every Spell, no matter how powerful and potent, followed the same basic principles.  Power and mana flowed into it; the energy cycled through it, being refined and purified before activating parts of the Spell; the spent energy recycled back into the initiation sequence, which for a permanent Spell also drew power from all around to replace whatever bled off during the Spell’s activation.  Aranos had never seen a construct as complex and elaborate as the one holding the Bridge in place – but it still had to follow that same pattern.  Everything in Ka did, even the world itself. 
He paused as that realization struck him.  It seemed true; the world behaved exactly like a titanic Spell.  Power flowed from the Light, the force of Creation, into the world, giving it substance and form.  The world itself purified and separated that power, binding it into substances like rocks, fire, air – even living and thinking beings.  Void drained the excess power, kept it from overflowing into the world and destroying it – and somehow, that power had to funnel back into the Light to be renewed and recycled.  If it wasn’t, then eventually, the Spell would run its course, and Ka would vanish, a Spell whose duration expired. 
Is that the real point of Corruption? he wondered.  Is it a way for that energy to return to the Light through Redemption?  That makes sense, so long as Corruption and Redemption balance; Corruption steals energy through the void, Redemption recycles it to the Light, and the Light returns it to the world.  Of course, if the two sides get out of balance, then either energy will pour into the world too quickly, destabilizing the Spell, or leave it too rapidly, draining it of power and eventually causing it to end. 
He shook his head, banishing the thoughts.  He thought he had something, there, but it wasn’t the time to pursue it.  Instead, he returned his thoughts to the huge Spell that lay before him.  His mind sifted through the massive construct, following it carefully.  He didn’t understand all of it, but he comprehended enough to know what it did.  The Spell bound the Lalu, holding it here and securing it in place.  It shrouded it in Darkness, as if to hide it from anyone searching for it, and drained its latent power, using that energy to fuel the Spell.
And that energy cycles back to…there!  Got it!
He grinned as he found the activation site.  It worked just as he thought, gathering power and funneling it into the Spell.  His grin quickly faded as he felt the massive amounts of power flowing through that site.  That energy had inertia, a ton of it, and to disrupt the Spell, he’d have to overcome that momentum.  It still wouldn’t take as much power as unmaking the entire Spell, but he’d need most of his available SP.  Even worse, he’d need all that SP to hit the site at the same moment, striking a cleaving blow that would dislodge the Spell and cause its energy to dissipate almost instantly.  If he tried to gradually add mana, the Spell would resist, and he’d need far more power to unbind it. 
The issue was, while he could build a Spell that would carry that much power into that spot all at once, he couldn’t safely Overchannel it until it had the energy it needed.  The Spell would likely crystallize into permanence before he finished, ruining it, unless he made it so huge that it could hold the mana without reaching critical density.  Even if he could, by Overchannelling a Spell that way he might as well set off alarms and sirens screaming, “Aranos is here!”.  As far as he knew, very few casters could handle that much power, and of those who could, he assumed only he would be in the Kala, casting such a Spell.
What I need is something to hold the power without beaconing it.  Something like a rune or Enchantment – but I’ve never made a rune that big.  I don’t even know if it’s possible…  He broke off his thoughts and his eyes widened.  He had seen a rune that large before; the Queen’s nest in the Deeps was basically just a massive, power-gathering rune, and he recalled it well enough to replicate it.  It held vast amounts of mana, but he’d never felt so much as a trickle of it until he looked for it deliberately.  He’d have to alter it, of course – he wanted it to gather power but not pour it out until he was ready – but he could do it…assuming, of course, that he had a way to etch such a massive rune, which he didn’t.
His True Enchanting skill nagged him again, and he relaxed his thoughts once more.  His mind drifted out, almost of its own accord, and touched the shadowy energy flowing through the Kala.  In a way, that energy was the Kala, the very essence of it.  It’s a shame it’s not solid, he mused.  If it was, I could use it to make a rune.  I can turn mass into energy, but I don’t think I can do it the other way…
He frowned.  Why couldn’t he?  He could form Primary mana into solid form, making ice or stone from pure magical energy.  He could even create temporary constructs of Enhanced mana, like damping walls.  Here, in the Kala, this shadow basically was Primary mana, the most basic energy possible.  He should be able to work with it, and if he could master it, he could fashion his rune.
His thoughts reached out and grabbed a handful of shadowy mana, drawing it into his palm.  Redemption reacted instantly, rising up and shredding the wisp of power, then sinking back contentedly into his ocean.  Aranos sighed.  He really should have expected that; he’d have to control the Aspect more firmly for this to work.  He clamped down on the golden fire in his depths, then drew another strand of shadowy Darkness.  The filament wriggled in his grasp, trying to escape his grip and plunge into him.  At the same time, Redemption screamed to be released, to destroy its nemesis. 
He held both powers in his will, refusing to let either do as they wished.  Instead, he guided the shadowy essence in his hand, using his Heartweaving skill to shape and mold it into a small, stone orb.  The Darkness struggled to escape, but he held it firmly and bound it to his will, until eventually, a weight settled in his palm.  He opened his eyes and stared at the marble-sized sphere of seeming obsidian.  He’d done it, and if he could manipulate the energy of this realm…
He dove down into the shadowy power, understanding at last why True Enchanting kept speaking to him.  He didn’t need to solidify the Darkness to etch runes in it.  If he could manipulate the shadow mana the way he could regular mana, he could use his High Mastery ability on it.  That meant he could shape the mana itself into what he wanted, using the fabric of the Ways as the template for his Spell.  His mind sunk deeper into the energy, past the wisps of shadow into the fundamental power beneath.  It lashed out at him, trying to drive him back, but he ignored its assault and grasped it in his mind.  It resisted as he tried to shift it, but he pressed his will against the Darkness, forcing it to do his bidding, and slowly, reluctantly, it yielded to his demands.
He worked slowly and carefully, shifting the Darkness, adjusting it into the shape he wanted.  It fought his efforts, but he ignored its assaults and pushed grimly forward.  The space around the Spell shuddered as he altered it, etching his rune not into anything material but into the essence of the Kala itself.  He twisted the realm itself to his will, reaching out farther and farther into the Darkness and shifting it into the patterns he needed, ones that would store power, then release it into his Spell all at once.
“That – that’s really interesting,” a familiar voice spoke, and Aranos rose from his trance, opening his eyes as Arioch stepped into his aura.  Purplish deepsteel armor encased the man’s body, replacing the elaborate bloodsteel he’d worn last time, and the two-handed sword at his side looked far simpler.  A dark creature strode beside him, looking almost like an ebon-scaled and wingless version of Miwango except twelve feet long and six tall.  Aranos Inspected it curiously.
Angocintak
Unwounded
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Threat Level: Deadly
“Interesting?” Aranos replied, even as his thoughts continued to shift and adjust the Darkness around him. 
“Yes.  What you’re doing…”  The tall, golden figure frowned.  “What are you doing?  That’s not a Spell – it feels like a rune more than anything.”
“You – you died!” Avalyn protested, her eyes wide.  “Aranos killed you last time you fought!”
“You’re right, he did,” the warrior shrugged.  “It was unexpected, to say the least.  Virnal wasn’t quite ready to let me go, though, so she restored me and tasked me to watch for your return, Sorcerer.”
Geltheriel stepped before the man, her hand on her sword.  “Do you come to contest with me once more, Fallen One?” she asked contemptuously.  “You barely defeated me last time, and I have since grown stronger – and gained better armor.”  Her bracer flashed, and the silver-black shademetal swept out to cover in in its oily sheen. 
“Okay, I admit, that’s impressive,” Arioch chuckled.
“Indeed.”  She looked him up and down contemptuously.  “And yet, you seem to have lost your armor and weapon.  Were they, perchance, misplaced?  Or is their absence another sign of my Oathbinder’s victory over you?”
The man’s eyes flashed with anger, and Aranos couldn’t help but grin.  He knew that his Spell destroyed the man’s equipment, and Arioch had obviously replaced it with lesser gear.  Aranos knew how much it sucked to lose all your powerful items at once.  For anyone else, he might have commiserated; for Arioch, Aranos just felt like gloating.  If they could goad the fallen warrior into a rash attack, they might be able to kill him easily…
A moment later, though, Arioch mastered himself and smiled at the elf.  “Yes, that was a bit of an inconvenience.  However, it won’t happen again.   This time, I’ll finish what I started last time – and kill you first, elf.”  He looked around.  “In fact, I think you’re looking at a full party wipe, Aranos.”
“Try it, Goldie,” Mutroda growled, hefting her shield and halberd.  “We’re more than a match for you.”
“You really aren’t,” he shook his head.  “You killed me last time, Aranos.  This time, I’m not toying with you.”  He drew his sword, a purplish deepsteel blade smaller and far less imposing than his previous one. 
Arioch looked at the others.  “I’d offer you all the chance to walk away, but honestly, I’ve learned that people who follow Aranos keep following him, no matter what, so there’s not much point.”  The man’s eyes glanced briefly at Avalyn, a momentary lapse but one that Aranos saw – and understood.  He filed it away for later; at the moment, he had more important concerns as green fire erupted from the warrior’s blade, running up and down the deepsteel and bathing the party in eldritch radiance.  The draconic beast at his side stepped forward with a growl, its head low and its jaws dripping thick fluid.
“You got lucky last time, Sorcerer,” the warrior spoke.  “I came prepared this time.”  He patted the monster’s side affectionately.  “It took a bit to bind my friend, here, but it’ll be worth it to see you fail.”
Arioch’s form blurred, leaping toward Aranos.  The green blade hummed with stored power, and the man moved with inhuman speed, flashing from the far edge of Aranos’ aura to close with the party in an instant.  The arcane never saw the attack or even the movements that led to it; Arioch simply appeared before him.  Alone, he would have died in that instant, spitted on the man’s blade before he even had a chance to unlock his Domains, and he knew it – but he wasn’t alone.
Metal rang on metal as Geltheriel parried the blow, her sword exploding with brilliant, white light.  She moved as swiftly as Arioch, simply appearing in the man’s path, sliding his heavy blade to the side and lashing out with a lightning slash of her own.  Arioch ducked her blow, but as he did, Mutroda slammed into him, her warforged steel shield knocking him back a step and her halberd lashing out at the warrior.  Arioch slipped her strike effortlessly and struck out with a fist, crashing it into her shield with a massive clang of metal.  The dwarf grunted and slid back a step but held her ground. 
The angocintak roared and leaped forward itself, racing across the ground toward the party.  It tumbled sideways as a larger, white body crashed into it, knocking it sprawling.  Silma’s fangs scrabbled against the fallen monster’s scales without penetrating, and a moment later, Aranos understood why.
My collar isn’t working, pack leader, she told him silently.  I can’t jump with it or empower my bite!  What’s wrong?
Mana Void, he replied grimly.  That’s its special ability.  Magic must not work near it.
The monster scrambled to its feet and snapped at Silma, its head darting out at the end of its long, sinuous neck.  The fenrin danced back, nimbly avoiding the strike, but the dragon’s jaws opened wide, and a blast of shadow exploded out at the wolf.  Only Silma’s reflexes saved her as she sprang sideways, narrowly avoiding the cone of blackness. 
Another roar shook the air, and Aranos looked over to the side to see a massive, six-armed creature with jet-black skin plunge into his aura, rushing forward, followed by a dozen scampering bodakkai.  Arioch simply grinned at the Sorcerer even as he exchanged blows with Geltheriel. 
“I told you, I came prepared this time,” he taunted.  “The gods of Ka might play fairly, but I don’t.  You have a choice, Aranos: you can save your party and let me destroy whatever you’re doing, or you can finish and lose your party.  Which is the lesser of evils for you?”
Aranos’ eyes narrowed as anger flared in him, and he raised his hand toward the warrior, summoning a Shattering Bullet.  The projectile lashed forward with a crack as it tore through the air – then faded a few feet from the man, its mana seeming to vanish in Aranos’ sight.  Arioch just laughed and struck out at Mutroda, knocking the dwarf back with his blow. 
The Mana Void.  Somehow, it protects him, too – but I wonder if it’ll keep working when I restore the Bridge.
He reached out, adding SP to the massive rune he’d constructed.  It wasn’t quite ready, but he could Overchannel it if he had to.  At that point, he didn’t really care if it attracted attention, after all.  He fed mana into the activation site – and watched in dismay as the power he released bled into the atmosphere, vanishing into the Mana Void.  The creature’s ability obviously extended in an aura, and that aura overlapped his construct. 
Which means to finish my Spell, I’ll have to kill the thing, he thought grimly, pulling his new bow from his pack.  He focused on the Mindlink that still connected his party members; apparently, the dragon’s aura only drained free mana, not the solidified energy of a Spell or Enchanted item.  Silma’s collar boosted her, but she couldn’t activate its effects.
Geltheriel, Mutroda, hold him as best you can, he instructed.  Glorferdir, Miwango, Avalyn, deal with the bodakkai.  Rhys, you’ll have to help them; your healing magic won’t work near Arioch or his creature.  Silma, you and I will deal with the angocintak. 
Glad for the help, pack leader, the wolf snarled as she dodged another snapping bite, then leaped back as the thing’s tail lashed at her.  I can’t hurt it by myself.
Aranos ran to the side, and Arioch immediately rushed toward him, his blade blazing.  Mutroda intercepted his charge, though, catching the man’s strike on her shield.  He once more dodged her return halberd strike, then parried a wicked slash from Geltheriel.  He struck at her with what looked like an ability, his sword suddenly multiplying into a dozen blades that lashed at her from all angles, but she responded with her own ability, and a dozen white blades intercepted his attack, then lashed out at him.  He raised a fist before his face, and his armor shimmered as the blades struck, shattering on his defense. 
Beyond the three warriors, Aranos watched Glorferdir lope toward the bodakkai.  The leonal set his feet and roared, the sound rippling throughout the Ways.  Lesser bodakkai screamed as his attack tumbled them about, and even the huge six-armed monster stumbled and lost its momentum.  Miwango soared past the beast, his jaws opening and bathing it with kinetic mana that battered it backward.  Avalyn lifted her hands, and softball-sized globes of lava and ice shot from her palm, arcing out to slam into the monster, bathing it in searing lava and freezing into hardened stone when the ice struck it. 
He forced himself to look away from the others and lift his bow, channeling his Charisma into Agility and Dexterity as he did.  He had to trust that they could handle their battles; if they couldn’t, until he finished the dragon, there wasn’t much he could do.  Instead, he grabbed the string and poured a strand of SP into it, forging a deepsteel arrow and charging it with two hundred kinetic SP.  The arrow lanced out, but as it neared the creature, the charged energy drained off, leaving a simple arrow.  Even so, the shaft plunged into the dragon’s throat, sinking several inches into its neck; his Divine-ranked bow allowed him to hurt enemies even without his special abilities. 
The monster roared and lunged toward him, but Silma leaped forward and grabbed its neck in her jaws.  She might not be able to get through its scales, but she probably weighed as much as the smaller dragon, and the thing couldn’t ignore her sheer Strength.  It stumbled and scrabbled to keep its feet before lashing out at her with its jaws.  She nimbly dodged the attack, but her strike had the effect she wanted.  The monster focused on her once more rather than Aranos. 
He placed his fingers on the string and forged a simple steel arrow, trickling a strand of War into it as he did.  The arrow shimmered as silver fire washed along it, changing it to warforged steel.  He loosed the gleaming, silver-gray arrow at the creature, and to his delight, the shaft held its mana as it reached the beast.  The warforged arrow struck the creature in the side and vanished within it, sinking completely into the monster. 
It bellowed its fury and turned toward Aranos, unleashing a stream of thick, steaming liquid.  He dove to the side, his heightened Agility allowing him to Dodge most of the blast, but some of the syrupy fluid splattered onto his leg.  His LP dropped by 25% instantly, and he retched slightly as a wave of nausea rolled over him.  He glanced at his status and saw the Poisoned debuff flashing there even as his LP continued to sink.  He pulled a vial of antidote from his pack and drank it hurriedly; even with his Master-ranked concoction, the Poisoned debuff held on for a few seconds before fading.
The creature rushed at Aranos as he recovered, but Silma lifted her muzzle and howled.  A ring of silver-blue fire roared out from her and struck the angocintak, searing its hide and burning off a few scales.  The fire continued on, washing over Arioch and staggering him for a moment, allowing Geltheriel to slash him across the arm and cut into his armor.  The flames rolled over the distant bodakkai, and a dozen or more flared into ash as they struck. 
Aranos forged another arrow, this one silver-purple and glowing with the power of Ascension.  He let it fly, activating his Seeking Shot ability as he did.  The arrow shifted in flight, growing a wider, flatter head covered with serrated teeth.  It slammed into the dragon’s neck at the jawline, plunging into its throat and tearing open a huge gash that gushed thick, silvery blood.  The monster roared and flung another blast at Aranos, this one a cone of shadow that he narrowly evaded.  The ice of its passing shivered and weakened him, and he glanced at his status to see that even that close miss dropped his Strength by ten points. 
The monster roared again as Silma darted in, her teeth targeting the wound he’d opened.  This time, her fangs ripped into its flesh, and she sank her muzzle into it.  She shook her head, tearing the wound wider, and more blood poured from the deep gash.  Its claws came up, raking at her side and opening up deep wounds, but she hung on and savaged the monster. 
Aranos shaped another warforged arrow, giving it a serrated, cross-bladed head.  He aimed carefully, then released the arrow, hurling it at the monster.  The shaft streaked forth and plunged into the dragon’s eye, the wide head obliterating the organ and burying itself in the thing’s skull.  It screamed and hurled a blast of poison at him that he only partially dodged.  He swallowed another vial of antidote, but his LP hovered just above 25% by the time he shook off the poison’s effects. 
The creature flung its head sideways, and the wounded Silma flew free of it, unable to maintain her hold.  The fenrin landed on her feet and dodged the creature’s snapping fangs, but her wounds slowed her.  When the creature hurled a blast of shadow from its maw, the wolf couldn’t fully leap clear, and she staggered as the Strength-draining breath weapon stole her vitality.  The thing rushed at her, its jaws snapping, and while she danced back, it caught her foreleg in its fangs.  Aranos heard a loud snap as the bone in the wolf’s leg shattered, and Silma howled in pain as she tore back into the creature’s wounded throat, binding the two together and freezing them for an instant.
That instant was all Aranos needed.  A golden arrow appeared on the bowstring, humming with the stored power of Redemption.  He released the string, and the shaft streaked forth, a line of golden fire in the darkness of the Kala.  It struck the ruin of the monster’s eye, plunging deep into its skull and exploding in a blast of golden flame that consumed the thing’s brain.  Silma yelped as the blast ripped her free of her death grip on the dragon, and she landed heavily on her side, unable to catch herself on her shattered leg. 
Even as the dragon dropped, though, a triumphant shout rang out over the battle.  Aranos spun quickly to see Arioch knock the bleeding and battered Mutroda aside with a kick.  The warrior took a slash from Geltheriel that cut the armor on his shoulder, but as he did, he plunged his blade into her stomach.  The elf fell back, clutching the wound, and Arioch darted forward, his blade swinging in a wide arc.
The blow crashed into Mutroda’s upraised shield as the dwarf appeared before the wounded elf.  She staggered from the blow, but she gamely lashed out with her halberd.  Arioch easily dodged the thrust and crashed his blade into her shield almost contemptuously.  Mutroda fell back another step, her weariness obvious in every movement.  Blood streaked her rent armor in a dozen places; nicks and dents marred her starsteel halberd.  Her LP hovered below 50%, and her Stamina stood closer to 25%.  Despite this, her shield never wavered, and she stood bravely before the Fallen warrior.
Arioch shook his head in seeming disgust.  “Give it up, dwarf,” he snarled, thrusting low with his blade.  Mutroda blocked the strike, but he withdrew his feint and slashed at her, cutting her helmet along her brow. 
She stumbled but held her feet, catching his next blow with her shield and returning his strike with a clumsy thrust that he slapped aside with one gauntlet. 
“You’d really die to protect that elf?” the man asked archly, launching another attack that the Juggernaut struggled to block, one that ended with her receiving another cut across her arm.  “Just to serve the Sorcerer?”
“I – don’t…” she panted, blocking another series of attacks, “…serve the Sorcerer.” 
“You don’t?” the man asked incredulously, striking out at her again and knocking her to one knee.  “You’ll die for him, but you don’t serve him?  That seems fairly stupid.”
“I serve the Light,” she growled, struggling back to her feet.  “Not the elf, or the Sorcerer, or even the Stone.”  A soft, dim light grew in the center of her shield, and she seemed to shake off some of her exhaustion as she lifted it.  “I serve the Light, and if I have to die for the Light, I’ll die willingly – but not easily.”
He lashed out at her, but the glow in her shield flashed into brilliance, and his sword rebounded from her bulwark with a loud, clear chime.  She straightened as the glow spread over her armor and into her eyes, which blazed with clear, white light. 
“For the Light!” she shouted, lunging forward and slamming her shield into the man.  Arioch fell back, seemingly taken aback by her new ferocity, but he recovered swiftly.
“Then you’ll die for the Light,” he said, striking at her again.  His blade clanged against a gleaming white one as Geltheriel returned to the battle, the wound in her stomach oozing blood but slowly closing. 
“It is better to die in the Light than live as a slave to Darkness, Fallen One,” the elf said grimly.  “That is a truth that I suspect you know better than most, having felt those chains around your own throat.”
Arioch lashed out at the woman, and she barely managed to slide his blow.  Mutroda stepped forward, her gleaming shield intercepting his next attack, but he knocked her aside and hurled a blast of green flame at Geltheriel that seared the elf’s side.  He lunged at the Shade, then staggered as Silma’s howl rippled through the air, the blue-silver fire burning his flesh.  He spun as blasts of lava and ice struck him from behind, then stumbled as a blast of kinetic mana from Miwango slammed into his chest.  Aranos looked past him to see the bodakkai lying in heaps of torn, seared, and frozen black corpses and the rest of his party moving to encircle Arioch. 
“You stand alone against us all, Fallen One,” Geltheriel said grimly, her blade steady in her hand.  “Your servants have fallen, and we yet remain.  Yield, and perhaps my Oathbinder will allow you to flee in disgrace.”
“Not a chance,” the man growled, and Aranos felt dark power welling up within the warrior, more than even Aranos could summon with his Domains.  Fear flashed through him, and he lifted his bow, forging a golden arrow and packing it with Redemption as densely as he could.  He activated Perfect Shot, and instantly, his eyes almost dragged to a flaw in Arioch’s armor, a weak point that left the man vulnerable. 
The arrow leapt from his bow and streaked forth, striking the man’s chest and punching through his armor as if it were paper.  Arioch cried out as the arrow erupted within him, filling his body with searing, golden flames.  He dropped to his knees, clutching the wound that spurted silver blood and golden fire in equal measure.  He lifted his blade, but Geltheriel’s sword swept down, cutting through his wrist with ease.  He groaned in pain and pressed the bloody stump to his chest as the elf’s blade rested against his neck. 
“Go ahead, kill me,” the wounded man gasped, panting.  “Virnal will return me, and I’ll hunt you down – even if I have to return to Ka to do it.”
“Oh, we’ll kill you,” Aranos agreed, lowering his bow.  “Not before I do this, though.”  He reached out to his massive rune and poured power into it, feeding it through his starsteel hand.  Celestial energy roared into the structure, filling and overfilling it, as he fed it twice his normal max SP.  The rune pulsed and flared with energy, and he heard distant roars growing closer as the beacon drew hostile attention.  Before the approaching threats materialized, he yanked the blocks keeping the rune from feeding mana into his waiting Spell.  Energy flooded the simple construct in a wave, condensing and crystallizing into a sharp, chisel-like blade that struck at the Spell holding the Bridge in place.  Nearly 300,000 SP slammed into the link feeding power into that Spell.  The flow resisted for an instant before shifting slightly, bleeding mana into the atmosphere. 
The world lurched around Aranos, and he stumbled and nearly fell as the ground shifted abruptly beneath his feet.  The air trembled, and the earth shook as power flooded the area.  Shadowy webs of Darkness shredded and tore, releasing their icy grip on the party as warmth flooded the atmosphere.  Aranos blinked as light exploded all around him, and he heard Arioch cry out in pain and surprise. 
The ground steadied, and Aranos pried open his eyes.  The golden-white brilliance of the Lalu surrounded him, bathing him in its warmth.  His party members gazed around in awe, except for Silma, who limped over to Rhys and held out her broken limb to be healed, and Geltheriel, who kept her gaze and her blade firmly on Arioch.
Should I kill him, Oathbinder? she asked silently.
Yes, he replied at once.  Not that it’ll matter…  He paused as she lifted her blade, preparing to cleave the warrior’s neck.  Hold on a second. 
He walked over to Arioch and squatted down beside the man.  The Fallen warrior’s face creased with pain as the energy of the Bridge burned him, but his eyes fastened on Aranos’ held nothing but rage within them.
“This isn’t over, Sorcerer,” the man growled. 
“Oh, I know it isn’t,” Aranos smiled.  “You see, Arioch, I know what you are.”  He leaned closer.  “And I know who you are.  IRL.”  He leaned back and sent a message to Geltheriel, gratified by the shocked look on the face of David Newsome, his ultimate boss, as the woman’s sword swept through his neck and cleanly severed his head.




Chapter 31

Aranos sat down with a sigh as Arioch’s body vanished, his head disappearing from Geltheriel’s fingers.  The elf looked at her empty hand in puzzlement, then turned to face Aranos as understanding filled her face. 
“Oathbinder,” she said softly.  “Arioch the Fallen – is he…?”
“A Traveler,” Aranos finished for her, nodding his head tiredly. 
“Wait, a what?” Avalyn asked, spinning to face the pair.  “He was a – a Traveler, like us?”
“Yeah, he was.  Well, is, I suppose.  He’ll be back soon enough.  He was right that we haven’t seen the last of him.”
“You knew this,” Geltheriel said, not really asking a question.
“I figured it out.”  He looked at Avalyn.  “The last time we faced him, he told everyone to enjoy respawn.  Ever heard a native use that word?”
“I…”  She hesitated.  “No, I haven’t.  That’s weird.”
He nodded again.  “They call it ‘rebirth’ or something like that.  Only we Travelers call it ‘respawning’.”
“Perhaps he overheard its usage,” Geltheriel offered.  “I have heard you speak that word many times, Oathbinder.”
“What word?” Aranos asked.
“That – the word you used,” she answered, her voice puzzled.
“Say the word for me, Geltheriel.  Say, ‘respawn’.”
She opened her mouth, but no sound came out.  She clamped her lips shut, her eyes troubled and fearful.  “I – I cannot.”
“The gods won’t let you,” he said.  “They’ve prohibited you from using certain Traveler words.”  He looked at Avalyn.  “Arioch said it, though, so he must be a Traveler.”
The girl sat down beside him, her face troubled.  “How did he get so powerful?” she asked.  “I mean, he’s even stronger than you are, isn’t he?”
“He is, and I’m not sure how, but I think it has to do with being in the Kala,” he prevaricated.  “Time passes at a different rate, there, so maybe he’s spent what felt like months or years in the weeks that we’ve experienced.”
“That’s totally unfair, though,” she protested.  “Why would the – the gods give someone that kind of an advantage?”
“Who knows?” he shrugged.
“And it does not matter, child, for we defeated him,” Geltheriel pointed out. 
“She’s right,” Mutroda agreed, walking over to join the conversation.  “Having a group like this is its own sort of strength, girl, and that’s an advantage that Goldie doesn’t have.”  She looked at Aranos.  “We’re in the Sunlit Passages, aren’t we?”
He nodded.  “If that’s the same as the Bridge of Light, then yes, we are.  This is where we end up when I restore a Door.”
“Nice place,” she looked around.  “I like it.  It speaks to me the way the Stone used to.”
“Speaks to you?” Avalyn echoed curiously.  “What, can you hear it talking?”
“Not exactly.  It’s more that I can feel what it wants.  Every Priestess of the Stone can sense the Stone’s intent – it’s how we guide the skollhelds – and I can sort of feel that from this place.”  She laughed.  “And what it wants is to be fully restored.”
“Feel free to tell it we’re working on it,” Aranos grinned, then gave her a contemplative look.  “Did you choose your Evolved Class in the middle of that battle?”
“Sort of,” the woman shrugged.  “More that it chose me, I think.”
“You earned your Evolved Class?” Rhys asked, joining the group.  He sighed.  “I have one more level to receive mine.  One might think that the gods did not favor me as they do the rest of your following, Liberator.”
“Or someone who knows you might remember that you sacrificed levels and XP to Awaken Miwango and the Heart of Eredain,” Aranos pointed out with a laugh.
“Ah, but that explanation allows the Druid to be far less dramatic,” Geltheriel grinned at the man.
“It also makes him look more heroic, though,” Mutroda offered.  “You gave of yourself for the Light, green-hair, and that’s more than most ever even attempt.  Be proud of your service, and wear your loss like a badge of honor.”
Rhys straightened, his eyes shining, but then he paused, blinking in confusion.  “What – what was that?” he asked the dwarf.  “I received the Inspired buff briefly, but it faded swiftly.  Was that your doing, Juggernaut?”
“Yep.  Part of my new Evolved Class, Champion of the Light,” she said proudly, drawing herself up.
“Champion of the Light?” Aranos asked.  “I thought it was Dread Champion.”
“It was, until I declared my service to the Light,” she said.  “Then it changed.  I still get boosts to my Stats and abilities, but I can also Inspire people to fight harder in the name of the Light, and I get big bonuses against Shadowborn and Corrupted creatures.  Plus, I get some smaller bonuses to my spellcasting.”
“It seems a powerful and potent Class,” Geltheriel said approvingly. 
“I like it,” Mutroda agreed.  She hefted her halberd to her shoulder.  “Should we be moving on?”
“First, I would Harvest that creature,” Geltheriel pointed to the hulk of the angocintak still sprawled on the stones.  “Its skull is in no shape to be used as a trophy, but as I cannot identify it, I know that it is rare and valuable.”
“It’s an angocintak,” Aranos supplied.  “At least, that’s what Inspection tells me.”
“I have not heard of the beast,” the elf admitted. 
“I have,” Rhys said quietly.  “They are a race thought extinct long before the Feast, creatures of the Pit itself.  Their very existence drained the land of life and magic, and all races – Shadowborn and Lightborn alike – worked together to hunt them down.” 
“Well, Arioch found one,” Aranos shook his head.  “And the stories are right; that thing sucked in free mana nearby.”
“Then its hide will likely have great value,” Geltheriel observed.  “Would you assist me, Oathbinder?  It will go more swiftly with two of us working together.”
“Of course.”  It took them half an hour to remove the creature’s hide and claws.  They also took out its heart and collected some blood from the dragon, just in case it might be useful.  While they worked, Aranos took a moment to check his notifications.
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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
Final Objective Updated: Liberate all Arcane Doors
Objective Partially Completed: You have Liberated an Arcane Door and defeated its guardian.
Reward: +10,000 XP
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 30
Per +5, Agil +5, Other Stats +3, +6 Stat points to assign
Companion Evolution!
By reaching level 30, your Companion has Evolved to a more advanced form.
New Race: Great Fenrin
Great fenrins are the leaders among their kind.  They are terrifying warriors against the Darkness, with greatly enhanced abilities.
Stat Bonus: +15 to all Stats.  Upon level-up, Per +7, Agil +7, all other Stats +5, +8 Stat points per level.  LP increased by 75% (retroactive).  Gain 20 SP per level, plus 75% of standard SP gains for Wis.
Abilities: Great fenrins have the following abilities:
Speech – A great fenrin can speak any language it understands.
Celestial Hunter – The fangs and claws of a great fenrin do celestial damage equal to 50% of their regular damage.
Ward of Light – Great fenrins are 75% resistant to hostile magic and 100% resistant to Corrupted Spells or abilities.
Greater Howl – The howl of a great fenrin does damage equal to five times their Wisdom score to all Shadowborn or Corrupted creatures in hearing range.  Cooldown: 30 seconds.
Emblem of Light – The sight of a great fenrin inspires Lightborn in battle with the Darkness.  All Lightborn in the presence of a great fenrin gain a bonus to Attack, Defense, and Skills equal to the fenrin’s Charisma when battling Shadowborn or Corrupted creatures.  In addition, any Shadowborn or Corrupted creature must make an Opposed Check when sighting a great fenrin: their [Wisdom + Class level] versus the fenrin’s [Charisma + Class level].  If the creature fails, it panics and tries to flee the fenrin as quickly as possible and will only attack the fenrin in self-defense.
Perks: Great fenrins gain two additional Racial Perks (see list below).
Companion Perk!
For reaching level 30 and undergoing an Evolution, your Companion may gain 2 of the following Perks:
Armor Skin: Your Companion’s hide provides them with a Defense bonus equal to double their Endurance Stat.
Companion Spells: Your Companion can cast any Spell you know that uses Primary and Composite aspects.  Cast Spells drain your Companion’s SP, use your Companion’s Stats and Spell Power to determine effectiveness, and are cast at half the Spell’s level.
Holy Damage: 50% of your Companion’s bite damage is Redeemed damage, which bypasses all armor and resistances against Shadowborn and Corrupted creatures but is only half as effective against Lightborn creatures.
Enhanced Speed: Your Companion’s movement and attacks speeds are both increased by 25%
Deadly Bite: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their base bite damage
Divine Regeneration: Your Companion heals at double their resting LP regen rate, even while in combat.
Epic Agility: Your Companion gains a 200% bonus to their Agility Stat (replaces Celestial Agility)
Epic Perception: Your Companion gains a 200% bonus to their Perception Stat (replaces Celestial Perception)
Great Dexterity: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Dexterity Stat
Great Endurance: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Endurance Stat
Great Strength: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Strength Stat
Hunter in the Dark: Your Companion’s Perception Stat is doubled for the purposes of Tracking only
Your Companion’s Dex Stat has exceeded 100!
Dex: 109
Benefit: Armor Piercing bonuses are increased by 50%.
Your Companion’s Wis Stat has exceeded 100!
Wis: 119
Benefit: SP regen is doubled.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Primal Sorcerer Level: 9
Current XP: 501,410/528,000
Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points
I am the One and the Primal…
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Aranos put his extra points into Cha as normal, then turned at looked at Silma.  The wolf towered over the others now, standing somewhere close to fifteen feet at the shoulder.  Streaks of gold swept through her silver fur, which glowed even in the light of the Bridge, and when she yawned, her fangs gleamed golden rather than white.  She looked down at herself, then over at Aranos.
“I seem to have Evolved again, pack leader,” she spoke aloud in Elvish, her voice matronly and distinctly female.  The others spun to face her, astonishment filling their features.
“Y-you can talk?” Avalyn asked in an awed voice.
“I’ve always been able to talk, pup,” the wolf said airily in Human.  “You just haven’t been able to hear me, before.  I’d say the problem was yours, not mine.”
The girl crossed her arms.  “Why can everyone speak Elvish but me?” she demanded sourly.
“Probably because you haven’t made a serious effort to learn it,” Silma answered.  “You’re bright enough that if you actually tried, you could master the language easily.”  Avalyn flushed slightly but didn’t argue, and Aranos had a feeling she’d be looking for a Skill Book on Elvish the next chance she got.
“Pardon me, but did you say you could always speak?” Rhys repeated suspiciously.
The fenrin rolled her eyes.  “Yes, Druid, always.  Even when you spoke to me, and I didn’t answer, that was by choice, not inability.  You kept prattling on and on about how wondrous and miraculous I was, and while I agree with you, I got tired of hearing you say it.”
The Druid looked at her, then laughed aloud, shaking his head.  “And all this time, I believed I was coaxing you to speak through flattery.  I should have known; wolves are pragmatic by nature, and the greatest of their kind would surely embody that trait more than any other.”
We have to pick your new Perks, Aranos told her silently, not sure if she’d want to share that information with the others.  And you’ve got Stat points to assign.
The wolf looked thoughtful for a moment.  I’ve grown significantly, but my Charisma lags behind everything else, she replied.  Put my extra points there.  As for Perks, what are my choices?
He quickly listed her options, and she nodded.  I dislike relying on your collar to damage prey, pack leader, despite how well it’s made and how potent it is.  I’ll choose Holy Damage and Armor Skin.  If I had those in the last battle, I might have been able to kill that lizard myself.
You might, he agreed, selecting the two Perks for her.
However, the battle taught me that I need to train my Dodge skill further.  I’ll ask your Champion to help me with that; she’s the only one fast enough to give me a challenge.
You’re probably right, he laughed silently, pulling up her status.
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Silma
Level 30 Great Fenrin
Stats:
Str: 134Int: 123
Dex: 109Wis: 119
Agil: 233Per: 229
End: 122Cha: 100
LP: 13,120/18,675Regen: 24.4/s
SP: 1,920/1,920Regen: 23.8/s
Stamina: 3,588Regen: 24.4/s
Bite Damage: 203 – 327 (+50% Celestial, 50% of damage is Redeemed)
Defense: 690Attack: 526
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She was right; with her Agility, Dodge Skill at Adept 7, and high Defense, only Aranos and Geltheriel had a reasonable chance to hit the fenrin.  Well, I can work with you, too, if you want.  You can try to dodge my arrows or Spells.
Your attacks are a bit too intense for training, pack leader.  I want to train Dodge, not get killed by an arrow to my head. 
I’d be nice, he protested.
You’d try, but you’ve never been good at holding back in combat.
He started to argue but stopped.  She had a point; he really didn’t have much practice at hitting something without trying to kill it.  That was why he had Spells like Gravity Web and Damping Field, to capture people without hurting them.  Okay, fair enough. 
At last, they Harvested all they could from the angocintak, and Aranos concentrated on the doorway leading back to Skollheld Heill.  The portal raced toward him and enveloped him, and he stumbled as he stepped from the brilliance of the Bridge of Light into the cavern of dark stone, lit only by the golden radiance of the Door hanging open behind him.  The Priestess stood before him, staring at the Door in amazement and awe.
“You – you did it,” she breathed, reaching out to touch the shining portal.  “You actually did it!”
“I also freed the other Skollhelds’ Doors,” he said, taking a deep breath.  “Could you contact the other Priestesses, now, and ask them to come here to meet?”
The woman seemed to rouse herself and nodded.  “Of course.  It’ll probably take a few hours for them all to gather, though.”
“That’s fine.  I need to head back to Antas, anyway.  I have troops to move to Elred Aethel, I need to repair Mutroda’s gear, and I want to get some training in while I have the chance.” 
She waved at the Door.  “Go, then.  I’ll invite the others to come here and join us.”
He glanced at her.  “Do you think you’ll have any trouble convincing them to come?”
She shook her head.  “No, Lord Evenshade.  They’ll have seen the changes to their Doors, and once I explain what you did, they’ll be here, one way or another.  If they refuse my invitation, when accepting would be so easy, they’ll be saying that they don’t trust the Stone, since I’ll be inviting them in its name.”  She gazed at the gleaming, golden Door and smiled.  “You haven’t left them any real choice.”




Chapter 32

Towering pines and firs dominated the forest around Elred Aethel, the elves’ northernmost city, gleaming beneath the silvery moonlight.  The air felt cooler on Aranos’ skin as a gentle breeze wafted the heavy evergreen scents to his nose.  He also smelled the sharp bite of frost on the wind, coming from farther north, while a bitter odor of Blight and decay wafted in from the south. 
Like all elven cities, Elred Aethel stretched across the crowns of a dozen massive trees.  Unlike most, though, a wall of burnished, golden wood enclosed the city, blocking out any view of the buildings behind.  Elves stood atop that wall or in tall, slender towers that stretched up from it, watching the party closely as they approached the teleportation gate.  The guards there straightened as the group neared, pressing their fists against their chests in a salute.
“Lord Evenshade,” one of them bowed his head respectfully.  “Your coming was anticipated, and Elder Ilyrana looks forward to meeting with you.”
“And I’m looking forward to meeting the Elder,” Aranos replied.  “How will we find her?”
“I have summoned an escort, and they await you within.”
As an elf who looked to be in her mid-teens led the party through the city, Aranos took a moment to glance around.  Like all elven cities, Elred Aethel’s ‘streets’ were actually just massive branches, which meant they wound and twisted about randomly.  The buildings along those branches, though, stood closely together, often sharing walls with their neighbors.  No windows pierced the first-floor walls of those edifices, and Aranos saw plenty of doors banded and reinforced with high steel.  Inner gates divided the city into sections, so that if one part fell, the rest of the city could still hold. 
This is a city built to be defended, not to be beautiful.  This is how I would have built Eredain if I were making it a true stronghold.
“Elred Aethel was first built as a defense against the beasts of the Tarwehelcya, the northern ice fields,” Geltheriel explained when he mentioned this to her.  “Our ancestors built Eredain at the edge of the forests as an outpost; it became a Stronghold only after the Feast.  Elred Aethel, however, was designed as a defensive bulwark from its inception, as the creatures of the Tarwehelcya raid to the south for food constantly.”
“Are they Shadowborn?” Mutroda asked, glancing curiously northward. 
“No, Champion,” Rhys replied with a smile.  “Most are simply beasts who hunger and thirst.  The Blightlands did not spread into the northern ice; even so, food is scarce in the Tarwehelcya but plentiful in our forests, so the creatures venture south regularly.”
“Animals attack the city?” Avalyn asked curiously.  She looked around at the defenses.  “There must be a lot of them to need this much protection.”
“The beasts are not all who live in the Tarwehelcya,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “The fanehir rule the beasts, and it is against them our defenses stand.”
“Fanehir?” Aranos echoed.
The woman nodded.  “Indeed, Oathbinder.  They are an awakened race, but a savage and bestial one.  They rule the northern ice and command the beasts with the magic of spirits rather than the arcane powers of Wizards and Sorcerers.  As the Druid said, food in the ice is scarce, and at times, the fanehir raid south, seeking supplies and captives.”
“I’m assuming you’ve tried trading with them,” Mutroda suggested.
“Attempts are made every so often; all fail.  If an expedition travels north with enough force to guarantee its safety, the fanehir vanish into the ice, using powers that none understand.  If it lacks that force, then they attack and destroy it.”
The elf woman looked at Mutroda grimly.  “We have even captured members of their race during their raids.  While the fanehir speak no tongue that we understand, mental communication is possible.”  She shook her head.  “From such contacts, we know that the ice lords consider themselves to be the pinnacle of creation.  Their society is hierarchical, based on personal power, and in their minds, all other races sit at the bottom of that hierarchy.  They will not trade with us, for they see us – and all other races – as simple animals, not worth consideration.”
Aranos sighed.  “I guess there’s no chance of convincing them to join us against the Darkness, then,” he said.
“Perhaps if you offered them lordship over all others, Liberator,” Rhys laughed.  “One might wonder if given such mastery, though, they would lead us to war – or simply place all within a different form of slavery.  I do not suggest you attempt to find out, obviously.”
“Obviously.” 
Methild said that Elred Aethel would be easy to defend, and Aranos had to agree.  While its defenses didn’t match up to those of Cendarta, or even of Antas, he could defend it far more easily than he could Eredain or Haerobel.  The elves built their cities to be beautiful and magical, relying on their inaccessibility to protect them.  Stronger wards enveloped elven cities compared to humans or dwarves, keeping intruders from teleporting inside or flying over their walls, leaving the teleport gates as the only reliable entrance. 
It sort of makes sense.  Each race uses what it does best to safeguard its people.  Dwarves protect their cities with their stone and metalwork; humans protect them through sheer numbers and force of arms; elves keep their cities safe with stealth and magic. 
The young elf led the group to the Treehome, the elven equivalent of a human palace, where they found the city’s ruler waiting for them in the throne room.  Elder Ilyrana stood a bit under five feet tall when she rose from her wooden throne, with golden hair streaked with gray and porcelain skin marked with faint lines of age.  Her crimson and cream robes flowed smoothly as she stepped down from the dais in the center of the throne room and walked over to greet Aranos.
“Elder Evenshade,” she said with a warm smile.  “Your presence here is both anticipated and welcome.”
“Elder Ilyrana,” he bowed his head to her, speaking with elven formality to make sure not to offend her.  “Thank you for your gracious welcome to your city.”
“I would be foolish in the extreme to do otherwise,” she said bluntly.  “I have two armies marching toward my gates, Elder, and alone, I cannot defend against them.”  She laughed lightly.  “At least, so say my advisors, who know far more of such things than I.” 
“I am certain that you underestimate yourself,” Aranos protested.
She shook her head.  “I rose to this position through the ranks of the House of the Sickle, Elder.  I understand nature and its ways.  I do not understand war, nor how to fight it.  You do; even the Crown Prince, in truth King of our race admits this to be true and follows your leadership.  I am simply not arrogant enough to believe I should do otherwise.” 
The older woman dropped to one knee, startling the Sorcerer.  “Let me speak clearly, High Elder.  For this war, I am yours to command, as is my city.  I am Elder of Elred Aethel; you are the High Elder, Warleader of the elves, and I swear my allegiance to you.”  Immediately, a notification started blinking in his vision, and Aranos pulled it up curiously.
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Oath of Fealty Offered!
Elder Ilyrana has offered her loyalty to you for the duration of the current war.
Benefits: Elred Aethel will be considered one of your cities.  You may act as its ruler and utilize its resources as with any other city.  Any Perks, Titles, or Skills you possess that affect your cities will affect Elred Aethel equally.
Special: This oath extends only for the duration of the current war.  If a truce or peace is brokered, or hostilities end for any reason, the oath expires, and you lose control of this city.
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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“Elder Ilyrana, I accept your Oath, and I vow to honor the faith you’ve placed in me as best I can,” he replied solemnly, selecting “Yes” in the notification.  Power flowed into him, connecting in the core of himself where his Bonds with his cities touched him.  He descended into that pool of energy and reached out, testing the new Bond experimentally. 
The new connection stood in stark contrast to the others he’d made.  He connected directly to the Hearts of his other cities, and reaching through the Bond let him touch those Hearts directly.  The new linkage connected to Ilyrana, instead, touching her own core of power.  He felt her Bond with the Tree-heart beyond it, and with a small effort he realized he could follow that connection into Elred Aethel’s Heart. 
He marveled at the odd sensation; it reminded him of using his Soulmending skill more than anything, in truth.  He supposed that made sense; Ilyrana’s Bond to her city touched her soul, and it appeared her oath to him connected him to her soul, as well.  Touching his Bonded Hearts felt natural to him, as if he simply accessed a deeper part of himself.  Sending his thoughts along the new link seemed far less intimate, like reaching outside of himself to another’s soul. 
Which, I suppose, is exactly what it is. 
He winced as he touched the Tree-heart and felt the swirls of Corruption spreading through it.  Darkness held less of a hold on Elred Aethel than it had Eredain, to be sure, but it still gripped it lightly.  That’s the first order of business, then, he thought as he reached into himself and pulled up strands of Redemption.  The golden power flowed eagerly out of him and surged down the link.  Ilyrana gasped as the energy of his Needed Reclamation Spell rushed through her and plunged into the Tree-heart beyond.  Aranos ignored the elf; his mind focused completely on the Tree-heart and his need to free it of Corruption.  Redemption raced through the Heart, searing the Darkness from it and tearing apart the Corruption within its depths. 
The golden flames faded and died as the last Shadows fled the Heart, and Aranos withdrew his thoughts from the panting elf Elder. 
“What – what did you do, High Elder?” Ilyrana gasped, her face pale.  “The Tree-heart…”  Her eyes widened as she obviously reached out and felt the Heart through her Bond.
He nodded at her dawning realization.  “I Redeemed it,” he said.  “The whole city’s Redeemed now, in fact.”  He took the older woman’s hand and pulled her to her feet.  “And that’s just the start.  I need you to help me pick the best place for a portal arch, so we can reinforce the city, and I’ll improve its defenses a bit more.”  He smiled at her.  “When we’re done, the bodakkai will be able to smash themselves against this place for a decade without getting inside.”
“What of the Arcane Door?” the Elder asked.  “Will you not restore it?”
“I can’t yet,” he shook his head.  “I don’t have the Soul Points to open it.  Don’t worry, though.  I think we can keep Lily away from it and make sure she can’t attack you from within.”
He spent another thirty minutes in the city preparing it.  He reinforced its walls, raised a Grand Dwarven Gatehouse before the teleport gate, and gave the Druids of the city several oilairie cuttings they could use to raise trees to protect against a bodakkai incursion.  He raised another fort before the Arcane Door, blocking it from casual access, and added his Radiance of Life Spell to the city’s wards; it wouldn’t do anything to the elves, but any undead who entered – like Lily – would suffer from its effects. 
When he finished, he examined the glowing, green notification he’d received.
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Title Gained: High Elder
You are the highest-ranking Elder in the Elven Realms, and all of elvenkind owes allegiance to you.
Effects: All of your elven cities are considered a single region for the purposes of travel and communication.  Your elven cities share their wards, granting 50% of all magical defenses, protections, and shielding to all other elven cities, as well as 50% of their inherent Heart bonuses.  All citizens of all elven cities gain the effects of your Leadership bonuses.
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The new Title didn’t seem powerful at first, but once Aranos considered it, he realized it offered a lot more utility than he thought.  His elven cities being in the same region meant they could communicate magically with one another, and people could teleport between cities freely.  He only had three elven cities – Antas, Eredain, and Elred Aethel – but each of them had different inherent bonuses and magical protections.  They shared those, now, making the citizens within more efficient and effective and granting the cities greater protection against the bodakkai and Shadowborn.
He raised a Grand Portal in the Great Square and attuned Antas’ High Portal to it, allowing his reinforcements to enter the city and join the defenders there.  At last, he stepped through the portal arch back to Antas, where the party split up to do their own things.  Avalyn went to the Weaver’s Hall, while Silma and Geltheriel headed out to go hunt Shadowborn in the area, and Mutroda joined Rhys to help train Glorferdir and Miwango.  Aranos made it all of two steps before Lorsan emerged from the Tree-heart and made his way toward the Sorcerer; the arcane sighed and waited beneath Saphielle’s tree for his seneschal.
“My Lord Evenshade,” the elf bowed his head as he approached.  “How go the war efforts?”
“Well enough, Lorsan,” Aranos held in another sigh.  “What can I do for you?”
“There are several small matters, my Lord – and one rather large one that must be dealt with.”
Aranos frowned.  “Large one?  What’s the large one?”
“A disagreement arose last night between a party of Travelers and Ninrol of House Yinmenor, a merchant and refugee from Cyva Alari,” the seneschal said gravely.  “The Travelers claimed that Ninrol gave them a Bounty Quest, which they say they accomplished – but the merchant did not give them their rewards in turn.”
“Is that possible?” Aranos asked.  “I thought that the gods granted Quest rewards, Lorsan.”
“Not necessarily, my Lord.  One with sufficient standing in the gods’ eyes can issue Quests in their names, but Ninrol lacked such standing.  He might have simply offered them money in exchange for their Bounty, something that any can do.” 
“And what does the merchant say about it?”
Lorsan sighed.  “And herein lies the difficulty, my Lord.  During the disagreement, violence broke out between the Travelers and the merchant’s guards.  Two of the Travelers died in the altercation – as did Ninrol.
“House Yinmenor reacted strongly, of course, and has placed a bounty of its own on the Travelers’ heads.  The Travelers, in turn, sought refuge in the Adventurers’ Guild, where they claimed sanctuary under the terms of the Guild’s charter.  However, as elven Houses do not recognize the authority of human Guilds…”  He held up his hands, and Aranos shook his head.
“Yinmenor attacked the Travelers inside the Guild?” Aranos guessed, and the elf nodded.  The Sorcerer groaned.  “Is anyone obviously in the wrong here, Lorsan?”
“There is no way to be certain, my Lord.  The Travelers insist that they were attacked first, while the merchant’s guards say the Travelers struck the first blow.  The Guild stands by the adventurers, while the Merchants’ Guild remains silent, siding with neither party.”  He shook his head.  “The matter is quickly devolving into a dispute between humans and elves, and if it is not settled…”
Aranos swore softly.  He was trying to convince the races to join together under his banner; how could he do that if the elves and humans devolved to fighting in his home city?  “Okay, this is what we’re going to do,” he said firmly.  “I assume that I have the right to try and sentence people in Antas?”
“Of course, my Lord.”
“Good.  Send a message to House Yinmenor.  Tell them that I’m dealing with it and to withdraw their bounty immediately.  If they argue, tell them that I’m currently the Elder of every remaining elven city, and if they disobey me, I’ll start reclaiming their properties and territories until they comply.” 
Lorsan swallowed hard but nodded.  “I am certain that, in those circumstances, they will accede to your request, my Lord.”
“Don’t worry, Lorsan, I’m not just going to side with the Travelers.  I want the ranking member of House Yinmenor in the Treehome in one hour.  I’ll make sure a representative of the Guild and the Travelers are there, as well.”
“The Guild’s charter guarantees them the right of sanctuary in their Guildhouse, my Lord,” Lorsan said cautiously.
“I’ll take care of it.  You make sure House Yinmenor shows, and I’ll make sure the Travelers do.”
The Adventurers’ Guild of Antas didn’t loom as large or prominent as the one in Stoneleague, but the three-story stone building still hunkered impressively off the main square.  Aranos entered and took no more than a few steps before an armored man stepped before him, holding up a hand. 
“Sorry, Lord Evenshade,” the man shook his head.  “The Guild’s off-limits to non-members right now.”
Aranos stared at the man silently, his irritation rising, but he took a deep breath and set it aside.  The guard was only doing his job, after all, and getting upset with him wouldn’t help. 
Inspecting the man to get his name, Aranos replied, “I’m here to see Guildmaster Marie, Aaron.  Please go get her for me.”
“She’s busy, my Lord,” the man hedged, then froze as Aranos’ gaze went cold and flat. 
“Tell her I’m here,” the Sorcerer said frostily.  “She’ll see me.”
“My Lord…”
“If you aren’t gone to get her by the time I finish this sentence, Aaron, I’ll go myself.”  Aaron opened his mouth to protest, but Aranos leaned toward the nervous man, silencing him.  “Do you really think anyone here can stop me?”
“That won’t be necessary, Lord Evenshade,” a familiar voice spoke, and Aranos relaxed as Marie appeared from the back area, dressed in smooth, soft leather – and armed to the teeth.  He felt the tension in her as she walked forward, caught the tiny lines of stress and fear on her face.  She turned to face Aaron.  “Aaron, did I or did I not say that when Lord Evenshade arrives, to escort him back to me?”
“Umm…you didn’t, Guildmaster.”
“Well, I should have.  Sorry about that.”  She looked at Aranos.  “You’re here about last night?”  He nodded, and she jerked her head toward the back.  “I figured.  Come on.” 
He fell into step beside her as she led him past the silent adventurers, who turned to stare at them as they passed.  “How’ve you been, Marie?” he asked quietly but conversationally. 
“I’ve been better,” she said tersely. 
“I can imagine.”
She led him to her cluttered, cramped office and gestured toward a seat.  He took it, and she sat down on the other side of her desk, facing him and shoving a pile of paper out of the way with a disgusted expression.  “Ryder tricked me into taking this job you know,” she grunted.  “If I’d known about the paperwork, I never would have accepted.” 
She rested her elbows on her desk and looked directly at Aranos.  “You can’t have them,” she said bluntly.
“Oh?” he asked.  “Why not?”
She shook her head.  “It’s the charter.  Any member can seek sanctuary here from a crime, and we can’t turn them over to the local authorities.  We’re even obligated to resist any attempts to remove them.  There’s nothing I can do about it.”
“I just want to question them,” he said patiently.  “I want to find out what happened.”
“Oh, I can tell you that.  I’ve spoken to some witnesses who saw the whole thing.”  She leaned back.  “The merchant, this Nin-hole…”
“Ninrol,” Aranos corrected with a laugh.
“Trust me, he’s a Nin-hole.  He hired the registered Adventurer Party the Blue Cyclones to bring him twenty shadow-wolf furs for a silver a fur.  They agreed, but when they returned, he tried to renege on the deal.”
“You’re sure about this?” Aranos asked dubiously, but the woman nodded with certainty. 
“Completely.  As I said, the whole thing was witnessed.  He tried to say that the hides weren’t good enough quality and that they’d only earned coppers instead of silvers.” 
Aranos winced.  “And then?”
“Well, what the asshole Cyclones should have done is come here and reported it,” Marie said.  “We would have filed a grievance with you, and I think I know you well enough to say confidently that they would have gotten their money – plus some extra as punishment.”
Aranos nodded.  “But…”
“But they didn’t.  One of them punched the elf in the face, the elf’s guards punched him back, and he drew steel.”  She snorted.  “That’s when it all went to the Pit, Aranos.  The guards responded as you’d expect, Nin-hole tried to run, and the party’s Archer shot him in the back.  The whole thing’s one huge fuck-up.”
Aranos nodded.  “It is.  The Travelers are still responsible for Ninrol’s death, though.”
“Of course, they are.  They killed him over twenty silvers.  Shit, I’d have given them that out of my pocket to avoid all this.”  She shook her head.  “It doesn’t matter.  The charter doesn’t care about guilt or innocence.”
“That’s not necessarily true,” Aranos said slowly, pulling up the mental copy of the charter he’d signed to allow the Guild to come to Antas.  “Look at Section 2, Subsection 4, Paragraph H.” 
She frowned, then pulled up her copy.  “This is about membership,” she complained.
“Exactly.  It says that you as Guildmaster can revoke the membership of any member if you have just cause.  I think murdering an unarmed man is just cause.”
“It isn’t,” she sighed.  “If it were, half the Guild would be out on its ass.  We’ve all had to execute people in the course of a Quest.  I could kick them out if they betrayed the Guild, refused a mandatory Quest, murdered another Guild member without cause, or didn’t give the Guild its share of Quest awards.”
“Mandatory Quest,” he echoed, pulling up his Quest screen.  He scrolled through it until he spotted what he wanted: a list of predetermined Quests the AIs already created.  As he’d suspected, the one he wanted was on there, and he selected it.  “You mean like this one?” 
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Regional Quest Offered!
You have offered the following Quest:
In Time of War
The Ruler of Antas calls all Adventurers of the city to arms!
Objective: Choose one of the following: meet with the House of Twilight and join the patrols around Antas; meet with the House of Blades and join the peacekeeping forces in the city; travel to Stoneleague and join the advance forces.
Difficulty: C to S.
Reward: Variable depending on contribution, with a minimum reward of 50 XP and 5 silver per day of service.
Mandatory Quest: This is a mandatory Quest under the Adventurers’ Guild charter with Antas and cannot be refused by any member of the Guild. 
Failure Conditions: Refuse to take one of the above actions within 24 hours. 
Failure Penalties: Expulsion from the Adventurers’ Guild, loss of reputation with Antas.
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Marie’s eyes widened as she read the Quest, and she grinned.  “Why, yes, exactly like that one!”
He nodded, grinning back.  “I’ve got the representative of the elf’s House meeting me in the Treehome in an hour.  Let the Cyclones know that if they’re there in that hour, I’ll give them a fair judgment.  If they aren’t, I’ll decide against them, and when their 24 hours expire and they have to leave, I’ll have them arrested, and they’ll have to sit in a cell until I get back – which might be a couple days.”
“Happily,” she sighed, leaning forward, the relief radiating from her a palpable thing to Aranos’ Sense Intent skill and Scent ability.  “You know, I could kiss you for figuring out a way out of this.  And that’s just the start.” 
Aranos felt a rush of desire at her words; Marie was attractive, intelligent, and confident, all things he liked.  At the same time, he remembered Saphielle, and his ardor cooled instantly.  “I wish I had time for it,” he sighed, rising.  “I have things to do before I meet the Cyclones, though.  Maybe another time?”
“I’ll hold you to it,” she rose with him.  “I’ll bring the miscreants myself and see you in an hour.”




Chapter 33

The Cyclones showed up as he expected, of course.  The party’s four members seemed to take fairly standard roles; a large, muscled woman in plate armor and shield was obviously the tank, while a lightly armored man with a gleaming rapier was an Agility DPS build.  The man in robes with a long staff seemed to be a caster of some sort, probably a healer, while the last member wore silk armor and had a longbow strapped to his back.  Marie practically dragged them into the throne room of the Treehome, and five more adventurers followed the group, probably to make sure none tried to escape.   Aranos sat on the simple wooden chair that served as a throne and motioned them forward, having them stand beside but well away from an ornately dressed elven man and his retinue of guards.  Geltheriel, Silma, and Mutroda flanked him, with Captain Xilyra and ten of her guards standing to the side.
“I think we all know why we’re here, so we can dispense with the formalities,” he spoke, raising his hand and releasing a wave of mana that made everyone but Marie flinch.   “That’s my Zone of Truth Spell.  I can detect any lies spoken inside of it, so save us all the trouble and tell the truth.” 
He quickly Inspected everyone to get their names, then spoke.  “Glarald of House Yinmenor, you charge the adventurers of the Blue Cyclones with murder, is this correct?”
“I do, High Elder,” the man bowed, speaking in Elvish, but Aranos stopped him.
“Speak Human, please.  I want everyone to understand what’s being said, here.”
“As you wish, Elder,” the man replied in fluent Human.  “Yes, I accuse them of murder.”
He looked at the Blue Cyclones.  “And you accuse Ninrol of House Yinmenor or theft and breach of a Quest, is that right?”
The robed figure stepped forward.  “Pretty much,” he shrugged.  “See, the elf sent us…”  He fell silent as Aranos held up a hand.
“I’m guessing you’re going to tell me that Ninrol asked you to fetch amarok hides for a silver per hide but then tried to pay you in coppers, is that right?”
“Yeah.  That’s basically what happened.”
Aranos nodded.  “Why did you hit him?”
“I did that,” the woman volunteered.  “He called me a human mongrel and said the hides would have been worth more if I hadn’t tried to fuck the wolves before killing them.”  Her eyes flashed with anger.  “He said it a lot fancier than that, but that’s what he meant.”
Aranos winced, then looked at the Archer.  “And you killed him as he ran?”
“Yeah,” the man said quietly.  “I tried to hit him in the leg, but someone bumped me, and I got him in the back of the neck, instead.  It was an accident…”
Aranos nodded, then looked at the guards behind Glarald.  “Is what they’re saying true?”  He knew it was – he didn’t smell deception on the players, and he doubted any of them had a high enough Bluff skill to fool his ability – but he wanted to see how honest the guards would be in their testimony.  That would tell him a fair bit about House Yinmenor; if the guards lied for them, then either the House punished those who gave them unpleasant truths or cultivated dishonesty among its members.
The guards looked at one another, and one stepped forward.  “It is, in its essence, High Elder,” the guard spoke.  Glarald spun to face the guard, his eyes blazing, but before he spoke, he looked up at Aranos and fell silent. 
“The young merchant told us that humans were foolish and easily cowed, and that he would intimidate them into taking coppers instead of silver,” the guard continued.  He looked down at the floor.  “I suspected that the Travelers would not fear us – I have yet to see Travelers afraid of anything – but I did not speak up.  The young merchant had a sharp tongue, and I did not wish to incur his wrath.”
Aranos nodded again.  “And the Travelers drew steel and attacked first?”
“I did,” the Rogue spoke up.  “Two of them jumped on Steel Rose, here, and I panicked.  I stabbed one of them, and everything just kind of went to hell after that.”
Aranos sighed.  “It’s obvious that there’s blame for everyone, here,” he said.  “Ninrol invited the wrath of the Travelers through his actions.”  He stared at the Traveler woman.  “However, that’s why we have guards and Guilds.  This isn’t the Wild West, where you take the law into your own hands.  If you’d gone to Guildmaster Marie or flagged down any guard from the House of Blades, they would have forced Ninrol to honor his bargain, and none of this would have happened.”
“We – we didn’t think that elf guards would listen to a human over an elf,” the woman admitted.  “A lot of elves seem pretty snooty toward humans, after all.”
Aranos rubbed his head.  “Any guard who behaved that way would be dismissed,” he said, glancing at Xilyra.  “Correct, Captain?”
“That is correct, High Elder,” the woman said formally.  “A guard who places personal prejudices over their duty does not belong in the House of Blades.”
“Even so, I can see your concern,” he went on.  “And we’ll be working to recruit some humans and dwarves to the guards to ease those kinds of issues.  As it stands, though, I have no choice but to find you guilty of murder.”  The players straightened, and he sensed their rising fear, but he raised a placating hand.
“Since the violence was provoked and the death accidental, though, I think we can work something out.”  He glanced at Glarald.  “My seneschal informs me that it’s typical in cases of accidental death like this for the injurer to pay the injured’s House a blood price of five gold per level of the slain.  What level was Ninrol?”
“He was a level twelve Merchant, and a level three Profiteer, an Advanced Class,” the man answered promptly. 
Aranos’ eyes narrowed as his skill and Ability both told him that wasn’t true.  “Remember that I can tell when you’re lying, Glarald.  If I have to ask you again, then I’ll be forced to expel House Yinmenor from my domains – which means sending you into the Blightlands or the bodakkai.  Want to try again?”
The elf swallowed hard.  “Forgive me, High Elder.  I thought of another of our House.  Young Ninrol was a level six Merchant.” 
Aranos nodded and looked at the players.  “Do you have thirty gold?”
“No,” the woman sighed.  “Otherwise, we wouldn’t have taken a job for silver.”
“That’s what I thought.”  He straightened.  “Then, this is my verdict.  House Yinmenor will pay the Blue Cyclones the agreed twenty silver, plus a penalty of one gold for their member’s conduct.  The Blue Cyclones will pay House Yinmenor thirty gold as blood price for killing Ninrol.  However, as they don’t have that amount, they’ll pay half of their Quest gains to House Yinmenor until the blood price is reached.  Is that agreeable to everyone?”
“Half is better than all of it,” the robed Traveler spoke.  “We accept.”
“It is a fair judgment based on tradition,” Glarald sighed.  “House Yinmenor accepts.”
“Good.”  Aranos pulled up his Quest screen and quickly created a Bounty Quest, sending it to the Cyclones.  “This will help you get to that thirty gold faster.”
The woman’s eyes widened.  “A Quest to hunt down urukkai stragglers?” she asked.  “And it’s a Bounty Quest, so we can take it again and again!”
“And it counts as our contribution to the war effort!” the Rogue blurted out.  “That’s awesome, man, thanks!”
Aranos smiled.  “My seneschal will make arrangements for you to use the Arcane Door to travel to Cendarta.  You’ll have better luck finding urukkai out there.”  He looked at Marie.  “Does the Guild have any concerns?”
“Seems like a fair arrangement to me,” Marie shrugged, then glared at the Cyclones.  “Better than these idiots deserve, in fact, after all the shit they’ve put me through in the past day!  You four better get that blood price paid and fast; if I find out that you’ve tried to screw over the elves and Lord Evenshade, I’ll hunt you down and kick your asses myself, got it?”
The armored Steel Rose swallowed hard.  “We understand, Guildmaster.”
“Good.  Then get your pathetic asses out of here and pack your stuff!  You’re going to Cendarta, and I’ll see you through the Arcane Door myself!”
While that had turned out well, Aranos had a sneaking suspicion that the dwarven Priestesses would be a lot harder to handle.
“They aren’t happy,” the Priestess of the Heartstone sighed as she escorted Aranos through the Altar of Stone into the room she’d chosen for the meeting.  He followed along, suppressing an internal sigh. 
“I didn’t expect them to be happy,” he admitted, following behind the Priestess of the Heartstone.  “After all, they were basically just summoned, and they have to know that it’s because of me.  Considering the dwarven attitude toward outsiders, I imagine they feel like they’ve been dragged here over a ‘topsider’ matter.”
“More or less.  The dwarven way is to let conflict come to us and shatter itself against our defenses.  Leaving the safety of our skollhelds to go to war to save topsiders…”  She shook her head.  “It hasn’t even been considered since the Feast.”
Probably because the Corrupted Stones of each Skollheld won’t let you consider it, he mused silently.  Aloud, he said, “Well, then I’ll see if I can’t get them to think about it.”
“I might be able to help you with that.”  She stopped and handed him a small square of stone, a couple inches on each side and surprisingly heavy.  He examined it and noted runes etched all around it.  The runes held no magic, and he supposed they were probably some sort of dwarven script. 
“What’s this?” he asked curiously.
“That is a mark of the Stone’s favor,” she said.  “The Stone itself wishes you to have it.  Show it to any true dwarf, and they will know that you speak with the voice of the Stone.” 
“The voice of the Stone?”
She nodded.  “The Stone doesn’t speak to most dwarves directly, Sorcerer.  Priestesses receive feelings and impulses that tell us what the Stone wants from us, but not direct communication.  Only a Priestess of the Heartstone – or one of the Soulstone, of course – actually communicates with the Stone personally.  Even then, true speech is rare; I send my thoughts to it, and it sends its thoughts to me.”
She touched the glyph.  “This rune says that you have the power to speak for the Stone.  The mark will glow when your words and the Stone’s align, and it will darken when your words are your own.”
He held it up, examining it through his magical senses.  He felt the power emanating from the small square, a combination of mind, spirit, and nature mana that pulsed gently but regularly like a heartbeat.  He also saw the line of power stretching deeper into the Altar, probably connecting with the skollheld’s Heart.  He quickly Appraised it and nodded at the results.
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Appraisal Success!
Mark of Heill’s Stone
Rarity: Unique
Workmanship: Masterwork
Type: Emblem
Benefits: This mark can be placed on any part of the body and will remain there as a tattoo until removed by the holder or the Stone.  It is always visible to dwarves, regardless of concealment.  All members of Skollheld Heill regard the rightful bearer of this mark as Beloved, no matter their actual attitude, and all other dwarves see the rightful bearer as one rank of attitude higher.  The mark glows when the bearer’s words match the Stone of Heill’s intentions and darkens when they do not.  All Charisma-based checks against dwarves receive a +50% bonus, Charisma-based checks by dwarves against the bearer take a -50% penalty.  No dwarf will willingly attack or harm the true bearer of this Mark unless forced to do so.
Special: This Mark only functions when held by its true bearer, the being chosen by the Stone of Heill.  If that bearer loses the Stone’s favor, or the Mark is taken by or given to another, it becomes a Cursed Mark.  All dwarves hold an attitude of Blood Feud for the bearer of a Cursed Mark, and no skill, ability, Perk, or Title can alter this.  All Charisma-based checks with dwarves automatically fail, and any dwarf will do all they can to regain the Cursed Mark.
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The Mark first struck him as something easy to misuse or even abuse.  With his Charisma and bonuses, his Diplomacy check base stood above 850, meaning only someone with an epic Wisdom – or someone who really disliked him, since he suspected that attitudes played a part in a Charisma check – had any real chance to resist his Charisma naturally.  With this, that would be close to impossible.  However, if he didn’t treat the Stone’s favor with the proper respect, it looked like it would turn against him and basically leave every dwarven nation hating his guts, and the same would happen to a thief who stole the Mark.
“Where should I put it?” he asked curiously.
“It’s typical to mark the chest above the heart, but it really doesn’t matter.  Once you’ve attached it, any dwarf can see it if they can see you.”
He slipped his hand under his robe, pressing the Mark to his chest.  Pain flared through him as the rune seemed to burn itself into his flesh, but thanks to his Fortitude skill, he endured it easily.  The burning eased after a few seconds, and he withdrew his hand as the Priestess nodded. 
“Perfect.”  She stopped before a stone door and hesitated.  “You might want to give me a couple minutes before you enter.  Let me remind them of who you are and why they should listen.”
“If you think it’ll help,” he smiled.  She took a deep breath and opened the door, letting it shut behind her.
“She’s nervous,” Mutroda observed from Aranos’ side. 
“I do not blame her,” Geltheriel suggested.  “Much rides upon this meeting, and she does not know my Oathbinder well enough to have faith.”
“There’s that, but she’s probably also worried about the honor guards each of the Priestesses brought.  I’m sure they’re in that room, too, so if things go really wrong, the skollhelds could lose all their Priestesses of the Heartstone in a single day.”
“Considering how often things go south around us, I’d say she’s got a reason to worry,” Avalyn pointed out, gently petting Glorferdir, who walked at her side.  She looked at Aranos.  “You’re not planning anything explosive, are you?”
“Not at all,” he assured her.  “I’m just planning to talk.”
“Which means that the explosions will happen of their own accord,” Rhys chuckled.  “The child is right, Liberator.  The Priestess has just cause for concern.”
“Well, I’m hoping my Charisma will help with that.  However, just in case…”  He shifted his active Title to Priest of the Heartstone, which he guessed would be the most impressive one to the dwarves, then took a breath and unleashed his Aura of Grandeur, allowing it to roll over the party.  He watched the effects as it struck them; Mutroda’s gaze on him turned slightly worshipful, while Rhys straightened and smiled at the Sorcerer.  Even Avalyn shook her head, frowning. 
“Whoa,” she said, rubbing her eyes.  “Did you just get taller or something?  And more – ripped?  I’d swear you’re more ripped.”
“He hasn’t changed,” Silma said from Aranos’ side, her smaller wolf form bearing the golden streaks she gained with her Evolution.  “At least, not that I can see, and my sight is much better than yours.”
“It is his Charisma,” Geltheriel said, reaching out and touching Aranos’ arm affectionately.  “I have felt its touch before, and I recognize the sense of it.”  She smiled at him.  “I must say, though, the effect is far more tolerable this time, Oathbinder.  You simply seem more – pleasant to behold.”
“It’s an ability I gained when my Charisma went over 400,” he explained, glancing down at her hand on his arm with minor surprise.  Geltheriel rarely touched anyone, and almost never did it incidentally like that.  He realized that the effects of his aura were both stronger and subtler than he’d suspected.  “It boosts everyone’s attitudes toward me.”
“Useful,” Mutroda nodded.  “Of course, you’re usually useful, Sorcerer, so no surprise there.”
“Thanks,” he said, suppressing a frown.  His aura seemed to be affecting the natives fairly strongly, judging from Geltheriel’s and Mutroda’s behavior.  It also creeped him out a bit; he preferred it when they mocked him, in all honesty. 
Well, I won’t be using this ability very often.
Noting Rhys’ admiring smile, Aranos pushed the door open before the Druid added to his discomfort and entered the large room beyond.  The circular walls stood forty feet apart at their widest, reaching up to a fairly low eight-foot ceiling, with the center of the room dominated by an equally round stone table six feet across.  The Mistress of Skollheld Heill stood before that table, while three other dwarven women sat around it, leaving one empty space that he presumed was for him. 
Tension palpably filled the room.  The three seated women stared at him as he entered; two of them looked cautious but appraising, while the third gazed at him suspiciously.  The honor guards they brought stood behind them, fingering their weapons and eyeing his party darkly.  His Sense Intent skill screamed at him, reminding him how tenuously the peace in the room existed – and how easily a wrong word might shatter it.
As the effect of his aura washed through the room, though, he sensed a subtle shift in the atmosphere.  No one seemed to be awed or terrified of him, which told him that everyone in the room at least had an Advanced Class raised to the middle ranks, if not an Evolved Class.  The two careful-appearing women’s features shifted to something less concerned and more appraising, while the third Priestess’ expression twisted with distaste.  Aranos sighed inwardly, not having considered that aspect of his Aura before.  It shifted the attitudes of anyone in it one step away from Apathetic, which meant if they already disliked him, it made them dislike him even more.  He wondered what happened to push the third woman’s attitude from the Friendly one the dwarves as a whole held toward him down four entire ranks to Suspicious, the least of the negative attitudes. 
Probably no point in wondering.  If the discussion goes on long enough, it’ll probably come up on its own as she gets angrier and angrier.
“Priestesses, let me introduce the Priest of the Heartstone, Aranos Evenshade, Chosen of the Stone,” the Mistress of Heill spoke a bit dramatically.  As she uttered those last words, he saw every dwarven eye in the room dart to his chest, no doubt examining the sigil there, and some of the tension faded.  The unhappy woman’s expression eased, fading back into suspicion but losing its sneer of distaste, while the other two leaned forward, both seeming clearly interested in him.
“So, then, there is a Masterforge in Antas,” one of the women, a copper-headed dwarf with bright blue eyes, spoke musingly.
“Of sorts,” he nodded with a smile.
“Of sorts?” the third woman, a raven-headed Priestess with fiery, orange eyes echoed somewhat mockingly.  “What does that mean?  There either is or there isn’t.  Which is it?”
“When I built the Masterforge in Antas, it upgraded to a Soulforge,” he explained.  “It’s an Evolved form that lets someone add XP to their creations to boost their power and quality.  It also gains bonuses based on its creator; in my case, the forge crafts Redeemed items, increases the number and power of Enchantments an item can take, and boosts the damage and Defense of weapons and armor forged there.”
Silence reigned at the table for moment.  “That – is it something a regular Masterforge could be upgraded to?” the final woman finally demanded, her face slightly awed and her white-blonde braids swaying as she leaned forward.  “Can you make a blueprint of it?  I’d be interested in trading with you for it.”
“So would I,” the copper-haired woman nodded.
“I don’t have one, but I could probably make one.”  He hesitated.  “However, you have to infuse it with Primal mana to create it.  If you have access to that, though, then I’d be happy to discuss it.”
“You have access to Primal mana?” the black-haired dwarf scoffed, rolling her eyes.  “No Priestess since the great Boleatrud has been able to use Primal mana – but you can?”
“I can,” Aranos smiled easily, trying not to let his rising irritation with the woman show.  “However, that’s not really why we’re here…”
“No, it’s not.”  The woman turned toward the Mistress of Skollheld Heill.  “Navitrude, what’s the point of all this?  We all know what’s happening on the surface.  We don’t need to talk about it.”
“Do you, Heggunlyn?” Navitrude – Aranos felt a flash of gratitude to the unhappy Priestess for at least giving him Mutroda’s mother’s name – asked evenly.
“Of course.  The Stone tells us all we need to know.”  She looked at Aranos.  “You started a war on the surface, topsider, and now you expect us to fight it for you.  Is that correct?”
“Not really, no.  The Darkness started the war with the Feast of Virnal.  It’s never ended, and you all know it.”  He looked around the room ostentatiously.  “We won’t speak of the peace that’s held all these years or the price you’ve all had to pay to keep it…”  The Priestesses glanced uncomfortably at one another, but he pressed on.
“That’s the past, and what’s done is done.”  He stood back from the table, only his fingertips touching it.  “You all made choices that you felt were best for your people.  I understand that.”  He leaned forward.  “However, that time is past.  The Darkness marches to war, and that truce no longer holds.”
“Because of you,” Heggunlyn snapped, smacking her hands on the table.
Aranos gave her a calm look.  “Really?  Because of me?”  He looked at the others.  “All I did was reclaim cities that once belonged to the Light and push back the Blight around the Elven Forests.  I didn’t invade the lands of the Shadowborn.  I simply took back what they’d already stolen.  If that was starting a war, then wouldn’t you be starting one every time you mined the Deeps – or rescued dwarves taken by the kongolorns?  All I did was rescue some cities from the Shadowborn.”
“And doomed the surface kingdoms in the process,” the black-haired woman hissed.  She looked at the others.  “The bodakkai have been unleashed once more.  Several cities have fallen already, and the rest won’t be far behind.”  She rose to her feet.  “The surface world is doomed.  The skollhelds will be the last bastion of Light, but only if we remain neutral in this.   We can fortify our gates, and once the slaughter above ends, we can renegotiate a peace, and we can live as we did before all this happened.”
“How would we even go about negotiating with the Darkness?” the copper-headed Priestess asked slowly.
“We’d need a point of contact,” the blonde woman leaned forward, her eyes bright.  “Maybe one of the urukkai, or a Priest of the Dark Pantheon could serve.”  She smiled slyly.  “I’d be happy to do the negotiating, of course.”
“We’d need to prepare our offer carefully,” the redheaded dwarf spoke thoughtfully.  “Do you think they would accept a return to the previous arrangement?”
“Are you three actually suggesting we stand back and watch the Light be driven from the surface world?” Navitrude asked in disbelief, rising from her seat with an outraged expression.  She looked at the platinum blonde Priestess.  “Kasagit, you hold the northernmost Skollheld, surrounded on all sides by destruction and cut off from the other races.  You know better than any what will happen if the Darkness wins.”  She turned toward the copper-headed woman.  “And Yamdesli, Skollheld Ginak lies on the path between two human cities.  If they both fall, you’ll have two armies on your borders.  Do you really think your gates will hold against that?”
“They won’t,” Aranos added, looking around.  “None of your defenses will last when the Shadowborn march on you – and they will.  They’ll isolate you from one another and destroy you piecemeal.  Nightmare Beasts will shatter your gates, and bodakkai will run free in your skollhelds, slaughtering your people.”  He leaned forward.  “Or the kongolorns will attack you en masse, overrunning you from below.”
Yamdesli shook her head.  “That’s never happened before, Evenshade,” she said firmly.  “It can’t, in fact.  The hive queens are too jealous and territorial.  They’d never willingly band together.”
“You’re wrong there, Yamdesli,” Heggunlyn said quietly, her voice angry. “It can happen.  In fact, it’s already happening,”
“What?” the Priestess asked, looking startled for a moment before curiosity filled her eyes.  “What do you mean?  How do you know?”
The black-haired Priestess slumped, suddenly looking defeated.  “Two days ago, we sent a legion out to protect a mining expedition in the Deeps.  It should have been a simple thing; we’ve done it hundreds of times without encountering more than a few dozen of the spiders.”
She took a deep breath.  “The kongolorns wiped us out,” she said softly, blinking rapidly.  “Only a handful of warriors escaped.  They told of an attack by thousands of the creatures, swarming the legion.  The spiders fought not to kill but to capture, ignoring their losses and dragging off every dwarf they could.  We lost a legion and twenty miners that day, and since then, they’ve attacked our Deep Gate almost unceasingly.  We’ve held, but against the numbers we’ve seen – I don’t know how long that will last.”  Her eyes blazed as she looked at Aranos.  “And it’s your fault!” she hissed.
“I grieve for your loss,” Navitrude said gently.  “How is it Lord Evenshade’s fault, though?”
Heggunlyn glared at all of them.  “As you know, kongolorns vary from Hive to Hive,” she said.  “Each queen produces its own unique spawn.  The survivors of the expedition reported that they saw spiders from at least three separate Hives.”  She looked back at Aranos.  “Your war brought them together and sent them against us!” 
She looked around.  “You’ll all see it yourselves, soon enough.  The kongolorns will gather against you, and you’ll be hard-pressed to hold.  Will you strip your skollhelds of defenders and hand them to the kongolorns?”
“If that’s true, Evenshade, then she’s right,” the copper-headed Yamdesli spoke slowly.  “Our own people have to be our priority.”
“Or you could band together and eliminate the kongolorn threat once and for all,” he replied.  He sent a quick mental message to Geltheriel, and the elven warrior stepped forward, holding her hand out over the stone table.  Instantly, the severed head of the kongolorn Queen appeared on it, bringing an outcry from the Priestesses and scrambled activity from the surrounding guards, but Aranos held up a restraining hand.
“Calm down!” he said loudly, allowing a trace of War to blaze from his upraised hand, blanketing the room in its silver glare.  He looked at the guards and tapped his chest with his other hand.  “I speak for the Stone.  Lower your weapons and step back.”  The dwarven males stared at his chest, then at their Priestesses before taking a step back, although they held their weapons at the ready. 
Aranos looked back at the stunned Priestesses.  “This is the head of the queen of the local kongolorn hive,” he told them.  “Before we killed it, we interrogated it and discovered that most of its spawn had been summoned by the dark god Morx.  What you’re saying is true.  All of the hives have gathered…which is an opportunity.”
Aranos let the glow in his hand fade and began walking slowly around the table, fastening his eyes on each of the Priestesses in turn.  “The fact is, the Darkness has already decided to take your skollhelds,” he said.  “The kongolorns will overrun Skollheld Korhl.  The dwarves there will be killed – or captured and used as breeding stock.  With that many victims, the kongolorn numbers will swell into the hundreds of thousands, and they’ll swarm over your skollhelds one by one – or all at once, leaving you no chance to defend yourselves.  They’ll take your people, turn your homes into new Hives – and the dwarven race will cease to exist, except as pain-maddened breeder slaves to the kongolorns.”
Silence filled the room at his words, and they all stared at him in mingled fear and awe.  He stopped at the furthest end of the table and placed his hands on it again.   “That doesn’t have to happen, though.  Individually, no one Skollheld can stand against fifty thousand kongolorns, but the legions of every Skollheld together could protect Skollheld Korhl.  Gathered together, we could drive into the Hive there, kill the queen, and obliterate the kongolorns.  We could all live without the threat of the spiders hanging over our people!”
He straightened once more.  “Before the Feast, all the races of Light stood as one.  The Arcane Doors linked all the cities and skollhelds, and dwarves, elves, and humans traveled freely from one land to another.  When the Darkness imperiled one race, all the armies gathered as one to face the threat, driving it back.   We lived, loved, and fought as one, not as individual cities or races.
“And that’s what the Darkness really took from us with the Feast,” he shook his head.  “Not just our cities or even our lives but our unity.  Our brotherhood.  The Darkness convinced all of you that your only safety was to retreat behind your gates and shut out even those of your own kind.  By living under the truce, cowering beneath the threat of the Darkness’ retaliation, all you’ve done is hand the Darkness the victory it really wanted.”
He held up a hand, and dark mana swept out from him, blanketing the room in blackness.  The guards and Priestesses cried out in dismay once more, but he pulled up a strand of light mana, and its soft glow spread out from him, pushing back the darkness and revealing the dwarves’ shocked and dismayed faces. 
“To overcome darkness, light simply has to shine,” he said.  “So long as the light keeps holding it back, the darkness can never achieve ascendancy.”  The radiance grew brighter, and several of the dwarves squinted or looked away from its brilliance.  “All I’ve done is shine a brighter light into places covered by darkness, and the Darkness had no choice but to flee.”  He let the luminance lapse, plunging the room back into shadow. 
“The only way for the Darkness to win is for the Light to fail.  If the Light stops fighting, the Darkness succeeds.”  He swept his hand and the darkness Spell aside, revealing the room once more, then leaned over the table.
“The elves and humans will fight,” he said firmly.  “A human army came to the defense of the elves of Eredain, and the dwarves of Skollheld Heill stood beside them.  The elven armies are in human lands even now, ready to defend them in the name of the Light.  They won’t fail; they’ll stand against the Darkness, and the Darkness will smash itself to pieces against them.”
“What about you?” he asked them quietly.  “Will you fail, and let the Darkness win?  Will you cower in your homes and wait for the Darkness to creep inside and destroy you?  Will you surrender to the Darkness once more, begging for its mercy and hoping not to be enslaved or turned into cattle?”
He let strands of all three of his Primal Aspects trickle forth, filling his body.  Silver and gold fire swirled around him, mixed with the indescribable glow of Ascension, bathing the room in its radiance.  “Or will you stand with me and fight?” he asked, straightening.  “Join with us, and let the races of the Light stand again as one.  Help us shatter the Darkness and drive it out of the Lands of the Light.”
As his mana rose, Redemption snarled and strained within him, practically begging to be unleashed.  Aranos suppressed a frown; usually, Redemption only behaved that way in the presence of Corruption, and he’d Redeemed Skollheld Heill.  Corruption couldn’t gain a foothold, here.  His eyes narrowed.
Unless, of course, someone brought it with them.
He reached silently out with his Lifesense, testing the room.  His skill could tell the difference between Shadowborn and Lightborn, and he hoped that meant he could feel Corruption, as well.  His senses touched Geltheriel first, and he winced imperceptibly.  Corruption coiled within her body, struggling to overtake her despite all her efforts to suppress and ignore it.  It blanketed her in a haze of shadow, but he felt the strong pulse of her life beneath that pall, holding it back and away from her thoughts. 
Navitrude shone like a beacon in his mind, the brilliance no doubt a side effect of her Bond to the Redeemed Stone of Heill.  Kasagit and Yamdesli felt impure, though; Corruption didn’t fill either, the way it did Geltheriel, but its grip left shadowy stains on their essences.  Heggunlyn, though…
He winced as his Lifesense touched her.  Corruption swirled throughout the woman, almost blanketing her with its touch.  The Darkness hadn’t Befouled her, the way it had Geltheriel, but it felt like the dwarf walked that line. 
No wonder she’s so angry and unhappy.  I wonder if it’s from her actions – or if that’s her Bond with the Stone?  Is the Stone of Korhl really that touched by Darkness?
He looked at the Corrupted woman steadily.  “We can defeat the Darkness.  We’ll drive the kongolorns from your Skollheld and obliterate the nest there.  Then, our combined forces will march to the human city of Avendale and face the Darkness alongside the humans and elves.  We’ll drive the Shadowborn into the sea and shatter their assault.
“I’ve already started freeing the Arcane Doors,” he said, gesturing toward the door to the room.  “Once I’m done, the bodakkai threat ends.  Together, we can retake and rebuild the lands of the Light.  We can reclaim lost skollhelds, open up new mines, and destroy the remaining hives.  You won’t have to live in fear of the Darkness any more, and all you have to do is stand with me against the Shadowborn.  Fight for the Stone in the name of the Light, and remind the Darkness why the dwarven legions are something to be feared!”
The surrounding dwarves stared at him in awe, their gazes fastened on his left breast.  He glanced down to see the sigil on his chest glowing brightly enough that its light shone through his shirt, telling them all that he spoke for the Stone. 
Kasagit rose to her feet and dropped to one knee.  “Skollheld Brahk will join you, Priest,” she said, lowering her head.  “Our lands border on the Vale of Shadows, the deadliest of the fallen realms, and we’ve lived beneath its threat for too long.  We’ll stand if there’s a chance to throw this yoke off forever.”
“As will Skollheld Ginak,” Yamdesli added, also dropping to one knee.  “You speak for the Stone, Priest, just as the great Boleatrud did so long ago.  You even wear her regalia.”  She gestured at the armband fastened to his skin.  “Lead, and we’ll follow.  It’s time for the Stone to fight for the Light once more.”
“We will not!” Heggunlyn said angrily, rising to her feet and smacking her hand against the table.  “You’re all deluded if you think you have any chance of winning!”  Her voice turned pleading.  “We can convince the Darkness to end this,” she said.  “It doesn’t want us; it wants Evenshade – and Skollheld Heill, which he’s infected.  If we agree to stand back and let the surfacers and Heill fall, we can sue for a new peace…”
The other three Priestesses stared at the raven-haired woman, their expressions aghast.   “Heggunlyn, are you suggesting we sacrifice our own people, hoping to save ourselves?” Yamdesli gasped.  “That’s – unthinkable!”
“Even I wouldn’t suggest that,” Kasagit shook her head.  “Heggunlyn, we can’t bargain with things we don’t own, and the lives of the Navitrude’s people aren’t ours to give away.”
“How dare you?” Navitrude said angrily.  “Heggunlyn, have you taken leave of your senses?  For that, I should cast you out of my Skollheld and leave you to the mercies of the kongolorns…”  She fell quiet as Aranos held up a cautioning hand. 
“It’s not her fault, Navitrude,” he said evenly, keeping the pity from his voice.  He looked at the others.  “She’s not the one talking right now; at least, not really.  The Darkness is whispering in her ear.”
“What are you implying?” Heggunlyn snapped.  “Are you saying that I’ve turned to the Darkness, topsider?”
“Yes.  That’s exactly what I’m saying – but I don’t think you did it willingly.”  He turned to the other three.  “Do you all agree that I speak for the Stone in this?”
“Of course, Evenshade,” Yamdesli nodded, gesturing to his glowing chest.  “The Mark proves it.  You speak with the voice of the Stone.”
“Agreed,” Kasagit said.  “In this, you speak for the Stone, Priest.”
He looked around at the dwarven warriors.  “And the rest of you?  Do you agree?”  The men looked around, then one of them dropped to a knee, his head bowed.  “You speak for the Stone,” the man grumbled.  Another followed suit, until every dwarven male knelt around him – even Heggunlyn’s honor guard. 
The raven-haired woman looked at the others, her eyes blazing.  “Stand, you idiots!” she hissed.  “He’s a topsider!  He’s the reason our warriors died…”
“No, Priestess,” one of her followers shook his head.  “The kongolorns killed our warriors.”  The man gestured at the head lying on the table.  “He avenged them, in true dwarven fashion.  He speaks for the Stone.”  The man lowered his head once more, and Aranos nodded, raising one hand.
“Heggulyn’s anger isn’t hers,” he said firmly.  “It’s being forced on her, but I think I can fix it.  Will you let me try?”
“Cast a Spell on me, Evenshade, and Skollheld Korhl will join the war – by marching against Skollheld Antas,” she said icily, raising her own hands.  “I’m not afraid of you, or your army…”  She fell silent as Aranos’ Damping Field snapped around her, freezing her in place.  The warriors behind her fidgeted nervously, but they glanced at the glowing sigil on Aranos’ chest and remained still.
“Heggunlyn, I’m not going to harm you,” he said as he stepped close, forging his Eldritch Armor as he did.  He knew that Wizards – or Priestesses of the Stone, which were the same thing – could learn to cast Spells with nothing but thought, the way he could.  He didn’t know if Heggunlyn possessed that skill, but it seemed safer to assume she did. 
“In fact, if this works, I think you’ll thank me for it,” he added.  He placed his hand on her chest, just above her heart, and closed his eyes.  He reached out mentally and felt his new Bond with Ilyrana and Elred Aethel, testing it.  The link still felt oddly similar to his Soulmending skill – and if it was, then he might be able to use that skill to purify the Corrupted Stone whose will drove the enraged Priestess.
Redemption surged through him, leaping eagerly forth toward the dwarf, but he reined it in.  He didn’t know what sort of damage the golden fire might do to the woman, but he knew that Redemption cared only about destroying Corruption, no matter the cost.  Left to its own devices, the aureate flame would obliterate both the Corruption and its vessel and consider itself victorious.  His mind flashed back to when he’d first developed his Compassionate Renewal Spell and he’d tried to Redeem some ursusz cubs.  The flames of Redemption seared the Corruption from their flesh – and killed them in the process.  Redemption didn’t concern itself with things like life or death; it only cared about destroying Corruption.  Only his compassion reined the Primal force in – that and his will.
Aranos clamped tightly down on the fiery power, holding it in check.  You serve my will, he thought grimly at it.  I don’t serve yours.  Redemption twisted and struggled to free itself, and he strained to hold it in place for a long second.  At last, it fell still, acknowledging his mastery over it, and he allowed it to carefully flow out into the woman as he cast Needed Reclamation.
Power streamed into Heggunlyn, filling her body with golden fire.  The flames tore at the Corruption within her, searing it free of her flesh.  Even as his Spell shredded the Corruption, though, it reformed, flowing from deep within her.  He followed that current, obliterating the shadow strands as he passed them, delving into the depths of the woman.  As he did, he activated Soulmending, reaching out with his skill and touching her very soul. 
Redemption flowed down that new link, as well, leaping forth to purify the woman’s essence of corruption.  Heggunlyn trembled in agony in the grip of his Damping Field, and he felt her magic tearing at her bindings, trying desperately to disjoin his Spell.  He gripped it firmly in his thoughts, then raced down the soul connection, slipping into the core of the Priestess.  He located her Bond to the Stone easily enough; in his mental vision, it loomed like a dark, shadowy cancer in her soul.  He took a deep mental breath and plunged into the link, following it back to the Corrupted Stone.
Power lashed and tore at him from all sides as he entered the Stone.  Claws of energy ripped at his thoughts, stunning him for a moment, while dark images of blood, death, and pain assaulted his mind.  The Stone’s power tossed him about like a cork in a storm-filled ocean, and he quailed at the enormity of the Heart’s strength.  Desperately, he pulled a larger strand of Redemption through the link, wrapping himself in it and holding back the Stone’s fury.  A golden shell snapped into place around him, driving the Darkness from his thoughts, but even as he watched, the radiance dimmed as the Stone pressed against it, battering relentlessly at his barrier. 
He reached back within himself, grasping for strands of War to reinforce the shield protecting him, then paused.  War might drive the Stone back, but it might also try to destroy it.  He didn’t know if his Domain had that much power, but he couldn’t risk obliterating or even damaging the skollheld’s Heart.  Redemption alone lacked the fury and power to hold back the Stone’s rage, but War’s fury might be too much for the Stone to handle. 
Instead, he dragged Ascension from his depths and fed it into the shield surrounding him.  The pink-blue energy coursed into his shield, flowing through it, but it didn’t rise alone.  He swore silently as a strand of War rose unbidden with Ascension, flowing into the shield.  Gold and silver fires raged at one another, battling each other as much as the surrounding Darkness, but Aranos seized the energy and held it in his grasp.  Both forces struggled to escape, nearly slipping his mental grip, and he realized he couldn’t hold them at bay for long.  Each Primal Aspect wanted to follow its nature, both wishing to destroy everything around them, and he struggled to bend them to his will.
He wearily wove Ascension mana into the shield in a last-ditch attempt to protect both himself and the Stone.  In his depths, Ascension seemed to bridge War and Redemption, separating them and keeping them from mixing.  He hoped that it could do the same in his constructs; if it failed, then he’d have to withdraw before his Spell collapsed and travel through the Arcane Door to Skollheld Korhl and Redeem it in person.  That might require him to fight his way to the Altar of Stone, though, and the whole point was to save dwarven lives, not spend them.
He wound the threads of Ascension like he would an Enchantment or spell-form, using them to corral, separate, and contain the twin powers of War and Redemption.  The gold and silver flames fought to escape, battering at the webs of Ascension holding them in place, but the green-silver boundaries held against their assaults.  Threads of Ascension reached out into the Stone, twisting around the storms and eddies of energy and guiding the powers of War and Redemption, giving them channels to flow past the Stone’s fury into its depths.  The Stone battered at his steadily shrinking defenses, but he ignored the danger; Redeeming the Heart would end its assault, and he’d gain nothing by weathering its rage without restoring it. 
His shield shattered, and the Stone’s anger descended on him once more, tearing at his thoughts.  He endured the agony, his Fortitude skill allowing his mind to stay focused even as visions of torment and Darkness filled his consciousness.  At last, his Spell reached the edges of the Stone, and he unleashed it, allowing the power to flood the Heart.
Redemption rolled outward from the Spell, searing its way into the Heart, guided by curling strands of Ascension.  Darkness rose to meet it with a silent roar of denial, slamming into his fire and holding it at bay with a seamless, perfect wall that offered no purchase for the Spell to attack it.  In response, spears of War lashed out and pierced the Darkness, tearing holes in its smooth solidity.  Redemption flowed into those chinks, ripping them wider and shredding the Darkness until it shattered and fled before his power.  The Spell flowed outward, churning through the Stone, War destroying the Darkness’ attempts to resist while Redemption shredded the strands of Corruption. 
At last, the Spell faded, and Aranos felt the glowing, golden purity of the Stone surrounding him.  He also sensed its pain; War’s passage wounded the Stone, leaving rents and gashes within it.  He reached out with his Heartweaving skill, the wounded Stone too weak to intervene as he smoothed over those injuries, healing the damage he’d caused.
My thanks, Sorcerer, the Stone sent him tiredly.  You have freed me from the Darkness.  You have my gratitude.
I appreciate it, but what I need is your warriors, Aranos replied silently.  The kongolorns gather…
Yes, I see the truth of it in your thoughts.  We will fight for the Light once more, Sorcerer, as we did so long ago.  The dwarves will follow your banner, and at last, the races of the Light will stand against the Darkness as one.




Epilogue

Lily approached the entrance to Elred Aethel and froze in amazement.  She’d never been to the city before, but she was pretty damn sure the huge stone wall guarding it wasn’t normal.  The barrier glowed a sickly silver and gold mix that made her ill just seeing, and armored elves manned it, stopping everyone who entered and questioning them closely. 
Well, shit.  What the fuck is this about?  She’d never gotten more than a cursory examination before entering a city, human or elven.  The assholes all relied on their wards to keep people like her out, not an in-depth examination.  She wasn’t sure if she could pass one; at least, she might not have before the trip north from Cyva Alari. 
Her new lugarak disciple turned out to be a fucking gold mine.  The thing knew all about dark magic, and it taught her not just a new Spell or two, but entirely new forms of magic she’d never considered before.  Her Soulbinding ability let her enslave people, but it had hard limits: she had to basically beat them into submission before she could bind them, and it didn’t work on Travelers.  Domination mana, though, worked on anyone, and as a fucking vampire, she got bonuses to casting it. 
So, when she approached the gate and a guard stood before her, she activated one of her new Spells, Hypnotic Gaze. 
“Hold,” the elf said imperiously, obviously Inspecting her.  “State your name, point of origin, and reason for traveling to Elred Aethel.”
“My name is Ruvyn of House Morsalor,” she said in the deep voice of the man whose form she’d stolen on her way to the city.  Her voice sounded richer and fuller in her ears as she spoke, and the elf stiffened as her Spell wormed its way into his head.  Hypnotic Gaze didn’t give her active control of someone, but it made everything she said sound like the gospel truth to any asshole who couldn’t resist it. 
“Welcome to Elred Aethel,” the elf said, his face a bit blank.  “What brings you to our city?”
“The bodakkai move this way, and I and my family fled to escape them,” she said, forcing the stupid formal words from her mouth.  She hated how elves talked, but if she started swearing and using contractions, even her Spell wouldn’t hide her identity.  She looked down, adopting a sad expression.  “Alas, I alone survived to reach your gates.”
The soldier nodded solemnly.  “My condolences for your loss.”  He stepped aside.  “Be welcome in our city, and may you find peace within its sheltering embrace.”
“My thanks for your kindness,” she sighed as she walked past the man, deactivating her Spell.  The guard’s Wisdom had to be shit for her Spell to work so well and so easily, but then, guards weren’t really known for being super wise.  In her opinion, if they were, they wouldn’t be standing around guarding shit they could be taking for themselves. 
She waited until her turn came to step into the teleport gate and stared at the mark carved into the wall to make sure she didn’t get dizzy during the transport.  Blue light rose around her, but she ignored it.  When she’d first used one of these things, she’d been impressed as fuck.  Now, though, she could teleport all by herself, which took a lot of the fun out of it.  Sure, she couldn’t make a room like the one she stood in, but who the hell really wanted to spend all their time crafting when they could be killing shit, anyway?
She waited while the world reformed around her – and staggered, almost falling.  Golden energy swept over her, washing through her body in a wave of fiery pain.  She grunted and nearly fell as her muscles trembled with sudden weakness, bringing a few curious glances from everyone around her.  She forced herself to stand erect, checking her status as she walked clumsily out of the gate and hissing in dismay. 
What the hell?  All my Physical Stats are cut in half, and so are my LP, SP, and Stamina pools!  What the actual fuck is this? 
A moment later, a flashing, red notification appeared to answer her question.
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Warning!
You have entered Redeemed Ground.
Redemption Points: 1/hour
Effects:
-50% to all Physical Stats, LP, SP, and Stamina.
-25% to all Opposed Checks and Skill use.
Corrupted Spells and Abilities automatically fail.
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Fucking Aranos! she swore silently.  I know he did this!  He Redeemed this damn city!
As she walked around, she saw more signs of the Sorcerer’s intervention.  Soldiers roamed the streets, far more than she’d ever seen in an elven city before.  Guards manned gates that probably normally stood open and unwatched, their eyes searching as people passed through.  Everywhere she looked, Elred Aethel showed signs of mobilization; the Sorcerer reinforced the damn city before she could take it somehow. 
She stopped and bought a carafe of hot wine from a local vendor and sat down, thinking hard.  She didn’t give a shit about the Redemption Points; her Wisdom sat well over 300, so she’d have to hang out in the city for days to see a noticeable effect from them.  That wasn’t the issue; the problem was that she’d come here to weaken the city with a Corrupt Spell to make it easier to take, and that wasn’t going to work anymore.  She couldn’t open the Arcane Door without sacrifices, and she’d run out of those in Northmoor opening the stupid Door in Ulethelas.  That meant she needed to either take Elred Aethel the hard way – which could take weeks, the way Aranos reinforced it – or find another way to get inside. 
Maybe I can get the energy to open the Arcane Door myself, she mused.  If I kill enough of these elves, that should be the same as sacrificing them, right?  Even with my lowered Stats, I should be able to kill a few hundred of them, easy.  Then, I can open the Door and kill these fuckers from inside!
She stood up, leaving her wine mostly untouched.  She preferred something stronger, but in all honesty, ever since she turned undead alcohol just didn’t do it for her.  Her poison immunity meant she couldn’t get drunk, and even the best liquor couldn’t hold a candle to the taste of fresh, warm blood, especially if its container screamed and fought while she drained them.  In fact, just walking around among the elves made her mouth water; she could smell all that hot blood waiting to be devoured, and part of her wanted to start grabbing people and ripping into them right there in the middle of the street.  The thought of painting the wood with all that blood, the screams of terror and cries of pain, the feeling as an elven heart pumped its last drops of blood…
She shivered as her fangs started to extend, but she mastered herself in time.  She was pretty sure that once she revealed herself, the whole city would attack her, and she didn’t think she could fight all of them.  Well, she probably could, but she’d have to use her magic and hit-and-run tactics, and that wouldn’t give her the blood and souls she needed.  She’d have to prepare the Arcane Door, first; only then could she cut loose and rip into the elves, hoping to kill enough of them to open the Door before she either had to flee or got killed herself. 
She didn’t know where the Arcane Door in the city was, but in the other elven cities, the Door was in a big square of some sort.  Well, all except Haerobel, and Haerobel was fucked up in lots of ways, so it probably didn’t count.  She figured the same would be true in Elred Aethel, and squares like that tended to be in the middle of the city.  She headed inward, passing through a gate into the deeper part of the city without incident.  The guards glanced at her, but none stopped her or gave her a second look, and she forced herself not to smirk.
Stupid elves always make the same mistake.  They think their wards are great, so once you get through them, they don’t do anything to stop you from moving around.
As she walked deeper into the city, though, something felt off.  The air seemed oddly thick and a little harder to breathe, and just walking made her Stamina drop slightly.  She had over a thousand Stamina even with the penalties, so it wasn’t a big deal, but it didn’t normally go down just from her walking around.  She wondered if that might be an effect of her lowered Stats and slowed a bit, hoping to offset the gradual loss.
The further into the city she walked, though, the worse the Stamina drain hit her.  Even worse, it felt like her ass had the worst case of hay fever she’d ever encountered.  Her eyes burned and watered, her nose ran freely, and she sneezed constantly.  Her lungs ached with each breath, and her Stamina dropped even when she stood still.  Her skin itched, and she fought the urge to dig at it.  The elves nearby gave her a wide berth, staring at her curiously and a bit suspiciously, and she figured it’d be worse if she started clawing at her arms.
When she stepped out into a large square, though, the itching and burning overcame her restraint, and she started rubbing her arms vigorously.  The air burned like fire in her lungs, and when she coughed, a glob of blood stained her hand.  Her LP crept downward with each second, and her feet felt leaden as she trudged forward, staring at the sight before her. 
She had a feeling she’d found the Arcane Door.  She couldn’t tell, though, because someone built a big-ass wooden fort on one side of the square, blocking the view of whatever lay behind.  More importantly, a dozen glowing trees grew around the square, seeming to rise directly out of the wooden branch beneath her feet.  The trees looked kind of like pine trees, except their bark gleamed like a new penny and their needles shone like sunlight.  The light of them stabbed at her eyes and felt like fire against her skin, and that sensation more than anything reminded her that she’d seen them before.  Aranos grew one once to protect his base outside Antas, before he took the city, and that one tree wiped out an undead patrol and nearly killed her.  She’d gotten stronger, of course, but the asshole had grown a dozen of the damn things.  She had to get the hell out of Dodge in a hurry, or she’d be off to respawn. 
She turned to leave the square and found a line of elven soldiers standing behind her, pointing their weapons at her.  She glanced to either side and saw more of the damn guards moving to flank her.  A group of heavily armored soldiers left the fort and jogged toward her, completing her entrapment.  She snarled as she realized that the assholes somehow knew her ass was in the city and let her get to the square, probably because they knew even the damn air there would kill her eventually. 
Well, then, I’ll just have to kill them, first, she thought, summoning her mana.  Before she could cast a Spell, though, woody vines erupted from the wood beneath her and wrapped around her legs, nearly knocking her over.  She tried to pull herself free as the tendrils twined over her hips and across her chest, grabbing her arms and pinning them in front of her.  More vines tangled around her neck and wrapped across her mouth, gagging her, and in a moment, she stood completely immobilized.
Panic raced through her as she struggled vainly to escape.  Lily hated being trapped; that feeling of helplessness struck at the very core of her, the terror of it clearing all thought from her mind.  She thrashed and squirmed, wiggled and clawed, even bit down on the thick vine in her mouth, but nothing affected the restraints in the least.
“You must be the Traveler, Lily,” a voice spoke, and Lily’s eyes darted over to see an older elf woman step out from between two soldiers, examining Lily’s predicament.  The elf looked Lily up and down appraisingly, and Lily renewed her struggles.  She’d seen looks like that before, the look someone gave her when all they saw was a body to be used.
“Elder Evenshade warned that you might attempt to enter the city,” the older woman continued, stepping closer to the trapped undead.  The elf looked at her curiously.  “I wonder how you managed it in Ulethelas and Cyva Alari.  Your wrongness and Darkness screamed at me the moment you stepped onto the teleport gate.  Perhaps that is a side effect of the High Elder Redeeming the city; compared to its perfection, your Corruption is obvious.”
Great, now the bitch is going to give me a speech telling me how she found me, Lily thought with a silent laugh.  God, I hate cliches in games! 
That stray thought, inane as it was, cut through Lily’s panic like a hot knife.  She glanced at her status; her LP kept dropping, and she fell to 10% of her Stamina.  She needed to get the hell out of here, and she needed to do it fast.  Her thoughts spun crazily in her head, screaming at her to break free, to curse, to do something to strike at the person binding her, and she felt the edges of panic returning.  She focused her thoughts for a moment, though, and relaxed the restraints on her Domain, allowing Madness to erupt outward and wash over the surrounding elves. 
The older woman stopped her ridiculous blather as Madness struck her.  She staggered but remained upright; most of the elves beyond her dropped to their knees or curled up in a fetal position as Madness whispered in their ears, trying to bring them closer to its embrace.  The woman stepped back, raising her hands, but Lily struck first, gathering her mana and flinging it out as a wave of purple fire.  At least, that’s what she intended, but instead a thousand fiery brands burst from her skin and lashed at everyone around her, slapping and searing elven flesh.  She laughed as she watched; what she wanted didn’t much matter, so long as elves screamed and burned, and they did. 
The older woman spread her hands, and a wave of intense cold struck the area, freezing Lily’s flaming brands and shattering them, but the damage had been done.  Lily tensed her muscles, and the scorched vines enclosing her tore, freeing her from their grip.  She flung a barrage of glittering missiles at the elf’s face, but the woman gestured, and a gleaming wall appeared before her, battering aside the attack with ease.  She gestured again, and lightning ripped from her hands, winding about Lily and searing her skin before the undead managed to raise her own shield to block them.
“Yield, minion of Darkness,” the elf demanded, seemingly unaffected by Lily’s Domain.  “I am Ilyrana, Elder of Elred Aethel, and this is my city.  You will never defeat me here!”  The elf raised her hands again, and an honest-to-fucking-God tornado of fire rose from her, sweeping towards Lily and shattering her shield but dissipating in the process.
The bitch is right, Lily realized with a grimace.  She’s got an entire city’s energy to draw on, and it looks like it protects her from my Domain somehow.  I’m already hurt, the air is fucking killing me every second, and I don’t have the Stamina to just rip her limb from limb.  I have to get the hell out of here.
She raised her hand and lashed out at the woman, hurling a gout of black fire that struck the elf’s shield and sputtered out.  At the same moment, though, she lifted her other hand aloft and flung a blast of power into the air overhead.  Darkness spread across the square, and bolts of black energy rained down from it, striking cowering elves randomly.  Lily knew the Spell wouldn’t last – already, those stupid trees and their light started to tear apart the dark cloud – but it forced the older woman to choose between attacking Lily or stopping the Spell from killing more elves.  Predictably, the woman snapped her hand out toward the Spell, and Lily felt powerful energies ripping and tearing at it.  She let the Spell drop, but as she did, flaming wings sprouted from her back, and she leaped backward, taking to the air. 
She winged through the city, blasting past fortifications and striking out at every elf she could.  The city itself struck back at her, flinging spikes of wood, lashing out with thick vines, and erecting wooden barriers in her path.  She burned through these, keeping her Domain fully active to force the city’s defenders to cower as she passed.  She hurled blasts of flame at buildings, sent gales of ice and lightning roaring over cowering elves, and lashed out with voidfire at every opportunity.  She raced higher, heading for the shimmering wards that covered the city.  They hardened before her, but she sped directly at them. 
At the last minute, she shifted into shadows and flung herself at the wards.  Her skin burned and broiled as she passed through them, but like most cities, Elred’s protections served to keep things out, not in.  While they struck at her as she slipped through, they lacked the force to really harm her, and she flashed into solid form on the other side, laughing as elven arrows twisted aside on entering her Domain or shattered against her shield.  She flipped onto her back and flipped double middle fingers at the city’s defenders as she sped off into the forest, heading for her armies. 
Elred Aethel would still fall, but she’d need a bigger army to make it happen – or a lot more power.  That meant she needed more souls to harvest, and all the souls she could think of were in human lands.  She had to get back to Northmoor and open the Arcane Door there; with that many bodakkai, she could march directly on Stoneleague and maybe even Antas.  She could cut Aranos off from two of his cities and take the Library of Antas for herself, use its knowledge to grow stronger, and destroy the Sorcerer’s armies and cities with ease.  First, though, she needed some sacrifices, which meant she needed her army to spread out and scour the elven forest for refugees. 
She raced over the forests, but even at her best speed, it took her two hours before the first part of her army spread out below her like a mass of crawling ants.  Her bodakkai didn’t march or step in precision; they swarmed toward their goal, catching and devouring anything in their path as they did.  They ate anything edible, Shadowborn or not, and despoiled everything that wasn’t, avoiding only the huge, living Blight trees that attacked anything nearby as fiercely as the bodakkai themselves did.  She supposed that she could force the creatures to tromp along the way armies were supposed to, but their chaotic, scrambling advance that left devastation in its wake suited her at a deep level. 
She flitted to the center of her army, where the fallen Wizard Cailu and Melicent, once the Archmage of Northmoor, walked along with General Highcliff, the overall commander of her forces.  The three undead creatures watched her coming with hate-filled eyes, and she knew that if they ever got a chance, they’d happily kill her and feast on her blood the way she had on theirs. 
Of course, I’m never giving them that fucking chance, am I? 
As she landed, her tame lugarak disciple came forward, bowing its head low to her.  “Dark Mistress, what news of the city?”
Lily growled, backhanding the monster and sending it flying.  She knew the thing let her do that – she’d seen it crush stone in its bare hands – but its fawning meekness eased her mood a bit.  It let her beat the shit out of it because it didn’t have a choice; if she wanted to, she could send it back to the damn Pit, and it knew it. 
“Are the city’s defenses stronger than expected?” Highcliff asked, his voice filled with dark joy.  She turned and glared at him, and he cowered back – she’d punished him for less insolence than that before, after all – but she decided to let it go.  She’d punish him later, when he least expected it.  She’d enjoy surprise mingled with the pain and terror she planned to inflict on him.
“Yes,” she answered simply.  “That fucking Aranos Redeemed the city and planted some sort of shiny trees that burned my skin and made it hard to breathe.”
“Zosdyxek, Dark Mistress,” the lugarak groaned, rising to its feet as if she’d hurt it, even though she knew she didn’t.  “The Sun trees.  They will burn your bodakkai, as well, should they breathe of the pollen.”
Lily grunted; she’d guessed that fucking much, and knowing the damn things’ names didn’t help her.  “Whatever.  All that matters is we need either more bodakkai or more power – and in either case, that means more sacrifices.” 
All three of her vampires’ eyes lit up at that, as she knew they would.  The damn things hadn’t eaten in days, and she knew they fucking hungered.  Hell, she did, too – she hadn’t gotten to eat anything in Elred Aethel, and she missed the taste of elf blood – but thanks to Madness, her thirst didn’t control her the way it did them.  Left to their own devices, the three would slaughter every elf between the army and the city and leave none for her to sacrifice. 
“Calm the fuck down,” she snapped at them, and the three winced and dropped their gazes servilely.  “I need sacrifices, which means they have to be killed the right way.” 
“Of course, Mistress,” Melicent bowed.  “I recall the process from Northmoor…” 
Lily backhanded the fawning Wizard, knocking her to the ground, then dragged her back to a standing position.  “You fuckers slaughtered them in Northmoor without bothering to follow the procedures, and I lost half the damn souls.  If you’d done it right, I’d have had enough energy to open the Doors in Ulethelas and Elred Aethel, and we wouldn’t be in this fucking mess!”
She tossed the woman on the ground and pointed a finger at Highcliff.  “I want every elf we can find captured and brought here, not killed,” she instructed.  “We’re doing this fucking right this time, or I’ll see if you and your kind can count as fucking sacrifices, got it?”
“Yes, Mistress,” he bowed low, his eyes burning with hate once more.  That was fine; Lily understood hate.  She could deal with her followers hating her guts, so long as they still feared and obeyed her.  Of course, a little reward never hurt, either.
“Do a good job, and I’ll give you each some of the captives to feed on,” she added.  “I might even allow you to make your own minions, so you can have bitches to boss around the way I’ve got you.”  Their eyes gleamed at that thought, and she knew that they’d obey her, now.  Technically, the assholes always had to obey her, but they tended to find ways to twist her orders and try to get around them, and she honestly couldn’t be bothered to work out foolproof instructions. 
“Dark Mistress, there may be another way,” the lugarak spoke, drawing her gaze back to the creature. 
“What do you mean?” she demanded.
“Just as you have learned to draw on the living essences of your bodakkai to gain magical power, there is a way to devour their spiritual essences to gain the energy required to open the Arcane Doors,” it replied, its head bowed low.
“What?” she demanded, grabbing it and pulling it close, her eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Wait, I thought only mortal souls could open an Arcane Door!”
“The bodakkai were once mortal souls that traveled to the Pit, Dark Mistress.  The Darkness of the Pit envelops them, however, rendering those souls unusable for magic in this realm.”
“Then why the fuck would you say something like that?” she demanded as fury rose unbidden in her.  She tossed the lugarak to the ground, then hurled a volley of glowing, green darts at the prone creature, tearing holes in its flesh. 
The bodakkai groaned but made no attempt to defend itself.  “It – it is possible to separate the Darkness of the Pit from their souls, Dark Mistress,” it said in a pain-stricken voice.  “That would render their souls fitting power sources for your mortal Spells.”
Lily frowned, staring at the creature.  “If that’s true, the bodakkai could spread like a fucking plague,” she observed.  “So, why the hell didn’t they during the Feast?”
“It did not serve the Darkbringer’s purpose, Dark Mistress.  Now, though, she wishes to see the Light exterminated, and she has granted me this knowledge to share with you.”
Is it right? she demanded silently to the spirit of Madness in her brain.
It – it may be possible, the manir said slowly.  If it is, only the Bloodmistress herself would have such knowledge, but she is known to grant it to her servants at need.
“Show me,” she demanded eagerly.  “If we can sacrifice a thousand bodakkai to open a Door and gain ten thousand more, it’s a fucking sweet deal.”
“Of course, Dark Mistress.”  The lugarak rose back to its feet and stepped over to her, placing its hand on her head.  “As before, relax your thoughts and join them to mine.”
The first time the damn thing tried to teach her magic like this, Lily had been suspicious, and she only allowed it because she knew nothing could control her thoughts anymore.  As it turned out, learning magic by having the Spells placed in your mind hurt like fuck but took a lot less time than learning them the hard way.  The monster could straight-out implant the Spell in her skull, and instantly, she knew how to cast it, just like that.  It left her with a nasty headache, but she welcomed the pain along with the power it gave her. 
She once again felt the alien presence of the lugarak’s mind pressing against hers, its thoughts as dark and bloody as her own but its senses strange and incomprehensible.  She relaxed, allowing its knowledge to flow into her, and felt the power of its mind rush into her.  The energy rose, whispering in her thoughts, rising by the second.  She waited for it to recede, but to her shock, the sense of its presence reached out and wrapped around her mind, swelling into enormity in an instant. 
A vast Darkness enveloped her, and she instinctively lashed out at it, striking with her will and the power of Madness.  She tore small wounds in the looming presence, but it ignored its injuries and pressed tighter around her thoughts.  She screamed in panic and rage, flailing wildly as the titanic power cocooned her mind completely, then seemed to hold it aloft, staring at everything she was with a single, unblinking eye.
What are you doing? Lily screamed silently as she struggled futilely.  Release me!  I command it!
FOOLISH CHILD, a voice that filled Lily’s existence rumbled in reply, and the Summoner wept beneath the malice and hatred in its words.  I AM VIRNAL DARKBRINGER, MISTRESS OF THE DARKNESS.  NONE COMMAND ME!  NOW, WATCH AS I USE YOUR TOOLS TO THEIR GREATEST EFFECT!
Lily stared helplessly as the presence took control of her body and turned to look at her minions.  She could see out her eyes, hear through her ears, and feel everything that happened to her, but nothing she did allowed her to exert the tiniest modicum of control.  The dark goddess trapped Lily in her own fucking body.
“I was wrong,” her voice spoke without her will, halting the vampires.  “You want blood and death?  I’ll give them to you.  You have an hour to slaughter every living thing you can find before we return to Northmoor and march on Stoneleague.  Once we breach their walls, you’ll have all the blood, death, and pain you can ask for.”
Lily watched helplessly as her minions darted off to feed.  She railed and shrieked mindlessly, struggling to escape, but after a few minutes, she regained her control as Madness whispered in her thoughts once more.
You can free yourself with time, the manir hissed in her ear.  You must have patience, though, and seize your moment when it comes.  You’ve done that before, and it gained you your freedom, remember?
She did remember.  She’d pretended to be broken and passive, watched for her moment, and when her asshole stepfather finally relaxed his guard, she’d killed him and escaped.  Why are you helping me? she asked suspiciously.  Isn’t she your boss?
None rule Madness, as you know, Lily Morningbane.  The Darkbringer entered the mortal realm, and here, she is vulnerable.  When you break free – there is a chance to take the god’s power as your own, and in so doing, to become the new ruler of the Dark Pantheon.  In return for my service to you, I would take the place of my mistress as the avatar of Madness.
Lily laughed at that, her fear forgotten.  Deal!  You help me, I’ll help you. 
She sat back and watched, waiting for her moment.  It would come, she knew, and then, she’d become the new Mistress of Pain.  With that power, she’d unmake this whole, fucking world, and Neodyne would have no choice but to pull everyone and shut the game down to rebuild it.  And when the game ended, Lily would too, and the last piece of Livia would finally fucking die the way it was supposed to.
The End
Of Sorcerer Redemptive
Aranos’ story concludes in “Sorcerer Eternal”, releasing in June of 2022!
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Chapter 1
Meet the Wolf

Hi there.  My name’s Felix, Felix Wolfgang Chance.
Yeah, I know.  It’s a dumb name, but hey, I didn’t pick it.  My parents did that, so go blame them if you’ve got an issue with it.  They’re both artists, of a sort.  My dad’s a cartoonist – one of those people who draws comics – and my mom plays cello in a big, fancy orchestra.  The cello’s kind of like a violin, only a lot bigger, so big that you have to stand it up on the floor to play it.  Well, most people do; I’ve seen someone play a cello like a fiddle, but they weren’t what you’d call a person.  I mean, you probably wouldn’t, but I don’t know your life.  Maybe you would.  I’m getting ahead of myself, though.
Like I said, my name’s Felix Wolfgang Chance, but everyone but my parents calls me Wolf.  My dad picked the name Felix based on some cartoon character, and my mom picked Wolfgang because of a dead guy who wrote music.  My parents are both really good at what they do.  My dad draws stuff, and it looks exactly like what he wants to draw.  He doesn’t even think about it.  You can say, “Hey, draw a purple hippo eating a hot fudge sundae while farting!” and he’ll whip out some paper and draw a purple hippo eating a sundae, and it’ll look perfect.
He might not draw the farting part, though, because grown-ups are weird about farting.  They do it, but they like to pretend they don’t do it.  They’ll say it was their chair squeaking or that it was their shoes on the floor or that it was the dog.  You know, if the dog farted so loudly that it sounded like someone killed a duck, which would be kind of cool.  I mean, if you didn’t have to smell it.
My mom can play just about anything on the cello or violin.  She can hear a song on the radio, grab her cello, and play you the song without making a mistake.  She says she can hear the notes in her head, and she just knows how to make them come out.  It’s really neat, but kind of weird, because you can hum a random song for her and she can play it right back to you, and hers will sound way better than yours.  I’ve seen her play these hard rock songs with her cello – you know the kind, with all the guitars and the people screaming – and she sounds better than the actual bands do.  Sure, it’s usually easy to sound better than some guy screaming a song because if he didn’t, you wouldn’t hear him over the guitar and drums, but it’s not when you’re using a cello.
Me, I didn’t get any of that from them.  When I draw stuff, it never looks like what it’s supposed to.  When I play the saxophone – that’s the only instrument I know how to play – it sort of sounds like the song I’m playing, but only if you ignore the squeaks and the flat notes.  I’m about as average as you can be, to be honest.  I’m 12 years old, so I’m in the middle of middle school.  I’ve got straight, brown hair that my parents won’t let me grow long or dye or anything.  It’s just cut short and kind of sits on top of my head.  My eyes are hazel, which is kind of like brown and green mixed, and I’m just regular height.  I play baseball, but I’m not good at it and always get stuck in the outfield.  I’m not big, or strong, or fast, or anything like that.  I’m just plain and ordinary, which kind of sucks, because everyone around me is awesome at something.
My best friend Hugh is a genius.  I mean that literally.  He’s in the advanced class in every subject, he gets 100% on every test, and sometimes, when the teachers are tired of the kids, they let him teach their class for the day.  He won the Science Fair the last two years, and this year he built this really cool wheel.  When you spin it, it just keeps going for like, days at a time.  He calls it a “Near-Perpetual Motion Machine”, and I guess it got him in trouble with his parents.  They’re both scientists, and they got mad that he was trying to break the laws of physics and made him write a paper about why something called “thermodynamics” was important.
Hugh and I have been friends since kindergarten, when kids were making fun of his glasses and I stopped them by throwing mud at them.  It got all in this girl Cindy’s hair, she started crying, and the other kids said I was mean.  Like it’s not mean to make fun of someone for wearing glasses, right?  Of course, only I got in trouble with the teacher, but after that, Hugh and I were besties.  He’s kind of short and skinny, with curly, black hair and really dark brown skin that makes his smile almost jump out of his face.  Some people call him a nerd, but that’s because they wish they were as smart as he is.  Heck, most times I wish I was, too.
My other best friend, Andrew, is an amazing athlete.  He plays four different sports – baseball, basketball, hockey, and soccer – and he’s great at all of them.  He’s one of the tallest kids in our class, with blonde hair that sticks out all over the place no matter what he does with it, lots of freckles, and really big front teeth.  Nobody teases Andrew, though – he hates the name ‘Drew’ and says it feels lazy – because he’s really big and really strong, and they’re all afraid he might kick their butts.  He wouldn’t, because he’s really nice and wouldn’t hurt anybody, but as long as they think he would, they leave him alone, and since he hangs out with me and Hugh all the time, they leave us alone, too.
Andrew’s parents are athletes like him.  His mom plays softball, and her team’s won the state championship so many times people barely bother to show up to play them anymore.  His dad used to be a swimmer and even swam in the Olympics.  He didn’t win or anything, though.  In fact, I think he took last place, not that I’d ever mention that to Andrew.  The thing is, only the best of the best gets to even go to the Olympics, and being the worst of the best is still pretty good.
Like I said, though, I’m just normal – well, almost.  See, I’m kind of good at telling jokes and making people laugh.  I’m not a professional comedian or anything, and my mom tells me that it’s really hard to make a living by being funny, but sometimes my dad will use my jokes in his cartoons, and that’s kind of cool.  I like making people laugh, because that’s making them happy, you know?  Plus, if they’re laughing at my jokes, then they can’t be laughing at me.
And that’s a big deal, because I’m also really lucky and really unlucky at the same time.  I know, that doesn’t make sense, but it’s the truth, and it’s always been that way.  Weird things happen to me all the time, things that should probably hurt me or even put me in the hospital, but somehow, I’m always fine.  I’m the kid who gets hit in the face every time in dodgeball, but I never even get a nosebleed, and once it bounced off my face, knocked me on my butt, and then landed right in my arms so I caught it and won the whole game for my team.  One day, I was climbing a rope in gym class when it broke, but I landed right on top of Mr. Curry, the gym teacher, who I think exercises by stuffing more hamburgers and pie into his mouth.  It was like landing on a soft pillow that smelled kind of like bacon.  I once got called to do a math problem on the board, and as I got up, my pants ripped down the back, and it was the day that I’d run out of regular undies and was wearing some superhero ones that my mom bought me (she still thinks I’m 5 sometimes).  Before anyone could notice, though, Mr. Callahan our math teacher’s pants button popped off, and his pants just kind of dropped.  I sat back down, he ran out of the room, and we had a substitute for a week while he took a mental health break.
Still not convinced?  Okay, how about the last science fair, then?  Like about half the kids, I’d made a volcano for my project, but unlike most of them, I’d gotten Hugh to help me a bit.  Instead of baking soda and vinegar, he showed me how to make a volcano with some weird chemicals that would explode about ten times better.  He warned me only to use a little bit, and I listened: I practiced the volcano a dozen times at home and knew exactly how much of everything to use.  So far, so good, right?
The day of the science fair, I got stuck next to Mallory Combs.  Normally, that’s not a bad thing, because Mallory’s nice enough and even kind of pretty, with curly, black hair and cute glasses that weren’t at all like Hugh’s big, round, black ones.  The thing is, Mallory was doing an experiment where she turned water into two gases – something and oxygen, I think she said, although that whole thing’s kind of fuzzy – and filling up like four balloons with them.  That was cool, but her big finale was to pop the balloons with a lighter on a stick, which made a sort of explosion that turned the gases back into water.  Right, they were hydrogen and oxygen!  H-two-O, I remember, now.
So, there I am, right next to her, with my two, little tubes of chemicals, ready to make my volcano, when she pops her first balloon.  Like most people, I wasn’t expecting the bang, and I definitely wasn’t expecting the little ball of fire, so I jumped.  Hey, I hadn’t seen a real fireball at that point, so I got startled.  Sue me. 
The thing is, when I jumped, I dropped my tubes of chemicals, and they crashed together on my feet.  They started foaming up right away, and when they did, they got hot!  Yeah, my volcano actually turned hot, and while it wasn’t hot enough to really burn me, it was hot enough to make me start kicking my feet to get the goop off them.  That’s when I kicked my table, which really hurt by the way since the table was wooden and solid, but more importantly, it knocked all my chemicals over at once.  Three bottles tipped over, and all of them fell inward toward my volcano.  They dumped a huge amount of peroxide, soap, and iodine into the waiting volcano’s hole.  I tried to grab them, but a giant blast of foam shot out of the volcano and hit me right in the face, blinding me and making me fall backward, trying to wipe the soapy water out of my eyes because it really, really burned!
And that wasn’t all that burned.  I got my eyes clean and saw that my volcano jet had shot into the air and splashed against the ceiling, which was now covered in dripping, pink foam.  At that exact moment, Mallory lit off her next balloon – and it exploded!  I mean, not a bang or a pop, but a giant wave of fire that rolled along the ceiling and set off the sprinklers.  That cleaned the foam off me and everything around me and made my eyes feel better, but it also ruined most of the science fair projects.  We all had to run out of the science lab and into the field while the fire department came and shut off the sprinklers.  The lab was shut down for two weeks while they cleaned it, everyone whose experiments were ruined got A’s, and Mallory got a big lecture about using open flames in her experiments and refused to talk to me ever again.
I got third prize in the Science Fair for the biggest volcano the teachers had ever seen.
So, like I said, lucky and unlucky, all at the same time.
Plus, I know what the inside of a dragon looks like, and I don’t know anybody else who can say that. 
But I’m getting ahead of myself, again.
So, anyway, I’m Felix “Wolf” Wolfgang Chance, and this is the story of how I saved a kingdom, rescued a princess, and nearly destroyed an entire world, all totally on accident.
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