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Chapter 1
“Hey man, how’d you sleep?” Chip greeted me at the door to the Arnacript gym.
“Not good,” I groaned.
“You were probably too busy thinking about what a badass you are in Ohlavar Quest,” the big ex-SEAL chuckled. “I thought you would have gotten that out of your system by the time you went to sleep last night.”
“Guess not.” I shrugged and stepped past him into the gym.
It was five in the morning, so Chip and I were the only ones there, but I knew my bodyguard was still just making chit-chat until he could turn up his shrieking death-metal music to avoid our conversation being heard by any bugs planted in the room. I was happy for the chance to talk to him alone after the video he had shown me yesterday, but part of me was disappointed not to see Zarra in her skin-tight purple leggings as she easily swung a seventy-pound kettlebell over her head with one hand.
But now that I had seen the security footage that Chip had secretly recorded, I started to wonder if Zarra’s incredible strength was only due to how hard she trained, or if there was some other, more dangerous explanation.
Either way, I hoped my friend would be able to help me come up with some answers while we sweated out a few rounds in the gym. It had killed me not to talk to him at all the day before, but I knew we didn’t want to draw too much attention to ourselves as we figured shit out, so we had to be careful how often we met up. He had shown me the footage of Zarra using Spirit of Stone and me using Guardian of Fortune on her at nine o’clock yesterday morning, and the rest of the day had passed in a blur.
I had seen my parents for a quick lunch, but even that had only managed to take my mind off things for about an hour or so. As soon as I went back to my room and tried to crash from exhaustion, I just laid in bed and went over everything I knew again and again and again, until nothing seemed to make sense anymore. When night finally fell, I caught a few hours of sleep, but each time my eyes closed, my rest was interrupted by dreams of teal light and screaming skeletons who all wielded rifles instead of rusted swords.
I had already been awake when my alarm went off a few minutes before five.
After Chip closed the gym door behind us, he nodded toward the workout bench beside his bag. Then I grabbed a pair of fifty-pound dumbbells to warm up and planted myself on the bench next to my friend’s stuff. I did a couple bicep curls, but when it felt like I was just lifting water bottles, I switched out the fifty-pounders for sixty-pound dumbbells instead.
“So what do you--” I started.
“Hold on there, Leo,” Chip laughed. “You know I’ve gotta have my music going before I can get my workout on.”
“Yeah…” I muttered, and I forced my concentration back to the sixty-pound dumbbells I was curling like they weighed next to nothing.
The big ex-SEAL pulled out a small device from his gym bag, set it on top of the bench, and started playing ear-splitting death-metal. It was damn near loud enough to block out my own thoughts, but it would also cover up any parts of our conversation that we wanted to keep private.
And right now, that included pretty much everything I wanted to talk to Chip about.
After he started to play the blood-curdling music, Chip grabbed a fifty-pound kettlebell and began doing swings to warm himself up, even though the light sheen of sweat across his forehead told me he had already been lifting for a few minutes before I’d arrived.
I guessed he must have had trouble sleeping last night, too.
“You gonna move to anything heavier or just keep curling those bad boys like they’re made of toilet paper rolls?” Chip joked with a nod at the sixty-pounders in my hands.
I glanced down and tried to remember what rep I had been on, but the last number I recalled counting was forty. I shrugged and then adjusted my stance to begin doing a few overhead presses to warm up my shoulders. All I wanted to do was blurt out the fact that I thought I might be teleporting to another world every time I “logged in” to Ohlavar Quest, but it still sounded so crazy in my head that I hesitated to say it out loud yet.
Instead, I re-racked the dumbbells and grabbed a pair of a hundred-pounders.
“I might have to start lifting you here in a minute,” I told Chip. “My time in the game must really be making me stronger.”
“Yeah, I don’t think we can blame it just on the fact that you haven’t worked out a lot lately and your body’s super rested,” the muscular ex-SEAL said as he leaned back on the bench and started to do a few hip thrusts. “We’ve been hitting the gym more often, and you’re still lifting your normal weights easily.”
“Maybe it’s the VRIU juice.” I dropped one of the dumbbells, leaned over the bench, and began a set of upright rows. “It’s some kind of crazy patented substance, or if it’s not patented yet, it will be soon.”
“Does that liquid make it hard to move?” Chip asked with a glance at the door, like he expected someone might interrupt us any second.
“Not really,” I replied and switched arms. “It did at first, so the faster I moved, the more it resisted my movements, but I got used to it pretty fast, and now…”
“Now, what?” my big friend asked.
“Shit,” I muttered and paused my upright rows. “I haven’t even thought about that liquid lately. The game is so realistic that it’s like I forget all about the VRIU pool, the mouthpiece, everything. It’s almost like…”
When I trailed off again, Chip glanced at the door, but no one came in. Then the ex-SEAL switched out his kettlebell for a weighted plate and began to do a set of side bends so he could move a little closer to me.
“Almost like what, man?” Chip whispered.
“I’m gonna sound crazy,” I warned him.
“Champ, with all the shit I’ve seen, it would take a hell of a lot to surprise me,” the muscular man chuckled. “Try me.”
I had a flash of Chip’s camouflage-painted face after assassins attacked me and my parents during their transport to the Arnacript facility, and I remembered how calm the ex-SEAL had been in the middle of all the dead and blown apart bodies that seemed like ruptured water balloons filled with red jello. That attack had been one of the scariest moments of my life, but I could tell by how chill Chip was about everything that a slaughter like that barely even fazed him.
Plus, he had seen the security footage himself, so I didn’t think he would be surprised by any theory that I ran past him.
“Okay.” I took a deep breath. “So, I’ve always been strong, but lately, I’ve started to get crazy strong, right?”
“Sure,” Chip agreed as he started his second set of side bends.
“I mean, look at this.” I put my dumbbells back on the rack, came back with a bar that I weighed down with two one hundred pound plates, and started doing overhead presses. “This feels stupid easy, not even like a warm-up round.”
“I think even Calic would be impressed,” the ex-SEAL said. “And nothing impresses that guy.”
“I’m sure he’d still find something I could improve on,” I laughed at the mention of my stoic muscle and movement coach. “But it’s not just my strength that’s weird, right?”
“Right.” Chip glanced at the door again and then set his weighted plate down on the bench to take a breather. “You mean the video.”
“It’s all I can think about,” I whispered after I finished my set of overhead presses.
“Same here,” my muscular friend replied in a low voice. “You and Zarra both glowed teal like you were covered in magic armor or something, and then she glowed teal again and was surrounded by tiny orange shields. It was like… fuck, it was like something from a video game, only--”
“Only it was real life,” I finished for him. “And it was the only damn reason Zarra and I didn’t get pumped full of bullets when we charged a bunch of men who had rifles without any cover for ourselves.”
“Shhh, careful,” Chip warned, even though his music was definitely loud enough to drown out any bugs planted in the gym. “How about you do a couple bench presses, and I’ll spot you?”
“Thanks.” I added some more plates to the bar so the whole thing weighed just over four hundred pounds, and then I reclined on the bench.
Chip lifted the bar and brought it over to me, and once it was in a good position, he released his grip and let me start benching. The last time I had done bench presses, three hundred and sixty pounds felt lightweight, and now I realized the same thing was true for four hundred pounds. I had Chip add on two more plates for a total of nearly five hundred pounds, but it still wasn’t much of a challenge.
But it did at least give Chip an excuse to stand right by my head to spot me so we could talk even more quietly than before.
“So there’s my strength, the video, and the fact that you get a weird feeling from everybody who works here,” I started again.
“Everybody’s nice enough,” the big ex-SEAL said quickly. “It’s just… I don’t know. Something’s off, that’s all I can really tell, and it’s more of a sixth sense than any kind of solid proof.”
“What if it’s not a game?” I finally asked as I continued my bench presses.
“What do you mean?” Chip moved a little closer as he pretended to spot me, even though I felt like I could have lifted the big man along with the weighted bar.
“What if they haven’t actually come up with any kind of revolutionary game tech that gives sensory feedback?” I hissed. “What if I’m actually…”
Chip grabbed the bar from me when I trailed off, and I realized that I had started to shake a little, but it felt like it was from adrenaline instead of muscle fatigue.
“Go ahead, man,” Chip said. “I’m right here.”
I didn’t know if he meant to go ahead with my bench presses or my theory, but either way, I was grateful for my solid friend.
“What if I’m actually teleporting to another world?” I whispered so low that Chip had to bend over a little to hear me.
The big man whistled and grabbed the bar from me again, but this time, he fully racked the bar.
“That’s enough of those!” Chip called loudly and then nodded to the pull-up bar. “Let’s hit the bar next, yeah?”
As soon as we reached the pull-up bar, Chip reached up and grabbed it first, but he turned so that he faced me while he lifted his own body weight. His forehead was knitted in concentration, but since he didn’t look winded, I guessed that he was trying to absorb what I had just said.
“Well,” he sighed after he finally dropped back to the ground. “Wouldn’t that explain a lot of shit?”
“You don’t think it’s crazy?” I grabbed the bar and started doing my own set of pull-ups.
“Oh, it’s crazy, alright,” Chip muttered. “But I’ve heard crazier and seen weirder, so… fuck, man.”
“I just keep trying to come up with reasons that are too far out there to be real,” I said. “But all I come up with are more reasons that it makes sense. This game, it’s like… the technology is so far ahead of anything Astafar is doing that they might as well not even be in the same field.”
“Zarra does seem really smart, though,” the ex-SEAL pointed out. “And everyone on her team seems like they’re on the genius level.”
“Yeah, maybe they really did come up with some kind of crazy advanced tech,” I said. “But I’m telling you, this world is like nothing else I’ve ever experienced before.”
“Let me get in on that.” Chip gestured to the pull-up bar. “You’ve done like fifty already.”
“Shit, I lost count again.” I finished another rep and then traded places with my muscular friend. “But it sounds even crazier when I say it out loud. There’s no way Arnacript is sending all these Alzheimer’s patients to some kind of other dimension… right?”
“That would be one hell of a liability,” the ex-SEAL replied. “Haven’t you almost died a couple times?”
I leaned up against the wall as I realized Chip was right. Zarra always said that I would respawn in twenty-four hours if I died, but if I really was teleporting to another world, and if I died in Ohlavar… fuck me, would I really be dead?
There had to be another explanation. I just couldn’t for the life of me think of any other reason why I had been able to use Guardian of Fortune on Zarra during the break-in. It only made sense if I really had gained this magical ability in another world and brought it back with me.
Nothing else made sense.
“There’s something else,” I admitted, and Chip side-eyed me from the pull-up bar. “The big-time security is basically standard for these types of big gaming corporations, right? Especially with the kind of tech Arnacript has.”
“Yeah, maybe a little overkill, but the security doesn’t really throw me for a loop or anything,” Chip answered and then dropped back to the ground.
“Then why do I get the feeling that the locks on the door to my VRIU lab are more to keep something in than to keep something out?” I whispered. “And why does Ky always glance over his shoulder like something might come out of the VRIU pool after me?”
“Well, hey there, early-risers!” a woman’s chipper voice said from the door to the gym.
I only just managed not to jump out of my skin. Then I turned toward the familiar voice and saw it was only Daisy Camilo, one of the senior VRIU techs. The pixie-haired girl looked like she was more into cardio than lifting weights, but she was dressed in the same Arnacript-issued gym shirt and shorts that I was. Only her shorts were a hell of a lot shorter than mine.
“Hey, Daisy,” I said in a friendly tone. “Trying to squeeze in an early session before work?”
“Same as you two, I guess.” She smiled as she walked over to join us, and I was glad the woman seemed to have lost a little of her bashfulness around me. “You two must have gotten here at five o’clock or something, huh?”
“Yep, something like that,” Chip said casually, but I noticed a muscle in his cheek twitch as if he was clenching his jaw.
“I’m gonna hit the treadmill myself,” Daisy said. “Just thought I’d come over and say hi first, since I’m surprised you could even hear me come in over that god-awful music. No offense.”
“None taken,” the big ex-SEAL said, but he walked over to shut off the music anyway. “It’s not everybody’s taste, and I think we’re basically finished, yeah?”
“Yeah, my muscles are done, and I should shower and get ready for work,” I said, even though I felt far from wiped.
“Oh, sorry, I’m not interrupting your male bonding time or something, am I?” the pixie-haired girl asked.
“No, no,” Chip said with an easy smile, even as his cheek still twitched. “Just timed out that way, no worries.”
“See you around, Daisy,” I said as my friend grabbed his bag from the bench.
“Ooh, real quick, Leo.” Daisy jumped in front of me. “Can I call you Leo? Or would you prefer Mr. Lennox, or maybe-- shit, I guess I should call you Champ, right?”
“Leo is fine,” I said. “What’s up?”
“Ms. Zerne actually told me that if I saw you, I should let you know she came back early from her trip to Japan,” the short-haired girl replied. “She said you two might have something to discuss, so she wanted to make sure you knew she was back.”
“Great, thanks,” I replied. “Is she in her office?”
“Uhh, I th-think so?” Daisy stammered. “Last time I saw her anyway. Which was just now. So yeah, probably.”
“Okay?” I smiled and shook my head at the girl’s confusion. “Alright, have a good workout.”
Daisy turned around and headed for one of the treadmills along the wall, but the VRIU tech didn’t exactly look eager to start her workout. I only watched her walk away for a second before Chip cleared his throat from near the door, and I hurried after him out of the gym.
“Convenient time for her to show up,” my muscular friend growled.
“You think--”
“Good workout, huh?” Chip interrupted me as we passed a tiny security camera in the ceiling. “Glad we had time to squeeze one in.”
“Same here,” I replied after I caught his hint.
Now that we were out of the safety net of his blaring music, it wasn’t safe to talk openly anymore. We would have to wait for another workout session or some other time we could be alone and away from any possible listening devices. Daisy seemed harmless enough, so I doubted she had intended to interrupt our conversation, but it was hard not to be irritated by her sudden appearance at the gym.
Still, I wanted to talk to Zarra for a few minutes before I started work, and since I knew I would feel fresher for our conversation if I took a quick shower first, Daisy’s interruption had probably come at a good time.
“I’ll walk you back to your room,” Chip said as we continued down the hall together. “It’s on my way.”
“Cool, thanks,” I replied, and I guessed he wanted to try to mouth some kind of message to me when he dropped me off, since we couldn’t exactly stop in the middle of the hallway and silently mouth anything to each other.
I knew by now that nobody ever watched me play Ohlavar Quest live, or if they did, it was a rare occurrence. I was kind of curious if the reason was because they literally weren’t able to, but I felt confident that there were plenty of people who watched all the security footage around the Arnacript facility. Chip was the only member of the security team who I completely trusted, and that was only because he had worked for me long before Zarra found us.
It was still early, but we did pass a few other people in the hallway. They all smiled and told us good morning, but I noticed that the people who passed us in clusters of two or three were never talking to each other before they reached us, and they continued to walk forward in silence after they passed by.
Maybe it was just because it was so damn early. There was nothing suspicious about a bunch of people who had to get to work early but weren’t natural morning people, but there was still something eerie about their behavior, and a wave of relief washed over my body when we finally got back to my room.
“Thanks again for the workout,” I said and then pushed open the door.
“Sure thing, man.” Chip leaned up against the doorframe so I couldn’t shut it. “We should do this again sometime soon.”
“You bet,” I replied. “I’m gonna rinse off and see if I can run by Zarra’s office before I start playing today.”
“Sounds good, tell her I hope she had a good time in Japan,” the muscular man answered, but then he mouthed, Be careful with her.
“Yep, will do.” My heart hammered against the inside of my ribcage, because even though I knew my bodyguard was right, I could already feel the inside of my mouth go a little dry at the thought of seeing the purple-eyed woman again.
“Have fun at work today,” Chip said and then chuckled. “It’s a hard job to play video games all day, but somebody’s gotta do it, right?”
“Yep, might as well be me,” I answered.
“Try not to die today,” the ex-SEAL laughed. “You’re on a good streak, so I’d hate for you to mess up your record.”
“I’ll do my best.” I smiled and felt my heart thud a little faster when I saw the next words that Chip mouthed.
What if you’re right?
“Alright, I’ll catch you later, buddy,” Chip said. “Have a good one.”
I nodded and watched him walk down the hallway for a few seconds before I shut the door after him. As soon as I shut and locked the door, I turned around and leaned my back up against it.
My theory must not be that crazy if Chip was worried about me playing the game. I had kind of hoped my friend would just laugh when I mentioned the idea of teleportation and tell me I needed to get some more sleep, but now that he had actually considered it as a possibility, I didn’t feel better.
I just felt more nervous about playing the game.
It was insane to think that Zarra’s company was actively sending me and a bunch of Alzheimer’s patients to another world where if anything went wrong, we could really die. Zarra might be mysterious and more than a little confusing, but she wasn’t actually a murderer. She wouldn’t really put people in harm’s way if the consequences of a mistake were literal death.
Right?
I closed my eyes, but the backs of my eyelids seemed to burn with the image of Sal’s face as he bled out in my arms. Then I immediately opened my eyes and propelled myself toward the bathroom to try to wash away the thought. My manager had busted into the resort gym to tell me something before the assassins killed him, but I wasn’t sure if Zarra’s last answer had completely convinced me.
The purple-eyed woman had told me that Sal found out about the VR tech she sold to the Israeli army that would help train them to fight her own Palestinian people, and even though she’d only done it to fund Arnacript’s work, Sal would definitely have considered that shady. But was it enough for him to haul ass across the resort and damn near break down the door?
Or had there been something else he wanted to tell me, only he never got the chance?
I hadn’t really worked up a sweat, but I still stripped off my gym clothes and stepped into the shower. It only took a few seconds for the water to turn so scalding hot that I had to dial back the knob before I boiled my skin off, but then I let the steam surround me and took a deep breath in.
The heat relaxed tension from my muscles until I felt the stress wash down the drain with the soap. Between scrubbing off after my time in the VRIU pool and after workout sessions with Chip, this shower felt like a second home to me, and I was grateful for the few minutes I had to myself. It felt like the few seconds of silence before a deathmatch in Astafar Unlimited, only now I worried that one wrong move in Ohlavar would mean a hell of a lot more than just “Game Over.”
Chip had told me to be careful with Zarra, and everything logical in my brain echoed his warning, but I could already tell from the way my heart was beating out of my chest that I was gonna have a hard time sticking to logic on this one. The last time I had confronted her, I had almost pushed her too far, and I was afraid the same thing might happen this time, but now that I had seen the security footage, she would have to answer my questions.
I turned off the shower, wrapped the towel around my waist, and stepped onto the thick rug in front of the fogged-up mirror. I wiped off a patch of condensation on the mirror with the back of my hand so I could see well enough to shave, but then I paused when my hand was halfway to my razor.
I couldn’t bring up the video footage to her.
It might be definite proof, but if I told her to pull up the footage, she would want to know how I had seen it in the first place, and it wouldn’t take her more than half a second to realize that Chip was the guilty party. I didn’t want to do anything to endanger my friend’s job, but it was a lot more than that.
Even if he lost his job here, I would pay him out of my own account, just like I had made sure to pay the rest of my team to keep them on retainer while I played for Arnacript for the next two years. But if something underhanded was going on here, I didn’t want to risk putting the ex-SEAL in any kind of danger. Plus, he was the only friend I trusted here, and he felt like my only solid link to reality, so I wasn’t about to do anything to put him in jeopardy.
I just needed to find some other definite proof to confront her with.
As soon as I grabbed the razor and lathered up my face, I knew I had my answer. I shaved like normal, but after I rinsed off my smooth face, I held the razor back up to my cheek, gritted my teeth, and then slowly ran the blade against my skin at an awkward angle.
The razor bit into my skin like it had just been waiting for permission to tear into me, and when I pulled it away, a thin strip of my flesh was missing. Blood immediately welled to the surface, but I didn’t dab it away at all. Instead, I let it flow and even pinched the wound a little to make the blood flow faster until it slid down my face and dripped steadily into the sink.
When the blood was fully flowing, I stared at myself hard in the mirror and thought about using Minor Heal on my injury.
The moment the ability entered my mind, the cut stopped bleeding, and my skin stitched itself back together. Only a second after I triggered the ability, it looked like I had never cut my cheek in the first place.
“Shitttttt,” I gasped. “It really does work. What. The. Fuck?”
If I had expected my use of Guardian of Fortune on Zarra during the break-in to be a fluke, I was dead wrong. I had used Minor Heal just as easily, and I would have bet anything that I could use the rest of my abilities from Ohlavar Quest, too.
But all I needed was one to show Zarra.
The mirror had started to fog over again since I’d left the door to the shower open, so I wiped it again just to make sure I got a good look at my healed cheek.
As soon as I wiped away the streaky fog, I jumped back and almost tripped over the thick rug beneath my feet.
My eyes were purple again.







Chapter 2
I rubbed them, blinked, and looked in the mirror again, but purple irises still stared back at me like my reflection was a total stranger to me. I stumbled back from the mirror and forced myself to finish drying off. Then I threw my towel over the hook on the back of the door, glanced behind me in the mirror again, and still saw amethyst eyes gazing back at me.
Maybe I really was losing my fucking mind.
I headed into the bedroom and slipped on some clean clothes, and by the time I ran my fingers through my wet hair, I was ready to face my reflection again. This was ridiculous. The patient Jacob might have slipped me a note warning me about purple eyes, but maybe he just saw Zarra’s eyes as purple for some reason, just like I did. There was no way he meant that I couldn’t trust myself.
The fog had disappeared from the bathroom mirror when I faced it again, and now my irises were completely back to their usual color. No matter how many times I blinked or rubbed my eyes, they didn’t shift back to purple, and if I hadn’t seen them transform for myself, I never would have believed it.
I wished I could talk to Jacob again and see if he meant Zarra or if he ever saw anyone else with purple eyes, but I couldn’t think of a reason to talk to a random patient that wouldn’t draw suspicion. Maybe I would see him the next time I visited my parents, but even then, I wasn’t sure what good it would do. We couldn’t actually talk in front of other people, and if we tried to pass each other notes, it could be another two months before he replied to any question I was able to slip him.
I would have to ask Zarra myself.
I had just healed myself from a razor cut, so there was no way she could deny that something strange was going on, and I wouldn’t leave her office until she gave me some definite answers. Hell, I wasn’t even going to call ahead and make sure she was there. If she was in her office like Daisy said, then I didn’t want to give her any time to prepare any answers. I wanted to walk in and catch her off-guard as much as possible.
I grabbed my razor, hurried out of my suite, and headed for Zarra’s office. As far as I remembered, there were no monitors in her office that showed the security feed, so she shouldn’t see me coming, but even as the thought crossed my mind, I felt how crazy I sounded.
And I didn’t care. I needed someone to tell me whether or not Ohlavar was real, and if it was, what the hell I was doing there.
I forced myself to smile and nod at the Arnacript employees I passed, but I moved quickly down the hallway. It was already close to six-thirty, and I had told Ky and Jennifer that I wanted to start playing at seven, plus my friends in Sanduport would be expecting me to come out of my room any time now. But now that I knew she was back from Japan, I couldn’t jump back into the game until I had talked to Zarra.
Even if I knew that half the reason my palms were sweaty was from my excitement at seeing the beautiful woman again, not because I was about to accuse her for the second time of teleporting me to another world.
I turned the corner into the hallway with her office and realized I hadn’t even bothered to slip my razor in one of my pockets. It was still gripped tightly in one hand, and I hoped none of the employees had noticed it or thought I’d jumped into the deep end of crazy. It was too late to correct now though, so I just adjusted the handle in my fingers, marched up to her office door, and gave one quick knock before I tried the knob.
“Come in,” Zarra’s rich voice sounded from the other side of the door at the same time I pushed it open.
As soon as I entered her office, I felt my mouth go dry at the sight of the beautiful woman. It didn’t seem to matter how many times I saw her because every time, she still surprised me with her beauty. Zarra was seated behind her desk now in a perfectly tailored gray suit jacket, and when she stood up to greet me, I saw that she had chosen to wear a matching pencil skirt today that showed off her tight waist, perfect hips, and athletic legs.
“Hello, Leo,” the dark-haired woman purred. “I thought that might be you. Please, come in.”
“I think I already have,” I said, but I clicked the door closed behind me.
“You’re not playing hooky today, are you?” Zarra’s smile made her amethyst eyes sparkle even more than usual, and my breath caught in my throat. “I’d love to take the day off with you, of course, but I’m afraid we both have too much to do.”
“I’m not taking the day off.” I took a deep breath and tried to focus on what I wanted to tell her instead of the way the warm light in her office made Zarra’s mocha complexion look almost like cinnamon.
“Then have you just come to see me?” Zarra stepped around to the side of her desk and then leaned back against the edge of it.
“I need to talk to you.” I cleared my throat.
“Would you like to sit down?” she asked. “You seem nervous, Leo. Did you get enough sleep last night?”
“Did you?” I asked. “You’re the one who has insomnia, remember?”
“That’s sweet of you to ask,” Zarra chuckled and then crossed her ankles where she leaned back against the desk. “I dozed a little on the plane back here, but there was too much to think about, so I just came straight to the office when I landed.”
“I’m not sure I believe you,” I said as I glanced at her waterfall of thick black hair. “You look too good to have just gotten off a plane.”
“I took the jet pod,” Zarra corrected me with a wink. “But thank you.”
My mouth still felt dry, so I licked my lips and tried to force the words out. I had felt so prepared before I actually saw her in person, but now I kept flirting with her. It was like every time I saw Zarra, I fell under some kind of spell, and I honestly couldn’t remember if I had ever felt this way about a woman before.
An image of Lady Feeyaz popped into my mind, and I was glad Zarra couldn’t read my thoughts. The drow woman reminded me of Zarra in many ways, but Lady Feeyaz was much more open with her desires while Zarra was a lot more subtle. When I mentioned the drow previously, Zarra hadn’t seemed at all jealous, and I still found it strange just how much Zarra wanted me to experience every aspect of Ohlavar Quest, and that included sex.
But if it wasn’t a game, then exactly what the fuck were we playing at?
It was enough of a reminder to bring me back to what I wanted to talk to the amethyst-eyed woman about in the first place, and I adjusted my stance instead of sitting in the chair that Zarra indicated.
“Ahh, is this a serious conversation that we’re about to have?” The beautiful woman forced a serious expression, but the corners of her lips twitched as if she might burst into laughter at any moment. “Are you sure you don’t want to take a seat, Leo?”
“I asked you a question before,” I said without answering. “I need to ask you the same thing again, but think carefully before you answer.”
“Oh, it is serious.” Zarra smirked. “Go ahead, ask away.”
“If Ohlavar Quest really is just a game, then why can I do this?”
Before Zarra could react, I lifted the razor to my cheek, pulled it across my skin sideways, and felt a shear of pain, followed by a stream of blood that dribbled down my face and dripped from my jaw.
“Oh, my god, Leo!” All hints of amusement vanished from Zarra’s face, and she grabbed a handful of tissues from the corner of her desk. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Watch,” I ordered.
Zarra’s fingers trembled around the tissues she held, but she didn’t move while she watched me like I asked.
Then I thought about Minor Heal, but even though it had just worked in the bathroom, I felt nothing but my own blood still dripping down my face.
“Wait, hold on,” I said as a mild wave of panic wrapped my stomach in a knot. “Let me try again.”
This time, I thought about Breath of Life, but I didn’t feel anything except for the stab of pain from the strip of flesh I’d just torn off with my razor. I thought about both abilities again, and I even wiggled my fingers like the magic was somehow trapped in my hand, but nothing happened, and now Zarra was staring at me like I had grown a second head right in front of her.
As a last-ditch effort, I tried Shroud of Divine Light, but nothing happened. I used my abilities almost without even thinking about them in the game, just like I had in front of the mirror this morning, but no matter how hard I concentrated right now, it was like I was just throwing myself up against a brick wall.
This was all wrong.
I knew I wasn’t crazy.
It had worked in the bathroom only minutes ago, and Chip had seen the security video the same as me. I knew I could do it, and I sure as hell didn’t understand why it wasn’t working when I most needed it to.
Now I felt like an idiot standing here and bleeding in front of Zarra, and I realized how unhinged I must look to her with the bloody razor still in my hand.
“Shit,” I growled. “Fucking shit! It just worked, I swear to god, you don’t understand--”
“Leo, let me help you,” Zarra said with nothing but concern in her amethyst-colored eyes. “Hold still and let me stop the bleeding.”
“I can stop the bleeding,” I snarled, but when I reached for my magic again, I still felt nothing.
Anger fluttered at the base of my throat like an angry wasp that was trying to free itself, but when Zarra moved toward me with the tissues, I swallowed and forced the anger back into my stomach. Maybe it had been stupid to come in here without more of a plan than to slice open my cheek with the razor, but I had tested it, and there was no reason it shouldn’t have worked.
“Can I help you now, or do you have something else you’re trying to prove?” Zarra snapped, and I was surprised by the frustration in her own voice.
I didn’t say anything and just sank down into one of the chairs beside her desk. Zarra knelt in front of me and pressed the clump of tissues in her hand against my cheek, and she slipped her other hand around the back of my head to hold me in place so she could press the tissues into my skin firmly enough to stop the bleeding.
I closed my eyes and inhaled the scent of honey and jasmine that clung to the beautiful woman, and I steeled myself for whatever questions were about to follow. Instead, Zarra only dabbed at the injury on my cheek and then pressed the tissues against my skin a little harder.
“I have a bandage in my desk, but don’t you move,” she whispered. “Hold the tissues there, okay?”
Zarra’s fingers wrapped around my own and brought my hand up to my cheek to hold the tissues in place. Then the pressure of her warm fingers lifted, and even though the scent of honey lingered in the air around me, I opened my eyes and saw her move back to her desk.
When the dark-haired woman came back, she knelt down in front of me again, gently pried my fingers away from the wound, and started to open the bandage.
“Leo,” Zarra whispered as she looked up at me, and her amethyst eyes were so clear that they almost seemed to be glowing. “Are you okay?”
“I know there’s something you’re not telling me,” I said. “Ohlavar is real. It’s too real to be a game, and you can’t tell me I’m wrong.”
“Is this still about teleportation?” Zarra slapped the bandage onto my cheek and roughly pressed it into place. “I won’t answer those questions again, Leo.”
“Scared I’m about to uncover the truth?” I growled.
“No, I’m scared you’re losing your mind!” Zarra stood up quickly, and it put my face exactly level with her slender waist. “Maybe I should tell Ky and Jennifer that you need to take today off.”
“I’m not crazy, and I think you know that,” I said as I fought the urge to slip my arms around her waist and pull her down into my lap.
“I’m not trying to say that the job is too much for you,” the beautiful woman replied and put her hands on her hips. “I’m only saying that maybe you need a break. We could take a few days off together, maybe go somewhere outside the facility like we talked about.”
“I don’t want to take a break,” I argued. “I want to know what Ohlavar is.”
“You know what it is,” Zarra sighed.
“I know what you want me to think,” I said as my teeth clenched in irritation. “That’s not the same fucking thing.”
Zarra bent over and grabbed the bloody tissues and bandage wrapper from where they’d fallen to the ground. As she straightened back up, I caught a glimpse of her expression, and she looked angrier than I had ever seen her before. She spun on her heels to go throw away the tissues in the bin beside her desk, but after she dropped them in, she didn’t turn back around. She just stood with her back to me and with both fists clenched at her sides.
“Maybe I picked the wrong champion,” Zarra said without turning around.
“I’m the best there is, and you know it.” I pushed myself to my feet. “You just don’t like that I keep asking questions.”
“Because there is no point to them!” The dark-haired woman whirled back around to face me, and I was surprised that she wasn’t even trying to hide her anger now. “Because I am worried that you are playing too much, too fast, and if I don’t pull you back, you’ll lose your grip on reality!”
“I’m not crazy,” I growled as my whole body tensed. “If you thought I was, you would have already called somebody for help.”
“How do you know I didn’t?” Zarra crossed her arms over her chest, and the movement pressed her cleavage together beneath her suit jacket.
“Because I don’t think you want all of your employees to hear the questions I have for you,” I said. “Do they know you’re sending a bunch of Alzheimer’s patients to another world?”
“I would never do anything to put our patients in danger!” Zarra’s purple eyes flashed with fire, and I thought again about the video of her using Spirit of Stone on both of us during the break-in.
“But you don’t deny that you’re--”
“Of course, I deny it!” Zarra snapped. “Teleportation is a fantasy, Leo. It’s not real. Arnacript has simply created tech that the world has never seen before, and it’s proving difficult for you to handle and keep grounded in reality. It’s frustrating because I want to release it--”
“I feel perfectly grounded.” I took a step toward her but couldn’t decide if I wanted to shake her by the shoulders and demand answers, or if I just wanted to throw her across the desk and fuck each other’s brains out.
“Leo, you can’t--”
“Can’t what?” I demanded and took another step toward her, until only a few inches separated us from each other.
“You can’t just come in here and accuse me of… of I don’t know what exactly,” Zarra whispered. “Maybe if you take today off, you could rest and then--”
“Then suddenly forget all the proof I have that you’re not telling me something?” I asked. “Not gonna happen, Zarra.”
“Did anyone ever tell you how infuriating you are when you’re angry?” Zarra’s eyes flashed again.
“I could say the same about you,” I growled as our faces moved toward each other.
“You… just… fuck, Leo.” Her growl turned into a whisper as our faces moved closer to each other. “Why are we always like this with each other?”
“I don’t know,” I whispered. I was accusing Zarra of teleporting a bunch of helpless Alzheimer’s patients and myself to a completely different world, but all I wanted to do was see if her full lips tasted like the honeyed scent that clung to her skin.
Fuck it.
My hands shot out and grabbed Zarra’s waist, and in the next moment, I had pulled her toward myself and pressed my lips to hers. For a second, her slender body went rigid from surprise, but then she melted against me, and it felt like every angle of her body had been made especially to fit against mine.
Her full lips were even softer than I remembered. I pulled them apart like I would devour them, and Zarra’s tongue immediately began to dance with mine. She tasted like honey mixed with wine, and as I let my tongue explore her mouth even more, I felt my blood pound beneath my skin like I had just drunk a whole bottle of merlot by myself.
“Fuck!” Zarra suddenly pushed me away and stumbled backward, but her hips collided into the desk right behind her. “Damn it, Leo! We can’t-- you shouldn’t--”
“Which is it?” I growled. “Can’t, or shouldn’t?”
Zarra looked even angrier now than she had before, but just when I thought I might have pushed her too far, the beautiful woman threw herself toward me and wrapped her arms around my neck.
This time, neither one of us held back.
She bit my lip in her eagerness to explore my mouth with her tongue, and I buried one hand in her dark hair to hold her still so I could do the same. It felt like we were trying to devour each other, or maybe just see who could devour the other one first, but she tasted so good that I couldn’t think about anything except what the rest of her skin must feel like underneath her carefully tailored suit.
Zarra had slipped her hands underneath my shirt before I even realized it, and her fingernails dug into my back as she pulled me closer to herself. My head was spinning from her intoxicating scent, and I marveled at how strong her lithe muscles felt under my hands as I ran them down her back and then gripped her pert ass through her pencil skirt.
I started to reach for the zipper to her skirt, but as our tongues devoured each other even more, I decided it would take too long. I slid my hands down her tight glutes, gripped the fabric above her hamstrings, and then pulled up the skirt until her black lace underwear was exposed.
“Oh!” Zarra gasped.
When I lifted her, she seemed to weigh nothing in my arms, so I simply shifted her into one arm and then used my free hand to clear a corner of her desk. Loose papers fluttered to the floor along with cords and stacks of folders, but Zarra either didn’t notice or didn’t care. As soon as I set her down on the corner of her desk, I knelt in front of her, grabbed her thighs, and spread her legs open wide.
I didn’t even bother taking off the black lace.
I bit the edge of her underwear and then ran my tongue along the ridge of her pussy lips through the fabric. I could already tell how wet she was for me, so I pulled aside the lace just an inch and then grazed my tongue all along the edges of her slick entrance.
“Leooooo…” Zarra moaned and knotted her hands in my hair, but she tasted like sweet water after a month in the desert, and now I couldn’t get enough of her. I bit the black lace again, but this time, I grabbed it with my hands too and then tore it into two jagged strips that left her dark pink pussy lips bare.
My tongue found its way inside her at the same time her hands pulled me tighter against her, but I would have been perfectly content to drown in her sweet juices right then and there. I thrust my tongue deeper into her tunnel as she held me firmly in place, and I slid one hand up the inside of her thigh so I could graze her clit in tight little circles.
“Fuck. Oh… fuckkkkk…” The beautiful woman gasped as I buried my tongue even deeper into her slit, and when I started to run it up and down the smooth walls of her tunnel, Zarra moaned louder. Her breaths came faster and faster, until finally, she gave such a loud gasp that it sounded like she’d been at the bottom of a pool for half an hour and only just now came up for air.
“You taste so fucking good.” I ran my tongue along her pussy one final time to lick up the rest of her sweet climax, and then I pushed myself to my feet in front of her.
“We have been dancing around this for a long time,” Zarra purred.
The dark-haired woman slid to her feet on shaky legs and started to pull her skirt back down, but she didn’t get very far.
I hooked my thumb inside the waist of her skirt, spun her around as I undid the zipper, and then let the gray fabric fall to the floor along with what was left of her black lace underwear.
As soon as the skirt dropped, Zarra kicked it away. She wriggled out of her suit jacket faster than I would have thought possible, tossed it onto the chair behind her desk, and then slipped her sleeveless lavender blouse over her head, so the only thing left on her was a black lace bra that matched her torn underwear. She pressed her ass against me and then leaned back against me with her whole body, and my cock hardened in response to her bare skin pressed against my loose pants.
“I think we’re still dancing around it,” I whispered in her ear. “Just like I think you’re still trying to dance away from my questions.”
“Does that make you mad?” Zarra glanced over her shoulder, and I couldn’t tell if she was more curious or amused.
“Yeah, actually,” I said. “It does.”
“Then what are you going to do about it?” the dark-haired beauty growled as she licked her lips. “Because I have one idea of what I’d like you to do with all that aggression.”
I unfastened her bra and then slid my hands up to massage her full breasts. She moaned and wiggled her hips against me even more, so I shrugged off my scrub-style shirt and pants and kicked them to the side with the rest of Zarra’s clothes.
As soon as the beautiful woman felt my hard cock against her firm ass, she held her breath, and I realized I had been holding mine, too.
I didn’t know if I had ever felt this bewitched by a woman before, and all thoughts of Ohlavar, teleportation, and my sudden inability to heal myself went right out the fucking window as our bare bodies pressed against each other.
“Bend over,” I ordered.
Zarra seemed surprised by the authority in my voice but flashed me a smile before she turned forward again and leaned over her desk. Her desk was still cluttered with papers, but I would have sworn there had been a laptop in the middle a second ago, only now there was nothing but a wireless mouse and additional folders.
I started to sweep a few of them out of the way, but then Zarra flung out her hand and crashed every last cord, folder, and even paperweight off the edge of the desk. Then she spread her legs a little wider and pressed her chest down against the top of the desk so her firm ass and dripping pussy was perfectly lined up for me.
I guided my stiff cock inside her waiting entrance and just held myself there for a moment as the edge of her velvety tunnel wrapped around my tip.
Holy shit… She felt amazing, and I wasn’t even inside her yet.
“Please, Leo,” Zarra purred. “I need you inside me.”
“I know you do,” I growled.
Then I gripped her narrow waist and thrust myself into her slick pussy.
The force of my thrust rattled the whole desk, and I wondered how many damn pens she had rolling around inside the drawers of her desk before I plunged into her again.
Her tunnel felt like warm silk as she squeezed her pelvic muscles to increase every sensation, and for a second, all I could think about was how good it would feel to just fuck her like this forever. I had wanted this for so long, almost since the first time she walked into Tony’s Spot so confident and self-assured, and so unlike any of the women who had thrown themselves at me for the last ten years that I’d been the reigning world champion.
I was damn well going to take my time.
I pressed one hand down between her shoulder blades so she bent over the desk a little more. It made her hips tilt up toward me more than before, so the next time I thrust my stiff cock into her, I slid in even deeper. My other hand grazed the muscles of her back as I brushed my fingers down toward her ass, and I was amazed by how soft her skin felt against mine.
“Fuckkkk!” Zarra gasped. “God, you feel gooood! Ohhhh…”
I grinned a bit as I wrapped my fingers in her thick waterfall of hair and pulled back, but Zarra’s moans only grew louder. Then I pumped my hips harder and faster into her, until the whole desk started to scoot across the floor with each new shove and gasp we made.
Her pelvic muscles tightened around me even more now, and I could feel how close she was to another climax. I wanted to make her cum so hard that we forgot everything we were arguing about in the first place, and when her moans started to get louder and louder, I knew she was almost there.
I slammed my cock into her again and held myself inside her as a ripple of pleasure shivered along her muscles. Then with just a few tight circles to grind my pelvis against hers, her shiver of pleasure turned to an earthquake, and Zarra screamed as her legs shuddered against mine.
“Ohhh… ohhhh… Ohhhh! Fuckkkk!” Zarra’s voice reached a screech as her body shook and spasmed between me and her desk, but I just held her down while I stayed deep inside her, and I let out a long groan as I enjoyed the sensations of her orgasm.
The moment her climax finally subsided, I pulled out of her, grabbed her arm, and pulled her to an empty stretch of carpet. She instantly sank to her knees in front of me and licked her lips, but I hadn’t felt enough of her pussy yet, so I dropped to the carpet beside her and pulled her into my lap instead.
“Is this what you want?” I asked as I held her by the waist so she hovered just above my stiff cock.
“Yes,” Zarra purred. “Since the first time I saw you, it’s all I wanted. Even before that, if I’m being honest.”
“Oh, are we being honest now?” I raised an eyebrow, and she squirmed against my grip in her eagerness to ride me.
“Leo, I--”
Someone suddenly banged on the door, and I realized with a fluttery panic that we hadn’t even locked the door before we started to tear each other’s clothes off. The last thing either of us needed was for some random Arnacript employee to come in without knocking and see me cock deep inside the president of the damn company.
“Ms. Zerne?” a man’s voice called. “Ms. Zerne, are you okay?”
“Shit, they must have heard me climaxing,” Zarra muttered.
“I think the whole facility probably heard you scream,” I chuckled.
“Ms. Zerne, we’re coming in!” the security guard said.
“No!” Zarra shouted and stumbled out of my lap toward the door.
She slammed her shoulder into the door just as the guards started to open it, and I staggered after her to add my weight to hers as the guards strained to push open the door.
“Tell them you’re fine,” I panted. “They’re gonna break down the damn door.”
“Well, we can’t have that.” Zarra smirked and then twisted the lock into place.
“Ms. Zerne!” the security guard shouted again.
“I’m fine!” the dark-haired woman called out. “I was just caught up with something and didn’t hear you at first, but I’m a little… it’s not a good time!”
“All the same, we’d like to come in and check, per the recent security protocol you put in place,” the guard replied through the door.
“That won’t be necessary,” Zarra said. “And since I’m the one who put the new protocol in place, I can also say when I don’t need it.”
“But we heard screams, and--”
“I was just frustrated,” the amethyst-eyed beauty said with a wink to me. “But I feel much better now, thank you for checking.”
Our bodies were pressed against each other by the door, and I felt my cock stiffen again at the feeling of her athletic curves that seemed so perfectly formed to fit against me. I turned her around so her back was to the door, lifted her by the hips so that her feet were off the ground, and then thrust into her already dripping entrance while she locked her legs around my waist.
“But ma’am, are you--”
“Ohh!” Zarra cried as I pushed deeper and deeper inside her. “No, no, I’m fine!”
“If you’re sure that--”
“Yesss!” The beautiful woman hissed, and her eyes flashed dangerously with anger again. “Yes, fuck, I’m fine!”
“Yes, m-ma’am,” the security guard stammered. “We’ll be just down the hall if you need us.”
“Ohh--” Zarra started to moan again as I slammed my cock into her tunnel again, so I instantly clapped my hand over her mouth and glared a warning before I released her and let her murmur, “I mean, okay, yes, great, thank you, bye!”
We heard the guards retreat a few seconds later, but then she started to moan even louder at my next thrust, and I clamped my hand over her mouth again to keep her quiet. Our bodies rocked and slapped together against the door with every soaking wet pump of my hips, but when the door started to rattle in its frame, I knew it would only lead the security guards right back down the hallway to us.
I wrapped my arms around the beautiful woman, took a few steps back, and laid her down on the carpet. I buried my face in between her full breasts and then took them in my mouth one at a time, but I angled her hips so I could continue to grind my hard shaft against her pelvis. I didn’t know how even her skin tasted like honeyed wine, but all I wanted was to keep kissing her until I was drunk.
She came again while my mouth sucked on her perfect nipples, but I managed to reach up and hold my hand over her lips just before her scream brought every last security guard in Arnacript down on top of us. As soon as her body stopped trembling, I adjusted my position on top of her and dug my knees into the carpet so I could plunge into her even faster now.
“You’ll get carpet burn,” Zarra whined, “but… please… don’t stop.”
“I’m not going to stop,” I groaned as she tightened her pelvic muscles around my stiff cock.
My knees did burn against the carpet, but when the dark-haired woman rocked her legs back and rested her ankles on my shoulders, I forgot all about the sensation and could only think about how good it felt to be inside her, and how I never wanted this moment to end.
I pushed myself harder into her so her thighs pressed against her chest even more, but she was so flexible that she probably could have wrapped her feet around her own head into a pretzel if I needed her to. Instead, every time I shoved into her again, I felt myself slide deeper, and I held myself there a little longer before I pulled out and thrust myself into her tight pussy again.
Each thrust made me feel like I was more connected to her.
“Ohh, Leo!” Zarra gasped when her body started to swell toward another climax. “Ohh, Leoooo... I’m… going to cum again...”
“Me too,” I growled as I felt the coil in my stomach tighten.
“Inside… of… me,” she begged as she locked her legs around my hips. “Cum deep in me.”
“Fuckkkkk…” I gasped as my brain started to backflip in my skull. Sal had always warned me never to ejaculate in any woman because most of them would use me, so I’d always been careful to use my own untampered condoms when I indulged, and even then, I had pulled out of every lover I ever had just to make sure she didn’t get pregnant.
But I couldn’t hold myself back anymore with Zarra. Making love to her was already the best sensation I’d ever felt, and I wanted nothing more than to release inside of her. I wanted to fill her up with me, and I wanted to hear her climax while she took every drop of my being. It was a primal lust, an overwhelming desire that I couldn’t fight anymore. I’d wanted Zarra from the first second I saw her. I wanted her more than I’d ever wanted another woman, and even though I didn’t quite know what the fuck was going on with her game, and we fought like cats and dogs more often than not, it didn’t change the fact that I was in love with her.
So as soon as the beautiful woman trembled underneath me in another orgasm, I thrust my cock into her one final time with a growl as I felt the last of my willpower go.
“Fuckkkkk… Ohhhhh! Leooooo!” Zarra screamed as I sprayed into her like a hose, and her body vibrated and clenched around me as if her pussy was drinking from my tip.
“Ohhh… shiitttt…” I could barely talk, and every muscle in my back and legs tightened as more and more of me poured into her. For a few moments, it almost felt like I’d never stop orgasming, and the white hot pleasure mixed with icy pain flowing down my spine.
The seconds turned into minutes, and I held myself there as my whole body spasmed a dozen more times to release even more of my cum inside the gorgeous woman. Then we slowly began to relax, and I collapsed half on top of her as we both took shuddering breaths.
“Ohhh… wowwww…” she panted as she reached up to gently run her nails through my hair. “Wowww… Damnnnn…”
“Yeah,” I whispered in her ear.
“That… was…” she started to say, but then her pussy spasmed again around my still rock-hard cock, and she gasped.
“Hmmm… good girl,” I purred as Zarra rode out an aftershock climax for a few moments. Then she settled a few dozen seconds later, and she went back to gently scratching my scalp.
We didn’t say anything for another minute or so. I just stayed deep inside of her tunnel while she slowly ran her nails through my hair. Her legs were still wrapped around my hips, so I really couldn’t have moved away if I’d wanted to, but I didn’t want to.
I wanted to stay like this, connected and inside of her, for as long as possible.
Then Zarra finally let out a long sigh and loosened her legs around my hips. I came up from her body so I was on my knees, and then we both looked down to where I was still buried deep inside of her.
“You are still hard…” she whispered.
“And you are still really tight and wet…” I said. We both gasped with longing as I slowly slid out of her, and my seed dribbled between her spread pussy lips and onto the carpet beneath us.
“Because you came like a gallon inside of me,” she sighed. “Feels… really good…”
“Yeah… It felt wonderful.” I flopped down onto my back beside her while Zarra reached down with one hand and wiped up the excess cum dripping from her. Then she brought her fingers to her lips, and she licked them clean one by one with such a sensual smile that I felt my body tremble with desire for her again.
“Wow,” I purred as I felt my cock somehow get harder again.
“You taste really good,” she muttered.
“So do you,” I chuckled. “I could eat you out all day.”
“I’d love that.” She closed her eyes, licked her fingers again, and let out a happy sigh, but then her smile turned into a frown.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“It’s just…” Zarra let her hand fall back down to her side. “We were supposed to keep this professional, you know.”
“Yeah, I remember,” I chuckled.
“You know, Leo,” Zarra puffed like she was exhaling cigarette smoke. “I haven’t felt this way about someone in… oh, I don’t even know how long. Forever, maybe.”
I wanted to tell her I felt the same way, but I still felt like she was holding something back, so I kept the thought to myself. I didn’t know why I was so convinced that someone so beautiful and surprisingly vulnerable would want to keep secrets from me, but maybe that was why I felt so certain about it.
Even Garf had said that Zarra was beautiful but dangerous, and my friend was always right when it came to a judgement of character.
“That’s why I’m worried about you, Leo,” the amethyst-eyed woman said as she propped herself up on one elbow. “I don’t want to push you too hard, and I certainly don’t want you to push yourself too hard, either.”
“I won’t,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure this was a promise I could keep.
“I mean it.” Zarra pushed herself into a sitting position, and it was a struggle to keep my gaze focused on her brilliant purple eyes instead of her dark pink nipples.
“So do I,” I replied. “But please don’t pretend that you’ve been honest with me about everything.”
Zarra suddenly dropped her head into her hands and hid her face, and I felt a stab of guilt that I could ever have made this beautiful woman feel bad about anything.
But then she replied.
“You’re right, Leo,” Zarra whispered. “I’m not telling you everything.”







Chapter 3
“Sorry, what?” I asked.
Zarra sighed and reached for her sleeveless blouse. She pulled it back over her head without bothering to reach for her bra first, and I could have slapped myself for breaking the spell of the moment. Still, I was grateful since it was easier to focus on my question when her perfect breasts weren’t staring me full in the face and begging me to take them in my mouth again.
“I’m not telling you everything,” Zarra repeated. “But it’s for a good reason.”
“I can’t imagine what could be a good enough reason to lie straight to my face about something like this,” I said. “Is Ohlavar a real place or not?”
“Ohlavar is a game,” Zarra growled as she stood up and slipped on her skirt. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that, but--”
“Then what aren’t you telling me?” I grabbed my scrub-like shirt and pulled it on before I started to look for my pants.
“Here.” Zarra held out my pants to me, but when I tried to grab them, she didn’t let go and instead our fingers just brushed against each other. “Leo, I…”
“I’m listening,” I said when she trailed off.
“What if I’m not telling you everything in order to protect you?” the dark-haired woman whispered as her amethyst eyes burned into mine.
“To protect me from what?” I asked. “Assassins have already come after me twice. One of those times was with my parents, and the other time ended in the deaths of Sal and Dale. Then when you throw the break-in on top of everything else, I just…”
Zarra flinched, but she still didn’t release her hold of the fabric between us.
“If you’re trying to protect me from something, it’s not working,” I sighed. “I think we’d be a lot better off if you just told me what’s going on.”
“The break-in and the assassin attacks were bad,” the beautiful woman replied. “We’re better prepared now for anything that comes against you or us, but believe me when I say there are worse things that we need to protect ourselves from.”
“Like what?” I jerked the pants out of her hand, even though I felt a stab of guilt at the hurt expression that flickered across Zarra’s face.
She hid the glimmer of pain in her eyes half a second later, but I still felt bad about it. I was just so annoyed by how she kept dodging my questions and refusing to answer anything clearly, so now all the frustration that we had worked out all over her office felt like it was boiling right back underneath the surface like it had before.
“Please, Leo,” Zarra said. “I need you to leave it alone.”
“Or what?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Please just trust me,” she whispered, but there was an edge to her voice that made her request sound almost like a threat. “I know… I know it’s hard to, but I really need you to.”
“I want to,” I said. “I just don’t know if I can.”
“Can you give me longer?” she asked. “Just… I’ll tell you everything. Just play the game and get the relics. Focus on that. Let me worry about everything else. Please?”
“Look, Zarra,” I sighed. “I… I really care about you. You just said that you’ve never felt this way about anyone else. That’s how I feel, but what you are hiding from me is souring everything.”
“But… okay.” She held up her hands. “If you believe that I love you, which I do, can you trust that I’m keeping things from you because I want to protect you? Can you just give me a bit more faith?”
“Zarra…” I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and then opened them again so that I could stare at her beautiful face. “This is how it always goes with us, isn’t it?”
“And you always give me another chance?” She smiled at me and fluttered her long dark lashes.
I shouldn’t have been charmed, but I was.
Damn it. I really did love her. I knew I shouldn’t, but I wasn’t the first man to feel like this.
“I’ll think about it.” I started to pull my pants on, but Zarra gently pushed me back into one of the chairs beside her desk. I let her push me into the seat, and I didn’t stop her when she knelt down in front of me and started to run her hands up my legs. As I leaned back in the chair, I noticed raw patches on my knees from the carpet burn a few minutes ago, but I quickly forgot all about that as Zarra lowered her head toward my lap.
“I don’t want you to leave on a sour note,” Zarra said as she began to kiss the inside of my thighs. “Please, Leo.”
“Shittt…” I groaned when the dark-haired woman started to graze her tongue along my shaft. Even though I had just filled Zarra with a bucketful of my sperm, I was still hard, and her soft tongue felt divine along my penis.
“Trust me?” She flicked her tongue back and forth across my tip to tease me, and then her full lips wrapped around my shaft as she took me fully into her mouth.
“Fuck,” I gasped.
Her dark hair fell around her face like a black veil as her head bobbed up and down in my lap. Every time she went down, her lips tightened a little more to increase each sensation, and whenever she pulled back, her tongue danced along the sides of my hard shaft.
The next time her mouth slid down my cock, she held herself in place, reached up to grab my hands, and placed them on the back of her head. She used my hands to shove herself down even further onto my shaft, and she only let go when she started to make soft gagging noises.
Her tongue massaged me non-stop, and I groaned at how good every move she made felt. Then I tightened my grip on her hair and slowly began to raise and lower her head, and I swore I wouldn’t be able to hold myself back much longer with every new sensation of pleasure she sent through me.
When it finally felt too good to hold out anymore, I pulled her back down onto me and then quickly pumped my hips into her a few times in a row until my body spasmed.
“Shitttt…” I groaned as I released another wave of my climax into the beautiful woman’s throat. It was almost as powerful as my first orgasm, and Zarra made another soft gagging sound, gulped to swallow my load, and then gently started to pull her mouth back off my cock. She made a few last sucks on my tip to drink the last drops of my ejaculation, and then she pulled off of my cock with a wet slurp.
“Better?” Zarra smiled as she licked her full lips.
“Yeah…” I felt so relaxed that it was hard to remember why I had been so angry in the first place.
“Good…” she purred. “Now, we should both get to work.”
“Shit, I’m late,” I muttered as I glanced at the clock on the wall behind her desk. “I told Ky and Jennifer that I’d be there at seven this morning.”
“I’m sure they’ll understand.” Zarra stood up and handed me my pants again, and this time she didn’t hold onto them when I tried to grab them from her.
“Yeah, but Chrysa and Allurie and everyone will wonder where I am, too,” I said, and I felt a flicker of annoyance that I was so concerned with what AI-created characters thought.
Unless, of course, they weren’t fictional characters at all.
“Have you decided what to do about Chrysa?” Zarra smiled.
“I don’t know.” I shrugged, pulled on my pants, and then ran my fingers through my hair. “I’ll figure it out as I go, I guess.”
“You’ll land on your feet,” the dark-haired woman replied. “You always do. That’s just one of the many reasons you’re the champion.”
“Uh, thanks,” I said. “Look, about what happened just now--”
“It was great,” she said. “Really good.”
“Yeah, it was,” I said as we stared into each other’s eyes. “Uhhh… do we need to tell anyone that--”
“That the two owners of the company are lovers?” She shrugged. “It’s none of their business, but we can tell them if you want to. I just don’t want this to interfere with your work.”
“We don’t need to tell anyone,” I said. “You are right. It’s none of their business.”
“I won’t mention it to anyone if you don’t,” Zarra teased as she moved toward the door. “They will probably find out eventually, but yeah. Let’s just try to keep it between us for now. Also, best not to talk about you cutting yourself with the razor. Seems like you were just stressed out. Right?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“Have a good day at work, Leo.”
“You too,” I said. “We’ll talk later?”
“Of course,” the beautiful woman purred and then unlocked the door for me.
“Okay.” I pulled open the door, hesitated for a second, and then stepped over the threshold.
As soon as I stepped out into the hallway, I glanced over my shoulder, but Zarra just smiled and gently closed the door behind me. I leaned back against the door long enough to take a deep breath, but my head was still spinning.
What the fuck just happened?
I didn’t regret fucking Zarra, if anything I really loved it, but we were still back where we started in our conversation thread about what was going on with her game. I wanted to feel frustrated, and I knew I should have, but I really didn’t. I felt relaxed. I felt happy. I felt connected to her in a way that I hadn’t an hour ago. Was she lying about eventually telling me what was going on? Was she lying when she told me that she was keeping things from me for my own protection?
I wanted to believe her, but I also knew that I was angry, like… really fucking angry before I had walked into her office, and then we had the absolute best sex I’d ever experienced, and now I was leaning toward believing her foggy justifications for keeping things from me.
Then again, if Zarra really was so concerned about my sanity, why did she still seem so eager for me to keep playing? She could have made me take the day off and told Jennifer and Ky to refuse to let me into the VRIU pool, but even though she seemed worried about how I was handling the game, she was still perfectly content to let me jump right back in again.
I thought back to Jacob’s mysterious note, but mostly I just thought about the line Fast for power. I had two years to find all fifteen relics, but I had already found two of them in under two months. Was that fast enough?
And if it wasn’t, then what would the consequence be?
A movement from the corner of my eye brought my attention back to the present, and I started down the hallway before any passing security guards could spot me lingering outside Zarra’s office. I would have to figure it out later and maybe try to bring my questions up to Zarra from a different angle next time.
Time to get back to work.
My friends were waiting for me in Ohlavar, and I needed to hurry up before they thought something had happened to me.
Just before I entered the VRIU lab, I pulled the band-aid off my face. It might be an ugly cut, but I figured it had stopped bleeding by now, so there might be less questions about a cut on my cheek than a big-ass band-aid.
As soon as I entered the room, I glanced at the clock and saw that it was a few minutes after eight. Ky and Jennifer were talking in low voices behind the glass, but the moment I stepped into the lab, they stopped talking and smiled at me.
“Hiya, Champ!” Ky said as he stepped out from behind the glass. “Late night?”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you guys waiting,” I said. “Zarra got back from her trip, and I just wanted to talk to her for a few minutes before I jumped in today.”
“That’s okay!” Jennifer waved from her seat. “We understand. When Ms. Zerne wants to talk to you, you talk to her.”
“I’m actually the one who wanted to talk to her,” I clarified.
“Right, of course,” Jennifer said quickly and then pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “That’s what I meant.”
“Anyway, sorry I made you come in earlier than you needed to,” I said.
“No need to apologize, Champ,” Ky said with an easy grin. “We’re here, anyway.”
“Is it ready for me?” I asked as I started to slip off my shirt.
“Give me one second, and it will be.” The VRIU tech reached for his paddle and started to stir the black liquid. “I’ve just gotta get her primed for you.”
“Good luck today,” Jennifer said, and then she disappeared as the glass fogged over for privacy.
After I slipped off my pants, I was surprised the fabric hadn’t irritated my knees, so I glanced down to check my carpet burn.
The raw skin had completely healed over.
There wasn’t even a trace of carpet burn left from when Zarra and I fucked on her office floor, and I was so stunned that I couldn’t think for a second. Instead, I moved toward the pool and automatically started to stretch out my toes toward the black liquid while Ky’s paddle was still submerged. The VRIU tech didn’t see me at first and just kept stirring, but right before my toes hit the liquid, he spotted how close my foot was to the pool and jumped.
“Hold up!” Ky shouted, and I jerked my foot back. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. This is all a real precise calibration, that’s all.”
“That’s okay.” I glanced at the sheen of sweat on the VRIU tech’s forehead and wondered how hard it was to stir the liquid, or if there was another reason he had suddenly started sweating.
“Alright, now it’s all good for you,” the tattooed man sighed and lifted the paddle out of the pool. “Whenever you’re ready.”
I walked down the steps into the pool, slipped on the mask that Ky handed me, and then felt the dark liquid close in above my head.
When I opened my eyes a few seconds later, I was staring at the ceiling of my room in the Sanduport palace. I was dressed in the same simple tunic and pants that I’d gone to sleep in, and a quick glance at my bedside table showed me that all of my gear was still where I’d left it.
I wasn’t sure why I’d been worried that it might be missing, but as I rolled into a sitting position and stretched my arms up overhead, I felt a prickle along the back of my neck. The early morning light cast strange shadows all around the room, but I could hear my friends on the other side of my bedroom door, and no one sounded like they were in any kind of distress. Maybe I was just getting used to being back in the game after a day off.
I pulled my pants up above the knees just long enough to see that the carpet burn was gone here too, and when I reached up to touch my cheek, I didn’t feel any blood from my earlier cut. It had probably just scabbed over, though.
I stood up and started to slip on my Fine Leather with Plates armor. I didn’t think I would need any armor since we had killed or driven out Queen Chrysa’s enemies, but it wouldn’t hurt to take a few extra precautions. She had only just become queen, and there was still a chance that traitors might lurk among her staff.
After I buckled on about half the armor, the hair on the back of my neck stood up a little straighter, and I whirled around to face the window.
Moryana sat on the edge of the stone window with her long legs dangling off the edge.
The beautiful sword dancer was dressed in her usual black corset and skirt of leather straps, but the red tunic underneath her corset fit her a little more tightly than usual today, so none of her curves were left to the imagination. She had her usual scimitar and curved dagger attached to the belt at her waist, and as she gazed at me with her fierce green eyes, she twirled her fingers through her long black ponytail.
“How long have you been there?” I asked, since I hadn’t seen her in the window when I first sat up.
“Long enough,” Moryana said with a little smile.
I wasn’t sure what “long enough” meant, but I hoped she hadn’t seen me suddenly appear on the bed from out of nowhere. At least the sword dancer’s sultry voice was low, otherwise one of my friends outside the room might have heard her and gotten the wrong idea.
“Did you sleep well?” the sword dancer asked.
“Uh, good enough, thanks,” I said. “What are you doing here?”
“Everyone wondered why you were sleeping in,” Moryana replied. “They did not want to disturb you because they thought you might still be tired.”
“And you didn’t mind disturbing me?” I raised an eyebrow and finished buckling on my armor.
“Perhaps I just wanted to make sure you were well,” the beautiful warrior said. “You were… asleep… for quite some time, no?”
“Well, it’s been pretty busy here with all the assassination attempts and the crowning of the new queen and everything.” I shrugged.
“Mmm, yes,” Moryana chuckled. “I suppose you are right.”
I didn’t bother with all of my weapons since I was only going right outside my room, but I did grab my Broadsword of the Charming Mind just in case anything happened. Then I headed toward the bedroom door, and Moryana hopped down from the window and started to follow me.
“Uh, no offense, Moryana,” I said. “But would you mind maybe not coming out of my room with me? It kinda looks bad.”
“Ah, I understand,” the sword dancer replied. “But I wonder, are you more concerned by what the new queen might think, or by what your elf girl will believe?”
Before I could answer her question, Moryana pivoted on one heel, glided back toward the window, and then vaulted outside. She looked like she was just stepping across the threshold into another room even though we were high above the ground, but when I hurried toward the window to make sure she had landed okay, the beautiful sword dancer had already disappeared.
Apparently, I wasn’t the only one with a few disappearing tricks up my sleeve.
I moved back across the room, took a deep breath behind the door, and listened to the muffled voices of my friends for a few seconds. The wood of the door was too thick to understand anything they were saying, but I heard the familiar cadence of Cornalic telling one of his over-the-top stories, followed by Allurie’s bell-like laughter.
A line of tension left my shoulders as I exhaled and then opened the door.
Queen Chrysa was nowhere to be seen, but Cornalic, Bolverk, and Allurie all looked up from the other side of the main chamber when they heard me open the door. Bolverk was seated in his usual cross-legged meditation position and barely bothered to open his eyes in greeting, Cornalic grinned his charming half-orcish smile and stood up, but Allurie flew across the room faster than even Moryana could move.
“Leo!” Allurie threw herself in my arms. “I missed you! You were gone for so long, but I told everyone you needed to rest, so I didn’t let anyone disturb you!”
“Thanks, Allurie,” I chuckled. “It’s good to see you, too.”
The silver-haired elf girl kissed both my cheeks and giggled, and I had to gently untangle myself from her arms before she decided to press her luck and see what else she could kiss.
“Careful, I don’t want to bleed on you,” I said after Allurie snuck in one more kiss to my injured cheek.
“Oh, Leo, did I hurt you?” The pretty elf clapped her hands over her mouth.
“No, I cut myself while I was shaving, and--”
“Where?” Allurie demanded and started to run her fingers over my face like she was trying to peel an orange.
“It’s not bad,” I laughed and grabbed her hands before I forced them back to her sides. “It’s just a little nick.”
“I don’t see anything!” the elf girl said. “Ohh, is this a game? Are you being silly, Leo?”
“No, I really did nick myself and just haven’t had a chance to heal it yet,” I said, even though I suddenly remembered the lack of carpet burn on my knees.
“Dearest friend Leo, I’m afraid pretty Allurie is right,” Cornalic said with a little bow as he reached my side. “Your face is as dashing as ever. Not even so much as a scar in sight!”
“Well, that’s weird,” I muttered. “Never mind, though. Where’s everybody else?”
“I believe the lovely new queen is getting ready for a day of meetings, along with her advisors,” Cornalic replied. “The servants are coming to move her things into the royal quarters shortly, and Sharles is practically chomping at the bit in his eagerness to show us all to our promised rewards in the palace’s other treasure rooms.”
“I have my relic, so I’m pretty set,” I said. “But you three should pick out something if you want. It’ll help with whatever we choose to do next.”
“The true warrior does not need the weapons of men to slay the gods,” Bolverk said from the other side of the room without opening his eyes. “His powers come from the gods and can only break against them, but when the dragons come down from the mountains, he will break himself open against them, and then the path to the Throne of Ascension will be made clear.”
I stared at him for a second and then shook my head. The gnome berserker couldn’t help when he spouted off crazy, but I still wished I could have helped him more. The blue runes that covered his mostly shaved skull were the only thing that kept him from total madness, though. He might have been Mindlocked and a little off his rocker, but at least he wouldn’t hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.
“Indeed, dearest friend Leo,” Cornalic chuckled. “But perhaps you could use a slight upgrade in armor before our next adventures. Of course, I know you are far too skilled to ever be caught by an enemy’s weapon, but there are always enemies who would unfairly launch an attack at your back, and armor will be the best way to defend against them.”
“I thought you were my best defense against backstabbing enemies,” I said with a grin.
“Oh, dearest Leo, my bestest of friends, your complete faith in me warms my half-orcish heart to the very core.” My green-skinned friend laid a large hand on his chest. “They used to tell stories in the orphanage about friends who could be closer than brothers, but I never imagined I would meet such a brother for myself. Yet here you are! You are… as they say, the rain to my crops. The sun to my shine. The fingers to my hand. Why, when I was just a small half-orcish lad with not even two coins to rub together, I used to dream of having a friendship as strong as the bond that you and I share. Did I ever tell you about the group of rascals that used to run the small city from where I came from? These were… not nice men, but they had a friendship that was true, and that is where I drew inspiration from, so when I was this small half-orc lad, I hoped that I too would experience a friendship as--”
A knock sounded on the main suite door, and Cornalic stopped talking as we all turned toward the sound. I half-reached for my broadsword out of instinct until the door opened and showed only Moryana in the entrance.
“I see Leo is back,” the sword dancer said as if she hadn’t just vanished from my bedroom. “I am on my way to the throne room to discuss strategy, so perhaps you would all like to join me.”
“Might as well go now,” I said. “We can talk things over with Chrysa, and then maybe Sharles can take us to upgrade our gear a little bit.”
“Then we’ll go to get the next relic?” Allurie clapped her hands. “Yay! I love traveling! There are so many new friends to meet! Adventuring with Leo is the best. Oh, and I’ll get to wear my new adventuring clothes!”
“I’m sure they’ll look great on you,” I told the pretty elf girl, and her cheeks suddenly turned a faint shade of pink. “Uh, anyway, I’m not sure exactly where we’re going next.”
“Have no fear, dear friend,” Cornalic said and clapped one of his meaty hands on my shoulder. “Wherever your quest takes you, I have vowed that I will be with you to the end, and as you well know, I never lie.”
“Sure,” I chuckled as I thought about all the half-orc’s fantastical stories about riding bears in the orphanage.
“You will not stay and help the new queen?” Moryana leaned against the doorframe like she was bored, but her green eyes glittered with curiosity.
“I haven’t decided yet,” I replied. “She has plenty of advisors to help her now, but I still… I don’t know. I didn’t like the way things went down with the Freelans, and I’m not completely sure I trust everyone on her staff yet.”
“The way things went down?” Moryana repeated. “You have an odd way of speaking, Leo Lennox.”
“It’s because he’s an Old One, but shhh, don’t tell!” Allurie whispered loudly with one hand cupped to her mouth.
“Old One?” Moryana raised an eyebrow at me.
“Allurie likes to think that I’m one of those people,” I chuckled and hoped that the swordswoman wouldn’t ask any more questions.
“This would certainly explain a lot.” The obsidian-haired warrior shrugged and disappeared back into the hallway.
“We’re right behind you,” I called.
I was going to have to tell Allurie to stop mentioning her theory about me as an Old One. It was a convenient explanation for why I just disappeared sometimes, since Ohlavar Quest’s AI hadn’t figured out a good way to explain players’ abrupt absences. But it might also suggest some kind of vulnerability to other people in this world.
Maybe I was just being paranoid, but I didn’t exactly want everyone to know too many details about my personal life. It was probably leftover fear from a decade of stalkers and over-cautious bodyguards, but it still put me on edge.
Then again, Dale had always been overly alert, and he had still ended up dead at the hands of assassins who were trying to kill me.
“Are you quite well, dear friend?” Cornalic asked. “You have the look of a man who has seen a ghost.”
“Nah, sorry,” I said. “I was just thinking about one, that’s all.”
“Did I ever tell you about the time that I battled the ghost of the tavern owner?” Cornalic asked as he wiggled his eyebrows. “Picture this, dear friends. It was a dark and stormy night. The kind of night that any half-orc with half a brain would have been sitting comfortably by a fire sipping a tasty beverage. But I was quested with this daring job. You see, there was this woman who suspected that her husband… well… he may have not been the best of men. Such garish activity upsets my honorable sensibilities, of course, so I took the job as they say, pro-bono, and--”
“Let’s, uhhh… save the story for another time,” I said as I finished buckling on my weapons. “We’ve got a job to do now.”
“Do you want to come with us, Bolverk?” Allurie asked the gnome. “I fixed your hair especially this morning, so I think you should show it off.”
“I thought his hair looked a little brighter,” I chuckled as I glanced at the gnome’s vivid purple and green spiked mohawk.
“The gods have enemies everywhere,” Bolverk growled as he jumped to his feet and glared at us with his electric-blue eyes. “They will be crushed beneath our heels, and we shall drink their blood from cups made of the physical manifestations of their screams. Or pewter. I also like pewter for drinking cups.”
“I guess that means you want to come,” I said and then led the way out the door.
Allurie skipped ahead of us as we headed toward the throne room, and Bolverk plodded solidly along behind me, but Cornalic and I walked shoulder to shoulder down the corridor. The palace hallway was wide and open, but between the two of us, we took up so much room that the servants still had to scurry to the side to avoid our broad shoulders. I had a pretty broad chest myself, but my green-skinned friend had a torso like a giant Dorito that had been pumped full of steroids.
Moryana had already disappeared around the next corner, and I wondered what her Shadow attribute numbers were like. She moved stealthily, but it was a different kind of stealth than the roguish kind that Cornalic used in combat, and even though she was beautiful and a little dark, her movements were also different from the sultry kind that seemed to ooze from Lady Feeyaz.
I dismissed thoughts of Moryana as I smiled at Allurie where she skipped ahead of us. The silver-haired elf girl was wearing one of the new dresses that she’d bought for herself, and she clearly liked the way the cornflower blue skirt twirled every time she skipped or spun around. She looked like an air sprite come to life in the white marble hallways of the palace, and the summery colors of her dress were echoed in the blue and gold mosaic tiles that studded the ceiling.
Every few seconds, Allurie paused and turned around to make sure we were following her. Then she’d wave enthusiastically and skip ahead again, and I couldn’t help but smile each time she paused to check on us.
It had only been a day, but I really had missed my friends.
The burgundy-clad guards outside the throne room both bowed low when we came around the corner. They held long spears at their sides and heavy shields on their opposite arms like they were about to face a pack of ogres in battle, but they both looked more than a little nervous as they fumbled to open the doors for me.
“The queen has been waiting for you, Sir Leo,” the guard on the right said with another bow.
“Sir Leo Lennox!” the second guard called into the open throne room.
“And friends!” the first guard added, even though he glared at his friend who had stolen the thunder of his announcement.
“That would be Cornalic of the Mind, Lady Allurie of Cutno, and Bolverk,” my half-orc friend said and then cleared his throat. “If you’re looking to make formal introductions.”
“Bolverk, God of Battle and Lord of War,” the gnome berserker corrected as he bounced on his toes behind me.
“It’s fine, let’s just go inside,” I sighed with a nod toward the open doors.
There was hardly anyone in the marble throne room, so I didn’t want to waste the time with formal announcements. Everyone inside was a friend, or at the very least, an ally. Moryana stood to one side of the central throne beside Cesnie Kayleic, and both women looked toward me with a mix of pleasure and curiosity. Sharles Kailifar stood on the other side of the throne, and the big man looked just as pleased to see me as the two warrior women.
Chrysa was seated on the throne itself, and even though she was younger than I was, she looked every inch like a queen. Her dark chocolate-brown hair was braided into elaborate tresses that were pinned to her head with a series of rubies and pearls, and the simple silver tiara that crowned her was studded with tiny sapphires. Her dress was a deep shade of red that matched the rubies in her hair, and when the young queen saw me come in, her cheeks flushed almost as red as her gown.
We walked forward to join her, and I started to bow before Chrysa stood up from her throne, stepped down to meet us, and then took my hands to stop me from bowing.
“You do not have to bow to your friend, Sir Leo,” the beautiful brunette said.
“But I should bow to the queen,” I teased as I released her hands. “Sorry I’m a little late. Did I miss anything? Where are the Grytars?”
“Ah, the Grytar family and their champion Tia’tor Barta left as early as they could this morning,” Sharles boomed as he came over to clasp my hand. “They seemed to think the political situation here was quite unstable, so they wanted to get back home as quickly as possible.”
“We could have used a minotaur on our side, but I guess I can’t blame them,” I replied. “Did I miss anything else?”
“There have been no more assassination attempts, if that is what you mean,” Cesnie said as she walked over. “We are still interrogating members of the staff to make sure no more traitors are hidden among them, but so far, all has been well.”
“Ah, shit,” I muttered.
“What is wrong, dearest Leo?” Cornalic asked. “A phantom pain from a healed wound, perhaps?”
“I shouldn’t have left all my shit unprotected in my room,” I said. “I wasn’t really thinking, but if they’re still investigating palace staff, it may be a little too soon to--”
“I’ll get your things for you, Leo!” Allurie rocketed toward the door.
“No, Allurie, you don’t have to--” But I stopped myself when I saw that she was already gone.
“Never fear, she’ll be back in only a few moments,” Cornalic said. “I do believe the lovely Allurie is in fact the speediest elf I have ever seen.”
“I can’t imagine anyone faster,” I chuckled.
“It is truly good to see you, Leo,” Sharles said. “Even a day without you feels like a day without any sun.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more!” Cornalic exclaimed. “I was just telling Leo that--”
“Maybe you could catch me up on anything else I missed?” I asked before my half-orc friend launched into another one of his elaborate stories.
“Honestly, there hasn’t been much,” Chrysa replied. “The servants spent most of yesterday cleaning up the palace and getting the royal quarters ready for us-- for me, I mean, and… and, ah…”
“And we have only just begun to discuss our next moves against Gartuna and the Freelans,” Sharles finished for the queen when the pretty brunette’s cheeks burned with embarrassment.
I knew her embarrassment was probably my fault. Chrysa had asked me to marry her the last time I saw her, and I had told her I would have to think about it, but I knew things were likely going to be awkward between us until I gave her a definite answer.
Then again, they were probably still going to be awkward after I gave her an answer. I might not have completely made my mind up about it, but I was pretty sure the answer I gave her wasn’t going to be the one that the beautiful brunette wanted to hear.
“Has the royal family of Gartuna been notified of Queen Yrisi’s death?” I winced at the image of the dead queen and her young daughter, both murdered by Sir Rodin Worred.
“We sent her body back with an appropriate tribute guard, so she can be buried among her own people,” Chrysa answered. “But we already sent Mind messages to her family to prepare them for the news. They, ah, did not take it well.”
“It was only the initial message,” Sharles tried to reassure the young queen. “I am opening further communications with them later, and I am hopeful we may be able to resolve at least a few of our differences then.”
“What about the Freelans?” I asked.
“We haven’t heard anything from them or about them since Sir Rodin opened that portal and escaped with what was left of them,” Cesnie said with a slight curl of her lip. “But I have no doubt they are planning their next moves as we speak.”
“Death magic is nothing to trifle with, dear Leo,” Cornalic sighed. “I am afraid that Sir Rodin has both you and young Queen Chrysa in his sights now, and I am unsure how to stop such forces of evil.”
“You know something about death magic, right?” I asked Moryana. “You recognized it as soon as it started to happen.”
“I am widely traveled.” The sword dancer shrugged. “So yes, I have learned a few things.”
“Then maybe you could--”
“Secure the queen!” someone suddenly shouted outside the throne room.
Twenty burgundy-clad guards ran into the room in perfect unified strides, but I immediately started running toward the door. I glanced over my shoulder to see Moryana and Cesnie move in front of Chrysa with their blades drawn, and then I kept running forward.
“What happened?” I shouted as I ran with Cornalic and Bolverk both right on my heels.
“Assassins in the queen’s old quarters!” one of the throne room guards barked.
“Stay here and protect the queen!” I told the palace guards before I ran out the door and started to sprint down the open marble hallway.
The assassins couldn’t be well-informed if they tried an attack in Chrysa’s suite. The servants were coming to move out all her things today, but then I realized the pretty brunette wasn’t the only woman I needed to worry about.
“Shit,” I growled. “Allurie!”







Chapter 4
We sprinted past a few dozen more guards, but they were all headed to the throne room to protect Chrysa. She had only barely been officially crowned as queen, and after what happened at the end of the tournament, the palace guards were working overtime now to make sure she was secure.
Less than fifty yards remained between me and the queen’s old suite. Cornalic and Bolverk were silent as they ran beside me, and I knew my half-orc friend would be just as worried about Allurie as I was. Even Bolverk seemed unusually grim, and the sight of his neon green and purple hair from the corner of my eye reminded me that he was probably much more fond of the pretty elf than he would have wanted anyone to know.
Thirty yards to go.
I pulled out my broadsword and cursed my decision to ever leave the rest of my equipment in my room. I should have known better, but I had been so confident the threat against the new queen’s life was over now that I hadn’t really thought about it. But if anything happened to Allurie because of me, I wouldn’t forgive myself, especially not when I could have and should have stopped her from running out the door in the first place.
Fifteen yards.
Zarra would just say that she was pleased her AI had done such a good job of creating realistic characters that I was so attached to, but it had to be more than this. Everything about Allurie was so real, just like it was about all my friends in Ohlavar Quest, and if she got hurt because of a choice I made, I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied with the explanation that this was all just a game and there was no reason to be quite so upset.
And now that I had started to really think about the possibility of teleportation, I couldn’t shake the feeling that if something happened to Allurie, she wouldn’t just vanish from the AI servers.
She would really be gone.
Real or not, I’d never see her again if she died.
Five yards left, and the three of us rounded the corner at the same time we saw four palace guards pour toward the suite from the other direction. They recognized me instantly, so I barked out an order to follow us, gritted my teeth at the sound of fighting inside, and then kicked open the half-closed door.
It was such a powerful kick that the door slammed into the wall behind it, and we dashed inside with our blades at the ready.
Allurie stood with her back to my private room, surrounded by seven black-clad assassins with masks over their noses and mouths. The elf had her crossbow in her hand, and two assassins’ bodies were on the floor with bolts sticking out of their throats. The rest of her opponents were too close now for her to fire the crossbow effectively, and Allurie had started to use Thizzle Thrower
as more of a club that she lashed out wildly at her enemies with, rather than as an actual crossbow.
The moment my friends and I sprinted into the room with four of the palace guards, the assassins paused just long enough to look over their shoulders at us. I thought it was a little strange that their character tags only read Unknown Assassin, but I didn’t spare these assholes more than half a second’s glance.
All I could see was the bright streak of red that stained the side of Allurie’s blue dress.
My ears roared with anger as if the ocean itself had poured into the room. My rage carried me forward at the same time I hit the silver-haired elf with Breath of Life, and the beautiful elf girl pulsed with a green-orange glow while the healing spell worked. The blood stopped pulsing through her dress, but I instantly cast a Minor Heal on her too, just to make sure she would be okay.
Then I slammed into the assassins with all the fury of a tidal wave.
My broadsword rang out against the first assassin’s saber, but he let his blade give way to mine so I was forced to take a step closer to him to finish my swing. It created an opening on my left side for a second assassin to lunge forward with a pair of curved daggers, but before he could carve me up like a Thanksgiving turkey, I jammed my elbow up into his nose.
My strike hit at just the right angle to snap the man’s whole head back, and he stumbled backward as blood started to stream down from underneath his face mask. He tore off the mask before he drowned in a pool of his own blood, but Cornalic politely tapped him on the shoulder from behind. The assassin had enough time to spin around and jab one of his blades forward, but then the dual blades of my green-skinned friend flashed in the early morning light to counter the assassin’s attack.
The black-clad assassin was fast, but he was no match for Cornalic. A second later, his intestines had spilled out across the ground like bloody ribbons, and the half-orc turned his attention to another assassin at the same time I refocused on the first assassin who had blocked my attack with his saber.
My broadsword rang out against his blade again, but he perfectly parried my swing and the next two right after that. Our blades seemed to echo all around the chamber as the other assassins engaged with my friends and the four palace guards, and I threw a Guardian of Fortune on Allurie when I saw her take a few steps back and aim her magic crossbow again.
A throwing dagger bounced harmlessly off the pretty elf girl a second later, but then my opponent’s saber spun off the end of my blade and neatly flicked up toward a seam in the leather armor at my elbow. I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself just in time, but the blade nicked my skin anyway, and a streak of pain shivered up my arm.
The nick to my elbow hurt far worse than it should have, and even after I hit myself with a Minor Heal, the pain continued to travel up my arm and into my shoulder. It almost felt like I had been struck with a tuning fork, only the tuning fork delivered a low-dose of electricity to every nerve in my body. It wasn’t enough to drop me to the ground, but it was enough to slow down my movements, so the next time the assassin brought his saber against me, I was barely fast enough to block him from carving it straight through my shoulder.
Then I noticed the tiny marker at the top left of my UI. It was a skull with an X where its nasal bones should have been, and it was surrounded with tiny jagged blue lines like electricity. I wasn’t sure if it was a curse or just a weapon effect, but either way, I still felt like a low-dose voltage was trembling every muscle in my body, so each parrying swing took damn near all my concentration.
“Shit,” I growled, but before I could try to heal myself, I saw one of the palace guards go down from a dagger to the chest.
I immediately hit him with Breath of Life and waited just long enough to see a crossbow bolt fly from Allurie’s direction into the dagger-throwing assassin’s forehead. Then I cast another Guardian of Fortune on Allurie to make sure she continued to stay safe, and I only turned my attention back to myself after I saw her encased in teal light with orange shields that danced across the surface.
I tried Remove Curse in case the low-dose electric shock from the assassin’s saber was a hex instead of an effect, and sure enough, the little electrified skull icon blinked and then vanished from my UI as a surge of new strength flooded my muscles.
The saber-wielding assassin tried to slice his blade through my unprotected throat, but he didn’t realize that I had removed the curse his weapon put on me in the first place. So when I suddenly brought my broadsword up to block his swing, his eyes widened with surprise a second before our blades clashed together again.
I kept our weapons pressing together close to the hilts to make it harder for my opponent to slide his saber off the end of my weapon, and then I shoved forward against his blade. He took a step back, let his weapon drop, and ducked his body out of the way all at once, so my weapon kept thrusting forward.
If this assassin thought he could trick me into exposing my side again, he was dead wrong.
The moment I sensed that he was going to give way to me, I knew what he was about to try, so when it happened I let my broadsword continue to push forward like I was falling for his trap. At the same time, I brought my left fist up into the assassin’s stomach, and the noise of my knuckles punching his abdomen sounded like a giant popped balloon.
I hit him with two more quick jabs to the stomach to follow up my first blow, and the hits winded him enough to slow down his reaction time. Then I brought my broadsword against him in a series of quick strikes, but I let him block each one before I edged my way forward inside his guarding arm. Now I was too close to kill him with my blade, so instead, I punched the center of his chest with the fire opal in the hilt of my weapon.
It was a hard enough blow to drop his health bar by a quarter, and I thought a couple more strikes directly on top of his heart might be enough to rupture it like an exploded watermelon inside his chest. There were still plenty of other assassins to deal with though, so I didn’t take the time to test out my theory.
I simply grabbed his saber-wielding wrist to keep him from blocking me, took half a step back to adjust the angle of my swing, and then carved my broadsword through the assassin’s neck like a medieval executioner.
I almost expected my broadsword to stop when the blade met the man’s vertebral column, but it sliced through the bone just as easily as through muscle, and the assassin’s head toppled from his shoulders in a geyser of dark blood.
As soon as the assassin’s body tumbled to the ground after his head, I glanced around the rest of the chamber to see if anyone needed a heal before I threw myself at the next closest assassin.
Bolverk’s health bar was just as full as when we started, and Allurie’s had gone back up thanks to the spells I’d casted on her. Cornalic was still whirling through the large room with movements as quick as they were precise, so his health had only dropped by about fifteen percent, and the four palace guards were all fighting back to back so they were able to keep each other from getting too badly injured.
I hit Cornalic with Breath of Life just to make sure his health didn’t drop any more, but by the time I hit both him and Allurie with Guardian of Fortune, I realized that the four remaining assassins were losing confidence in their odds.
Two of the assassins must have decided they would try again another time, and they dashed away from their fight with the palace guards and straight toward one of the open windows. Their black clothes fluttered as they leaped over the ledge and plunged toward the ground below, and then they vanished below the window ledge.
“Bolverk!” I shouted. “Window!”
The gnome berserker didn’t even glance at me before he dashed across the chamber. When he was only a few steps away from the ledge, he pumped his legs a little faster and then vaulted out the window like he was an Olympic hurdle-jumper.
“You two, go outside and help him!” I ordered two of the guards. “And you two, check the rest of the rooms in the suite!”
The first two guards glanced at the window for a moment before they realized that I meant for them to take the stairs down to the gardens like a normal person, instead of hurling themselves over the ledge like my berserker friend. Then they ran out the door of the suite while their two friends dashed across the massive chamber to check the other rooms.
Now no one would be able to sneak up on us from behind while we finished off the two remaining assholes.
The last two assassins in the spacious chamber had backed Cornalic up against the two-tiered fountain in the room, but the overly muscled half-orc somersaulted backward in a green blur. His legs landed on the upper champagne glass-shaped tier of the fountain, and both assassins switched out their long blades for throwing daggers.
I sprinted across the distance between us to help my green-skinned friend, but then a crossbow bolt whizzed by my ear from Allurie’s Thizzle Thrower. The bolt buried itself squarely in between the shoulder blades of the assassin on the right, and a jolt of electricity rattled his whole body from the magical shot. His hair shot out into a giant perm like he’d just stuck a fork into an outlet, and he promptly flopped around on the floor like a fish.
“Yay!” the pretty elf cheered from behind me. “Did you see that, Leo? I did it!”
I didn’t answer her since I knew the numbing effect of Allurie’s crossbow would only keep him incapacitated for a few seconds. Instead, I nodded at my half-orc friend to finish him off and watched as Cornalic flipped himself forward off the fountain again to kill the electrocuted assassin before he stumbled back to his feet.
The other remaining assassin spun to face me at the same moment I brought my broadsword against her, but she danced backward out of reach so she could use her throwing daggers instead of switching back to her long blade. I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself half a breath before the first dagger left her hand, and it bounced off the teal light that suddenly encased my body.
I hit myself with the protective ability again, and her second dagger clattered to the floor at my feet. She snarled underneath her mask, but she immediately pulled out her saber and threw herself against me. My broadsword blocked her first three strikes, and I silently thanked my fighting instructor Bantog for all the countless hours of drills I performed with him that made me able to anticipate each advance this assassin now tried to make against me.
“Leo, duck!” Allurie shouted from behind me.
I wanted to tell the elf girl that I was way too close to this assassin for her to try to get a shot off with her crossbow, but it would have been easier to argue with the sun to keep it from rising. So I ducked and prayed Allurie’s shot wouldn’t miss her target, but I also hit myself with another Guardian of Fortune just in case it did.
The female assassin’s body glowed purple the moment the crossbow bolt reached her, and the projectile turned to ash when it should have buried itself in her shoulder. It was an impressive ability, but I didn’t give myself long to think about it.
“Hit her again!” I called to Allurie.
I didn’t know how the silver-haired elf managed to load another bolt so fast, but her crossbow made a quiet twang only a second later as it released another projectile. The female assassin spun to try to avoid it, and I didn’t wait to see whether or not Allurie’s second shot would be the one to take her down.
Instead, I dropped down and laid my stomach flat against the ground to keep well out of the way of the crossbow bolt. It allowed me to throw my sword arm out further than normal, and the blade sliced through the backs of the assassin’s ankles. Her Achilles tendons snapped like rubber bands, and she cried out and sank to her knees.
I pushed myself up into a lunge to follow up my attack with a thrust of my sword into her abdomen, but as soon as my blade pushed its way into her stomach, Cornalic appeared behind her from out of nowhere. Then his dual blades severed her head from her neck at the same time a river of blood poured out of her injured abdomen.
“Nice work,” I panted as I stood up fully. “Allurie, that was--”
“Dear friend, I am afraid that the lovely Allurie is no longer behind you,” Cornalic said. “And my half-orc ears tell me we had better move to your room on the double.”
I whirled around just as I heard the familiar thwang of the elf girl’s crossbow, only now it came from inside my own private chamber instead of the massive open area of the suite. My overly muscled friend and I bolted across the open space, and even though I couldn’t see Allurie, I pictured her inside my room and tried to hit her with Guardian of Fortune anyway.
Cornalic vanished from beside me the moment we passed through the doorway, and he reappeared by the window of my bedroom just as I spotted the pretty elf.
Allurie was squared off against an assassin who had somehow snuck past everyone else and into my private chamber. The assassin had her back to the window while Allurie stood next to the table filled with equipment and loot beside my bed. Since Cornalic had managed to flank the assassin, she was now caught between the half-orc and the crossbow-wielding elf, but she hardly seemed bothered by the fact that she was caught between them.
And the moment I saw the assassin, I recognized her even before I saw the name above her red health bar: Smoke Assassin.
She had the same spray of freckles across her nose just above her face veil, and her brown eyes were just as dark and full of laughter as I remembered. This was the same woman who had tried to kill the captain of The First Sunrise before I interrupted her, and it was the same assassin who had tried to kill me in the streets of Tylue before she was interrupted by another group of assassins sent to do the same job.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded.
“Isn’t it obvious?” the smoke assassin chuckled. “Better luck to me next time, I suppose.”
Cornalic’s dual blades spun through the air like artful paintbrushes, but the woman vanished in a puff of smoke before she reappeared right behind Allurie. I cast Guardian of Fortune on the elf again just as the smoke assassin ran her fingers through Allurie’s silky hair, but Allurie stomped her foot down on the other woman’s foot and then spun away like an angry whirlwind.
“These are Leo’s things!” the silver-haired elf scoffed. “You can’t have them!”
Cornalic, Allurie, and I moved forward to surround the smoke assassin, but the woman didn’t seem worried as we closed in on her. Then again, if I could disappear into a puff of smoke and reappear somewhere else a second later, I probably wouldn’t have been too worried, either.
“One day, we’ll really have to stop meeting like this,” the smoke assassin purred.
I couldn’t see her expression underneath the veil which covered half her face, but the corners of her eyes turned up like she was smiling. I wished she had been angry or felt cornered by us, but the fact that she seemed so smug about everything only pissed me off. I knew it meant that she wouldn’t answer my questions because she felt confident she had the upper-hand.
But still, I couldn’t help myself from asking.
“What do you want?” I let my gaze flick over to Cornalic and gave my muscled friend an almost imperceptible nod.
“Until next time, Leo Lennox,” the smoke assassin hummed.
Cornalic and I moved toward the woman at the same time so she was surrounded by blades or a crossbow on every side, but as soon as we thrust our weapons toward her, they only carved through a cloud of dark smoke and then clanged against each other before we pulled them back.
Another puff of smoke appeared by the window, and Allurie fired her crossbow again at the cloud before I even saw that she had loaded another bolt. The bolt sailed through the smoke like it wasn’t even there, and then the last of the fog rushed out the window and vanished below the ledge.
I was the first to reach the window, but when I looked down on the gardens outside, there was no sign of the smoke assassin. I only saw a blood-covered Bolverk standing on top of the bodies of the two assassins he had followed out the window, with a cluster of palace guards close by.
“Come back up!” I shouted to Bolverk and waved my arm through the window.
The gnome berserker reached down to thrust his hands into the blood of his enemies again, and as he stood back up, he rubbed the blood down his cheeks and raised both fists to the sky in response.
“The rest of the rooms are clear, Sir Leo!” one of the palace guards announced as he and his companion entered my room.
“Thank you,” I sighed and turned away from the window. “Is everybody okay?”
“I received a bit of a scratch, but you were quick enough to heal me before the bleeding injured my fragile skin too badly,” Cornalic said. “Your reflexes truly are unparalleled, dear Leo.”
“Not quite unparalleled,” I muttered. “That smoke assassin was faster than both of us.”
“Ah, but this is only a matter of magic, not of reflexes,” the muscled half-orc countered. “In a contest of only reflexes, no one is your equal, my brave-hearted friend.”
“Allurie, are you okay?” I asked as I finally lowered my broadsword to my side. “I should never have let you come back here to get my things, and I’m so sorry that I ever--”
“I’m great!” The silver-haired elf threw her arms around me and only just missed clobbering me over the head with her crossbow. “Did you see how well I shot? I took out a bunch of those meanies! But then they cornered me. That part was no fun at all. Until you saved the day, Leo! Yay! My hero! I love you so much!”
“Perhaps our next fighting lesson will be how to use your melee weapons, dear Allurie,” Cornalic said with a kind smile. “You have a saber, twin daggers, and a broadsword that you could use, so we can train on those next.”
“Yes, please!” Allurie said, but she kept her arms around my neck. “I was trying so hard to keep an eye on your things and on all the meanies, but then Leo saved me with his big strong muscles and healing magic. Ohhh… Can I swoon? I don’t know if that is appropriate anymore because I am supposed to be helping with all the fighting, but I also feel like I should swoon so Leo can catch my body with his big hands and then hold my body close to--”
“You were doing a pretty good job of saving yourself,” I interrupted as I tried to slip out of her embrace without injuring each other with our weapons, and I was surprised that I had never noticed the scent of fresh lavender that clung to her hair like perfume.
“I did a good job?” Allurie released me as her turquoise eyes went wide. “Does this mean I should have a reward now? Oh, Leo, if I could pick anything in the world as a reward, I would pick mating with--”
“Why don’t you go through all the dead assassins’ things and see what kind of loot we find?” I asked. “Then you can take the first pick as a reward.”
“Okay, but I don’t think they’ll have anything as good as mating with you,” the silver-haired elf sighed.
“I’m just glad you’re not hurt,” I said.
“You were worried about me?” Allurie smiled almost shyly.
“My lovely Allurie, it is true that I have never seen Leo run so quickly as he ran to your defense,” Cornalic chimed in. “I had to struggle to keep up with him, and I’ve been known to run from danger almost as fast as I run toward gold.”
“Oh!” Allurie’s turquoise eyes shone toward me.
“Of course, I was worried,” I said and cleared my throat. “You’re my friend, Allurie, so I’ll always look out for you.”
“Those meanies did injure my dress,” the elf girl replied with a pout, and she pointed to the torn blue fabric over her ribs.
“The palace tailors can fix that for you in under an hour,” one of the palace guards offered.
“Let’s worry about that in a minute,” I said. “First, I want you to loot these bodies for anything valuable, or for anything that might tell us what they wanted. Then we need to go rejoin the queen and tell her what happened.”
“An excellent plan,” Cornalic agreed as Allurie disappeared into the main chamber to begin going through the dead bodies. “I only have one slight, very small, minor question to ask you. Do we, ah, know exactly what happened?”
“Fair point,” I chuckled. “Not really, other than they were here to kill someone.”
“I do not believe they were here to kill the queen,” the muscled half-orc said. “An attack on her old chambers on the day she was set to move would be a very poorly planned attack, especially when servants are supposed to be in and out of here all day. It’s halfway through the morning, so there is very little chance that our adorable queen Chrysa would have even been here in the first place.”
“Besides, why would they have all showed up in Leo’s room if they wanted to kill Chrysa?” Allurie popped her head back in from the main chamber.
“Sorry, what?” I demanded.
“Don’t worry, Leo, I’m all done sorting through their stuff!” the pretty elf said.
“What do you mean they all showed up in my room?” I asked.
“I was in your room getting your things, and then I heard people come in through the window, and some of them came out of your closet,” Allurie answered with a little shrug. “So I told them these things didn’t belong to them, and they should go away, but then they attacked me. Can you imagine? It was so rude!”
“That can’t be good,” I muttered.
“But it’s okay now!” the silver-haired elf continued. “Cornalic taught me that I needed to get them into an open space to use my crossbow better, so I kept shooting until I herded them out into the main room! I don’t know where the smoke assassin came from, though. She wasn’t with everybody else. I only heard her in your room at the end. She is super sneaky, but don’t worry, I won’t let her take your things, Leo.”
“Have you made any enemies lately, my friend?” Cornalic whispered.
“Other than the Freelans, the lord of Cutno, and possibly the Yinnia family in Arnicoal?” I chuckled. “Not that I know of.”
I could have really laughed at the number of powerful enemies I was already racking up in Ohlavar, but I suddenly didn’t find it very funny. The inside of my mouth went dry while my palms felt clammy and sweaty, and I had to force myself to swallow to try to erase the image of Sal’s bloody body that flashed across the backs of my eyelids.
Why the hell were assassins trying to kill me both here and back on Earth?
“Are you feeling okay, dear friend?” Cornalic asked. “Perhaps you should--”
“I’m fine,” I said quickly. “Can you make sure all of my stuff is still here? I’ve gotta check on something.”
“Anything for you, my noble-hearted Leo.” The half-orc instantly started to look through my weapons and my small pack beside my bed, but I didn’t wait until he finished.
Instead, I moved back into the main room of Chrysa’s old suite and took a deep breath to try to steady the hammering of my own heart against my ribs. My stomach was doing weird little flips like it was filled with hot grease that kept popping, and there was a burning sensation at the back of my throat that made me feel like I might be sick.
I forced myself forward and tried to forget about Cornalic looking through my things and about the two palace guards who’d left the room to check in with the scores of burgundy-clad soldiers running through the rest of the palace. I thought I felt Allurie follow along behind me, but I didn’t even pay attention.
I just marched toward the neatly stacked bodies and the piles of clothing, armor, and loot that Allurie had placed beside each one. Most of the assassins had been so butchered when we killed them that their necks and faces were all carved up, but the first two that I looked at with intact necks didn’t have any kind of visible tattoos.
There was only one other assassin who had some of his skin still intact along his neck, so when I reached him, I dropped to my knees. Then I twisted the assassin’s head to the side, looked at the back of his right ear, but didn’t see any kind of mark. I twisted his head to the other side instead, and there was no mark behind his left ear, either, but there was a massive gash through the left side of his neck that made it impossible to see if any tattoos had been there.
But even with the large cut there, I would have sworn that just above the wound, there was the tiniest edge of a flower-like tattoo before the ink got lost in the bloody strings of his exposed neck tendons.
“Don’t worry, I already looted the bodies,” Allurie said behind me. “I didn’t miss anything, I promise!”
“I know you didn’t.” I pushed myself back to my feet and shook my head. “Allurie, do you see any kind of tattoo on any of these assassins’ necks?”
The elf girl stepped forward and examined each body in a matter of seconds, while I kept telling myself that the mark on the dead body must have been some kind of rune. Or maybe it was a tattoo, but this didn’t mean it was the same flower tattoo that the assassins who had come after me on Earth possessed.
That would be crazy.
Right?
“I only see a mark on this man’s neck,” Allurie announced about the body I had just examined. “There’s so much blood and flesh that I can’t tell what it is, but it could be some kind of rune! It looks like a petal, but I bet it’s a stamp to mean this man is not even nice to his friends.”
“Thanks,” I sighed.
Of course, it would be crazy. It was a weird coincidence that I had people who wanted to kill me both on Earth and in Ohlavar, but I had pissed off a lot of powerful people in both places. So really, I shouldn’t have been surprised by the assassination attempts, and a little rune or tattoo on one of these unknown assassins didn’t mean they were the same group of people as the ones who had broken into Arnacript or attacked my parents.
It was impossible for assassins here to belong to the same group as the assassins on Earth. At the end of the day, this was just a game, and the assassins back home were the real ones to worry about.
I only wished I felt a little more convinced by my own logic.







Chapter 5
“Those who fight against the gods are often marked by the same markings as the gods,” Bolverk suddenly said from the doorway. “Gods marked their dragons but forgot to mark themselves, and so the vipers rule the mountains and the valleys, and we must punish the gods before they are forgotten. Then we will replace them as rulers of everything. Only then can we take the Throne of Ascension.”
“Yeah, that makes no sense,” I chuckled, but at least the bloody gnome berserker’s appearance was enough to distract me from my thoughts about all the assassins.
“Everything is safe and sound, dear Leo,” Cornalic said as he emerged from my bedroom and brought me all of my belongings. “I thought you might wish to keep all these things on your person for the time being.”
“Thanks,” I sighed. “I’m just glad the smoke assassin wasn’t able to take anything before we stopped her.”
I buckled on the Longsword of Chilling Edge
and the Short Sword of Balance, and after I cleaned my broadsword, I sheathed it at my waist as well. At least I had worn the Ring of Luck,
Ring of Minor Mana, and Necklace of Minor Luck when I left my bedroom this morning, otherwise I would have hated to see what would have happened against the assassins just now.
The left glove and right shin of the Pieces of Heliotrope were still safely in the pack where I had stashed them, and I breathed a sigh of relief. If I had lost two of the fifteen relics I was supposed to find, I wasn’t sure how I would have reacted, and I definitely didn’t want to know how Zarra would have responded.
“The queen and all those with her are safe,” a palace guard announced from the doorway. “She requests that you please join her again as urgently as possible.”
“Don’t worry, tell her we’ll be right there,” I said and then tried to swallow some of the dryness in my throat. “I just want to look at this loot first.”
Most of the assassins’ weapons and items weren’t worth much, mostly just standard or low-grade magical swords and daggers that weren’t better than what we already had. And none of them had anything on their bodies that would help us identify who they were, who sent them, or what exactly they wanted.
Still, there were two exceptions among the assassins’ gear.
First, there was the saber that had dosed me with a low-level electric shock as some kind of hex effect, and when I picked it up and examined the stats, I wondered if any of us could use it or if it would be worth more to sell it.
Saber of Subtle Shock
Damage: 20% above standard - saber
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu +2
In--
Wi +2
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
Every attack that cuts flesh has a thirty percent chance of hexing the target and delivering a low dose electric shock. Unless removed with a hex or curse removal, duration of shock will be for the amount of seconds equal to twice the user’s Shadow attribute (64 (70)).
It was a nice saber, but I still thought my Longsword of the Chilling Edge would be a better fit for me. The longsword gave me a slight defensive edge, not just an offensive one, so it was overall the better weapon, even if the saber was still nice. It could have gone to Allurie, but after the pretty elf learned how to use the Saber of the Ancient Tortoise, I was pretty sure she wouldn’t want to ever part with it, not even for a saber that might shock her opponents.
Maybe Moryana would want it.
The second interesting piece of loot belonged to the female assassin who had made Allurie’s crossbow bolt turn to ash. I thought it might have just been an ability that the dead woman had, but when I reached the stack of loot next to her body, my eye was immediately drawn to a purple-stoned ring that Allurie had set on top of her boots.
Ring of Minor Protection - Fifty percent of ranged non-magical attacks against the wearer will turn to ash, but protection will not extend past ten attacks per twenty-four hour period.
“Damn, that could be handy,” I whistled. “Here, Allurie, you should wear this. You have first pick, so you can take something else, but I think this would be good for you.”
“Oh, Leo, are you already giving me a ring?” Allurie’s turquoise eyes sparkled.
“It’s to protect you,” I said and quickly explained the ring’s abilities. “Don’t take it off, okay?”
“I would never take off anything you gave me,” the beautiful elf answered, and then she giggled as she slipped the ring onto her left index finger. “I still have the bracelet you gave me too, see?”
“Why didn’t you use it?” I glanced at the Bracelet of Medium Armor on the elf’s wrist.
“I forgot the trigger word,” Allurie whispered loudly.
“It’s Armor,” I said.
“I know it is, but I don’t know how to--”
“No, the trigger word is Armor,” I said with a smile.
“Oh! Armor!” The elf girl clapped her hands, and a shroud of translucent chainmail surrounded her body. “I did it! Yay!”
“Let’s hope we don’t need you to use that again during the next four hours,” I groaned.
We could sell the rest of the assassins’ gear later, but I wanted to go back to the throne room for now to figure out what the hell was going on. I still hadn’t made up my mind for sure whether or not I wanted to stay here and help Chrysa or leave to find the next relic, but I was beginning to think that it didn’t really matter.
Trouble seemed to find me wherever I went anyway.
When the four of us returned to the throne room, the palace guards had formed a massive circle all around the perimeter of the room, but there were no signs of any struggle. The guards instantly parted for us, and the moment Chrysa saw us, she lifted her skirt and sprinted across the gold-veined marble floor.
“By the Light, Leo!” the beautiful brunette gasped, but she stopped herself right before she threw her arms around my neck. “Are you injured? Allurie, did they hurt you?”
“We’re fine,” I said.
“Leo was so brave!” Allurie hugged Chrysa, and the tension relaxed from the young queen’s shoulders. “He killed them all!”
“That’s not true,” I chuckled. “All of us killed the assassins together, except for the one who got away.”
“No one tried to enter the throne room,” Cesnie said as she strode forward to join us. “The rest of the palace is secure as well, so it seems they only came after the queen’s old quarters.”
“Also not completely true,” I replied. “I think they were after me, not Queen Chrysa.”
“Really?” Moryana pursed her full red lips together. “How very interesting.”
“You did put a target on your back when you became the new queen’s champion,” Sharles huffed as he joined us. “But I fail to understand why any assassins would be interested in killing you instead of the queen. You are a skilled fighter and clearly have an aura of masculine mystery and magic about yourself, of course, not to mention the fact that you are extremely good-looking, but… ah, where was I going with this?”
“We were trying to figure out why assassins would be after Sir Leo,” Cesnie said with a wry smile. “I believe your wish to compliment him carried you away a bit.”
“Ah, but can you blame me?” The big man winked at me, but I just laughed.
“Not at all,” Cornalic said. “If you had seen the way dear Leo handled those assassins, you would have already started working on a ballad to sing his praises. Perhaps it should start with the way he sprinted down the hallway to Allurie’s rescue or maybe--”
“Ooh, I love ballads!” The silver-haired elf hugged herself like she was holding a big stuffed animal.
“Let’s get back to the assassins for now,” I said as I tried to refocus the conversation.
“Of course,” Sharles said with a slight bow. “Did they have any distinctive marks or items that we could use to identify them?”
“Nothing I recognized,” I replied. “Their bodies are still in the main suite if your people want to check them out too, but I couldn’t find anything distinctive on them.”
“Don’t forget the two that Bolverk slaughtered on the lawn,” Cornalic added.
“It is impossible for a mortal to escape the wrath of the gods,” Bolverk said as he pushed more of the blood on his face back into his dyed mohawk. “The gods of war must have their thirst satisfied before they spill their wrath open upon the world.”
“Right,” I sighed.
“You said you killed all of the assassins except for one?” Chrysa asked.
“There was a smoke assassin who got away,” I said. “It’s the same one who attacked me in the streets of Tylue before, and the same one who tried to kill the captain of The First Sunrise.”
I almost asked them if they had ever seen a flower-like marking on the necks of any assassins, but I swallowed the question. I didn’t know how to explain why I wanted to know, and I definitely wasn’t about to tell my friends that I thought I was teleporting between two worlds whenever I came here. I would keep the question to myself for now and see what I could find out without asking, just like I wanted to keep quiet about the fact that the smoke assassin had been after me or something in my room.
“Fucking smoke assassins,” Cesnie muttered. “There are not many of them, but they are always a problem.”
“Who do they work for?” I asked.
“They’re mercenaries, so they work for anyone who will hire them,” the blonde woman answered.
“You make it sound so dirty,” Moryana said with a sly smile. “Mercenaries are not without honor, Lady Cesnie.”
“Not in my experience,” Cesnie replied.
“Then why am I still here?” the leather-skirted warrior asked. “If I was without honor, I would have already left.”
Cesnie’s blue eyes flashed with annoyance, but Sharles stepped forward before the blonde warrior could speak again.
“We are very grateful for your continued presence, Moryana,” Sharles said quickly. “You know more of the Freelans than most of us.”
“The Freelans’ use of death magic makes it impossible for me to stand aside and do nothing,” the black-haired warrior woman replied. “I completed the job that the Teedan family hired me to do, so now I am a free agent. And right now, I choose to be here so we can find a way to stop the Freelans’ use of death magic before it consumes all of Ohlavar.”
“And you do this out of the goodness of your heart?” Cesnie raised a perfectly arched eyebrow.
“Perhaps.” Moryana smirked. “But if someone wanted to offer me money to keep me on retainer, I would not refuse.”
“If you help us, I’m sure we could arrange something,” Chrysa said and then glanced at Sharles. “Right?”
“No doubt,” the big man answered. “But I think right now the most important thing is for us to prioritize our problems.”
“The Freelans, Gartuna, and unknown assassins,” the brunette queen replied with a slight tremble of her lower lip. “I knew it would not be easy to become queen, but I will do my best.”
“To be fair, there was no way to predict that death magic would stain your tournament to become queen,” Cesnie said.
“But this is why you have us to help you.” Sharles laid a hand on Chrysa’s shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. “We work for you, and we will do all we can to help you.”
“It’s true,” Cesnie said in a bored voice. “I was Queen Yrisi’s champion, but my loyalty is to Sanduport.”
“Thank you.” Chrysa smiled. “I still need to consult with my generals, but I believe it will be best to start training additional troops. Sanduport has eighty thousand active soldiers, but if we are going to fight a war on two fronts, we will need to divert as many resources to our military as possible.”
“I’m sure that is a wise course of action,” Sharles said. “But I am still hopeful that we may be able to negotiate some kind of peace with Gartuna. They want access to all of our coastal cities for trading, and I believe we might be able to work out a number of concessions that would keep us from going to war with each other.”
“If we can keep the peace, then I’d like to,” Chrysa replied. “But not if it means sacrificing too much of our own resources and territory.”
“We will not concede our territory, my queen,” the big man said. “I speak merely of trade concessions. I don’t know if they will listen to me yet, but so far, our spies have reported no unusual troop movements across the border.”
“Good, but we’ll still make sure we are ready for them,” Cesnie said as she folded her arms across her chest. “Gartuna’s military is nothing to play around with, so we’ll need to be ready in case your concessions don’t go according to plan.”
“Indeed,” Sharles said with a slight bow. “I have also sent messages to our allies in Binna to make sure they will back us up in case it comes to that, so Sanduport will not be alone and friendless if it comes down to a war.”
“Binna may not be known for their military, but their resources are unparalleled,” Cesnie agreed. “Our troops will have plenty of weapons and food supplies to draw on if we need them.”
“So if you had to pick, would you say that the Freelans or Gartuna are more of a danger right now?” I asked.
“The Freelans,” Moryana answered before anyone else could. “They might only be nobles in one city in their country, although I believe their influence likely extends much further. But death magic is always the greatest danger.”
“You said earlier that death magic would consume all of Ohlavar,” I recalled. “What exactly did you mean?”
“And please, feel free to tell us how you know so much about it,” Cesnie said dryly.
“Blood will rain from the heavens when the gods return to smite their enemies,” Bolverk rumbled. “The soldier with the trident will help Leo split open the rivers of blood to welcome the rain, and the gods will baptize all those who oppose them in the streams of fire. Then they will be able to burn, and after we burn them, we will ascend the ancient steps and take the Throne that has been waiting for us. This is completely obvious, if you would pay attention to the voices of our fallen ancestors.”
“Yeahhh…” I cleared my throat. “Thanks for the advice, Bolverk.”
“I’m sorry Taran couldn’t help your friend more,” Sharles said quietly.
“It’s okay.” I shook my head. “He’s much calmer now than when we first met him. He’s just not… quite right.”
Bolverk’s mental troubles made me think about my parents, and for a moment, I wondered if Arnacript’s treatment really would help them. The last time I had lunch with them, they were in a better state than I had seen in years. We had carried on a full conversation almost like they had never been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s in the first place, but I still worried that the treatment might not last. What if they suddenly regressed, or the treatment stopped working for them?
“Leo, you seem distracted,” Allurie whispered loudly.
“It’s… nothing. Go ahead, Moryana.”
“I am certainly not an expert about death magic,” the black-haired warrior replied. “I am simply well-traveled, so I have learned a few things. This is how I know that death magic is a threat to the whole world, not just Sanduport.”
“Wonderful,” Chrysa muttered.
“There have always been necromancers,” Moryana continued. “That alone is not a danger, but when that necromancer is as power-hungry as the Freelans, they will call on this power more and more, until the separation between our world and the world of the dead grows so thin that they can no longer control it.”
“And then all hell breaks loose,” I guessed.
“Then how do we stop them?” Chrysa asked. “Or… can we?”
“We shoot them in the face!” Allurie said cheerfully.
“That was effective,” I chuckled as I remembered how Allurie had shot the creepy little girl through the forehead to stop the rise of her zombies.
“From what I have heard of the Freelans, it would not matter if we killed more of them,” Moryana said. “Since the little girl’s use of death magic after the tournament, I have spent some time among the seedier sides of the city and asked around places that the royal guards will never go. I have also consulted a Mind mage who passed a few messages back and forth from a contact I have in the Freelans’ city of Phycar.”
“What have you learned?” Cesnie asked.
“Only rumors, but from fairly reliable sources,” Moryana replied. “The rumors about the Freelans are that they possess an object that links the world of the dead to the world of the living, and as long as they have this item, they will continue to practice death magic and grow in power. Not all necromancy works like this, but this is supposed to be true of the Freelans.”
“But without this item, the Freelans won’t be able to use death magic anymore?” Chrysa asked.
“I believe so, yes,” Moryana confirmed. “But I’m not sure. There were rumors of death magic all around the city, but I did not think much of them. My contact passed word through the Mind mage yesterday that the rumors have only increased in the past few years. And most of the rumors said that this necromantic object the Freelans use is, ah, self-perpetuating.”
“Ooh, that’s so naughty!” Allurie gasped but then giggled and turned to me. “I’ve self-perpetuated before while I thought about Leo, but shh! Don’t tell anyone.”
“My dear girl,” Cornalic said with a bit of a grin. “Moryana said perpetuate, not mastur--”
“She means the object can create more of itself,” I said quickly. “And this means there are probably other Freelan family members who can wield the death magic, too.”
“And they have probably been able to do so for generations,” Cesnie said. “It would certainly help explain their meteoric rise to power over the last century.”
“Then we need to find out more about this item,” Cesnie said. “If we can destroy it, there would be no more death magic and no more real threat from the Freelans.”
“Ideally, yes,” Moryana muttered with a subtle scowl. “I was surprised when the little Freelan girl used her powers. When I went to Phycar before, I heard that the family used to practice death magic, but I thought it had been lost a very long time ago. I didn’t actually think… well. Everyone loves a good surprise, no?”
“Wait, so what about the little girl?” I asked. “Were there any magical items on her body?”
“No, we didn’t find anything,” Sharles replied. “We searched her before we cremated her, but there was nothing that seemed unusual.”
“It’s possible one of the other Freelans took something off her corpse before they escaped through the portal with Sir Rodin,” Cesnie said. “Everything happened so quickly, we might not have seen it.”
“Okay, well, at least we kind of have a plan now,” I said as I ran my fingers through my hair. “If we can steal or destroy these death magic items, or maybe we just need to steal the original item that’s given birth to all the rest, then the Freelans won’t be able to use their powers anymore? Or at least, they can stop making more.”
“They would still be powerful, but Sanduport could take them down if we weren’t also facing an army of zombies,” Sharles said. “We would certainly have a good chance, anyway.”
“They might not even attack if they realize they can’t use their death magic anymore,” I pointed out. “Then you would only have to deal with Gartuna.”
“And Sharles already said that he’s optimistic about trade negotiations.” Chrysa’s brown eyes were wide with excitement, but every time she looked directly at me, her face flushed and her eyes darted away again.
“Not optimistic, my queen,” Sharles corrected. “But I am hopeful.”
“Even if Gartuna goes to war with us, it will not be right away,” Cesnie said. “They will stall so they can either push for more concessions, or at least so they have time to gather all their forces and put them into motion.”
“Then it sounds like the Freelans are the more serious threat at the moment,” Cornalic concluded.
“Yes, but I’m not sure what our first move against them should be.” Chrysa bit her lip. “We don’t know what this necromantic item is or how to destroy it. We don’t even know where to find it!”
“We could find out,” I said and then took a deep breath.
I had been going back and forth with what I wanted to do, but at some point in our conversation, I realized I already had my answer. I was pretty sure the next Piece of Heliotrope was in Binna to the north, and a trip to the Freelans’ home country would definitely slow down my quest, but I knew I was going to risk it.
New Quest: Steal the necromantic object from the Freelans in Phycar.
I made a small hand gesture to get rid of the alert on my UI, and I wondered if the game had known what I decided before I even announced it. At the end of the day, it didn’t really matter, but I would have liked to know if the UI had given me the quest because I had already made up my mind or because it thought I should take care of the Freelans first.
Either way, Chrysa had Sharles, Cesnie, her generals, and plenty of advisors, but I didn’t think any of them would be able to sneak into Freelan territory and steal their most precious object right out from under them. Hell, I didn’t know if I could do it, but if Cornalic, Allurie, and Bolverk came with me, then I knew I stood a decent chance.
I still cared about Chrysa as a friend, even if she wanted us to be more, and I wasn’t going to abandon her if I could help it. I would get the relics as quickly as I could, but I sure as shit wasn’t going to desert my friends in order to complete my quest.
That had never been my style, and I wasn’t about to start playing or living that way now.
“I’ll steal it,” I announced. “It’s the only way to break the Freelans’ power, and I think I can do it.”
“Of course, you can!” Cornalic clapped his meaty hand on my shoulder. “And never fear, Queen Chrysa, I will be right by Leo’s side, as always, and I will ensure no harm comes to him.”
“And me!” Allurie said. “Wherever Leo goes, I go.”
Bolverk didn’t say anything, but when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that the gnome berserker had seated himself cross-legged in a meditation position. His eyes were closed, but he must have sensed us looking at him because he gave one quick jerk of his head before he spoke.
“My life and service have already been pledged to the avatar of Heliotrope,” the bloody gnome said.
“I think that means he’ll come with us, too,” I chuckled.
“Oh, Leo, I love y-your willingness to do this for me,” Chrysa stammered. “But what about your quest? What about the fact that we don’t know anything about this object?”
“My quest will just have to wait,” I said. “And as far as the other problem goes, I think I know a good solution. I just don’t think anybody’s gonna like it.”
“You are a man of many talents,” Sharles said as he played with the large gold medallion around his neck. “I’m sure whatever solution you have thought of will be brilliant.”
“We need to know what the item is and how to destroy it, right?” I glanced at my friends and then forged ahead. “Plus, we want to do it in a hurry. So, we need to talk to someone who knows a whole hell of a lot about necromancy, dark magic, death magic, and powerful items.”
“And you know someone like this?” Moryana licked her red lips like I had just offered her sweet wine.
“Yeah, I think I do, back in Arnicoal. Lady Feeyaz Tyth.”







Chapter 6
“Of course!” Cornalic cried. “Dear Leo, this is why you are without equal. I am sure that Lady Feeyaz will be all too eager to help you, especially since she is sure to want another encounter with you in case you change your mind about taking her to bed.”
“Who is Lady Feeyaz?” Chrysa demanded as her cheeks flushed all the way to her ears.
“A beautiful and noble lady sorceress whose life Leo spared the last time he met with her, even though a lesser man would not have stayed his hand,” my overly muscled friend said. “She tried to kill him, but it was all a misunderstanding, and our noble-hearted Leo realized that she didn’t know what she was doing.”
“Well, she did know what she was doing,” I clarified. “It was just a big misunderstanding.”
“This woman tried to kill you?” Chrysa’s dark brown eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand. Who is this woman?”
“Apparently someone who found Sir Leo as frustrating as he is charming,” Cesnie said with a smirk.
“It’s a long story.” I shrugged. “I killed her business partner, but only because he tried to cheat me, and I made a fair trade with her to make up for everything. She thought I was trying to cheat her, so that’s when she tried to kill me, but I explained everything, gave her the staff and crown she wanted, took what I had been promised, and then left her in peace.”
“Are you certain this woman holds no grudge against you now?” Moryana asked.
“I don’t think so,” I replied honestly.
“It is true that her kind aren’t exactly known for their forgiving nature,” Cornalic said. “But she did get what she wanted out of their arrangement, so I can’t imagine she would still be angry, especially not when she and Leo have such a--”
“Good working relationship,” I finished before Chrysa’s cheeks could blush any darker.
“What did you mean by ‘her kind,’ Cornalic?” the brunette queen asked.
“Lady Feeyaz is a drow,” I answered for my friend.
Sharles and Chrysa both turned pale, and even Cesnie and Moryana looked surprised. I understood why everyone feared and hated the drow, since dark elves were known to be the polar opposites of everything that light elves like Allurie represented. They were supposed to be power-hungry, dominating, chaotic, and pure evil. Maybe Lady Feeyaz was some of those things, but I was convinced she wasn’t evil, and she was our best bet at finding answers to all our questions about death magic and the Freelans.
“A… drow?” Chrysa whispered. “They… they are evil, though.”
“This is what I’ve told Leo as well!” Allurie said as she waved her hand. “I told him he shouldn’t bother with this meanie drow woman because she’s very, very evil. All drow are.”
“Look,” I sighed. “I can’t think of anyone else who would know about powerful magical items. She’s a collector.”
“I do not like the idea of asking a drow for help,” Chrysa said. “But if Leo thinks it’s a good idea, then I trust his judgment.”
“It’ll be his head if he’s wrong.” Cesnie sighed. “I don’t know if I can recommend this.”
“You really think this Lady Feeyaz will help?” Sharles asked. “The drow make me almost as nervous as death magic, maybe even more so, but if my queen supports your decision, then… then so do I.”
“I can’t think of a better option,” I said.
“I have a network in the city,” Cesnie said. “I’ll ask around and see if anyone knows anything about this relic the Freelans might have.”
“But how long will that take you?” I asked. “We can teleport back and ask her in a few hours. It’ll be fine, trust me.”
“We trust you,” Moryana said. “But that’s more than I can say for any of the drow.”
“Leo has made up his mind,” Chrysa announced firmly. “We should support him.”
“Thanks,” I said with a smile that made the brunette queen blush again. “We’ve just gotta get back to Arnicoal and hope she’s still there.”
“And teleporting with the use of a Mind mage would save you a two-week trip,” Cesnie pointed out.
“That would certainly save my stomach from two weeks of unpleasantness at sea,” Cornalic said.
“I will come with you,” Moryana announced as she twirled her fingers through her long black ponytail.
“Yay!” Allurie clapped. “Your hair is so pretty, and I think we will be friends.”
“Your hair is very pretty, too,” the warrior woman chuckled.
“Yes, see?” Allurie grinned. “We are already such good friends, and I know you will help me look out for Leo when we meet this evil drow woman who has evil intentions with our beautiful Leo.”
“Lady Feeyaz isn’t mean,” I said. “And she’s not evil… I don’t think.”
“She tried to kill you,” the silver-haired elf said. “That is not nice.”
“Well, I definitely wouldn’t call her ‘nice,’” I muttered. “But she’s not mean.”
“We will pay you, of course,” Chrysa told Moryana. “You have been to the Freelans’ home country and their home city before, so I’m sure it would help Leo if you at least went with him to their city.”
“I will accompany Leo on his entire journey,” Moryana said. “I would like to meet this Lady Feeyaz for myself. And don’t worry, I will not refuse compensation out of the noble goodness of my heart. I may want revenge on the Freelans as much as you all do, but I am not a fool. I will still require payment for my services.”
“And you shall have it,” Sharles declared. “I will personally see to it.”
“This is all only if Leo does not mind me coming with him, of course,” Moryana said with a sly smile.
“I’d appreciate any help you can give me,” I replied. “Thanks for volunteering.”
“I would volunteer as well,” Cesnie said as she gave Moryana an icy look. “But I believe my services will be better put to use here as we plan our defenses and strategies for a possible war.”
“Yes, you do that.” Moryana shrugged. “You are the genius tactician, after all. I am only good with a blade.”
“I wouldn’t define you as only ‘good’ with a blade,” I laughed to try to ease the obvious tension between the two beautiful swordswomen. “Cesnie and Sharles can help Chrysa while we’re gone, and we’ll be back before you know it.”
“It would perhaps be a good idea to return here after our meeting with Lady Feeyaz,” Cornalic suggested. “Then we can exchange updates with each other before we travel to the Freelans.”
“We can’t update each other with Mind messages?” Chrysa asked.
“I believe Cornalic is considering our national security,” Sharles said. “It would be much safer to discuss updates about the Freelans and our preparations for war in person.”
“Oh, I see,” the brunette queen said and then bit her lip.
“Then when we come back, we can use the same Mind mage who sends us to Arnicoal and get him to send us to the Freelans,” I decided. “Otherwise, it would take at least three weeks by boat to get there.”
“But we’ve never been to their country,” Allurie said with a little wrinkle in between her silver eyebrows. “How will the Mind mage know where to send us?”
“Moryana has been there before,” I said. “So it shouldn’t be a problem to teleport all of us there together, right?”
“It will still be difficult, but leave it in my hands, my friend,” Cornalic said. “I will find a suitable Mind mage who can teleport us to both places without any problem.”
“Thanks, Cornalic.” I sent the large man a grateful grin. “We’ll find out if Lady Feeyaz knows about this necromantic object that the Freelans have and return as soon as we can.”
“And what if this drow woman can’t or won’t help you?” Cesnie asked.
“Then we’ll figure out something else.” I shrugged. “But right now, this is our best bet, so unless you have a better suggestion, this is what we’re gonna do.”
“I didn’t realize you had such a bossy side,” the blonde snickered. “I like it, Sir Lennox.”
“As do I,” Moryana hummed.
“Ahhh, ladies,” Chrysa cleared her throat, “The sooner Leo leaves, the sooner he will return to me-- ahhh, us.”
“Yeahhhh,” I said as the three of them turned to fix me with their beautiful eyes, and I couldn’t help but feel like a glass of water they all wanted to drink. “We should leave as soon as possible.”
“I can start my search for a Mind teleporter now, unless there is anything else that we need to discuss,” Cornalic said.
“Actually, there is,” Sharles announced. “I promised to take you all to the other treasure rooms in the palace so you could each pick a suitable reward for helping my queen.”
“I don’t really need anything,” I said. “I already took my reward from the old king’s private treasure room.”
“Nonsense!” Sharles huffed as he clasped his big belly. “You saved the queen and all the rest of us too, so the least we can do is equip you with better armor before we send you off against a drow and a whole family of necromancers.”
“I guess I can’t argue with that,” I chuckled. “And I would be happy to have my friends each get something for themselves.”
“I will take nothing,” Bolverk said as he jumped to his feet. “The god of war only takes weapons from his slaughtered enemies. I have no need for palace riches taken from dusty shelves.”
“But we do have a lovely assortment of axes and--”
“Don’t try to convince him,” I sighed. “I think he might have taken a vow or something. He’s very serious about only arming himself from the bodies of his fallen enemies.”
“We will not make him break a vow,” Chrysa said. “But please, Allurie and Cornalic should at least have their choice of treasure.”
“Say no more, sweet lady,” Cornalic said with a deep bow. “If it will bring you even a moment’s happiness, we will visit the treasure rooms and choose something for ourselves.”
“Sharles, would you mind showing them the way?” Chrysa said. “I’m supposed to meet with my generals this afternoon, and I would like Lady Cesnie to accompany me as my advisor.”
“Of course, my queen,” the big man replied.
“While you’re all off treasure hunting, I will compile a list of reasonable equipment and the payment I will require,” Moryana said. “Then as soon as you sign my contract, I will officially work for the queen until the job is finished.”
“Thank you.” Chrysa reached out and clasped the mercenary woman’s hand.
At first, Moryana pulled back at the surprisingly earnest gesture, but then she simply nodded, squeezed the young queen’s hand, and then released her grip.
“I’ll see you again before we leave,” I told Chrysa. “But if all goes well, and Cornalic finds a Mind teleporter today, we should be able to leave tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Chrysa’s lower lip trembled, but then she drew herself up tall and exhaled. “Yes, good. The sooner you are able to see Lady Feeyaz, the sooner we will understand the next steps we can take against the Freelans.”
“That’s the idea,” I said. “I will find you in the morning, Chrysa, if not before then.”
“We will have a chance to… speak privately?” the beautiful brunette whispered.
“Before we leave, I promise,” I said.
The young queen turned her gaze away from me, and I thought I saw a glimmer of tears in her eyes before she swallowed and looked at Cesnie.
“Shall we go meet my generals?” Chrysa asked.
“Yes, my queen,” the blonde warrior replied.
“And if you four will follow me, I will take you to our storehouses,” Sharles told me.
“The god of war does not--”
“No one will make you take anything,” I interrupted Bolverk. “Just come with us and watch us pick out our own equipment.”
The gnome berserker huffed but trotted along behind us when we started to follow Sharles toward the door. The palace guards parted on either side of us like a wave, and we moved down the wide open marble corridor outside the throne room without any obstacles. I half-expected the smoke assassin to reappear and drop down from the mosaic tiles above us, but no one appeared on our way to the palace’s treasure rooms.
“They’re just up ahead, don’t worry,” Sharles said ahead of us.
“Allurie, why don’t you run ahead and tell Sharles about what those mean men did to your dress?” Cornalic asked.
“Oh, yes!” the pretty elf gasped. “I was so excited to wear my new dress, especially because Leo said he liked the color so much, but then--”
“Go tell him, lovely lady, not us,” Cornalic said with a smile.
After Allurie skipped ahead to tell Sharles more details about the assassin attack, Cornalic caught my arm and slowed us down a few paces so the big man couldn’t overhear us.
“Quick question,” Cornalic whispered. “You know I support you one hundred percent in all things, my dear friend, and I am quite certain that Lady Feeyaz will love the chance to help you, but…”
“But what?” I asked when the muscled half-orc trailed off.
“But there is the slight issue of the Amulet of the Puppet,” my green-skinned friend said. “If she was controlling Baron Yinnia the whole time, then we might be in for a rude surprise.”
“She may not even be the one who put that amulet on him,” I muttered under my breath. “I will ask her about it, and I will look to see if she is wearing the Amulet of the Master. But even if she is, the baron’s amulet is lost at the bottom of the sea, so she can’t use the Amulet of the Master to control anyone. If it was even hers in the first place.”
“I am sure you are right.” Cornalic nodded. “I only know that your noble heart sometimes makes you a little… ahhh, trusting… It is one of the things I admire most about you, but since you are filled with only goodness and bravery, I have pledged to always look in the shadows behind you. To always have your back, and that is all I seek to do now.”
“Thank you,” I said. “I thought about the amulet too, but I don’t know any other way to find out what we need to know about the Freelans and death magic. I’ll ask her about it, and I don’t think she’ll lie to me.”
“Whatever you think is best, dear friend,” the half-orc replied with a grin that I always found very reassuring, despite the three-inch fangs that protruded up from his lower jaw.
When we reached the treasure rooms, I was astounded by the sheer number of items the old king had stashed away. Of course, there had only been the one single relic in his truly private collection, but the public treasure rooms contained plenty of armor, equipment, weapons, and jewelry to make up for it.
Bolverk still refused to take anything for himself, but I made sure that my other two friends found something before I even started looking for myself. Allurie skipped around the room with Sharles as he showed her all the best pieces of jewelry, so at first, I stayed by Cornalic’s side.
Cornalic ran his fingers over almost every object he encountered as if he was going to choose something just by how it felt alone, and I moved along right behind him so I could touch each object he seemed most interested in. Whenever the item description popped up on my UI, I shook my head if I didn’t think it was worth it, or if it seemed like a good deal, I whispered a few things to him about what it could do.
Finally, my overly muscled friend lifted a single hair tie from a velvet cushion and raised an eyebrow. It was a simple gray-green ribbon that certainly didn’t look like much, but I guessed from its placement on the velvet cushion that it was worth more than someone might guess. As soon as he handed it to me, the item’s stats popped up in purple text, and I saw that I was right.
Delightful Hair Tie of Charm
Armor Rating - 3
Durability - Magical
Br +2
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch +3
Co--
Lu +2
For thirty seconds every three hours, the wearer will appear as an ally to all enemies so they will not attack him. The wearer will not change appearance to any members of his own party. This effect is triggered by twirling the ends of the ribbon together.
“Perfect!” Cornalic exclaimed after I told him what it was. “Truly, your ability to identify items is simply the icing on what is already the perfect cake.”
After we told Sharles that we had found an item for Cornalic, my green-skinned friend pulled out his current hair tie and replaced it with the gray-green ribbon. He tied half his long black hair up into a samurai-style topknot, and he let the rest of his hair hang loose down his back.
“I feel more delightful and charming already,” Cornalic said with a wink.
Allurie twirled around with every piece of jewelry she found like it was a long-lost puppy, but she had just gotten the Ring of Minor Protection from one of the dead assassins, so I didn’t think jewelry was the right play for her. She had adventuring clothes but no armor, and since there was no telling what we would run into on our quest against the Freelans, I wanted to make sure the pretty elf was as protected as possible.
When I told him my idea, Sharles took us to a wall of armor designed for female warriors. Allurie was a little disappointed that she wasn’t going to get any jewelry, but the armor was just as beautiful, so she quickly started to pick up each piece and sigh longingly for each one.
“This looks good,” I said when I reached a leather suit of armor.
The leather was such a pale gray that it was almost blue, and it had light plates over the shoulders, a light plate to protect the abdomen, thigh guards, and shin guards. It looked light enough for Allurie to still move seamlessly, but it should at least offer her better protection in battle, especially since it was enchanted.
The item description popped up in purple text like Cornalic’s hair tie, and I was impressed that we had already found two epic-level items in Sanduport’s treasure stores.
Armor of the Pearly Sea
Armor - 8
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu +2
In +2
Wi--
Pe +2
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
Wearer of the Armor of the Pearly Sea will be protected against death by drowning. Attacks against the wearer have a twenty-five percent chance of being completely blocked as if the wearer is encased in a pearl shell, and blocked attacks have a ten percent chance of returning the intended damage against the attacker.
“It’s really good,” I said after I finished looking at the description.
“Oh, I love it,” Allurie whispered with shining eyes. “Can I really have this?”
“Of course, dear girl,” Sharles said.
“Thank you!” the silver-haired elf squealed with a little twirl, as if she’d already put on the armor. “And thank you for finding it, Leo!”
I smiled at the pretty elf’s enthusiasm but turned back to Sharles when he spoke again.
“And for you, Sir Leo?” Sharles asked. “I cannot let you leave without a finer set of armor, at least.”
“You’ve already been nice enough to let me borrow this set for as long as I have,” I told him.
“Then I respectfully request its return so you can replace it with something else,” the big man chuckled. “What about this?”
I ran my fingers over the leather armor that the royal herald indicated before I picked up one of the forearm braces, turned it over in my hand, and then glanced at the identification that popped up on my UI in blue text.
Enchanted Leather Armor with Plates
Armor - 10
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
The wearer of Enchanted Leather Armor with Plates has a twenty percent chance of absorbing all magical attacks. Any absorbed magical attacks will double the wearer’s mana pool for the number of seconds equal to the wearer’s Light attribute (70).
“Good eye,” I said, since even though it was a blue item and not a purple item, it was still a great find. “I’ll take it.”
“I told you that I have an appreciation for the finer things,” Sharles said with a booming laugh and then winked. “I love when something beautiful also happens to be so useful.”
“Thanks, Sharles,” I chuckled.
Now that we all had our rewards from the treasure rooms, I decided it would be best for me to head back to Earth. I couldn’t do anything until Cornalic found a Mind teleporter for us, and even though I still wanted to speak to Chrysa in private, I hadn’t planned out what I would tell her yet, so I wasn’t quite ready for that meeting.
The servants were still cleaning up the assassins’ bodies and moving out Chrysa’s belongings from her old quarters, so Sharles showed us to the suite of rooms right beside the queen’s new chambers. They would be ours for as long as we stayed in the palace, and all the rooms were adjoining. This meant that if another attack did happen, everyone else would hear.
I almost opened up my stats, but I didn’t know how I wanted to spend my forty-five attribute points, so I figured I might as well wait until I had a better idea of what I needed in mind. Then after Cornalic left to search out a Mind mage, I tasked Bolverk and Allurie with keeping an eye on my things while I was gone.
I laid down on the new bed, closed my eyes, and counted to twenty.
It was still early in the afternoon when I stepped out of the VRIU tank, but I didn’t waste much time talking to Jennifer and Ky when I got out. I told them I was still pretty tired and wanted to lay down for a while, and even though I felt kinda bad for lying to them, they didn’t question me and told me to get as much rest as I needed.
The truth was that I wanted to talk to Chip again.
I headed toward the shower first, and I glanced in the mirror while the water heated up. The razor cut on my cheek from earlier that day had completely disappeared, even though my healing abilities hadn’t worked in Zarra’s office. Allurie had told me my face was fine, and even now that I saw it for myself, I almost couldn’t believe her.
When the hell had both my cheek and my carpet-burned knees healed?
And how?
I took a quick shower to rinse off the VRIU liquid, and I heard the phone ring almost as soon as I stepped out of the shower. I thought it might be Zarra since she hadn’t been there when I came out of the tank, but when I picked up the phone, I heard my friend’s familiar voice instead.
“Hey, Leo, how’s it going?” Chip asked. “I saw Jennifer in the hallway, and she said you ended your session a little early today. You, uh, going for a bite to eat or anything?”
“Yeah, I’ll probably stop by the cafeteria here in a little bit,” I answered.
“Good, man,” Chip replied. “Gotta make sure you eat plenty and keep up your strength, you know?”
I was feeling a little paranoid, but I got the idea that the ex-SEAL wanted me to go to the cafeteria now, so I shrugged and nodded before I remembered he couldn’t see me.
“You’re right,” I said. “I could go for a couple sushi rolls, so I’ll head that way.”
“Enjoy, man!” Chip said and then abruptly hung up the phone.
“Okay…” I hung up, slipped on some clean clothes, and then headed out of my bedroom.
On my way to the cafeteria, I passed a few employees, but no one I recognized. They all knew who I was though, and they either smiled politely and asked how things were going, or they giggled to each other like schoolgirls and hurried down the hall past me.
A few years ago, this all might have gone to my head, but I had been the reigning champion of Astafar Unlimited for ten years now, so I was used to finding fans everywhere. It was a little strange to find them here at Arnacript, since this company was as much about a new Alzheimer’s treatment as it was about a new VR game, but I didn’t think too much about it.
Mostly, I just wished I could somehow blend into the wall so I could have a few moments’ peace outside of my private suite and not have to worry about everyone’s eyes on me.
When I was about to pass out of my wing of the Arnacript facility, I heard a loud whistle behind me. I spun around and grinned when I saw Chip about thirty yards behind me. The big ex-SEAL had just come from an adjoining hallway, and when he waved, I headed back in his direction.
“You headed to the cafeteria?” Chip grabbed my hand to shake it and then pulled me in for a quick hug.
My big friend wasn’t usually the affectionate sort, but when he started to pull away he slipped a scrap of paper into my hand and squeezed my fingers around it before he released me.
“Yep.” I slid both my hands into my pockets as casually as I could.
“Glad to hear it,” Chip said. “I was afraid you would end up jumping back into the game instead of getting something to eat like we talked about. Enjoy your lunch, man.”
“You coming?” I asked.
“Nah, I would, but my shift isn’t over, and I already took my lunch break,” the ex-SEAL replied.
“Okay, well, I’ll see you later,” I said. “I need to get an early start tomorrow, so I don’t think I can do another gym session in the morning, but let’s plan for one soon, yeah?”
“You got it, Leo,” Chip answered. “See you around.”
Chip turned to walk back down the hallway on his rounds, and I forced myself to head back toward the cafeteria instead of following him. I wanted to pull out the piece of paper right away and read whatever kind of note Chip had handed me, but I had to be smart about this. There were security cameras everywhere, and the ex-SEAL clearly thought someone was always watching us. So instead, I walked down the hallway with my fists in my pockets for a few paces, and then as I entered the cafeteria, I left the paper in my pocket and let my arms swing free at my sides.
I ducked into the cafeteria bathroom before I went to the sushi station. As soon as I locked one of the stalls behind me, I pulled down my pants and sat down in case anyone else came into the bathroom and got suspicious. I definitely felt paranoid now, but I wasn’t going to take any chances.
Then I slipped the scrap of paper out of my pocket at the same time I jiggled the toilet paper holder for cover-up noise. There were only a few lines scribbled on the note, but my heart still raced as I read them.
Break-in still being investigated. They definitely had someone on the inside. Zarra is personally interrogating every employee here to find the mole. It has to be someone who is here all the time, but that’s most of the workers. Over half of them never seem to go home, almost like they live here. Trust no one. Talk soon.
I read over the lines a few times so I could remember the details. I was about to tear up the paper and throw the scraps in the toilet, but then the bathroom door pushed open, and someone headed into the stall two doors down from me.
I couldn’t tear the paper up now since it would make too much noise, so I lowered the paper into the bowl to get it wet. Then I rubbed my fingers over the ink until the letters all blurred and faded from the paper, and tiny ink stains swirled in the bowl beneath me. When the note was finally impossible to read, I let the paper fall back into the toilet, flushed, and pulled my pants back up.
I washed my hands and left the bathroom before the other man came out of the stall, but the paper had been safely sucked down the pipes of Arnacript now, so it didn’t matter. I walked over to the sushi station, ordered a few rolls, and then tried to keep my head down so I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. I wanted to think about Chip’s note, but I couldn’t seem to make my brain think about anything except for how fast I could get back to my suite.
As soon as the food was ready, I took it to-go and hurried back out of the cafeteria. There were fewer people in the hallway now, but when I spotted a small security office on the way back to my room, a prickle shivered up my spine. I kept walking like my hands weren’t slightly trembling as they held the containers of sushi, but I didn’t slow down when I passed the office.
Instead, I only glanced through the window from the corner of my eye.
There was a small table inside, but I could only see the figure on the side of the table closest to the door. The window was slightly tinted, but not enough to disguise the woman seated there, since I would have recognized Zarra’s ballerina-like body anywhere.
The black-haired woman was leaning forward on the table like she was deep in conversation with someone I couldn’t see. There was no way for me to see deeper into the security office without stopping mid-stride and peering in, and since I didn’t want to seem like I was creeping on her, I forced my legs to carry me forward like I hadn’t seen her.
There was no reason that seeing Zarra inside a security office should make the hair on the back of my neck stand up, but for whatever reason, it did. Maybe it was because I hadn’t taken any time to think about Chip’s note yet, so I was on edge about everything. Or maybe it was simply because I’d fucked her against her office door while her security team was on the other side asking if she was okay.
As soon as I got back to my room, I locked the door, set my sushi down on the table, and picked up the room phone. I wanted to thank Zarra for that morning, or maybe I just wanted to tell her that I wanted to do it again, but I also wanted her to know that we still needed to talk. She still hadn’t really addressed my concerns, and even though sex with the beautiful woman had been one hell of a distraction, I needed some more concrete answers from her.
I guessed she was still in the security office for the employee interrogations that Chip’s note mentioned, so I dialed her private office number in order to leave her a voicemail.
“Why, hello, Leo,” Zarra purred as she picked up the line.
I jumped and damn near dropped the phone from my hand.
“Leo, are you there?” Zarra asked, and now there was a slight concerned note in her sultry voice.
“How are you there?” I demanded. “I just saw you in one of the security offices down the hall, and there’s no way you could have already gotten back to your own office.”
“Oh, you know I walk fast,” Zarra laughed. “Now, what did you want to talk to me about?”







Chapter 7
I adjusted the grip of the phone in my hand and tried to think of a good response. It was ridiculous to fumble for my words like I was a schoolboy talking to my first crush, since this was far from the case, but I always felt a little nervous around Zarra.
Besides, I definitely hadn’t expected her to pick up the phone.
There was no way she could have walked from the security office back to her own office in the same amount of time it took me to get back to my suite. It was impossible. If she had sprinted through the hallways, then I might have believed her, but even that would have been a stretch.
I thought again about Chip’s idea that there might be some kind of underground rail system beneath the Arnacript facility, but unless there was an entrance and exit to this subway in both offices, Zarra still would never have made it from one place to the other so fast. I didn’t know exactly what it all meant, but I did know that something about all this was weird and maybe even a little off.
“Never mind,” I answered Zarra. “I was just going to leave you a voicemail, talking about my session, but it can wait.”
“You have me now,” the beautiful woman purred. “Well, technically, you had me earlier, but you could have me now too, if you wanted.”
“Don’t tempt me,” I chuckled. “I’m gonna try to get some extra rest today. I was still tired in my session earlier, so I’ll talk to you later.”
“Are you sure?” Zarra sounded disappointed, and when I imagined her full lips in a pout, I had to steel myself from running to her office and taking her right there on the carpet again.
“Yeah, we’ll talk soon,” I said. “Bye, Zarra.”
“Bye, Leo.”
I hung up before I could change my mind, and then I sat on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands for a few minutes. As much as I wanted to see her, I still wasn’t ready. I wanted some time to think without any distractions, and even the sound of Zarra’s voice had almost been enough to make me forget all about Chip’s warning note.
Even if I wasn’t sure what exactly he wanted to warn me about.
I headed over to the table, mixed a little wasabi into my soy sauce, and then started with a Philly roll before I moved on to a house special called the Crunchy Fire Dragon. It lived up to its name, with crunchy tempura flakes on top, eel in a sweet sauce inside the roll, and some sort of spicy mayo that was almost enough to blow out the taste buds on the back of my tongue.
While I worked on my sushi, I thought about Chip’s warning. The fact that Zarra and Chip both firmly believed there was a mole inside Arnacript was bad news. It might as well mean there was an assassin planted among the facility’s employees, and for all I knew, the mole might actually be an assassin just waiting for the right time to strike.
I wanted to ask Zarra how the hell a mole had been hired in spite of what I imagined was an incredibly rigorous hiring process. But somehow, someone had slipped through background checks and hiring interviews, and now I felt on edge every time I saw an Arnacript employee other than Chip.
Even Ky and Jennifer weren’t safe from suspicion, although I doubted the people who worked closest with me were a danger. Then again, I didn’t really know anything about either of them, and it wasn’t like I had ever talked to them outside of the VRIU lab. Hell, I couldn’t really think of a time when I’d even seen Ky or Jennifer outside of the lab room.
Ky had mentioned a wife once, so I assumed he went home at the end of the day, but the lab tech was always there literally any time I needed him to be. It was a little odd, but I always figured he was really dedicated to his work.
But that was the other part of Chip’s note that put me on edge. Sure, it was bad that there was some kind of mole or traitor inside Arnacript, but I was more weirded out by the fact that Chip said over half of the employees never left the facility at all. I was bound by contract to live on the premises for two years, but there was no way the rest of Arnacript’s employees were bound to the same agreement. Everything inside the facility was top secret, but there was no way all these doctors, technicians, security guards, and even admin chose to leave their families behind and live here full-time.
Unless Arnacript was protecting more than just revolutionary VR tech and an incredibly advanced AI.
I shuddered and ate the last piece of pickled ginger to clear my head. It would all make a hell of a lot more sense if the Arnacript employees were protecting a portal to another dimension instead, but I didn’t think there were enough NDAs in the world to keep all the employees quiet about something like this. Besides, a portal to another world created just as many new questions as it answered, so I honestly wasn’t sure whether or not I even wanted it to be true.
Either way, Chip didn’t have to tell me not to trust anyone here. I barely even trusted myself, and the next time my eyes turned purple in the mirror, I was afraid I might punch straight through my reflection.
I dicked around for the rest of the day and tried to come up with one theory after another that might explain everything, but I mostly ended up thinking about what I wanted to tell Chrysa in the morning. She had asked me to marry her a few days ago, and I had promised her an answer soon, so now I wracked my brain to think of the best or at least the nicest way possible to turn her down.
It wasn’t that I didn’t find Chrysa attractive. The brunette queen was incredibly beautiful, but she also had a kind and generous heart. She would make a clever and beloved queen, especially with advisors like Sharles and Cesnie by her side, and I always appreciated the way Chrysa treated Allurie. A lot of people rolled their eyes at the pretty elf or thought she was just some stupid, pretty plaything, but Chrysa treated Allurie with love and affection and respect, and I was grateful to her for that.
Chrysa was wonderful, and in another life, maybe we could have made each other really happy. But at the end of the day, I wasn’t in love with her. I liked her and cared about her as a friend, but she didn’t make my heart race, and I didn’t feel like my knees would give out underneath me whenever she walked in the room. So even if Ohlavar Quest was only a game, I couldn’t agree to marry someone I wasn’t in love with.
And if it wasn’t a game, this was even more true.
Now all I had to do was find a way to tell her.
The next morning, Ky and Jennifer met me in the VRIU lab. I had told them seven o’clock, but I showed up fifteen minutes early just to see if I could catch them coming into the lab. They were already there when I showed up though, so I shrugged and told them I thought I would try to get started a little early to make up for my late start the day before.
A few seconds after the VRIU liquid closed above my head, I opened my eyes and found myself on my new bed inside the queen’s palace. We were on the third floor, so I would have been surprised if Moryana had managed to scale the wall and slip in through my window, but I was relieved to find myself alone and with all my gear intact beside me on the bed.
“Leo?” Allurie called through the door. “Is that you?”
A second later, the elf girl shoved open the door to my bedroom with her saber raised and a fierce light in her turquoise eyes. Bolverk was right behind her with one of his axes in hand, but the moment they realized it was me, Bolverk stopped and found a seated meditation posture right inside my bedroom door, and Allurie sheathed the saber at her side and danced forward into the room.
“It is you!” Allurie clapped her hands and hugged me. “I missed you! I kept a very close eye on all your things, and nobody touched them while you were gone. Bolverk helped too, because I did get sleepy at one point, but I made sure to watch everything just like you said!”
“Thanks, Allurie,” I said as I untangled myself from her embrace. “You did a great job, but uh, maybe you want to use your crossbow the next time you charge into a room ready for a fight?”
“But it would be a close-quarters fight, silly!” Allurie giggled. “This means melee weapons are the better fit.”
I was surprised by the silver-haired elf’s response, but then I looked over her shoulder and saw Cornalic give a wave from within the main suite as he walked over to join us.
“Has Cornalic been teaching you?” I asked Allurie.
“Yes, he showed me all about how to use my saber yesterday,” the elf girl replied. “I love it almost as much as I love my crossbow! But definitely not as much as I love the ring you gave me yesterday, Leo. It’s my favorite.”
“She took to the saber like a duck to water, my dear friend,” Cornalic declared as he joined us inside my chamber. “Her reflexes make her a natural with weapons, and she almost wore me into the ground yesterday before I finally begged for a dinner break.”
“I wasn’t hungry at all!” Allurie chirped. “I wanted to keep practicing.”
“That’s because your saber is magic, and as long as you carry it, you only require a quarter of the food and water you would normally need,” I said with a smile.
“Ohhh.” Allurie’s turquoise eyes went wide. “What else does it do?”
“May I?” I nodded to the weapon.
The pretty elf handed it over before I even saw her pull it out of its sheath, and I wondered if she really had worn Cornalic out yesterday, or if he was just being dramatic like usual. Then I glanced at the saber’s stats and read what I saw out loud:
Saber of the Ancient Tortoise
Damage: 20% above standard - saber sword
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu--
In+2
Wi+2
Pe+2
Ch--
Co--
Lu+2
Wielder of the Saber of the Ancient Tortoise health points are increased by 25% and their armor rating is increased by 14. Wielder also has a 35% chance to resist Illusion or Charm abilities. Wielder requires a quarter of the usual food and water to survive. Wielder has these bonuses as long as the Saber of the Ancient Tortoise is worn.
“I love it so much,” Allurie whispered. “I will never go out without it.”
“Not a bad idea,” I said. “So, any updates since yesterday?”
“The queen has officially moved into her new quarters here,” Cornalic answered. “But we haven’t seen much of her. She has been quite busy with her generals and advisors, but she did remind me that she wanted to see you before we leave today.”
“I figured,” I said. “Were you able to find a Mind mage who can teleport us?”
“Of course, dearest Leo!” Cornalic said with a little bow. “I promised to find you a Mind teleporter, and this is exactly what I have done. He can send us to Arnicoal and then after we come back, he will send us to the Freelans’ home city as well.”
“Thanks, Cornalic,” I said. “I knew I could count on you.”
“You may count on me for as long as the stars burn in the heavens,” the muscular half-orc said with a dramatic wave of his hands. “Yet even after they burn out, you will still find a loyal friend in Cornalic of the Mind.”
“I appreciate that,” I chuckled. “Let me talk to Chrysa, and then we can gather our things and head out. I’d like to leave this morning if possible.”
“All things will be made possible for you, my noble-hearted friend,” Cornalic said. “I will send word to the Mind mage and let him know of our imminent arrival, and I will also track down Moryana so she may ready herself for our departure.”
“Perfect.” I nodded. “Do you know where Chrysa is now?”
“She hasn’t left her room yet this morning,” Allurie said as she twirled a strand of silver hair in her fingertips. “The maids are fixing her hair right now, but they’re running a little late because she told them to fix my hair first! Do you like it?”
The pretty elf spun around so I could see the way Chrysa’s servants had styled Allurie. Her silver hair was halfway pulled up, and the top of her hair had been woven into a five-strand braid that hung down over the rest of her loose waves of silver. Allurie spun around again when I didn’t say anything, but I was so distracted by the way the morning light caught the glimmers of rainbow-like streaks among the silver strands that at first I forgot she was waiting for a compliment.
“Your hair looks really nice, Allurie,” I said.
“I know!” The silver-haired elf smiled. “Chrysa is so nice for telling them to fix my hair. I wanted to look good for our big day of adventuring!”
“It’ll be a big day, alright,” I sighed as I thought about how I would approach everything with Lady Feeyaz. “Will you and Bolverk stay here with my things for a little longer, Allurie? I’m just going to talk to Chrysa for a few minutes in private.”
“I won’t take my eyes off them,” the pretty elf said as she settled onto the end of my bed and stared down at my equipment.
I didn’t have my armor on yet, but my simple tunic and pants were enough for me to have this conversation with Chrysa, and the sooner I got it over with, the better. Cornalic and I strode into the main suite area together, and before I headed across the open chamber toward the queen’s rooms, the massive half-orc lightly touched my elbow.
“Far be it from me to advise you in matters of love, my friend,” Cornalic whispered. “Your heart is as open and honest as the hearts of the sweet girls I try to find in every city I visit, but--”
“Did you just call me a hooker with a heart of gold?” I laughed.
“My dear friend, no!” Cornalic gasped. “These girls I love with all of my gentle half-orcish heart are not hookers! They are the kindest souls I know, and they only want to--”
“Focus, Cornalic,” I interrupted.
“Of course, my point is only to ask if you have decided what your answer to the young queen will be,” my muscled friend said.
“How do you know what her question was?” I asked. “You weren’t eavesdropping on me again, were you?”
“I would never intrude on such a romantic and private conversation,” Cornalic said. “Unless I really thought I needed to, but I assure you, I did not listen to your last private conversation with the queen. I simply guessed what her intentions were based on the lovestruck eyes she is always following you around with, just as I have guessed that you will turn down her marriage proposal.”
“Did anybody ever tell you that you might be too smart for your own good?” I chuckled.
“Alas, I never had the encouragement of a parent to boost my self-esteem,” my green-skinned friend sighed. “After the dragon killed my mother, and I was sent to live at the orphanage, I had to find my confidence all on my own, and it was a good thing I did too, especially before the pirates came to our orphanage and tried to take us all into slavery.”
“Pirates raided your orphanage?” I repeated.
“Indeed they did, and the most fearsome fight it was, but that is a story for another time, my dear friend,” Cornalic said. “For now, you must consider your answer to the queen’s proposal.”
“I think I know what I’m going to say,” I muttered. “It might seem crazy to most guys to turn down the proposal of a beautiful queen, but…”
“But she is not your true love,” the half-orc finished for me. “This is not crazy, dearest Leo. It only means that your heart is pure and noble, and this is one of the things I admire most about you. I am sure Chrysa also admires this about you, but, ah, what can you do?”
“Thanks for the pep talk,” I groaned. “I’ll meet you back here after you send word to Moryana and the Mind mage.”
Cornalic bowed deeply and left out the main door of the royal quarters, but I continued across the chamber until I reached Chrysa’s private door. Then I knocked, waited for one of the maids to answer, and stepped inside at the queen’s invitation.
“Could you all give us a minute?” I asked the servants.
The beautiful brunette nodded from her seat in front of the mirror, and as soon as the maids left us alone, I pulled a stool over before she could get up and sat beside her.
This was going to be harder than I imagined.
She was wearing a deep-yellow dress that brought out the golden highlights in her brown eyes, and her hair was only half-finished, so most of it hung loose around her face and made her look especially vulnerable.
“I promised you an answer, so I’m just gonna come right out and say it,” I said as I took her hands in mine. “I wish it was a different answer, but I can’t marry you, Chrysa. I’m sorry.”
The beautiful queen’s lower lip trembled, but she shook her head and squeezed my hands.
“I was afraid this would be your answer,” Chrysa whispered. “I only knew I would always regret not asking you, so I had to try.”
“I know,” I whispered. “But listen, I promise that I will help you defend your country. I promise to always be your friend and to help you with whatever you need. You will always be able to rely on me, but I can’t… I can’t be your husband.”
“I understand.” The pretty brunette nodded again as she started to blink away her tears. “Am I not… I mean, do you not…”
“You are beautiful and good and kind,” I said when she hesitated. “You are any man’s dream, but my quest is too important to me. As soon as I break the Freelans’ power, I will have to go in search of the next relic. I will still help you as much as I can, but I cannot abandon my quest.”
“Thank you, Leo,” Chrysa said as she released my hands. “Thank you for being honest with me.”
“Thank you for understanding.” I sent her a gentle smile. “You will be a great queen, Chrysa.”
“As long as I can still call you my champion, I know I will,” the beautiful brunette replied.
Then she leaned forward and kissed me, and for a few seconds, I didn’t stop her. Her lips were soft and giving, and when she placed her hands on my thighs, I could feel her body tremble with desire for me before she pulled back and bit her lip.
“You can’t blame me for one last kiss,” Chrysa said with a shy smile as the heavy tears rolled down her cheeks. “I hope you don’t mind.”
“Not at all,” I said. “Will you be alright if we leave this morning? Cornalic found a Mind teleporter, and I’d like to get to Arnicoal as soon as possible so we can plan our next steps.”
“Of course,” Chrysa sniffled. “Sharles has already set aside a sum of money for your journey, so I’ll have him send it to your room before you leave. He also said you have all the equipment and weapons you need for your journey?”
“We do,” I replied. “I hope we won’t need any weapons in Arnicoal, but we’ll have them just in case. We’ll be back here before you know it.”
“Be safe, Leo,” the young queen sighed as she began to wipe away her tears. “I will look forward to your return, and… my heart… will always… bear this weight… this… pain.”
“I am sorry.”
“Sorry for what?” she laughed a bit, but her voice broke, and her anguish squeezed my stomach. “For being the most wonderful and honorable man I have ever met? No, Leo, you never need to tell me you are sorry. I am perhaps being too dramatic, and… well… I will say I am sorry to you, Leo. I… need some time alone. If you would not mind? I will be better when you return. I hope.”
“I understand. I’ll see you soon.” I stood and gave her a little bow before I left her and let the maids go back to arranging her hair.
It always sucked breaking someone’s heart.
Less than half an hour later, Sharles had dropped off the money for our journey and wished us well, Moryana had joined us in my room, and Cornalic had returned from sending a message to the Mind teleporter that we were on our way. Allurie and I dressed in our new armor, and after we had all strapped ourselves down with our gear and weapons, I glanced at my friends to make sure we had everything we needed.
Moryana was still dressed in her usual leather skirt and bodice, and even though I offered her the Saber of Subtle Shock, the sword dancer had said she was fine with her own scimitar and curved dagger.
I would just have to sell the saber later, since no one else wanted it, either. Allurie couldn’t be parted from the Saber of the Ancient Tortoise, and it was the better weapon, anyway. The pretty elf girl also wore the Broadsword of Light Luck on one hip, and I hoped we would have time to teach her how to use it soon. Her crossbow Thizzle Thrower was strapped across her back over her new set of armor, and she still had the poisoned pirate daggers Haze’s Right Nail and Haze’s Left Nail sheathed at the back of her belt.
If Cornalic could teach her how to use those too, Allurie might just be unstoppable.
Bolverk still refused to put a shirt on, but he had at least washed all the blood off from our fight with the assassins yesterday. Even without a shirt, he had managed to attach his two hand axes and his two daggers to Rambo-like straps on his torso, and with his neon dyed mohawk and the blue rune tattoos on the rest of his shaved skull, he was quite a sight.
Cornalic’s weapons were mostly hidden from view under his brown cloak, but I knew he possessed two Short Blades of the Double Shadow, one Dagger of the Double Shadow, and probably plenty of other weapons I didn’t know about. The set of Never jewelry glittered in the morning light as the sun spilled in through the window, and I wondered if we would ever find the last two pieces of the set that went with his earring, bracelet, and ring.
I slipped the money from Sharles into my pack with the two relics of Heliotrope and adjusted it on my back. I had my longsword, my broadsword, and my short sword, and between my weapons and my new set of Enchanted Leather Armor with Plates, I felt pretty good about our odds against anything we encountered in Arnicoal.
Once we were all ready to go, we left the palace and headed into the streets of Tylue toward the Mind mage’s shop. The streets were already busy with merchant traffic, but no one bothered us on our way to the teleporter. Everyone actually seemed pretty quick to get out of our way, and I wondered if this was because they knew who we were or simply because we made an intimidating group of five.
The Mind teleporter was waiting for us at the door when we reached his shop. He was an odd-looking man, but maybe this was what happened to people who earned their income by teleporting people to and from different locations all around the world. He was tall and reed-like, and even though he couldn’t be more than a few years older than me, he swayed on his feet like a much older man. Straight brown hair fell like a thin veil down to his shoulders, and the ghost of a faint mustache curved down around the corners of his mouth.
“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Sir Leo,” the Mind Mage said as he shook my hand with a surprisingly firm grip. “I am Rasim, and I am at your service. The champion of the new queen is always more than welcome within the walls of my shop.”
“Thanks.” I smiled at the man. “We’re ready whenever you are.”
“Come in,” Rasim said with a swaying bow.
The inside of the shop looked as mystical as the Mind mage. Thin veils separated off different sections of the store so everywhere I looked, it felt like I was trying to peer through mist to decipher the objects all around me. There were books that looked like they were falling apart, bowls half-full of ingredients, and candles that all looked like they had been burned within an inch of their limits. Runes were scrawled in chalk along the floor and around the doorframe like protective spells to keep something out, and I wondered exactly what kind of beings Rasim normally did business with.
After the door closed behind us, the Mind mage turned sharply on his heels, pointed his finger in our faces, and then scanned us one by one.
“Can we help you with something?” Moryana demanded.
“Have any of you ever teleported before?” Rasim asked.
Moryana and Cornalic both said yes, Allurie and I both said no, and then Bolverk announced that he had teleported plenty of times before, too. I wondered if it would have any impact on his Mindlock, but the healer Taran hadn’t warned us about anything like that, so I hoped it would be fine.
“It is not comfortable, or everyone would do it all the time,” Rasim warned. “But not to worry, it will not kill you. The key is to stay as relaxed as possible, and then all you should feel is a light prickling sensation all over your body. Then one slight pinch of pain, and you’re out!”
“Where exactly will we come out?” I asked.
“Since you want to teleport into Arnicoal instead of the surrounding countryside, it will be easier if I send you to one of my fellow Mind mages in the city,” the reed-like mage answered. “Otherwise, your wires might get crossed, and you could end up skewered on a lamp post when your teleport completes.”
“Let’s not do that, then, good sir,” Cornalic said quickly. “I have this medical condition in which I will probably die upon being impaled by a lamp post.”
“As do most of us,” Moryana chuckled.
“I’ve already sent my friend a Mind message, and he has prepared the arrival chamber for you,” Rasim said. “You’ll teleport into his shop, he’ll let me know you arrived safely, and then you can be on your merry way.”
“And how do we get back?” I asked.
“You return to my friend, and he will return you to my shop,” the Mind mage replied. “We are only working together because you are coming to and from a city, otherwise I could send you and pull you back whenever you wanted.”
“Since it’s my first time, I certainly won’t mind having someone on the other end,” I said.
“Not to worry, dearest Leo,” Cornalic whispered. “Rasim is the best Mind mage in the city, or at least the most trustworthy not to broadcast our business to the rest of Tylue.”
“I’m sure he is,” I sighed. “I’m just not looking forward to the trip.”
“I admit that teleporting does make me a bit queasy,” the muscular half-orc said. “But I assure you, it is far less nausea-inducing than a trip by sea, and it lasts less than a minute.”
“Then let’s get it over with,” I grunted.
“Yay! We’re going adventuring!” Allurie giggled and spun around in her pale gray-blue armor.
Rasim ushered us into the departure chamber in the back of his shop. The domed room was completely dark inside except for the candle the Mind mage held up so we could find our way inside. The walls sparkled slightly like they were filled with precious gems, and both the walls and the floor seemed to glow with a dim pink hue.
“It’s a sea salt chamber,” Rasim explained. “It helps conduct energy better with less possibility of interference from the outside. Plus, it’s very pretty.”
“You don’t believe in emberbrands?” Moryana asked with a nod to the candle in Rasim’s hand.
“Like I said, we’re interested in minimal interference.” The Mind mage’s eyes glittered in the candlelight, and for a moment, he looked a little like a mad scientist who had spent so much time creating that he forgot to eat.
“What now?” Allurie whispered. “Do we get to hold hands?”
“That would be preferable, yes,” Rasim replied. “I need you all to stand inside the star marked on the ground, please. Form a circle inside it where you face each other, and then join hands.”
“The last teleporter I went to did not make us hold hands,” Moryana grumbled.
“Would you like to argue with my methods?” Rasim demanded. “Or would you prefer to get there in one piece, with all your limbs and eyeballs attached to your body?”
“I apologize,” Moryana said, even though she gave me an uneasy glance.
She might not have trusted the reed-like mage, but I trusted Cornalic, so I headed straight to the center of the domed room with the rest of my friends. The outline of a large star was marked with black salt on the floor, and once we were all inside the star, we stood in a circle and held hands. Allurie grasped my right hand, Cornalic grasped my left, and Moryana and Bolverk held hands on the other side of the circle.
“Remember, close your eyes and try to relax,” Rasim sighed, as if we would never remember his instructions. “Those of you who have been to Arnicoal, think about it in as much detail as you can. We’ll count from five… four…”
I imagined the beautiful seaside city and then imagined my friends who lived there. Artus, Gratia, and Urllia would be happy to see us and know we were well, and I would be super happy to see them, too. It would be nice to be in a slightly smaller city after we had spent so much time in Tylue, but I was excited that I would still be in a city that was filled with the salty fresh smell of the sea air.
“Two… one!” Rasim’s frail voice suddenly thundered from beside the door.
My whole body shuddered and then felt like a thousand paper cuts had nicked my skin all at once. If this was the light prickling sensation that Rasim had warned us about, I didn’t want to know what the slight pinch of pain at the end was going to feel like. At the moment, all I could think about was how many paper cuts it would take for someone to actually bleed out, because it sure as hell felt like that was about to happen.
I relaxed my body as much as possible and focused on the sensation of Allurie and Cornalic’s hands in mine. It was strange to feel pain at the same time that it felt like my body was surrounded by nothing but empty space, and I wondered if I would hit anything if I suddenly kicked out at the blackness around me. Only a few seconds after the pricking feeling started, I felt a sudden punch to the gut, and then I lost my grip on my friends’ hands.
I gasped to recover from the pain but then realized my feet were on solid ground again. My weight shifted slightly underneath me like I was standing on sand, and when I opened my eyes, it was still dark.
I thought for a second that Cornalic might have been taken in by some quack who hadn’t actually sent us anywhere, but then I heard Moryana curse somewhere in the darkness around me. Her cursing was followed shortly by the sound of a door creaking open behind me, and I spun around to see the flicker of a candle in the doorframe. It was held by the silhouette of a short, squat figure who chuckled as soon as he saw us.
“Glad to see you made it,” the figure said. “I see we’ve got some first-timers, eh?”
“So we’re in Arnicoal now?” I squinted in the dim light.
“Indeed you are, and the name is Ahsan, at your service.” The squat figure waddled into the chamber and held the candle a bit higher, but I still couldn’t see his face. “Now come on and follow me out into the light where you can recover your legs a bit more.”
I almost jumped when Allurie slipped her fingers into mine, but when I glanced at the pretty elf, her turquoise eyes sparkled in the low candlelight.
“I was scared, but I didn’t scream,” she whispered loudly. “As long as I held your hand, I felt brave.”
“Me too,” I said with a smile.
Before I followed Ahsan out of the arrival chamber, I looked around to make sure the rest of my friends had made it safely. Cornalic had a slightly pained expression on his face like he might still be queasy, but he, Moryana, and Bolverk were all pretty steady on their legs. Allurie swayed on her feet beside me, but I squeezed her hand and helped her toward the door, even though my own legs wobbled a bit like spaghetti noodles for the first few paces.
I felt steadier when we emerged from the arrival chamber into the Arnicoal Mind mage’s shop, so I released my grip on the pretty elf girl and looked around. Everything about Rasim’s shop had been mist-like and mystical, but Ahsan’s shop was the opposite.
Brightly-colored banners hung from the ceiling but left the main floor of the shop open. Jewel-toned candles covered every open surface but had never been lit before, and the morning light that fell in through the window glittered off the surface of dozens of bright crystals scattered all throughout the store, so the whole place looked like a glimmering rainbow.
Then my gaze fell on Ahsan, and I realized the short, pudgy man was actually a fenia.
“Here, have a bit of wine,” the fenia mage said as he pressed a small flask into my hands. “It’ll help ground everybody back in the world, but especially you and the elf, since your sea-legs tell me it was the first time for the two of you.”
“Thanks.” I took a few swallows of wine until I felt like I was fully back in my body. Allurie followed my example, and then so did Cornalic, Moryana, and Bolverk. The gnome berserker only swished the wine around in his mouth though, grabbed a decorative dish off a shelf, and then spat out the wine instead of swallowing it.
“Bolverk!” I hissed. “You can’t just--”
“The god of war will not pollute his body with the mead of mortals,” the gnome declared. “Only mead of the heavens will enter his body, and only then, it must be served by the harem of half-orc women who will take the Throne of Ascension with us when we--”
“Sorry about that,” I told the fenia mage.
Ahsan crossed his arms over his large belly and tilted his feline head to the side as he studied the gnome berserker. The fenia mage had dark gold fur with faint brown spots speckled throughout, almost like a paler version of a jaguar’s coat. He looked at Bolverk for a few seconds, then blew his plump cheeks out to give a little whistle.
“It’s fine,” Ahsan replied. “I think I understand your friend here.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“Now, did everyone drink?” the Mind mage demanded. “Everyone feel present and accounted for? All your weapons and gear with you?”
We all glanced down at ourselves and then at each other before I nodded.
“Good, good,” Ahsan said. “It won’t be quite so intensive the next time you teleport, but it’s important for first-timers to do a quick check-in before I send you on your way. Let me feel your pulse and check your breath, and then you can be off.”
The fenia mage took Allurie’s pulse first, and after he seemed satisfied, he released her wrist and then leaned in close to her face. It looked for a second like he might kiss her, but he only sniffed her nose a few times before he stepped back and nodded.
“You did well, elf,” Ahsan announced.
“What exactly are you smelling for?” I asked as the mage turned toward me next.
“Anything that shouldn’t be there,” the fenia Mind mage replied, but he didn’t explain further.
Instead, Ahsan simply held one paw to his lips for silence and grasped my wrist with his other paw. He pressed down on my wrist until he found my pulse, held it there for a few seconds, and nodded. Then he leaned in to sniff my exhales, but just as he started to nod again, his dark brown eyes shot up to look at mine.
“What is that?” the fenia mage hissed.
He leaned closer until his whiskers tickled my cheeks, sniffed again, and then took a step back.
“Is anything wrong?” Moryana asked.
“Dear Leo seems as wonderfully intact as he always does, but if something went wrong during our journey, you must tell us,” Cornalic said in an unusually stern tone.
“He’s fine,” Ahsan said, but he stroked the fur of his cheeks like he didn’t believe his own words. “He took well to the teleport, almost like this wasn’t his first time, but… he does not smell like he came from Tylue.”
“That’s probably because Leo is an Old One!” Allurie blurted. “Sometimes, he--”
“Uhh, how much do we owe you?” I asked before the elf girl could say anything else.
“One hundred gold,” Ahsan said, but his dark eyes were fixed on Allurie. “An Old One, you say?”
“Yes!” the pretty elf said. “He can--”
“Not now, Allurie,” I said and then handed over the gold coins to the fenia mage. “She only says that because I can read the Old Tongue, that’s all.”
“But--”
“Lovely Allurie, might you help me adjust my hair tie?” Cornalic interrupted with a quick glance in my direction.
“Yes, of course!” The silver-haired elf skipped over to Cornalic, and he took her toward the door before he bent down so she could adjust the Delightful Hair Tie of Charm around his topknot.
“Thank you for the gold,” Ahsan said softly, but then he shook himself like he was trying to snap out of a daydream. “Rasim said you would use me to return to Tylue once your business is done here, and I must say, I am looking forward to it.”
“Is everything okay?” I asked.
“As far as I can tell,” the fenia mage chuckled. “I am only frustrated that I cannot place your scent when my nose is revered far and wide for its ability to sniff out anything. If you really are an Old One, it might explain things, but I should still be able to… ah, never mind. Now I am only babbling, and you all need to be on about your business!”
“We’ll be back soon,” I told him. “I don’t imagine our business here will take long.”
Ahsan bowed and showed us to the exit. After I asked him directions to Artus’ district in the city, I was relieved to hear it was only an hour’s walk away. We could have hired a carriage to take us there, but it would be easier to just go on foot, especially since this would give my legs a little longer to recover from the teleportation.
On our way to Artus’ district, I thought briefly about what the fenia mage had said. It was odd that he didn’t think I smelled like Tylue since that was where I had just come from, but I wondered if the reason he couldn’t place my smell was because some scent of Earth clung to me.
Of course, this would only make sense if I was actually in a real world rather than a game. I would only smell like Earth if I had actually traveled from one world to another, not just entered a very convincing AI-created VR.
And why did Ahsan say this hadn’t seemed like my first teleport?
When we reached Artus’ house a little over an hour later, I knocked and only had to wait a few seconds before the fenia spice trader opened the door.
“Leo!” Artus gasped, and before I could explain what I was doing there, the striped cat-man pulled me into a warm embrace.
“Nice to see you, too,” I chuckled after he released me.
“I’m so happy to see you!” Allurie hugged our fenia friend. “And look, Cornalic is here, too!”
“The pleasure is all mine,” the half-orc said with a deep bow. “It is an honor to return to your beautiful home, Artus.”
“Come in, come in,” the cat-man said. “It’s nice to see you all, and I see you’ve made some new friends, too.”
I introduced Moryana and Bolverk while the tabby-striped fenia led us all into the kitchen, and then Artus called out into the back garden for his wife to join us. Urllia hurried inside with her gardening gloves still on, and she embraced us even more warmly than her husband had.
“By the Light, it’s good to see you well!” the panther woman said. “Please, sit! Have you eaten? Actually, I was about to make us lunch, so I’ll go ahead and whip something up for all of you. Don’t mind me, you and Artus catch up, and I’ll listen in.”
“Where’s Gratia?” I asked. “Is she still living with you?”
“Grrr, she is,” Artus replied. “She’s working at the gallery right now.”
“Her gallery opens in a few weeks,” Urllia added as she reached into the icebox. “She’s been working like mad to get all her pieces ready, so we usually only see her at night.”
“She’ll be sad she missed you,” Artus said.
“We’ll be sure to see her before we leave,” I assured him. “We have some business here, but we can only do it at night, so we’ll see her then.”
“I wondered what brought you back,” my fenia friend said. “Grr, so this is not just a social visit?”
“I’m afraid not,” I replied. “But first, are you both well? Has anyone bothered you while I’ve been gone?”
“Bothered us?” Artus rubbed his furry cheeks with one paw. “No, we’ve been fine, Leo. I hope you haven’t, grr, been worried on our account.”
I wanted to tell him that I had been a little on edge that Lady Feeyaz might not have been as forgiving as I hoped, but since she clearly hadn’t bothered them, there was no reason to bring it up now.
“I’m glad,” I sighed.
“Have you come back to face the overseer already?” Urllia asked as she bustled back and forth between the icebox and the kitchen counter.
“Not yet,” I said. “I don’t think I’m advanced enough to face the overseer yet, so that relic will have to wait. We’re actually here to see Lady Feeyaz.”
“Grrr, the drow woman?” Artus rumbled. “What in the world for?”
“We need some information.” I shrugged. “And I think she might be the only one who can help us.”
“Don’t worry, dear friends of Leo,” Cornalic said. “I will be right by his side the whole time, and I will not allow anything to happen to him.”
“And I will watch that mean woman like a hawk!” Allurie’s eyes flashed like fire, and there was no trace of amusement on her usually cheerful face.
“We merely need to ask her a few questions,” Moryana said. “If she cannot or will not help us, we will have to try elsewhere.”
“She’ll help us,” I said. “At least, I think so.”
“Then if you cannot see her until tonight, I’d be honored if you spent the day with us,” Artus said. “Grr, my work is not as important as my friends.”
“You got it, Artus,” I said with a smile. “As long as you don’t mind us hanging out here for a few hours.”
“Grr grr grr,” Artus chuckled. “I missed your strange way of speaking, Leo of the Lennox clan.”
Urllia managed to feed us three meals over the course of the afternoon, and I was surprised by how full I felt at the end of each of them. If this really was a game, Zarra’s team of chefs all needed a raise for the way they were able to create such realistic tastes and smells. Even the texture of each food item was perfect, and I couldn’t imagine how even the most advanced VR technology could create the right texture as well as the right taste.
There were cold-cut sandwiches, pickled fish in a surprisingly sweet mustard sauce, cranberry muffins, walnut bread topped with whipped honey butter, and a massive roast that even Bolverk tore into with enthusiasm. We all caught up as we ate, and I almost forgot that we were here to find out information about a powerful family of necromancers we needed to destroy.
By the time the sun set, we were properly caught up on everything that had happened since Cornalic, Allurie, and I sailed to Tylue. I was sad that Gratia wasn’t there, but we would still see her before we left. Right now, it was dark, and I didn’t want to waste any time before I went to see Lady Feeyaz.
Each of my friends insisted they should come with me to see the drow woman, but I refused all their offers. If I showed up with anyone else, Lady Feeyaz might think it was some kind of ambush, but if I went to see her alone, she would be more likely to think I came in peace.
Still, I wasn’t completely naive that I might be walking into a dangerous situation, so I put my friends in charge of watching over my small pack of equipment that included the relics and then asked Cornalic to let me borrow the Pearl of Far Hearing.
The half-orc hesitated and then gave me a slight, fanged grin.
“Perhaps you should check your pockets, my dearest friend,” Cornalic chuckled.
I reached into my front left pocket and was completely unsurprised when I fished out a small pearl. I turned it over in my hand and rolled my eyes as I read it:
Pearl of Far Hearing - Allows the paired Pearl of Far Listening to hear what the carrier of this pearl hears as long as they are no more than a mile apart.
“I promised to have your back, brave friend!” Cornalic declared. “I have the other pearl in my own pocket even as we speak, and if there is even the tiniest hint of trouble, I will come to your rescue at a moment’s notice. Not that you will need rescuing, of course, but I would be delighted to assist you in any heroic battles you are forced to engage in.”
“Thanks,” I chuckled. “Why don’t you come with me to the gates of the baron’s mansion, and then you can stay there while I go inside?”
“Aw, I want to come!” Allurie pouted.
“I need you to stay here and keep an eye on my stuff, remember?” I asked. “It’s a very important job.”
“Oh, I love jobs!” The pretty elf immediately perked up. “Thank you, Leo!”
“We will be here if you need us,” Moryana said. “Good luck with the drow woman.”
I glanced at Bolverk, but the gnome berserker didn’t say anything, and instead, he just chewed on another piece of pickled fish like a cow chewing its cud.
After I said goodbye to my friends, Cornalic and I started through the dark streets of Arnicoal together. We moved quickly up toward the cliffs where the mansions of all the city’s nobles sat, but it still took us about ninety minutes to reach the main gates. I wasn’t entirely sure if Lady Feeyaz even still lived there now that Baron Yinnia was dead, but it was my best bet to track down the beautiful dark elf.
When we reached the painted gates, Cornalic squeezed my shoulder for luck, promised he would be nearby, and then vanished into the darkness.
I didn’t have much of a plan beyond this, but I hoped my Broadsword of the Charming Mind would smooth any difficulties over with the gate guards. There was still a line of people waiting to be let inside, and I wondered if they were all here to see other nobles, or if anyone was here for the Yinnia family. I assumed some other Yinnia family member might have taken over the baron’s estate by now, but I kept my head down until I reached the front of the line.
“Are you here to pay respects to the new baron?” one of the guards asked me.
“I’m actually here to see Lady Feeyaz,” I said.
The two guards looked at each other, looked back at me, and then their eyes went wide.
“Are you Leo Lennox?” the second guard demanded.
“Yes?” I started to reach for the hilt of my broadsword. “How did you know?”
“Lady Feeyaz told us you would arrive today,” the first guard said. “She’s been waiting for you.”







Chapter 8
“Sorry, what?” I stared at the man.
“She described you in, uh, great detail,” the guard answered. “And she said when you showed up today, we should take you to her right away.”
“So she’s still here?” I asked while I tried not to think about the fact that Lady Feeyaz had said “when” not “if” I showed up again.
And she knew I’d be here today.
“Yes, she is still the custodian of the former Baron Yinnia’s collection,” the other guard said. “Although the new--”
The first guard elbowed his companion to cut him off.
“What was that?” I asked as politely as I could manage.
“Nothing,” the first guard said and then glared at his friend. “You stay here, I’ll show him to her.”
I didn’t get the feeling that I was walking into a trap, but there was definitely something these men weren’t telling me. The only way to find out was to speak with Lady Feeyaz though, so I followed the first guard through the painted gates. He led me up the hill, through the streets of the nobles’ district, and then finally up to the smaller gate of Baron Yinnia’s estate.
The five-story mansion gleamed a pale cream color in the light of the emberbrands posted along the walls, and the ivy-covered gate was cracked open. I passed through it behind the guard, noticed the ivy had started to take over the gardens in front of the estate too, and then turned my attention back to the two bored-looking guards stationed by the front doors to the mansion.
“Sir Leo Lennox,” my escort said. “For Lady Feeyaz.”
The bored guards immediately snapped to attention.
“Shit,” the guard on the right muttered. “I mean, fuck. No, shit. Fuck! Right this way.”
“Is he okay?” I asked the other guard.
“Uhh, yeah, just nervous, so uhh… follow us,” he replied and then nodded at my escort. “We’ve got it from here.”
It seemed like a good sign that they didn’t ask me to remove my weapons, but they didn’t say anything else as they led me inside the mansion. I was surprised one of them didn’t stay at their post by the door, but maybe Lady Feeyaz had given them strict instructions. Either that, or they didn’t want to take their eyes off me while I was strapped down with so many weapons. Then again, the drow woman was a skilled sorceress who would be able to disarm me herself if she really wanted to.
I was just banking on the hope that she wouldn’t want to.
The guards led me across the massive foyer, past the double staircases, and down the length of the art gallery beyond them. It looked largely the same as the last time I was here, only a little dustier and dirtier than I remembered. Maybe the servants had been too busy trying to move in whoever the new baron was, so there hadn’t been time to properly clean things.
I told myself it wasn’t a big deal, but a shiver still ran down my spine when we reached the set of stairs at the other end of the gallery. The spiral staircase was lit by emberbrands planted all along the walls, but I knew the further down the stairs I went, the darker it would become until I reached the drow woman’s chambers.
“Uh, can you take it from here?” one of the guards asked. “We would take you down there, but… well, you understand, right?”
“Sure,” I said. “I’ll see you on my way out.”
“If you say so,” the other guard muttered.
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“No shit,” I muttered.
The guards waited at the top of the staircase until I started to make my way down the steps, and after I passed the first turn in the spiral, I lost sight of them. Their response sure as hell didn’t make me feel any better, but the guards had been so scared of the drow sorceress the last time I was here that I figured they were just terrified of anything or anyone to do with her.
I hoped so, anyway.
I expected there to be fewer emberbrands when I got closer to the bottom of the stairs, but there were just as many when I reached the last step.
“Lady Feeyaz?” I called before I entered her room. “It’s Leo Lennox!”
I knew Lady Feeyaz liked total darkness so the brightness of the staircase was odd, but I reminded myself that the last time I had come down here, I had walked straight into an illusion. Maybe the bright emberbrands were only a part of some new illusion now, and I braced myself for whatever I was about to face.
But as soon as I pushed open the door into the drow woman’s chamber and closed it behind me, my stomach flipped.
The room was filled with low candlelight, but it was too dim to really see anything about my surroundings, and I didn’t give a shit about them anyway. I only had eyes for the woman who was bent over a desk in front of me with her long dancer’s legs slightly spread apart as if she was just waiting for me to take her.
Then Zarra straightened up and turned around with a sultry smile.
She was dressed in nothing but a pair of lacy underwear topped by a black corset studded with amethysts, and her mocha skin almost seemed to glow in the low light. Zarra licked her lips when she saw me, and the movement made her mouth look like the color of a ripe plum.
“Hello, Leo,” the purple-eyed woman purred. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
“What are you doing here?” I whispered. “You’re supposed to be… wait, did you log in through another tank or something?”
“Too much talking,” Zarra said as she swayed toward me. “I think you know what I’m doing here.”
“I really don’t,” I said.
“So sweet, so innocent.” The beautiful woman smirked as she began to run her fingers down my chest. “It’s almost like you don’t know me at all.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
Zarra slid her arm around my waist and leaned forward to nibble at my ear. Her breath exhaled around me like honey, and at first, her tongue only flicked against my ear lobe. Slowly, she started to kiss along my jawline until her lips finally met mine, and I let her teeth pry apart my lips until our tongues began to dance together.
She didn’t taste at all like I remembered, but when her hands slid up my back and started to unfasten my armor, I stopped worrying about it. My leather breastplate fell to the ground behind me, and then her fingers started to tug off my tunic underneath it. It fell silently to the ground before she pulled my face closer to hers and began to kiss me again.
“Fuck,” I groaned as the beautiful woman began to unfasten my weapons belt. “You taste so good.”
“So do you,” Zarra purred. “I’ve waited a long time for this, Leo.”
My hands shot out and grabbed hers just before they finished unbuckling my belt.
“Wait.” I pulled back from our kiss. “What do you mean by a long time? You mean since yesterday?”
A flicker of confusion crossed Zarra’s face, and it was all the wake-up call I needed.
“Shit!” I shoved the purple-eyed woman away, jumped back, and then re-buckled my weapons belt as fast as I could. “Lady Feeyaz?”
Instantly, the low candlelight of the room vanished to leave us in complete darkness. My hand flew to the hilt of my broadsword, but I couldn’t see shit in the dark so I waited instead of pulling out my blade and risking an accidental injury to the drow woman.
“Oh, Leo,” the dark elf purred from somewhere in the darkness. “You can’t blame me for trying, can you?”
“I don’t mean you any harm, so could you maybe turn a little bit of light on?” I asked. “You know I can use Ember if I have to.”
“Now why would you go and threaten me when we were having such a wonderful time together?” Lady Feeyaz laughed, and it sounded like a dark spring bubbling up from the center of the world.
A second later, dozens of tiny amber stones started to glow all around the room, and it was enough light for me to see the usual interior of Lady Feeyaz’s chamber. Paintings and metal sculptures were arranged carefully all around the room, but I swore there were less of them than the last time I was here. When the chandelier overhead started to glow with the same tiny amber stones, it finally gave enough light for me to see the drow woman, and I quickly forgot all about how many paintings there used to be in this room.
Lady Feeyaz was even more beautiful than I remembered. Her black skin looked like satin in the dim light, and the faint undertone of red to her skin was echoed in the skin-tight red-black bodice and leggings she wore. Her thick white hair flowed over her shoulders in a waterfall of braids and curls, and she moved toward me like a panther who thought she could hypnotize her prey with the magnetic swing of her broad hips.
“Well, Leo,” the drow sorceress purred when she reached me. “You know I cannot see the illusion my magic creates from your mind. So tell me, who exactly did you think I was?”
“It’s not important,” I replied.
“I think it might be very important.” Lady Feeyaz smiled, and her pale mint-green eyes fixed on me with a stare that made my knees weak. “I didn’t realize I was competing with another for your affection.”
“No, it’s not that, I just--” I hesitated. “Look, does this mean you believe I’m not here to hurt you?”
“I’ll believe whatever you want me to believe,” the drow woman snickered. “You could have killed me the last time you were here, so I will take you to be a man of your word, Leo Lennox.”
“The guards said you were expecting me today.” I raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, they only meant that I hoped to see you again,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“Yeah, but how did you know I’d be here today?”
“I did soooo feel like we had unfinished business when you left,” she continued without answering my question, “although I hoped we would get a little further than a kiss before you caught on to the illusion.”
“I’m not sure that was a nice trick to play.” I suddenly remembered that she had taken off my shirt and half my armor while she had played the role of Zarra in the illusion, so I reached down to snatch my clothing up from the floor.
“Oh, that’s not necessary on my account,” the dark elf said as she seated herself on the edge of her canopied bed. “Won’t you come here and sit down? I’ve missed you sooo, sooo much, and it’s so nice to talk to someone who understands me like you do.”
“I’m good here, thanks.” I pulled my shirt back on and then fastened the leather armor around my chest as quickly as I could.
As tempting as it was to go sit beside the beautiful drow woman, I didn’t trust myself to sit beside her on the bed. My skin still tingled where her fingers had caressed me, and my lips still tasted like the night jasmine that scented her hair. If I sat beside her on the bed now, I didn’t think I could hold myself back from tearing the tight bodice off her delicious curves, and I needed to stay focused.
“See anything you like?” Lady Feeyaz must have sensed me staring at her ample cleavage, and I forced my gaze back up to her face.
“Sorry,” I said quickly.
“Don’t be,” the drow sorceress purred. “I wore it especially for you, my handsome human. I enjoy that… hungry look in your eyes. I also have some appetites that need satisfaction.”
I was about to ask her again how she knew I was coming today, but I realized this would keep us talking in circles instead of getting to the whole reason I’d come here.
“I hoped you could give me some information about necromancy,” I said. “You’re the only person I know and trust enough to ask about death magic.”
“I’m flattered, Leo.” Lady Feeyaz tapped her chin. “If you’re looking to change your career from adventurer to necromancer, you’ve certainly come to the right drow.”
“Have you heard of the Freelan family?” I willed myself to keep looking at her pale mint-green eyes instead of her full lips that seemed to pant for me with every breath she took.
“Oh, you really do want to know about death magic.” The dark elf actually seemed surprised. “I see you’ve decided to skip all the preliminaries and jump right into the deep end. I only wish you felt the same way about our kiss. If you had only given me a moment longer--”
“So you’ve heard of the Freelans,” I guessed.
“I’ve heard plenty,” Lady Feeyaz teased. “What do you need to know?”
“I’ve heard they have a necromantic object,” I said. “It’s supposed to be self-perpetuating, and it’s supposed to be what gives their whole family power over the dead.”
“I think you already know plenty,” the drow woman said. “I’m not actually sure you need me at all, but then again, perhaps you only wanted an excuse to come see me?”
“I need to know what the object is.” I swallowed as Lady Feeyaz sighed heavily enough to make her full cleavage strain against her tight bodice. “And, uh… anything else you know about their family.”
“And why might you need to know this information?” she asked.
I thought about lying, but I had twisted the truth with Lady Feeyaz before, and I thought the best approach now might be to just lay my cards on the table. Maybe not all of them, but at least enough to be honest.
“I need to steal this object and break their power,” I said. “I want to end their use of death magic.”
“Ohhh?” She smiled like a cat and then bit her lower lip. “How are you planning on doing that?”
“Going to their country and stealing it.” I shrugged. “I know it sounds crazy.”
“Why yes,” she purred. “It certainly does.”
“I’ve got a good team,” I said. “I just need to know if this item actually exists and what it can do.”
“Hmmm…” she tapped her chin as her light-green eyes bored into mine.
“Soooo… yeah.” I cleared my throat. “It seems as if you might know about it?”
“I do…” she trailed off as her smile grew wider. “But…”
“But?” I asked after she let the word trail on for too long.
“I wonder what I would get out of it?” she mused. “I can think of something I’d really, really love to get from you. Can you guess what it is?”
“I can guess…” The room felt like it was a hundred degrees, and the scent of night jasmine filled every part of my nose.
“Can you guess? Really?” Lady Feeyaz stood up and moved toward me again, but it didn’t make me feel any better now that she wasn’t trying to get me to sit on the bed with her.
I took another step back toward the exit, but the beautiful dark elf swayed toward me until my spine hit the door. Her fingers danced down my leather breastplate as she bit down on her lip, and then she reached up to brush her hand against my cheek.
“I’ll come with you,” the drow woman announced.
“Uhh, what?” My mouth suddenly went dry.
“I know what the Freelans use to channel their death magic, and I know a bit about the family, too,” Lady Feeyaz explained. “I will tell you everything you need to know, and I’ll even help you steal it. All you have to do is let me come with you.”
“Why would you want to come with me?” I asked. “Aren’t you still the custodian of the baron’s collection?”
“Did the guards tell you that?” Lady Feeyaz spat, and her pale green eyes flashed with anger.
“Is it not true?” I was interested enough in her reaction not to be completely distracted by the intoxicating scent of her pale hair up close, but only barely. “Who is the new baron, anyway?”
“Does it matter?” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “Do you really care who the new Baron Yinnia is, or are you stalling while you decide whether or not I can come with you?”
“Well, I am curious,” I said. “Just like I’m curious why you would come with us when it sounds like you still have a good thing going here.”
“I’d like to have a ‘good thing’ with you, Leo,” the drow woman purred. “Why don’t we simply say I have a… professional curiosity in the Freelans and their use of death magic? Is this a good enough reason for me to come with you?”
“But you just said you already know all about it,” I said. “So what else could you learn by coming with us?”
“Oh, I’m sure you understand that it’s one thing to have a theoretical knowledge of something.” Lady Feeyaz licked her full lips so they looked like gleaming fruit. “But it is completely different when you actually experience that something for yourself. Don’t you agree?”
I realized her hands had started to encircle my waist, and it took every ounce of my willpower to grasp her wrists and gently take them off my body.
“How would you even come with us?” I asked. “Light hurts your eyes, so you would only be able to travel or move around at night.”
“Oh, good, I’m glad we’ve already moved on to specific accommodations for me.” Lady Feeyaz smiled. “This means you’re already considering it.”
“I only meant--”
“And technically, light doesn’t just hurt my eyes, Leo.” The way the drow woman purred my name sent a flush of heat through my whole body. “It hurts every part of me, like someone is burning every inch of my exposed skin, not just my eyes. It’s quite terrible, I assure you.”
“Exactly,” I said. “How would you even leave this mansion?”
“I’m looking for a change of scenery,” the dark elf said. “I’m bored here, and now that the old Baron Yinnia is gone…”
“Yes?” I prompted when she trailed off.
“He had his faults, but he understood me.” Lady Feeyaz shrugged. “Our arrangement worked for both of us, but now the new baron… let’s just say he is less understanding than his predecessor.”
I thought about the Amulet of the Puppet that I had taken from the dead baron’s body. I wanted to ask her about it, but something in the tone of her voice made me hesitate. Maybe it was that she sounded sad or… shit, was Lady Feeyaz scared of something?
“Is that why there are so many emberbrands in the stairwell?” I asked. “And why some of your paintings are missing that were here last time? Is that the work of the new baron?”
The beautiful drow woman pivoted away from me and started to sway back across the room. She reached out to steady herself on one of the columns of her four-poster canopied bed, and by the time I realized I was moving toward her, I had already reached her side.
“Are you okay?” My hand hovered above her shoulder, but I was afraid if I touched her, I might spin her back around to face me and then let her forbidden lips devour mine again.
This all might have been some elaborate trick to convince me to let her accompany us, and I still wanted to know why she suddenly wanted to leave the only home she had ever known above the surface. I was curious and more than a little suspicious, but I also felt bad for her. The baron had been Lady Feeyaz’s only friend, and he had turned out to be an egotistical asshole who didn’t really care about her to begin with, and now she was trapped.
Or did she only want me to think she was trapped so she could come with me? Maybe she wanted to help me steal the Freelans’ item so she could harness its power of death magic for herself, and maybe this was all some big act.
I knew I had a thing for dangerous, mysterious women, and even though Cornalic probably would have told me my heart was too trusting and naive, I had to go with my gut on this one. My gut told me that even if Lady Feeyaz was using me to get out of the new baron’s reach, it was only because she really believed I could help her, not because she was trying to run some scam on me.
“I’m fine,” Lady Feeyaz finally sighed, but she still didn’t turn around. “Can I come with you?”
“If you come with me, will you tell us everything you know?” I asked. “And will you help us steal this item?”
“Of course.” The drow woman pivoted to face me, and her pale green eyes were filled with a mixture of fear and hope. “I will do… anything… you need, Leo. Or anything you want.”
“What I want is for you to tell me what’s going on with the new baron,” I said. “I need a straight answer, Lady Feeyaz.”
“Ooh, I like it when you take charge,” the dark elf purred and took a step closer to me.
Her cleavage was spilling out over the top of her black and red bodice, and it took every ounce of my concentration not to bury my face in between her beautiful tits. Then I saw a small pendant hanging down between her breasts, and suddenly my focus was restored.
I reached out and ran my fingers down her collarbone, and the drow woman moaned when I started to caress her breasts. As soon as my fingers brushed across the pendant chain, I grabbed it and flipped it over in my hand before she could react.
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“If my necklace is in your way, I assure you I can take it off.” Lady Feeyaz reached up to hold my fingers in place against her tits as they rose and fell.
“Can’t you just use the Amulet of the Master on the new baron and make him do whatever you need to?” I pulled my hand out of hers, and she rocked back against the bed column.
“What do you know about an Amulet of the Master?” Lady Feeyaz hissed.
“Aren’t you the one who put the Amulet of the Puppet on the old baron?” I asked. “So he would do whatever you wanted him to?”
“If he wore that amulet, I was not the one who put it there,” the drow woman snapped. “If I did, don’t you think I would have pushed for a better business arrangement? Our arrangement was adequate for me, but it was made for his needs and desires. I can assure you it was not made with my best interests in mind.”
“But you know about these amulets,” I pointed out.
“Everyone who works with Shadow knows about those amulets,” Lady Feeyaz said. “There are several pairs of them known to exist, and everyone wants them. Where is the Amulet of the Puppet now?”
“At the bottom of the ocean,” I said.
“Ahh,” the beautiful dark elf sighed. “It is a shame that something so valuable has been lost. I am sorry to disappoint you, Leo, but I do not have the matching amulet. Although, if I did, I would give it to you in a heartbeat.”
“Why would you do that?” I demanded.
“I already told you.” Lady Feeyaz pressed her chest against mine so she could whisper in my ear. “I like it when you take charge. Wouldn’t you like me as your puppet plaything? You could order me to do all the naughty things you wanted. Of course, I’d do them without the amulet.”
“Uhh… no. I mean… okay.” I stumbled back a step. “So you really didn’t know that the old baron wore that amulet?”
“Leo, if I’m going to come with you, we’ll need to learn to trust each other,” the drow woman whispered. “Don’t you trust me yet?”
“I’m not sure,” I said.
“I didn’t know about the amulet, but I’m not sure how to convince you,” the dark elf sighed. “I do so hope you can believe me.”
Shit, it was hard to tell if she was lying. In almost all fantasy lore, the drow were supposed to be untrustworthy and all-around general bad news, but I couldn’t help the fact that I wanted to trust her so much. Maybe it was just the sex appeal that seemed to drip from her with every movement she made, almost like she was moving through honey, but the dark elf still made a good point.
If she really had controlled the old Baron Yinnia, she probably would have worked out a better deal for herself.
I wished for a second that I could actually talk to Cornalic before I made up my mind, but I knew my half-orc friend would support whatever I decided. I wasn’t sure how the rest of my friends would take the news, but if we were going to face a family full of necromancers with a powerful magical object, I figured I might as well enlist the most powerful dark mage I knew.
“Alright,” I sighed. “You can come with us.”
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“But we do this my way,” I continued even as I made a small gesture to wave away the notification on my UI.
“Oh, we can do it any way you want to.” The dark elf’s smirk reminded me a little of Zarra’s.
“If you’ll tell us what you know and promise to help me, then we should go ahead and leave now,” I said. “Then you can tell my friends what you know at the same time you tell me.”
“Introducing me to your friends already?” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “It’s like how I always dreamed.”
“So you agree?” I demanded.
“Oh, yes,” the beautiful dark elf purred. “I promise to help you, Sir Leo. You only have to help me get out of here first.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“The new baron…” Lady Feeyaz hesitated, and I couldn’t tell if she was really nervous or just trying to play on my sympathies. “Well, like I said, we don’t have the same kind of understanding, so it would perhaps be best if we, ah… didn’t advertise my departure.”
“Does that mean--”
“Oh, Leo, let’s go now.” The dark elf licked her full lips. “We only have a few hours before the sun comes up, so we really should get started if I’m going to meet your friends and share my extensive knowledge with all of you.”
I almost pressed her on the matter of the new baron, but I guessed it wasn’t really important right now. She would come with me and help us, and we would be able to break the Freelans’ main source of power so Chrysa and her country would be safe. This was all that mattered.
“Then grab what you need and let’s get out of here,” I said as I forced my eyes away from her soft lips.
It didn’t take Lady Feeyaz long to pack. She grabbed a staff from the corner of the room that was wrapped in black silk, and I guessed it must be The Darkest Death. The dark elf slipped one small pack over her shoulders that she must have packed ahead of time, probably with the Crown of Queen Dorni and any other clothes, potions, or items that might be useful for our quest. Finally, she fastened on a long violet-colored cloak and then took me by the arm.
I wondered if she had been planning to leave soon anyway since she was already packed, but I would ask her later. I kept getting a wave of warmth that washed over me like the tide, and I couldn’t tell if it was some kind of effect the dark elf was using on me, or if I was just intoxicated from the scent and closeness of her amazing body. Either way, the sooner we got out of her bedchamber and around other people, the better.
“Will you be able to get upstairs okay with those emberbrands in the stairwell?” I asked.
“Oh, how sweet of you to ask,” the drow woman purred. “I will draw my hood up, but I will have to close my eyes, too. I will depend on you to guide me out of the mansion and through the city, Leo Lennox.”
“And, uh, what should I tell the guards when we pass them?” I asked.
“I’ll handle the guards,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “Just help me through the light.”
The beautiful dark elf raised the violet hood over her face, but her white braids and curly waves of hair still escaped from the bottom of the hood. She leaned on the silk-wrapped staff with one hand, and her other hand leaned heavily on my arm when I reached for the doorknob.
“Ready?” I whispered.
“With you at my side, I feel ready for anything,” the drow woman moaned softly.
I opened the door to her bedchamber and slowly walked forward into the emberbrand glow of the stairwell. It seemed dark as hell to me, but Lady Feeyaz tightened the grip of her fingers on my arm and inhaled deeply.
“Come on,” I said. “I’ve got you.”
We climbed the stairs as quickly as we could, and I wondered if her Amulet of Minor Light Protection was working right now, or if its charge had expired already. The dark elf paused for half a second every time we passed another emberbrand, but her fingers just squeezed me a little tighter, and then we continued our ascent.
When we exited the stairwell into the art gallery on the main floor of the mansion, Lady Feeyaz leaned toward me a little more until her chest pressed up against my arm. The feeling of her soft breasts pressed against me was enough to make my mouth go dry again, but a quick look at the servants and guards passing back and forth through the gallery reminded me to stay focused.
All the servants who glanced in our direction scurried away when they spotted the drow woman’s white hair, but the guards each gripped their weapons a little tighter as if they expected Lady Feeyaz to suddenly throw off her cloak and turn into a fire-breathing dragon.
Then again, for all I knew, maybe she could do that.
“Nobody knows about the last baron, right?” I hissed as we approached the front doors. “You made sure no one found out what really happened?”
“I kept my word, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “Otherwise, they would have already tried to kill you. Your name did not pass my lips except to tell the guards to bring you to me.”
The drow woman must have been telling the truth because no one stopped us until we reached the main door to the baron’s mansion. The guards posted at the interior of the door crossed their pikes to block our path, and then the bearded man on the left sneered at me.
“And where do you think you’re taking her?” the bearded guard demanded.
“We’re just going out for a stroll in the gardens,” I said. “We need to talk, and I wanted some fresh air.”
“She’s not allowed to leave,” the man said. “On orders of the new baron.”
“She isn’t leaving,” I growled. “We’re just going for a walk, then we’ll be right back.”
“Leo, perhaps this casual approach was a mistake,” the cloaked drow woman whispered. “There is only one thing you can do with people like this.”
The second guard tightened his grip on his pike when the weapon began to tremble in his hand. He seemed younger than the bearded man beside him, and at first, I had assumed he was new to the job. Now I realized the bearded guard must have been new instead, since he clearly didn’t know what Lady Feeyaz was capable of.
“It’s fine,” I told the dark elf. “You should be allowed to walk outside.”
“Oh, I agree,” Lady Feeyaz purred as purple sparks suddenly danced between her fingers.
“You won’t get away with what you used to,” the bearded guard sneered, even as his companion took half a step backward.
“Perhaps you can discuss the issue with Baron Yinnia the next time you see him.” The beautiful dark elf hadn’t made a move yet, but the purple sparks still swirled between her fingers like tiny constellations.
“He’s far too busy for--”
“I meant the old Baron Yinnia,” Lady Feeyaz snarled.
I grabbed her hand the second she started to raise it, and a shudder went through my body at the feeling of the purple sparks against my skin. Then I reached my other hand over to the hilt of my Broadsword of the Charming Mind. The moment I touched the fire opal in the pommel, I decided there was only one way out of this without any bloodshed, and since the Yinnia family probably wasn’t very fond of me already, I didn’t want to make enemies out of one of the most powerful families in Arnicoal.
“Listen, friend, let’s be reasonable about this.” It had been a while since I used my broadsword’s ability to charm a person of equal or lower Charisma attribute, but it seemed to come easily enough.
And there was no way this bearded asshole had a higher Charisma attribute than me.
“Your companion here seems reasonable,” I continued. “He understands that Lady Feeyaz needs to do as she wishes, so as long as she doesn’t hurt anyone, why should you care about the details?”
“The new baron told us to watch her closely,” the bearded guard said. “He said she’s dangerous.”
“Of course, she’s dangerous,” I said. “She’s a drow, isn’t she? So what do you think the best way to make sure she doesn’t hurt anyone is?”
“Let her do whatever she wants to,” the other guard muttered.
“See? Your friend gets it,” I said with a smile. “We just want to take a little walk outside, so why don’t you let us pass and tell your friends outside that we have permission?”
“I guess that would be okay,” the bearded guard said as a deep wrinkle appeared between his eyebrows. “Just a walk, right?”
“Absolutely.” I tightened my grip on the dark elf’s fingers, and she pressed into me a little more.
“Alright, go ahead,” the bearded man sighed.
“Great, thanks,” I said. “We’ll only walk around for a little while, and then we’ll be back.”
The guards uncrossed their pikes and let us through, and after they opened the front doors, they called to the guards outside to let us go on a walk.
I kept one hand on the pommel of my broadsword until we had walked down the front steps, and I only released my grip on it after the front doors closed behind us. I still had my fingers wrapped around the dark elf’s hand, and she still leaned heavily on my arm. I was pretty sure I could have released my grip on her hand without her killing anyone, but I wasn’t ready to take the risk just yet, especially not when her fingers felt like warm satin against mine.
“Unfortunately,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “When I made sure the guards who knew your identity were disposed of, the new baron hired new faces who do not have as much… respect… as they should for me.”
“Disposed of?” I growled.
“Moved to other positions in the city, of course,” the drow sorceress chuckled. “Except for the irritating ones.”
She didn’t say anything else since we were now approaching the guards outside the mansion. They looked more terrified of Lady Feeyaz than the bearded asshole inside had been, so when I told them we were going for a walk outside the estate grounds, they didn’t argue. The new baron might have some sway over his employees, but there were clearly still enough of them who knew Lady Feeyaz was the real threat to be feared.
After we passed through the Yinnia mansion’s gates, we started to head downhill toward the main gates of this district. We didn’t speak yet since I was still convinced that the new baron’s guards were going to follow us and demand our return to the mansion, so I kept listening for anything suspicious in the darkness.
When we reached the main painted gates, the guards let us through without any argument, but I wasn’t sure they even paid much attention to us. They were far more concerned with people who were coming into the nobles’ district than anyone who was leaving it, so we hurried through the gates and then down the long hill toward the rest of the city.
About every fifteen seconds when we passed another emberbrand street lamp, Lady Feeyaz hissed under her breath and leaned on me a little more. She didn’t complain about the light, even though I guessed it hurt like hell, and I wondered how long it had been since the last time she’d left Baron Yinnia’s mansion.
Had she even left at all since she’d first arrived?
It wasn’t like she could just walk outside whenever she wanted to. If the light didn’t kill her, the city guards probably would. Well, they would try anyway. I had a feeling Lady Feeyaz could hold her own against a whole city full of soldiers, but I wasn’t sure exactly what the extent of her abilities were. I didn’t even know if her Shadow attribute was high enough to use The Darkest Death staff, especially because if it was, I didn’t know why she wouldn’t have tried to leave the baron’s mansion already.
“Someone is following us,” Lady Feeyaz interrupted my thoughts.
“I don’t hear anyone,” I said.
“That’s because you are human.” The dark elf’s laughter bubbled up like the currents of a moonlit river. “A handsome one, but still a human.”
Movement flashed at the corner of my left eye, and my left hand started to reach for my short sword before I felt a familiar meaty hand clap me on the shoulder.
“Not to worry, my dearest Leo!” Cornalic said. “It is only I, your most trustworthy and closest friend. Nay, not friend but brother!”
Lady Feeyaz tightened her grip on my arm, but she relaxed a second after the tension left my shoulders.
“It’s okay,” I said. “This is my friend, Cornalic of the Mind.”
“Fear not, lovely lady,” the muscular half-orc said with a grand bow. “I have been tracking you since you left the Yinnia mansion to make sure that no one followed you.”
“And?” I asked.
“We’re in the clear, my dearest friend,” Cornalic chuckled. “I hope you believe by now that if any threats had come against your back, I would have eliminated them without a moment’s hesitation! It is the least I can do for the true friend of my soul, and--”
“Thanks, Cornalic,” I cut him off so we could keep focused on our surroundings.
“No need to thank me, dear Leo,” my green-skinned friend said. “I have vowed to be with you to the very end, and that includes looking out for any friends of yours… or perhaps your friend prefers the term, ah, acquaintances? Allies? Lov--”
“You are not afraid to be with a drow in the darkness of the night?” Lady Feeyaz asked, and her hood fell back just enough to reveal her pale green eyes for a moment.
“W-well, it would be untrue if I said my half-orcish heart didn’t tremble a little at the sight of your lovely face,” Cornalic said. “But if the brother of my heart trusts you, then you have my confidence and protection as much as he does.”
“Mmm,” the beautiful dark elf purred. “You have a good friend here, Sir Leo. Perhaps Cornalic can tell me more about you some time, like where you came from, or how you seem to know what magical items do as soon as you touch them. Or perhaps even--”
“Let’s just get back to Artus’ house,” I cut her off. “We need to hurry if we’re going to get there and then back to Ahsan’s shop while it’s still dark, especially if we want to get out of town before the baron realizes Lady Feeyaz has gone missing.”
“Would you like me to go ahead and warn Artus that we’re coming?” Cornalic asked. “Of course, I don’t mean ‘warn’ like it is a bad thing, but it might be best if our friends were a little more, ah, prepared before we--”
“I know what you mean,” I said. “But I’d like you to stay with us in case anyone decides to come after us. I think we’re in the clear, but if the new baron finds out we left, he might not be too happy about it.”
“Especially if he thinks I am not ever coming back,” Lady Feeyaz whispered and pulled the violet hood back up over her face.
I wanted to ask the dark elf what she meant, but I figured there would be time to ask more questions later. Right now, I wanted to focus on getting back to Artus’ house safely, getting Lady Feeyaz to tell us what she knew about the Freelans, and convincing the rest of my friends that it was a good idea to let the drow woman come with us.
At least Cornalic was already convinced. My overly muscled friend might be nervous around Lady Feeyaz, but he had heard our whole conversation thanks to our linked magical pearls, so I knew he would understand my reasoning for bringing the drow with us.
A little over ninety minutes later, we returned to my fenia friends’ house. The emberbrands that led up to the front door glowed with a dull orange light that made Lady Feeyaz press her body even more firmly against mine, but I slipped my arm around her waist to help her find her way forward through the dim light.
“Cornalic, would you mind grabbing the door and maybe dousing some of the lights inside?” I asked as we stepped onto the front porch.
“Say no more, dearest Leo!” the half-orc replied with a fanged smile. “I am on top of the situation like the snow that tops the Laven Mountains!”
“Leo, is that you?” Gratia’s voice rumbled on the other side of the front door. “I thought I heard you, you son of a--”
Gratia flung the door open from the inside, but the dwarven woman’s broad grin vanished from her face the moment she saw Lady Feeyaz.
“By my grandfather’s fucking beard!” Gratia yelled as she jumped back. “You may have tricked my friend, but not me, devil woman!”
“Gratia, calm down,” I demanded. “Lady Fee--”
But the dwarf woman had already grabbed an emberbrand from inside the door. She thrust its light into the dark elf’s face, and Lady Feeyaz screamed as if her face was on fire and dropped to the ground.







Chapter 9
“Stop!” I shouted.
I lunged for the magical torch in Gratia’s hand, but Cornalic beat me to it. The muscular half-orc moved like a shadow, snatched the emberbrand away from the dwarven woman, and threw it behind us into Artus’ yard, all before Gratia even blinked and realized she was no longer holding her defensive weapon against the dark elf.
“That’s enough,” I said again as I reached down to help the drow sorceress to her feet. “Lady Feeyaz is here as my guest, and if you will not welcome her, we will go somewhere else.”
“By the Light, Leo,” Gratia swore. “I thought--”
“See that it doesn’t happen again,” I said firmly. “Now, do you think we can come inside, stranger? I’d like to catch up, if you’re interested.”
“Alright, as long as I don’t have to sit next to her.” The dwarven woman glared at the dark elf but then turned her attention back to me. “But if she so much as blinks wrong… ah, but it’s good to see you, my favorite human. It’s been too long.”
Gratia and I bumped fists, and then the dwarven woman pulled me into a bear hug. She pushed me back a second later, pretended something had gotten into her eye, and stepped to the side to allow us into the house.
“Everybody else is in the kitchen,” Gratia said. “Truth is, they already caught me up on everything that you’ve been up to, but I’d bet my great-uncle’s beard that they’ll be surprised this drow woman came back with you.”
“Leo was a bit surprised, too,” Lady Feeyaz hissed underneath her dark hood. “But I assure you that I have good reasons for coming with him.”
“Yeah, and I’ve got one good guess about what that reason might be,” Gratia muttered.
“Cornalic, can you run in and turn down the lights in the kitchen?” I asked. “We’ll be right behind you.”
“Right away, dearest friend,” the half-orc called as he disappeared around the corner.
“Grr, what’s going on?” Artus rumbled from down the hallway. “Did I hear Leo or--”
“Yeah, it’s me,” I said when the fenia spice trader stepped into view. “I’ll catch everyone up in the kitchen, but you should probably all be sitting down. Come on.”
Artus rumbled again in response but turned around to lumber back to the kitchen. I followed behind him with Lady Feeyaz, and when I glanced over my shoulder, Gratia was following us at a respectful distance, but both her fists were balled up tightly like she expected to throw down at any moment.
When we entered the kitchen, Bolverk was seated on top of the icebox on the opposite side of the room, and his electric-blue eyes shot open when he heard us. Urllia sat at the head of the table beside Allurie, and Moryana sat beside the pretty elf girl. Artus settled in on the other side of Urllia, and Gratia sat beside him. Then they all swiveled to face me and Lady Feeyaz, whose face was still hidden by her heavy cloak.
Cornalic had thrown dishcloths over all the emberbrands in the kitchen, and the light scent of smoke filled the room from the candles he had blown out. I had a feeling everyone else except for Moryana could still see fine, since my friends’ eyesight was much better than a human’s, but my own vision adjusted to the dimness after a few seconds.
“Is this dark enough?” I asked the dark elf.
“Here you are!” Cornalic pulled back two chairs at the empty end of the kitchen table for us.
“This is fine,” Lady Feeyaz purred in my ear.
The drow woman seated herself in one of the chairs, and I sat down on her left a moment before Cornalic plopped himself into the chair on my left.
“Why did Cornalic make all the lights go out?” Allurie whispered. “Ooh! Are we having a sleepover?”
“I’m game if you are,” the drow sorceress snickered.
“What’s going on?” Urllia asked. “Why did you tell us all to sit down?”
“Lady Feeyaz has agreed to help us,” I sighed. “But only on one condition.”
“I’ll be coming with you.” The beautiful dark elf threw back her hood, and I felt more than I heard a low moan shudder through every person in the room.
Artus and Moryana both dropped their jaws before they realized they were staring at the drow woman’s perfect features, and even Bolverk and Gratia were thrown off-guard by Lady Feeyaz’s charming smile.
Only Allurie seemed unaffected by the dark elf’s beauty. Instead, the silver-haired elf instantly jumped to her feet and somehow managed to leap across the table, throw her arms around my neck, and push me away from Lady Feeyaz’s chair all in under a second.
“No!” Allurie shouted.
“Allurie, it’s fine.” I tried to pull away from her, but the pretty elf girl clung to my neck even more tightly.
“Don’t worry, Leo!” Allurie gasped. “I will protect you from this mean woman’s evil tricks!”
“She’s on our side.” I tried to squirm away from Allurie, but she had practically crawled in my lap by now to try to keep me away from the dark elf.
“She cannot be trusted!” Allurie whispered loudly. “It’s up to me to protect your pure soul from this horrible woman’s manipulations!”
“You realize I’m sitting right here,” Lady Feeyaz sighed.
Allurie whirled around to face the drow woman. The silver-haired elf stood with her hands on her hips, completely unafraid as she stared down the beautiful sorceress, and then she pointed her finger at Lady Feeyaz like she was scolding a child.
“You should know that my heart beats with true love for Leo,” the pretty elf girl huffed. “Even if he prefers to mate with men, that will never stop me from loving him with my whole soul! And I will never… never allow you to harm a hair on his head, you creature of evil and malice! You… you demon woman! Leave! My! Leo! Alone!”
“Allurie, I really don’t--” I tried to explain.
“You don’t need to speak of it, Leo!” Allurie sighed. “I only want you to be happy, and that is why I will never let you harm him, you beautiful but very evil drow woman!”
Moryana pressed her lips together to keep from bursting into laughter, and even Artus seemed amused. Urllia and Gratia both looked just as suspicious of Lady Feeyaz as when she had first thrown back her hood, but I figured it was a good sign that Moryana seemed more entertained than concerned by the dark elf’s presence.
“Perhaps you would all feel more comfortable if I share my knowledge with you now,” Lady Feeyaz said. “Even you, Allurie. Ohhh, I see! So this is the famous Allurie?”
“You’ve heard of me?” Allurie suddenly hugged her arms to her chest, and her turquoise eyes went wide.
“Why, Leo speaks of you all the time,” the drow sorceress said as she gave me a wink. “He is very fond of you and has told me about how beautiful and kind you are. He’s told me how much he loves protecting you.”
“Ohh, that’s just like Leo!” Allurie started to clap her hands, but she instantly caught herself and huffed. “But… I still don’t like you. Nope. You are very pretty, with your nice long hair and dark chocolate skin, and you have good hips and breasts for mating and babies, but not with Leo. He’s not going to fall for your evil ways. Not for one second.”
“I think you are very beautiful as well, Allurie. So does Leo.” The drow smiled at the silver-haired elf and then turned to the rest of my friends. “Perhaps I should tell you all what I know of this necromantic artifact. Then maybe you can see that we could be friends.”
“We could be allies, although even this will be… challenging,” Moryana announced. “I do not think we should go as far as saying that we will all be friends.”
“Even the gods once allied themselves with dragons, until we brought them all down into the seams that run beneath the world,” Bolverk spoke up from his position on top of the icebox. “Now the seams have ripped apart, and lava flows once more to coat the stairs on the true path to the Throne of Ascension! But when we rise as gods, the hammer will unburden itself of its wings.”
“Your friends are fascinating, Leo,” Lady Feeyaz said as she tapped her chin. “I would dearly like to learn more about them. Not just your neon-haired friend, but all of them. You too, pretty little Allurie. You are absolutely adorable.”
“You can’t distract me with your compliments!” Allurie declared as she pointed both her fingers at the drow. “Your evil intentions toward Leo will never work! I will never leave his side, so you will never be able to carry out your master plan of spiking his innocent and pure virtue!”
“Come on, won’t you--” I started.
“Don’t worry, Leo.” My friend turned to place her hand on my cheek. “I will watch over you, and I will make sure the beautiful dark elf does not succeed in her plans to seduce you with her charms, wiles, and perfectly proportioned woman parts. And our friend Cornalic will also keep an eye on her, so you will always be safe! Right?”
Allurie looked at the half-orc for confirmation, and I saw a flicker of fear in her clear turquoise eyes. I wanted to reassure her and tell her everything would be okay and there was nothing to worry about, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to convince her right now. Still, her genuine concern for me was almost enough for me to take her in my arms and just hold her like that until sunrise.
I felt really lucky to have such true friends here.
“Always, lovely Allurie,” Cornalic replied with a slight bow of his head.
“May I at least tell you all what I know now, pretty little Allurie?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“Okay,” Allurie sighed and then pulled up a chair so she could scoot in between me and the drow woman. “But no tricks!”
“Please go ahead, Lady Feeyaz,” I agreed. “Let’s start with the item the Freelans use for their death magic.”
“It is a jewelry box,” the drow woman replied. “Technically, it’s an amulet from the jewelry box that gives the wearer control over the dead, but the jewelry box creates a new amulet every year, so multiple people can use its powers of death magic.”
“So that’s how it self-perpetuates.” Moryana pressed her lips together.
When Moryana said “self-perpetuates,” Allurie giggled. Her long, pointed ears turned red, and I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop myself from smiling at the pretty elf’s amusement.
“So if we steal the box, we’ll only be able to stop new amulets from being created,” I said. “We would have to steal all the amulets too, right? Or the Freelans could keep using them?”
“Technically, no,” the dark elf purred. “From what I know, if you destroy the jewelry box, all the amulets it has ever created will be destroyed, too.”
“Shit,” I whistled. “That’s great. So we just have to destroy the box, and we’ll be good.”
“Oh, I think that might be a hasty decision.” Lady Feeyaz laid her hand on my arm, and Allurie’s turquoise eyes narrowed as she watched the drow woman.
“I’m sure you’d like to keep it for yourself,” I chuckled. “But it’ll be much safer if we destroy it.”
“Safer, yes,” the dark elf said. “But it would be so much more fun if we kept it around, don’t you think? Imagine all the interesting things we could do if we controlled the box instead of simply destroying it.”
“Not gonna happen,” I said. “I promised you could come with us to get the jewelry box, but only because you promised to help us and do whatever I said, remember?”
“Oh, I’ll do whatever you want me to,” Lady Feeyaz said as she slowly stroked her finger against her lower lip. “You give the order, and I’m yours.”
“Good.” I did my best to ignore her innuendo even though the scent of jasmine in her snow-white curls was enough to make my head spin. “So, how do we get this jewelry box?”
“I can sense powerful energies from different objects.” The drow sorceress shrugged. “When we reach the Freelans’ home, I imagine I will be able to sense this box wherever they have it hidden.”
“This still leaves a lot of unresolved questions about how you’re gonna pull this one off,” Gratia grumbled. “Based on what Cornalic told us, I’d say you have more of a prayer than a plan, Leo.”
“I can’t imagine what gave you that idea!” the muscled half-orc gasped. “I only said that Leo is so brilliant that he doesn’t need to sketch out every detail of his plan ahead of time. Like a skilled artist, he lets the canvas speak to him, or like a sculptor, he listens to the marble before he lets the sculpture within the stone emerge fully into the light!”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I chuckled. “You’re right that we don’t have very many details ironed out, Gratia, but you know me. I’ll figure it out as we go along.”
“I don’t know about this drow woman, no offense to you, Lady Feeyaz,” Urllia said. “But Leo, you certainly seem to have made some powerful friends. Bolverk is… well, clearly a mighty warrior. And I might not be as well-traveled as my husband, but even I have heard legends of the sword dancers, so I know you will be in good hands.”
“Grr, and we already know Cornalic and Allurie have your back,” Artus added with a nervous glance at Lady Feeyaz.
“By every bearded grandfather in the Underdark,” Gratia sighed. “I wish I could come with you, Leo.”
“We’ll be fine,” I told the dwarven woman. “You’ve got your gallery opening to focus on, remember?”
“I know,” Gratia replied. “Besides, I can swing an axe as good as the next dwarf, but I’m more of an artist than a warrior.”
“I expect your gallery opening to be the talk of Arnicoal whenever I come back,” I said with a smile.
“So you will, grr, come back?” Artus rubbed his whiskers like he was stroking a tabby-colored beard.
“Of course, he will!” Cornalic reached over to give the fenia a reassuring slap on the shoulder.
“I’ve got that overseer to face so I can get his relic,” I pointed out. “Plus, do you really think I’d never come back to see my friends?”
“Well, we did take you in when no one else would.” Gratia leaned back in her chair like this was her house instead of Artus and Urllia’s, but the panther woman just chuckled. “You wouldn’t have made it out of the Underdark beneath Cutno without me.”
“But we also wouldn’t have made it out of the Underdark without Leo,” Allurie whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.
“A minor detail.” Gratia waved her hand.
“I’m not sure when I’ll come back,” I told my friends. “This quest to steal the necromantic jewelry box might take a little time, and then I’ll still need to go after the other Pieces of Heliotrope before I come back to face the overseer. Besides, I might have really pissed off the new Baron Yinnia tonight, so I’ll have to be careful the next time I come here.”
“Whenever you do, you know our home is always open to you,” Urllia said.
“Absolutely.” Gratia rocked forward in her chair again and slammed her palms on the table. “Er, well, I know it’s your home, Artus, but--”
“What’s mine is yours,” the fenia spice trader said with a shrug. “Grr, it’s hard to find true friends, but when you do, they’re family.”
“Shit, I’ll drink to that,” the dwarven woman said and then jumped up to head to the icebox. “Leo? Beer?”
“Next time,” I said. “We really need to go if we’re going to make it back to Ahsan’s shop before the sun comes up.”
“An unfortunate part of journeying with me,” Lady Feeyaz said with a charming smile. “But I promise to make up for it in other ways.”
“No!” Allurie waved her finger in the drow woman’s face, as if she was totally unaware of how powerful Lady Feeyaz was. “No mating with Leo!”
“Maybe I meant you, pretty little Allurie,” the dark elf purred as she leaned forward to brush a stray piece of Allurie’s silvery rainbow hair back behind her ear.
For a second, I forgot about everything except for how sexy the drow woman looked as she licked her lips and studied Allurie like she was about to devour her. But Lady Feeyaz wasn’t the only one who caught my attention. Allurie looked thrown off by the dark elf’s comment, and she bit her lip at the same time a faint blush spread over her cheeks.
“Both me and Leo?” The slight pink tone to her pale cheeks made the elf girl’s turquoise eyes sparkle even more than usual, and I wondered if her shimmering hair felt as soft as it looked.
“Ohhhh… I like the way you think,” the drow purred. “All three of us would be a wonderful tangle, don’t you—”
“We should move on with our mission.” Moryana cleared her throat, and Lady Feeyaz turned away from Allurie so she could look at the other beautiful woman in the room.
“Ohhh, all work and no play,” the drow chuckled. “Unless… you will entertain also playing with Leo and Allurie and I?”
“Sounds intriguing.” Moryana smirked. “Let’s do the work first. Then we can speak of playing.”
“It is a deal, then,” the drow purred, and then she bit her lip and glanced at me. “See, Leo? I am fitting in… just perfectly with your other delicious women.”
“Okayyyy then…” I pinched my own leg when I realized I suddenly couldn’t think about anything except for how pretty the silver-haired elf looked beside the curvy drow woman and Moryana. I didn’t know if this was some kind of magic from Lady Feeyaz or not, but I suddenly thought about making love to all three of them, and I had to take a deep breath to slow the rush of blood to my dick when I thought about drowning in a sea of the three different shades of skin and long silky hair.
“So, ya will be leaving now?” Gratia asked with a slight pout.
“Yeah,” I said quickly. “Thanks for everything, and I’m glad we got to see you again.”
“You are welcome any time,” Urllia said.
“Oh! We almost forgot!” Gratia slammed her open palm against her fist. “Your gold!”
“Shit,” I laughed. “I forgot about the gold Allurie dumped out of my chest so she could stow away.”
“Grr, I’ve got it right here,” Artus rumbled as he stood up to fetch something out of the highest kitchen cabinet.
“All 4,488 pieces,” Gratia said.
“Plus 45 silver and 23 copper!” Allurie said. “That’s how much I took out of the chest.”
“It’s all there,” Urllia said. “We’ve been keeping it for you.”
I felt a wave of gratitude for my friends as I accepted the heavy bags of coins from Artus. I split the load between Cornalic, Moryana, and myself so it would be safer, and I knew that between these coins and the money we got from Sharles for our quest, we would be well set up to buy some new abilities or items for ourselves whenever we needed to.
Then maybe I could finally spend the forty-eight attribute points I had waiting for me, too.
After we had collected all our things, I told Artus, Urllia, and Gratia goodbye. Allurie whispered loudly to each of them that she and Cornalic would protect me from the wicked drow woman, but Lady Feeyaz didn’t seem to mind the comments. She was probably used to worse, and Allurie would never hurt a fly unless that fly was actively trying to kill me.
It was well after midnight by now, but we still had a few hours before the sun came up. I waited until Lady Feeyaz had pulled the cloak back up over her face, took her arm in spite of Allurie’s glares, and led the way through the streets of Arnicoal back to the Mind mage’s colorful shop.
Bolverk charged ahead of everyone, and every so often, Cornalic would skip forward and hold the gnome berserker back until we caught up to him. Moryana brought up the rear and occasionally called out to have us take a different street than we had planned, and I was grateful for the sword dancer’s constant alertness.
Allurie walked on the opposite side of me from Lady Feeyaz, and after a few minutes of walking, she looped her arm through mine so I escorted both beautiful elves through Arnicoal. It would be a hazard if we ran into any trouble, but it would only take a second for me to push them away and draw my weapons. And if it kept Allurie happy in the meantime, I was glad to do it.
When we finally returned to Ahsan’s shop, Lady Feeyaz swayed slightly on her feet outside his door.
“My apologies, Leo Lennox,” the drow woman sighed. “It has been a long time since I have been around so much light at once.”
“This is light to you?” Moryana raised a dark eyebrow as she glanced around at the dim streets.
“Compared to the darkness underneath the surface of the world?” Lady Feeyaz laughed. “Oh, yes, my beautiful sword dancer. There is darkness beneath our feet like you have never seen, so dark that you would swing your sword to cut an enemy and find that you have sliced off your own hand instead.”
“Remind me not to go below the surface with you, Lady Feeyaz,” Cornalic said. “I believe it might aggravate this peculiar health condition that I have.”
“And what condition might that be?” the dark elf asked.
“Unfortunately, I bleed when I am cut by a blade,” the half-orc sighed. “So you see, I do my best to avoid any situations that might be hazardous to this grave health condition.”
“Indeed,” the drow sorceress chuckled. “I’ll be sure to make a note of that.”
I gently pulled my arm away from Allurie and knocked on the Mind mage’s door. It was the early hours of the morning, but I had told Ahsan we would be back later, and now I hoped the fenia mage lived in the apartment above his shop front. Otherwise, we might have to rethink our whole plan to return to Tylue tonight.
When I started to knock a second time, I only managed to get two quick raps in before the lock rattled on the inside. The fenia Mind mage opened the door a second later, gave a giant yawn, and then rubbed his whiskers with the back of his paw.
“I take it you’re ready to return home?” Ahsan asked.
“Tylue isn’t Leo’s home, silly!” Allurie giggled. “Leo is from--”
“Yeah, I’d like to get back before sunrise,” I cut her off. “We have one more person traveling with us, is that okay?”
“I trust I will not be a burden,” Lady Feeyaz purred but didn’t pull back her hood.
Ahsan’s cat pupils flared to full dilation when he heard the dark elf’s voice, and he instantly leaned in to sniff her. She didn’t flinch, but the plump fenia mage did the moment he inhaled the sweet scent of jasmine that clung to her white hair like drops of dew.
“I will need an extra one hundred gold for the drow,” Ahsan said. “And a promise from her that she will not interfere with my methods.”
“Why do you need extra?” Moryana asked. “Is it not the same process?”
“Because she is a drow,” the fenia mage said, as if that explained everything. “It is a risk to even invite her into my shop. I really should ask you for more gold, but Rasim sent you to me, so I have to trust that you know what you are doing.”
“How much does that bring the total to?” I asked.
“A thousand gold,” Ahsan replied. “I put the one hundred gold you gave me earlier for your arrival fee as a deposit.”
“I guess that explains why not everybody teleports from one place to another,” I muttered. “That’s a steep price.”
“Nonsense,” the fenia mage said as he leaned his heavy frame up against the side of the door. “It’s often a thousand gold for a single traveler, and more for additional bodies. Some mages will even charge you according to your weight, but as a bit of a portly fellow myself, I think that’s bullshit.”
“Dearest Leo, I told you that I found the best mage in Tylue for our purposes,” Cornalic said. “So of course, it only makes sense that Rasim works with the most reasonable mage in Arnicoal.”
“There is no point in charging more for a group than I would for a single traveler,” Ahsan explained. “The process is the same, and I am skilled enough that it requires little extra effort on my part to send six versus one.”
“Then we are lucky to have met you,” Lady Feeyaz said.
The fenia mage was still blocking the door, so I pulled out one of my bags of coins and handed it to Allurie to count out the payment. It took the pretty elf less than five seconds to hand over the right number of coins, and she looked at me for approval while Ahsan slipped them into the folds of his robe.
“You did a good job, Allurie,” I said with a smile.
“See?” The silver-haired elf glared at Lady Feeyaz on my other side. “I bet you couldn’t have counted that gold so fast.”
“No, I suppose not,” the drow woman said. “But that is only because it is a drow’s nature to take without paying. Why would we pay when we can force? Or perhaps a better term would be, persuade?”
“None of that will be happening tonight,” I said. “We’ve paid him, and now we’ll return to Tylue so we can tell Queen Chrysa our plan.”
“Get inside, then,” Ahsan grunted after another quick glance at Lady Feeyaz’s violet hood.
We followed Ahsan through his shop to a different chamber at the back of the store. We had teleported into Arnicoal through his arrival chamber, but he apparently used a different chamber for departures, and it looked largely the same as the departure chamber in Rasim’s shop. The same star was outlined in black salt on the floor, and the only real difference was a curious black stain on the roof of the domed chamber.
I wanted to ask him about the stain but also about how teleportation worked in general, especially since Ahsan seemed to have such keen senses, but I wasn’t sure now was the right time. The fenia mage was clearly uncomfortable around Lady Feeyaz, and we needed to get back to Tylue before sunrise.
“This might be a strange question,” I blurted almost before I realized I was speaking. “But is there any way a person can teleport without a Mind mage?”
“Over distances of a few feet, yes,” Ahsan replied without hesitation. “But from one place to another? Not that I’m aware of, although it is possible that someone has a high enough Mind attribute that it might be possible.”
“What about objects that create portals?” I asked as I thought about the one that Sir Rodin had created to escape with the rest of the Freelans.
“Well, of course, those exist,” the fenia mage said. “They’re hard to come by, but they’re around if you look hard enough. Usually they’re only linked to one location though, so it’s not a free pass to go anywhere.”
The information was helpful but not really what I needed to know. I wanted to ask if Ahsan knew anything about portals to other worlds, but there was no way to ask that without sounding crazy, and I didn’t want to worry my friends.
Plus, I wasn’t sure I wanted to give Lady Feeyaz quite that much information.
“But portals have to be opened either by an object or a person, right?” I asked instead.
“Someone’s always got to be in control of it, that’s true,” Ahsan replied. “Why do you want to know so much?”
“Just curious, I guess.” I shrugged.
“For someone whose scent is so odd, I assumed you already knew plenty about teleporting,” the fenia mage said as he rubbed the fur of his cheeks.
“There’s always more to learn,” I said. “Listen, is it possible to return to the palace in Tylue instead of back to Rasim’s shop? I know he said it’s best to go to and from a Mind mage when cities are involved, but if we could save ourselves a little time, that would help us a lot.”
Ahsan glanced at Lady Feeyaz and seemed to understand my concern about the time. We could probably make it back to the palace from Rasim’s shop before the sun rose, but since it wasn’t a guarantee, I didn’t want to put the drow woman through that risk.
“I have been to the palace there before,” the fenia mage sighed. “If I send you to the gardens, it’s possible. It is easier when there is only nature involved instead of a whole series of streets and buildings.”
“Trees are beacons, and the valley between mountains leads to the Throne of Ascension,” Bolverk said with a wise nod.
“Will it be safe?” I asked.
“As safe as any teleport can be.” Ahsan shrugged. “I’ll draw the appropriate symbols, but first, please enter the outline of the star and link hands.”
“Thank you,” I said as we all moved into position. “And can you send a Mind message to Rasim to let him know we don’t need him tonight?”
Ahsan nodded with another glance at Lady Feeyaz, and I figured the fenia mage would just be happy to have the dark elf out of his shop. I linked hands with Allurie and Lady Feeyaz, and Cornalic stood opposite from me inside the star with his hands locked with Moryana and Bolverk.
The fenia mage walked around the perimeter of our circle to make sure we were all holding hands, and he stopped every few feet to trace symbols on the ground in white chalk. It was too dark to see what most of the symbols looked like, but when he returned to his starting point by the door, I caught a glimpse of the final chalk symbol he inscribed. It looked like a circle with a large ring around it, almost like the ring around a planet, and the circle also contained two interlocking triangles inside itself.
“Is everyone ready?” Ahsan asked, and after we all nodded, he doused the candle, took another step back toward the door, and then clapped his hands together. “By the Mind and by the book and by the Light within us all! Three! Two!”
I didn’t even hear the fenia mage shout the last number. Instead, everything went dark as all the nerves in my body tingled. A rush of heat swept over me from head to toe, but it hovered around my chest just long enough to make me think my heart might be liquifying. As soon as it passed down through my feet, I felt a stab of pain in every pore, and then the soles of my boots thudded into soft soil.
I forced my eyes open and saw that we were in the middle of the palace gardens. A seven-foot tall hedge rose from the grounds on our right, and flowers crept across the ground around us in a spiral pattern of white, blue, and purple. One of the canals through the gardens was on my left side, and the moment I saw its dark waters, I realized I was only still holding hands with Lady Feeyaz.
Allurie wasn’t beside me.







Chapter 10
I glanced at my friends just long enough to see that everyone else had made it, and then I spun to my left to face the canal. If Allurie had come out of the teleport into the canal, she might be trapped in debris at the bottom of the water, or she might be panicking under the surface.
The thought was enough to make my heart feel like it was about to explode.
“Allurie!” I shouted as I pulled off my weapons belt so I could dive into the water. “Allurie!”
The moment I saw a handful of bubbles break the surface of the water, I kicked my boots off and dove in. The water slammed into me with a surprising degree of cold, and I pushed some air from my lungs instead of inhaling the frigid water. I pumped my arms to propel myself down toward the bottom of the canal, but I couldn’t see anything in the dark waters around me. It was worse than looking for a needle in a haystack, but I just kept swimming toward where I thought the bubbles had come from.
When I ran out of air half a minute later, I kicked my legs back up to the surface. Then I gasped for breath as soon as my head emerged from the canal waters, but there was still no sight of Allurie. I saw that Cornalic had thrown himself on his stomach beside the canal and had his head underwater as he looked around for the pretty elf girl, and Moryana was calling for help from anyone in the palace who could hear us. Lady Feeyaz stood to the side with Bolverk, and I shouted at both of them to stay put.
I took another deep breath and dove down a second time.
This time, I laid one hand on my shirt and thought about using Ember. The fabric immediately started to glow, and now that I could actually see where I was going, I was able to swim even faster toward the bottom of the canal. I saw a little trail of bubbles a few seconds later, kicked my legs even harder, and then finally got close enough to Allurie to see the pretty elf girl.
Her ankle was caught in a thick net that was attached to a half-rotten canoe. She looked up when she saw my glowing shirt, and the look of pure panic on her face made me swim to her side in under a second. She exhaled another trail of bubbles when I reached her, but when she looked up at me, I saw that she was still inhaling, too.
Then I remembered that her enchanted armor kept her from drowning. It just hadn’t kept her from getting caught at the bottom of the canal.
My lungs were burning now, but I wasn’t about to leave the panicked elf girl. Instead, I flipped myself around and grasped the net that had snared her ankle. It looked like an old fisherman’s net, so it was made of sturdy stuff, and it was heavily knotted from years at the bottom of the canal.
I wedged my fingers into the net on either side of Allurie’s trapped foot, and then I pulled apart the net with all my strength. It almost felt like I was pulling metal chains apart, but a few seconds of tugging split the net open and freed the pretty elf girl.
The edges of my vision were a little blurry now, and I knew I needed to get back to the surface before I blacked out from lack of oxygen. I pointed up and started kicking, and Allurie nodded and started kicking toward the surface beside me.
Right before our heads broke the surface, I let the Ember glow fade from my shirt, and then we burst to the top of the canal. I gasped and hit myself with a Breath of Life just to make sure I hadn’t taken any damage from lack of oxygen underwater, but Allurie seemed completely fine. She just pushed her lips together to blow out a stream of water like a fountain statue.
“Shit!” I swallowed another gulp of air. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, thanks to you, Leo!” The elf girl tried to throw her arms around me in the water.
“Hold on, your armor only prevents you from drowning, not me,” I chuckled. “Don’t drag me back down.”
“Oh, sorry!” Allurie gasped. “I’m not even treading water right now! I’m just kind of floating around.”
“Fuck, Allurie, I was so worried.” I wrapped one arm around her waist. “I’m glad you’re okay.”
“I was worried, too,” the silver-haired elf girl whispered. “I kept trying to pull my ankle out, but it was so stuck. I knew I couldn’t drown, but I thought I might be trapped down there forever and miss you always! But then you saved me! Oh, Leo, you are so strong!”
I tightened my grip around her waist a little more and started to swim us both back to the canal shore. If the Armor of the Pearly Sea hadn’t protected her from death by drowning just now, I wasn’t sure if I would have made it to her in time. I wasn’t sure how the armor actually worked, and I mostly didn’t care.
I was just fucking glad it did.
“Here, dear friends, I’ve got you,” Cornalic said as he stretched his heavily muscled arms down toward us when we reached the edge of the canal.
My legs continued to kick to keep myself afloat, but I helped hand Allurie up to my green-skinned friend. As soon as Cornalic pulled the pretty elf out of the canal, I let Cornalic pull me out of the water.
My feet had just landed on the grass when Allurie tackled me to the ground and started to smother me with kisses.
“Leo, you are my hero!” the elf girl gasped. “Cornalic, did he tell you what he did? I was trapped, but Leo found me! He--”
“Hold that thought, lovely Allurie,” the massive half-orc said and nodded in the opposite direction from the canal.
A dozen soldiers all poured toward us across the gardens, and each of them held a blazing emberbrand. Lady Feeyaz cried out and tried to turn away, but the soldiers only raised their swords and sprinted toward us even faster.
I immediately realized that teleporting directly to the palace might have been more efficient, but it would look like an invasion to the palace guards. I untangled myself from Allurie’s arms and jumped to my feet. Moryana and Bolverk hurried over to the elf girl to make sure she was okay, and then I ran toward Lady Feeyaz to stand between the soldiers and the drow woman.
I pivoted to face the guards with my hands raised.
I was about to shout and identify myself when the lead guard stopped short and raised her fist to stop all the rest of the soldiers, too. She returned her rapier to its sheath at her waist, pulled off her helmet, and gave me a sly smile.
“You certainly like to make an entrance, don’t you?” Cesnie smirked. “I thought you were Sir Rodin for a moment, come back through a portal to finish the job.”
“Lady Cesnie, I say this with all respect, but perhaps your eyesight needs a quick check?” Cornalic chuckled as the rest of my friends came over to join me. “My dearest friend Leo is a great deal more attractive than Sir Rodin, as I’m sure you realize. His face is symmetrical, his hair is far superior--”
“Leo is the handsomest!” Allurie clapped and then tried to shake some of the water off her hands.
“He certainly looks nothing like Sir Rodin,” Cesnie said, and I noticed her gaze flicked briefly to my broad, drenched chest. “It was only the darkness that tricked my eyes.”
I started to explain why we teleported back into the gardens of the palace instead of to the Mind mage’s shop in Tylue, but halfway through my explanation, I heard a low whimper behind me.
“Ah, shit,” I muttered. “Cesnie, I need you to get rid of some of those emberbrands. Lady Feeyaz came back with us.”
“The drow?” the blonde woman gasped.
But I had already turned around to help the dark elf to her feet. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her up to a standing position, but Lady Feeyaz buried her face against my chest instead of straightening up completely.
“It’s alright,” I said. “I’ve got you. I’ll get you somewhere dark, just hold on.”
“I’ll take her.” Allurie wriggled her way in between me and the dark elf and then clasped one of Lady Feeyaz’s hands in her own. “I know a very dark place in the palace.”
“I do not think Leo had the dungeon in mind,” Moryana chuckled.
“It’s not the dungeon!” the pretty elf girl huffed. “It’s the room beside mine in the royal quarters.”
“That’s very considerate of you,” Lady Feeyaz said, but her voice sounded faint beneath her hood.
“Then I can keep a better eye on you,” Allurie warned. “I will protect Leo from you beautiful, evil woman!”
“I think you’re beautiful too, pretty little Allurie,” the drow sorceress purred.
The silver-haired elf girl wasn’t distracted by the compliment. Instead, she pulled the drow woman along behind her as they headed back to the palace. Bolverk trotted along right behind them, and Cornalic raced ahead to make sure no one would be too alarmed if they suddenly spotted a dark elf inside the palace.
After I grabbed my weapons belt and my boots, I followed behind my friends with Moryana and Cesnie while the rest of Cesnie’s patrol returned to their usual posts. By the time we entered the palace behind the rest of my friends, I had finished my explanation for the blonde warrior.
“I’m not sure anyone will be thrilled by this new development,” Cesnie said in a bored voice. “But it is your decision, Sir Leo.”
“I’ll talk to the queen after the sun comes up,” I said. “It’s been a long day, and I’d like to get a little rest first.”
“As you wish.” Cesnie narrowed her steel-blue eyes at me. “Is there anything else you need before you retire? You are the queen’s champion, so if there’s anything you require…”
“I’m good, but thanks,” I said.
“So you will be sleeping?” Moryana asked.
“Isn’t that what he just said?” Cesnie demanded.
“Like I said, I want to rest, but that’s not an invitation to break into my room.” I glared at Moryana. “Got it?”
“Breaking into his room?” Cesnie frowned at Moryana.
“If windows are left open, I like to look inside.” The sword dancer shrugged.
“That’s one way to find out more about the mysterious Leo Lennox,” Cesnie chuckled. “Why am I not surprised, Moryana?”
“Perhaps I am predictable, until I’m not.” The dark-haired beauty winked at the blonde.
When we reached the sprawling rooms that made up the royal quarters, Cesnie said she would leave us until the morning. She assured me she would tell Chrysa and Sharles that we had returned, and I would have an audience with the queen whenever I wanted to later that day.
Once Cesnie left the royal quarters, Allurie marched Lady Feeyaz into the little room beside hers. It was a good choice since there was no window inside, so it probably was the darkest chamber the drow woman could sleep in. After the pretty elf deposited her there, I told her to get some rest herself, and Allurie promptly marched herself into her own room.
I returned the Pearl of Far Hearing to Cornalic, and then my half-orc friend, Bolverk, and Moryana all retired to their rooms. I wasn’t completely convinced that Moryana would respect my wishes to stay out of my room, but I wasn’t planning to sleep or logout. I mostly just wanted a few minutes to think and review my attribute points.
As soon as I was alone in my chamber, I waved my fingers to open up my UI, and then I tabbed over to view my attribute points:
Leo Lennox
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
Mind (Overall) - 31
Mind (Magic) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 31
Intelligence - 15
Willpower - 16
Light (Overall) - 70
Light (Magic) - 14
Light (Stats) - 28
Perception - 14
Charisma - 14
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (35)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (19)
With 48 unspent attribute points.
Now that I was looking at everything, I wasn’t sure why I had felt it necessary to pull up my stats. I still had no idea what I wanted to spend my points on, mostly because I wasn’t sure what abilities I would need to buy once we reached Phycar. My Light abilities were, of course, my strongest, and since I had adopted the role of hybrid healer and fighter, it would certainly be worth it to invest more points in that category.
By the same token, it could also be helpful to invest more points in my Body or Mind category. Both would help me heal, and a higher Body attribute would help make me even stronger than I already was. Then again, some of the most powerful magic required a high Shadow attribute, so maybe I should save my points for that instead.
I would just have to wait until we reached Phycar and assessed the situation in more detail. Then I would have a better idea of what I needed, plus what our group needed, and I could go from there.
I flicked my fingers again to close the UI, and then I pulled off my soaked clothes, set them aside to dry a bit, and began toweling myself off while I thought about something that had been bothering me. If Ohlavar wasn’t a game, I didn’t know how to explain the constant presence of the UI or my ability to identify objects when I picked them up, and this had really started to frustrate me.
Everything else suggested I might actually be teleporting to a real world, but the UI kept tripping me up. Plus, it was weird that whenever I laid down and closed my eyes for twenty seconds, I immediately logged out or left this world. This definitely seemed more like a cue that a game would have, and besides, how the hell would anyone on Earth know I was ready to return when they weren’t even watching me play?
I decided to try a little experiment. I laid down on the bed, but I rolled onto my side instead of my back and kept my eyes open. I waited twenty seconds, but when nothing happened, I rolled onto my back and counted to twenty again, only with my eyes still open.
Still, nothing happened.
Maybe the only way to log out or leave really was to close my eyes for the full twenty seconds. I just couldn’t figure out how it was possible. I laid there with my eyes open for a while longer, but eventually my eyes started to droop.
I didn’t want to go back to Earth until I had spoken to Chrysa, so I forced myself to my feet and began cleaning my weapons to pass the time. It was less than two hours before the sun rose, and as soon as the morning light entered through my window, I pulled on my somewhat damp clothes, opened my door, and sent a servant to the queen’s chambers with the message that I was ready to see her, Sharles, and Cesnie.
None of my other friends seemed to be awake, but yesterday had been a lot, so I figured I would let them sleep. It only took a few minutes for the servant to return with a message that the queen would see me in five minutes in her private chamber. Three minutes later, Sharles and Cesnie entered the royal quarters behind another servant. Cesnie’s blonde bob looked as impeccable as it had last night, but Sharles looked like he had just rolled out of bed without even time to comb his hair.
“Nothing like an early start,” Cesnie snickered.
“I do so wish you had given me a slight heads-up that our handsome adventurer had returned last night,” Sharles groaned. “I could have prepared myself a little better.”
“You’re fine,” I chuckled. “I figured I wouldn’t be able to sleep until I talked to Chrysa, so I might as well do that now.”
I entered the queen’s private chamber along with Sharles and Cesnie, and I was surprised to find the beautiful brunette completely alone. She was dressed in a heavy blue and white robe over her nightgown, and her thick brown hair tumbled in loose waves down the front of one shoulder. Her brown eyes glittered in the morning light like she hadn’t slept at all, and I wondered if she had been waiting to talk to me the same way I’d been waiting to speak with her.
“Can you trust this drow?” Chrysa demanded.
“Nice to see you, too,” I chuckled.
“Oh, I apologize,” the brunette queen said with a slight blush. “Cesnie told me about Lady Feeyaz when you returned last night, but I didn’t mean for that to be the first thing I said to you.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I replied to the queen. “We have plenty to do to get ready for the journey to the Freelans’ home, so we might as well get right to the point.”
“Far be it from me to question the methods of someone so handsome and accomplished and skilled and… ah, you understand my point,” Sharles said as he rested one hand on his ample stomach. “But how can you be sure that this drow sorceress will not betray you?”
“I trust her.” I shrugged. “I don’t think she’s a bad person.”
“Based on?” Cesnie arched one of her perfect blonde eyebrows.
“My gut, I guess,” I replied. “She promised to help us, and I think she will.”
I knew it might seem crazy, and I even felt a little crazy since I always wanted to believe the best in people. My friend Jax used to tease me about this all the time growing up and even after we became adults, and to be honest, I often overly relied on my friend Garf and his ability to judge people’s characters.
The thought of Garf reminded me of what he had said about Zarra after he met her briefly. He said she was beautiful but dangerous, and even though I still hadn’t figured out why, I knew now more than ever that my Asian friend was right.
But since I had come to Arnacript and then to Ohlavar, I had relied on my own judgment more and more. I still might not know what Zarra was hiding or what exactly was going on behind the scenes at Arnacript, but at least I was pretty confident that Lady Feeyaz would keep her word to me.
“If you think it is for the best, then we believe you,” Chrysa sighed. “I only want you to be safe, Leo.”
“I stand a better chance of being safe with Lady Feeyaz than without her,” I said, and then I explained everything she had told us about the Freelans, death magic, the jewelry box, and the amulets it produced.
“She certainly is knowledgeable,” Sharles said.
“Exactly,” I replied. “She knows things about death magic that no one else does, and she’ll be able to help us locate the jewelry box when we get there. And based on how things go, we might also need her Shadow abilities for a little magic backup.”
“What exactly are her Shadow abilities?” Chrysa asked.
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I know she can create illusions, and I’ve seen her hands light up with purple sparks, but mostly, I just know that she’s definitely powerful.”
I didn’t tell them that she also possessed the staff of The Darkest Death that I had given her, mostly because I wasn’t sure she could even use it. If her Shadow attribute really was that high, it might alarm the beautiful brunette, so I figured I would keep this piece of information to myself.
“Well, I suppose she is a drow,” Sharles said. “So when will you leave for Enane?”
“And will you use the same Mind mage to teleport you there?” Cesnie asked.
“Yeah, Rasim seemed like a good guy, and Cornalic trusts him to be discreet,” I said. “I don’t know if he has any contacts over there, but I hope he’ll be able to send us directly to the city of Phycar.”
“Even if he only sends you to the country of Enane instead of the Freelans’ home city, it will certainly be faster than traveling by ship,” Sharles said. “Although three weeks at sea with a bunch of sweaty sailors hardly sounds like a punishment. Oh, just me?”
I laughed as the big man chuckled. The process of teleportation might not be the most fun, and it also might be expensive as hell, but it definitely beat three weeks at sea plus a journey over land to reach Phycar. Chrysa was also the queen of Sanduport now with all of its revenue, and she would much rather pay a few thousand gold to teleport us around Ohlavar instead of paying millions of gold to fund a war with the Freelans.
I just had to make sure I held up my end with the jewelry box.
“It’s probably safer if I don’t send you any updates while we’re gone,” I said. “I’m not sure how long this will take, but go ahead and plan for an attack by the Freelans, just in case things go wrong.”
“We’re already balls deep in negotiations with Gartuna, so why not plan for negotiations with the Freelans as well?” Sharles sighed.
“Have you tried to contact the Freelans at all yet?” I asked.
“No,” the big man replied. “They tried to assassinate all of us, so the burden is on them to begin negotiations, and we haven’t received even a single Mind message from them.”
“But if they do contact us to try to negotiate peace, we will pretend to engage with them and then stall as long as possible,” Chrysa said. “I do not wish to negotiate anything with them, even if they offer to.”
“I agree.” I nodded. “They’re too dangerous, and they definitely can’t be trusted. I hope it will only take a few weeks for us to steal the jewelry box and break their power.”
“Then even if they tried to attack Sanduport, they wouldn’t have the strength to accomplish anything,” Cesnie added. “This is the best plan.”
“I will be as careful and fast as I can be,” I said. “And I’ll return here as soon as we finish our quest.”
“You are a good man, Sir Leo Lennox,” Sharles said. “I have no doubt you were brought to us for a reason.”
“You mean more of a reason than a pirate attack on the high seas?” I chuckled.
“We all owe you our lives.” Chrysa’s brown eyes almost seemed to shimmer when she said this. “I only wish there was more we could do for you.”
“I’m sure you would have done the same for me if our positions had been reversed.” I shrugged.
“I’m not so sure about that,” Cesnie chuckled. “But it’s sweet of you to say so.”
The blue-eyed woman gave me a sly smile, but I just laughed. We might not have understood each other at first, and we definitely hadn’t trusted each other, but this had changed at some point after I saved her life. Cesnie was still hard to read, so whenever she ran her fingers through her platinum-blonde bob, I couldn’t tell if she was bored or curious, but it was always fun to try to guess.
“So there’s nothing else you need?” Chrysa asked as she turned her big brown eyes on me.
“We have enough weapons and armor, and you gave us more than enough gold for anything we might need,” I replied. “And believe me, I want to end the Freelans’ use of death magic just as much as you all do.”
“Then good luck, Leo,” the beautiful queen said. “And hurry back.”
Chrysa tightened the blue sash around her robe, strode across the few feet that separated us, and kissed me full on the lips. Her kiss only lasted for a second before she seemed to remember that Sharles and Cesnie were also in the room, and then her face flushed scarlet. She held her head high, nodded at all of us like nothing had happened, and fled from the chamber into her adjoining bathroom.
“I admire the queen’s boldness,” Sharles chuckled with a bow. “But I will simply say farewell, and may the Light keep you.”
“Thanks, Sharles.” I smiled at the big man. “Tell Cornalic and the others that I’ll be back this evening in time for us to leave as soon as it gets dark. And good luck with all your negotiations.”
I turned to tell the blonde warrior goodbye and saw that Cesnie was playing with a tear-shaped amulet around her neck. Her steel-blue eyes had their usual bored look, but they were focused on me like a bird of prey who wouldn’t even blink for fear of missing their prey’s next move.
“Take care of the queen,” I told Cesnie.
“I will do my job,” Cesnie replied. “Just see that you do yours.”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “But take care of yourself, too.”
“It’s nice to know you care.” The blonde woman arched an eyebrow again and gave a small smirk.
“I know you do, too,” I said with a wink, but I bowed and left before she could say anything else.
After I returned to my room, I laid down and logged out so I could get in a nap and a bite to eat. I didn’t feel tired or hungry, but I had been in the game for about twenty-four hours, so I knew I needed to rest. I thought it was strange that I didn’t feel any hunger or sleepiness, but I told myself it could just be all the adrenaline.
As soon as I showered though, my stomach roared with hunger. I ordered a huge breakfast to be sent to my room, ate about three plates full of every breakfast food imaginable, and then sacked out on my bed for much longer than I expected.
When I woke up, it was almost seven o’clock at night. I checked my messages and was surprised that Zarra and Chip hadn’t tried to contact me, but I figured they were probably busy with their own jobs and didn’t realize I had come back.
Or did I mean logged out?
I shook myself to clear my head, splashed some water on my face, and got ready to head right back to the VRIU lab. My friends would be waiting for me, so I needed to get a move on. Plus, if Chip or Zarra wanted to check on me, they could always ask Ky and Jennifer if I was okay.
I didn’t think they would lie.
“Of course, they wouldn’t lie,” I grumbled as I shaved my face in the mirror. “Why would they lie? What would they even lie about?”
I felt paranoid, but if the deaths of Sal and Dale had taught me nothing else, it was that my gut was often right when it came to paranoia. I still didn’t know what exactly I was suspicious of here at Arnacript, but there was definitely something off about this place.
When I returned to the VRIU lab, Jennifer and Ky greeted me as cheerfully as usual. They had everything ready for me since I had planned to log in earlier at six instead of seven, so as soon as I slipped on the VR mask, I walked down into the pool, gave them a wave, and opened my eyes in my room in the Tylue palace.
I half-expected Moryana to be waiting for me in the shadows. Instead, the moment I opened my eyes, Allurie flung herself toward me from the end of the bed and pinned me to the sheets as she kissed my cheeks.
“Leo!” the beautiful elf cried.
Her warm body felt like heaven in my arms, even through her clothes, and her sudden appearance sent my mind into a tailspin. For a moment, I found myself gripping the beautiful woman tightly against me as she dotted most of my face in kisses, but then I snapped out of my brief daze and forced myself to let her go.
“I’m happy to see you, too,” I chuckled and then wriggled out from underneath her. “What are you doing here?”
“I didn’t trust that evil drow woman not to come in here while you were gone,” Allurie said as she swung her legs over the side of the bed to join me and then leaned her head on my shoulder.
“So you’ve just been keeping watch?” I asked.
“Yep!” the pretty elf girl chirped. “I know it’s an important job to keep your things safe while you’re gone, so I decided to wait right here!”
“Probably not a bad idea,” I muttered.
I trusted Lady Feeyaz, but I didn’t want to volunteer the fact that I had two Pieces of Heliotrope in my possession. I knew the drow sorceress had suspected that the left glove I had taken from the baron might be a Piece of Heliotrope, but I wasn’t certain if she knew for sure. Still, the dark elf could definitely sense the power and presence of significant objects so she probably at least guessed that I had two relic-level items.
But I sure as hell wasn’t going to advertise the details unless she asked first.
I told my friends I had arrived, and we spent the next half hour collecting all of our things and preparing to leave. Once we had all dressed in our adventuring clothes and armor, we waited until the last bit of light faded from the sky before we knocked on Lady Feeyaz’s door.
The beautiful dark elf was dressed in the same black bodice and violet cloak she had worn last night, and after she pulled up her hood to help guard against the emberbrands, the six of us headed back through the streets of Tylue to Rasim’s shop.
The Mind mage ushered us into the departure chamber like he had last time, and we paid him our fee. He was supposed to send us to a contact of his in the city, another Mind mage who had a shop at the outskirts of Phycar. It was a much bigger jump to go from Tylue to Phycar than from Tylue to Arnicoal, so I was glad there would be another Mind mage on the other end of everything. All this teleportation stuff was still new to me, but the fascinating aspects of it outweighed my nerves.
Once everything was arranged, Rasim started chanting as he stood with a single candle by the door to the rock salt room. Moryana and Rasim had been to the city of Phycar before, so I let them do all the visualization while I kept my mind as blank as possible.
My body started to prickle a few moments later, and then the prickling turned into a thousand paper cuts just like last time. I heard Rasim shout his countdown as the world spun into blackness around me, but instead of a sudden punch to the gut afterward, a gust of wind blasted me full in the face.
It was followed by another gust of wind that slammed into me from the side like a freight train, and I was vaguely aware of the fact that I was no longer holding hands with Allurie or Lady Feeyaz. Then a third blast of wind hammered me from the back and flipped me forward, and I threw my hands out in front of me from pure instinct.
My wrists collided with something hard a second later, and a jolt of pain shot up my arms as the bones in my hands shattered on impact. I cried out and tried to open my eyes, but everything was still black. I cast Minor Heal on myself and gasped when my lungs were able to inflate again, and I realized my ribs must have taken some of the impact of my fall, too.
I hit myself with Breath of Life to make sure I kept healing from any broken bones, but then I heard someone cry out in pain near me. I squinted my eyes shut, took a deep breath as the pain in my wrists began to subside, and tried to open my eyes again.
This time, I could see, but everything was a little swimmy, like I was looking at the world through a fogged up window. I saw Allurie’s silver hair spread out across green grass, and I could see the dark curvy outline of Lady Feeyaz slumped on the ground beside her. At first, I didn’t see Bolverk, Cornalic, or Moryana, but when I heard another little cry, I blinked and turned around.
My vision cleared up completely as the last of the pain left my body, and I was able to see Cornalic and Bolverk supporting Moryana between them. They were a few dozen yards away, but even from here, I could see that one of the sword dancer’s legs was completely twisted at the knee, and one of her shin bones was poking out through the skin, too. Every few seconds, Moryana cried out again and almost sank to the ground, but then Cornalic and Bolverk hauled her to her feet again and kept pushing forward.
“Shit,” I gasped.
Something had gone really wrong.







Chapter 11
I felt completely healed now, so I sprinted straight toward Moryana with my hand extended. I didn’t cast any healing spells on her yet. Instead, I waited until I reached my friends and then laid my hand gently on the sword dancer’s shoulder.
“Hang in there,” I muttered, and then I activated Healing Touch.
Moryana’s body began to glow with a pulsing red light. Tiny orange ripples waved across the surface of the red glow, and the beautiful sword dancer cried out again as her fractured bone began to slide back inside her skin. She sagged like she would drop to the ground, but Cornalic and Bolverk hoisted her up to keep her from collapsing.
A few seconds later, the red glow faded from around the black-haired warrior, and I saw that her leg was completely healed. Healing Touch was one of my strongest abilities since it healed someone for fifty percent of their health, but I realized I didn’t actually know where her health bar had been after her leg injury. There was no party window, and none of my friends’ images were displayed on my UI, so there was no way for me to see the status of their health bars.
I hadn’t experienced any kinds of problems with the party window lately, so there was no reason it shouldn’t be on display now. But no matter how much I stared at my UI and subtly tried to flick my fingers to see if it changed anything, nothing happened.
Something was definitely wrong.
I only wished I knew if it had something to do with the VRIU lab back on Earth or with the teleport to Phycar that had just gotten fucked up.
“I owe you for this,” Moryana said and then glanced at my hand still on her shoulder.
“You don’t owe me anything,” I said as I dropped my hand. “Just try not to get injured for the next sixty seconds, or I can’t heal you again.”
“I make no promises.” The sword dancer smirked.
“Are you guys okay?” I asked my other two friends. “I need to check on Allurie and Lady Feeyaz.”
Bolverk leaned around me, spotted the two fallen elves, and sprinted toward them without a word. At least this told me he wasn’t hurt, even though I wasn’t sure how this was possible after we took such a bad fall during the teleport.
“I am rattled in spirit but well in body,” Cornalic said. “Go check on them, dearest Leo.”
I dashed back toward the two unconscious elves after Bolverk. The gnome berserker was kneeling beside Allurie and had flipped her over onto her back. He didn’t seem to know what to do next, so he just sat there and looked at her, and every now and then he poked her shoulder and then huffed when she didn’t move.
“Check on Lady Feeyaz,” I told him. “I’ve got Allurie.”
The tattooed gnome huffed again but did as I asked.
I dropped to my knees beside the unconscious elf girl, brushed her silvery rainbow hair away from her face, and glanced at my UI to see if her health bar had popped up yet.
There was still nothing.
It was fucking weird, but more importantly, it meant I had no idea how badly Allurie or Lady Feeyaz were injured. There were no obvious wounds on either elf, so I gently pressed my fingers against the side of Allurie’s neck to see if I could detect a pulse.
Her heartbeat felt strong, but since she was still unconscious, I figured there was a chance she might have internal injuries, and that was a chance we couldn’t take. I almost used Breath of Life but still wasn’t even sure where we were, and if I used that ability, I wouldn’t be able to use it on her again for the next ten minutes.
Instead, I just said fuck it and cast Healing Touch on the pretty elf girl.
Allurie’s whole body glowed with a reddish-orange light, and she sputtered awake a second later and yawned like she was just waking up from a long nap. Then she seemed to realize that her head was in my lap, and the silver-haired elf smiled up at me.
“Leo!” Allurie gasped. “Is it time?”
“No, it’s not time,” I chuckled softly. “Are you feeling okay?”
“I feel great!” The elf girl bolted into a sitting position and looked around. “This doesn’t look like a city. Is this Phycar? Where are all the people?”
For the first time since we’d come out of the teleport, I actually studied our surroundings, but only long enough to see that we were in a dark forest where the only light came from the crescent moon that somehow managed to filter through the thick leaves overhead. It seemed to give the grass underneath our feet a soft green glow, and from somewhere nearby, I heard the sound of a bubbling stream.
Bolverk shuffled back over to us and pulled Allurie to her feet, and I glanced over my shoulder to see that Cornalic and Moryana had almost reached us. I still needed to help Lady Feeyaz, and based on the darkness of the forest around us, I guessed I needed to help her sooner rather than later.
I didn’t have a good feeling about this place.
Lady Feeyaz’s pulse was even stronger than Allurie’s, but since her breaths seemed more shallow than they should have been, I laid my hand on her white hair and thought about Healing Touch. When the drow woman’s body began to glow reddish-orange, I felt a slight twinge of pain in my chest but knew it was probably a lot to use Healing Touch three times in a row.
The pain faded a second later, and Lady Feeyaz opened her eyes.
“We’ve only been traveling together for less than a day, and already I find myself on my back,” the drow sorceress chuckled. “Although, I did think you might be on top of me rather than beside me, Sir Leo.”
“Do you feel okay?” I ignored her comment.
“Oh, just fine,” Lady Feeyaz purred and then let me help her stand up. “But is it just me, or did something go wrong with that teleport?”
“Why don’t you tell us?” Moryana demanded.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” the dark elf snorted.
“Stop,” I said and then glanced at my five friends. “Cornalic and Bolverk, are you sure you don’t need a heal?”
“It is nothing to go through a portal and emerge on the other side,” the gnome berserker said. “Hellspawn wait in the portals of darkness, but if you run fast, they can only try to touch you. Demons and dragons wait in the in-between, but if you hold your breath, they can only try to sniff you out. There is life and death in the in-between, and tonight, there was life.”
“I can’t decide if everything he says is nonsense or the most terrifying thing I’ve ever heard,” Moryana muttered.
“Join the club.” I stared at Bolverk like he might explain himself more, but the tattooed gnome had fallen silent again. “Cornalic?”
“My guess is that our berserker friend here is quite the experienced teleporter,” the half-orc replied. “It would explain how he came out of everything so well.”
“Is that why you seem to be unharmed?” Lady Feeyaz asked as the moonlight shimmered across her dark skin.
“I have teleported before, but I would not call myself experienced, lovely lady,” Cornalic answered. “I am simply a charming half-orc with an above average sense of awareness brought upon by numerous dealings with dastardly foes when I was but a wee lad struggling to make my way in this not so nice world. I am fast on my feet. I can tuck and roll, or duck and dodge at a moment’s notice. I was able to roll to safety when I realized we were spinning toward our landing. But when I do such things, I never forget to smile. My darling mother told me it was my best quality before she passed from this world.”
“You are fast and charming,” I chuckled at my friend. “Now, where the fuck are we?”
“You mean other than not in Phycar?” Moryana pressed her lips together.
“Not in any kind of city, apparently,” I said. “Are we even in the right country? What the hell happened during that teleport?”
“I know where we are,” Allurie said as she glared at Lady Feeyaz. “We’re in that evil woman’s web!”
“Allurie, come on,” I sighed. “Lady Feeyaz didn’t do anything.”
“It’s okay, Leo,” the silver-haired elf said and then threw her arms around my waist. “I don’t blame you! She is a tricky one and has snared you with her lies, but I will free you!”
“I assure you I did nothing to affect the teleport, pretty little Allurie,” Lady Feeyaz said. “I want to reach Phycar and the jewelry box just as much as the rest of you do, and I certainly wouldn’t have put our lives in danger during a teleport.”
“You are a drow, not a dragon,” Bolverk said as his electric-blue eyes narrowed at the dark elf.
“Thank you, I think?” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“Lady Feeyaz had no reason to sabotage the teleport,” I told Allurie as I untangled myself from her embrace. “Something else must have gone wrong.”
“Do you think Rasim was responsible?” Moryana started to look at our surroundings, and she bent down to pluck and sniff the grass beneath our feet.
“I still trust Rasim,” Cornalic replied. “I do not think he did this.”
“He already had the opportunity to fuck us over when we went to Arnicoal,” I said. “If he had it in for us, there was no reason for him to wait until our second trip with him.”
“See?” Allurie hugged herself now but kept glaring at Lady Feeyaz. “She is the only one with enough power to throw us off course.”
“If I had sinister intentions toward you all, I would have been a little more effective in my attack,” the dark elf said as she licked her lips. “Besides, I would never have tried anything with the teleport. It is far too dangerous, and I would never have risked my own life.”
“It is a little surprising that our bodies didn’t end up split into three or four pieces, truth be told,” Cornalic said. “Teleportation is a wonder when all goes well, but it is the most dangerous method of transportation if all goes wrong.”
“Yeah, I get that.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “But if Rasim was in control of us the whole time, how the hell did it go so wrong?”
“Someone clearly attacked us,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “It was not me, I assure you. I value my own life too much to risk it so foolishly.”
“No one knew about the teleport except for Rasim, Chrysa, Cesnie, and Sharles,” I said. “And since I don’t think any of them would betray us, how did this happen?”
Allurie opened her mouth to accuse Lady Feeyaz again, but I kept going before she launched into another attack.
“Maybe Rasim let something slip to someone else?” I asked.
“It is possible, dear Leo,” Cornalic agreed. “But I do not think it is likely. The Mind mage is known for his discretion.”
“Dragons,” Bolverk declared as he whipped out his dual hand axes of Bite and Chew. “Demons. We will destroy them as soon as the relics are gathered and placed around the single remaining sister of chaos. This begins our journey to the Throne of Ascension! And it ends with the deaths of our enemies and a harem of battle hardened orc warrior womennnnn!”
“Okay, dude,” I sighed to the gnome and then returned my attention to our surroundings. I didn’t hear or see anything around us in the darkness of the forest, but the gnome berserker turned on his heels to face away from us. He bounced on his toes like he was about to launch into a Tasmanian Devil spin, and I wondered if he had actually heard something or if this was another symptom of his broken mind.
Somehow, I doubted any dragons lived here in the woods.
“Interesting theory, but let’s say it’s not dragons or demons,” Moryana said with a slight roll of her green eyes. “Then who attacked our teleport?”
The hairs along the back of my neck suddenly prickled. It reminded me of the couple times I’d been walking through the Arnacript facility and gotten a strange chill like someone might be watching me, or like there was something behind all the locked doors that shouldn’t be there.
Only right now, there were trees on every side of us instead of locked doors, and beyond the trees, the darkness was so thick that it made my stomach flip.
“I think the more important question right now is where we are instead of how we got here,” I whispered. “But uh, real quick, does anybody hear anything?”
“Other than my own heart pounding in my ears?” Moryana muttered, but then everyone fell silent and listened.
“I hear cows!” Allurie clapped her hands.
“That’s not the sound of cows,” Lady Feeyaz snickered. “It’s the sound of bells.”
“Cows wear bells,” the elf girl huffed.
“I don’t hear anything, so could someone please explain?” I demanded.
“It’s very faint, my dear friend,” Cornalic said. “It almost sounds as though the wind itself is made of bells, and I cannot pinpoint the sound to any particular location.”
“It’s all around us,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“Shit,” Moryana gasped, and she instantly drew her scimitar and curved dagger. “I think I know where we are.”
“I guess that means nowhere good,” I muttered.
“I think we got close to Phycar,” the sword dancer replied. “There’s a forest outside the city that everyone tries to avoid.”
“And why is that?” I asked even as I unsheathed my Longsword of Chilling Edge.
“It’s called Outlaws’ Forest,” Moryana hissed.
“Let me guess,” I groaned. “It’s full of outlaws?”
The sword dancer didn’t bother to answer. The sound of bells was close enough now that even my human ears could detect them, and I realized Cornalic was right. They made such a soft sound that it was like the echo of faint windchimes in the darkness. The noise should have helped us pinpoint our enemies’ location, but it only made it seem like we were surrounded on every side.
I glanced at the rest of my friends and saw that they were all armed and ready to face our unseen enemies. Bolverk still bounced on his toes with his twin hand axes crossed over his chest, and Moryana tucked her curved dagger back into her belt so she could focus all her attention on her scimitar. Allurie’s crossbow was in her hands, Cornalic had drawn his dual Short Blades of the Double Shadow, and even Lady Feeyaz had secured the staff to her back so her hands remained free.
It looked like I was about to find out exactly what the dark elf was capable of.
“Anything we should know about these outlaws?” I hissed.
“They attack in the mist,” Moryana whispered.
I didn’t know if my longsword was the right weapon, but I figured I might as well stick with it. It was longer and heavier than my broadsword, but it moved like a dream, and the two-handed grip allowed me more flexibility in my movements.
And based on the way my hairs were standing on end, I had a feeling I would need as much flexibility as possible.
The six of us formed a rough circle with our backs to each other as we faced the darkness. I couldn’t see shit through the thick cover of night, but I trusted my non-human friends’ vision to detect the outlaws in time.
The sound of bells never got any louder, but it sounded more and more like it had surrounded us on every side. I swore the bells even chimed softly both above and below us, but I knew this was impossible. I guessed that these outlaws must have some kind of magic ability to cloak themselves in the darkness, so I adjusted my grip on my longsword and simply waited for their attack.
In the end, Lady Feeyaz was the first to spot our enemies.
The moment a pale gray mist started to creep through the trees, the drow woman’s fingers sparked with purple light. Then she hurled a bolt of violet lightning at something in the mist, and the moment the electric sparks hit their target, purple flashes flared all through the mist.
The illumination subsided only half a second later, but I was surprised Lady Feeyaz hadn’t shielded her eyes at all. Then I forgot all about it when the flare was followed by the smell of burning flesh.
I still waited for the enemy to reveal themselves, but the scraps of mist in the forest evaporated like they had been blown away by a strong wind, and the soft chime of the bells faded with them.
Then the outlaws made their move.
Cloaked and bearded men appeared on every side of us where the bells had chimed and where the mist had been. Their clothes were made of the same forest-green color as the trees around them, and their long beards hid most of their expressions. A few of the outlaws were armed with bows and arrows, but the men in the lead all wielded clubs and axes, like they were a bunch of lumberjacks on a midnight stroll.
The cloaked men swept toward us out of the trees on silent feet, and I had only a second to think how strange it was that not a single outlaw was yelling or making any kind of noise. They moved as quietly as the mist had crept through the trees a moment before, almost like they were holding their breath until they reached us.
Then they were on top of us.
My longsword sang through the air in the same moment that the first outlaw swung his club at me. I threw my blade up to block his strike at my left shoulder, but I was surprised when my sword didn’t even hack a chunk out of the outlaw’s weapon. The club seemed to be made from some kind of wood-metal hybrid and made only a soft thud against my blade.
I took a step back as a second outlaw rushed to back up his companion, but my two-handed grip on my sword allowed me to twist the blade backward in time to block my second opponent’s axe attack. This time, his axe rang out against the metal of my sword, but I didn’t have time to think about it.
I was too busy trying to fight off both outlaws. I twisted my longsword back and forth to block their blows, but my feet kept slipping on the slick grass. Every time I came close to finding a weak spot, my boots slid a little in the soft mud, and I had to duck to the side to avoid a deadly hit from their weapons.
I couldn’t even see how my friends were doing against the outlaws, much less exactly how many enemies we faced, but I heard their weapons in the darkness behind me and had to trust they could handle their own. I thought about using Guardian of Fortune on Allurie since she might be the most vulnerable, and after I blocked another club blow from one of my attackers, I cast the same spell on Moryana to make the air behind me glow with a faint teal light.
I glanced down at the grassy mud beneath my feet to get my bearings. Then the next time the axe-wielding outlaw swung his weapon down like he would cleave my skull in half, I whipped my longsword backward with a quick flick of my wrists. It was just enough to force his axe to skitter off my blade, and I lunged forward like I was going to try to stab him through the abdomen.
Then I let my foot find a soft patch of mud and leaned into my next slip like I hadn’t anticipated it at all. My longsword flung out to the side as if I would face-plant, and the outlaw with the club moved in to aim his weapon at my lower back.
At the last second, I twisted my longsword around again so it came up underneath the club-wielding asshole. He was so confident that he would break my spine that he had left his stomach completely exposed, and my blade slid into his abdomen like a bullet through butter. He gasped and tried to pull back, but I twisted the blade deeper into his stomach and lifted up until warm blood poured down my blade all over my hands.
The outlaw with the axe swung his weapon toward my exposed neck while my longsword was still inside his friend, so I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself at the same time I reached for my
Short Sword of Balance with one hand. The man’s axe bit into my neck anyway, but he only managed to hack through an inch of my muscle before I crossed my short sword over the front of my body and stabbed it straight into the side of his ribs.
“Shiiiit,” I growled.
The pain hit me half a second after he pulled his axe out of my neck. It felt like a wave of fire swept down my back and arm, all the way down to my fingertips. The fire was followed by a jolt of what felt like electricity as all the nerves in my shoulder and arm screamed at the same time with the damage my neck had just taken.
My arms were now crossed in front of my body with both blades buried in my two opponents, and I quickly healed myself with Breath of Life. When the pain in my body vanished, I ripped both my swords out with enough force that the two outlaws stumbled backward, then collapsed in a bleeding heap beside each other.
“Fuck,” I panted as my mind reeled from the pain of the axe strike. It was gone entirely now, but the shock of it was still rattling my limbs a bit.
And my knee-jerk thought was that it had felt way too real to be a game.
Then Cornalic gave a little cry behind me, so I hit him with a Minor Heal without even turning around. When a slight orange glow reflected off the grass, I knew my spell had found him, but I was already braced to fight my next opponent and couldn’t spin around to check on the rest of my party yet.
I blocked another outlaw’s club with my longsword and glanced to the left of my vision, but it was still blank. I wanted to yell at Jennifer and demand to know why there was no party window yet for me to keep track of everyone else’s health bars during the fight, but I knew there was nothing to be done about that now.
Even if this was a game and none of my friends were real, they would still die if I suddenly laid down and logged out to yell at the software engineer. And if this wasn’t a game, then I might die right along with them before twenty seconds could pass.
I forced myself to focus when my opponent’s club started to glow a dull gray color, but when I swung my short sword up to try to cut off his wrist, the man disappeared. I instantly sheathed my short blade so I could concentrate my grip on the longsword alone, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself again right before the air hummed behind me.
Then I flipped the longsword around and stabbed it backward. When it pushed into something soft, I kept my grip on it with one hand while I spun my body around to face the outlaw who had just tried to attack me from the back. My sword had stabbed straight into his thigh, so a fountain of blood was bubbling up from his artery there, but my blade was at such an awkward angle now that I couldn’t do anything but pull it back out so I could try again.
Something flashed in the outlaw’s left hand, but then his eyes went wide, and he suddenly plunged forward. As soon as he hit the ground, I saw the crossbow bolt buried in the back of his neck, and then Allurie was waving to me from just over a dozen feet away.
At least seven other outlaw corpses all ringed the rough clearing with crossbow bolts sticking out of their necks or skulls, and I wished I had longer to appreciate the silver-haired elf’s handiwork. She was switching back and forth effortlessly between the crossbow and her Saber of the Ancient Tortoise, but as she smiled and waved at me, I saw an arrow bounce off the back of the elf’s Armor of the Pearly Sea like it had hit a hard shell.
The armor might have saved her this time, but it only blocked one out of every four attacks, and I didn’t want to depend on it or her Ring of Minor Protection to block the next shot.
“Trigger word armor!” I shouted at the pretty elf and tapped my wrist to remind her to use her protective bracelet.
Allurie glanced down at her blue-gray armor just as another arrow sped toward her from out of the darkness. I hit her with Spirit of Stone in the same second the elf girl realized what I meant. Then she cried out the trigger word for her Bracelet of Medium Armor, and it encased her whole body in a translucent, chainmail sheen on top of the teal bricks of light from my protective spell.
I wasn’t sure if the arrow bounced off her magic shield or my protective spell, but it didn’t matter. It only mattered that the arrow fell harmlessly to the ground, and a second later, Allurie had spun around and sent a crossbow bolt through the archer’s throat.
There was still no party window for me to track my friends’ health bars, so at least for the next half a minute, I decided to get a little distance between myself and the fighting to try to keep an eye on everyone. Otherwise, we sure as hell wouldn’t get very far if we couldn’t even get out of the Outlaws’ Forest with all our team members intact.
And I sure as fuck wasn’t about to lose any more of my friends.
I rolled forward and popped up beside a trunk that was even broader than my shoulders. I was a few yards away from the fighting now and slightly higher than my friends, so I could actually see what was going on. They were spread out through the woods now but still mostly inside the small clearing where we had accidentally come out of our teleport.
Cornalic vanished deeper into the trees every few seconds before he appeared somewhere else. Every time he made a new appearance, his dual blades looked so clean they might have been new, right before he whirled them around like deadly paint brushes that sent ribbons of blood arcing through the air. He carved through two outlaws’ necks at once so their heads rolled across the ground like bowling balls, and the next time he vanished and reappeared, he kicked one of the heads straight into the face of another outlaw.
He looked like he was doing just fine, but I saw one of the outlaws move toward him with a faint orange glow around his feet. I didn’t know if this glow meant he was more advanced, or if he had activated some kind of ability, but I hit my green-skinned friend with Spirit of Stone just in case. It would give him a seven-second grace period to respond to the glowing outlaw without taking damage, and it let me check the rest of my friends to make sure none of them needed healing.
Bolverk looked every inch the berserker as he vaulted from one opponent to another. He constantly sprang off fallen outlaw corpses like they were squishy trampolines, but they really did seem to launch him higher toward his next target. Whenever he threw himself at another outlaw, his short but thickly muscled legs wrapped around the man’s throat in a vise grip. Then the gnome berserker used his axes to hack into any part of the outlaw’s body he could find until the man toppled over, and Bolverk rode his bleeding body all the way to the ground.
The tattooed gnome’s Body attribute must have been ridiculously high, especially his Brawn. He didn’t seem to be hurt at all, but I also knew he would probably never let on that he was wounded unless he was actually next door to death, so I hit him with a Minor Heal to make sure he stayed well.
Purple sparks suddenly lit up the trees to my right, and again, I found myself surprised that the electric light was one of Lady Feeyaz’s abilities. This was right before I saw the two outlaw assholes who were trying to creep up on me from that direction though, so I figured I would ask the dark elf about the violet lightning later.
Right now, I had some assholes to charge.
One of the creeping outlaws was armed with a short sword, and the other with a spiked mace, so I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself right before I smacked into them. My longsword clanged against the short blade, and my weapon was long enough that all I had to do was slide it slightly down the short sword in order to block the mace, too.
I braced my feet into the ground to keep the two outlaws from pushing me back, but then I realized I could take them both out at once if I made the right feint. I dug the balls of my feet into the soft soil a little more, and then I dropped my blade slightly like I was about to cave against them.
They both fucking fell for it.
When they pushed forward as if they could shove me backward to the ground, I dropped my blade completely. The moment there was no resistance against their weapons, they stumbled forward on either side of me, and I brought my longsword up between them both. Then I twisted around to catch them both before they were able to stagger back upright.
My longsword came down to cleave the mace-wielder’s head completely from his body, and it plunged to the ground while I spun my blade up to catch the other outlaw’s neck from the front.
He moved quicker than his companion and was able to jump back before my longsword sliced through his throat, but the edge of my blade still nicked him on the chin, and I thanked my own good luck when the man immediately started to move as if he was in slow motion.
He had caught the chilling effect of my longsword.
Spidery blue veins spread over his exposed skin like he had just been dunked in a vat of ice water, and his movements were a quarter slower than they had been. He tried to raise his short sword to block my next blow, but I was too quick for him, even without the debuff.
My longsword knocked aside his short sword and then tore open his belly like a burlap sack. His intestines spilled out like a bunch of bloody sausages, and blood started to bubble from the corners of his mouth. He tried to pull the sword out of his stomach, but I pulled the blade back myself and then ran it straight through his heart to put him out of his misery.
As soon as both outlaws were dead, I turned my attention back to my friends and saw Lady Feeyaz holding her shoulder like she’d been wounded. I cast Breath of Life on her and quickly followed it up with Guardian of Fortune, and the beautiful drow woman seemed to gain energy, not just health, from my spells.
As soon as the dark elf recovered from her last hit, she whirled toward a group of three outlaws clustered together. Her white hair swirled around her face like she was in the middle of a windstorm, and the men all suddenly turned toward each other with angry shouts.
Then they proceeded to beat the shit out of each other.
I guessed this must be some kind of illusion from the drow sorceress, and I didn’t want to know what she had made them see or think to make them all turn their clubs on each other. One outlaw bashed in the side of another man’s skull, but then his nose burst apart in a geyser of blood from the third outlaw’s weapon.
I didn’t have to finish watching their fight to know they were going to kill each other.
Another bearded outlaw who was half-hidden by the trees fired an arrow to try to stop the drow woman, but Lady Feeyaz suddenly seemed to be surrounded with a dark glow, almost like she was encased in shadows. The arrow hovered right in front of her chest, and then it boomeranged around to speed straight back toward the man who had fired it.
I knew we were in the middle of a fight, but damn if I wasn’t impressed by the dark elf’s abilities… and if I was being honest, maybe a little turned on, too.
Lady Feeyaz seemed to have things well in hand, so after I cast Guardian of Fortune on the rest of my friends a few more times and hit Cornalic and Allurie with another Minor Heal, I looked around the dark forest for any trace of the beautiful leather-skirted warrior.
The sword dancer was half a dozen yards away from me, but the moon cast just enough light on the forest for me to see her curved blade sing through the outlaw’s throat and send his bearded head flying. She kicked his chest so the rest of his body toppled over next, and it looked like her scimitar was shimmering with a silvery haze as she spun to face her next opponents.
Three other outlaws rushed Moryana the moment they saw their companion fall, so I hit her with Guardian of Fortune. Teal and orange light glowed around the sword dancer and cast strange flickering shadows on the wet grass beneath her, but if the woman was surprised by the sudden glow around herself, she didn’t act like it.
Moryana somersaulted over the first outlaw who reached her. She tucked her knees up to her chest as she plunged back toward the ground, thrust her shimmering scimitar and her curved dagger backward, and tore open two deep gashes like railroad tracks on either side of the outlaw’s spine. Blood spurted out to coat the leather-skirted warrior, but she had already rolled further forward into her somersault and hit the ground before the blood could spray her.
The black-haired warrior woman rolled forward twice before she sprung to her feet again, and I cast Spirit of Stone on her just before the other two bearded assholes doubled-back to get her. One of them hefted his axe up to bring down toward the top of her shoulder, and at the same time, the second outlaw dropped into a lunge and thrust his dagger at the back of her knee.
It left her in a bind since she couldn’t contort her body enough to dodge both attacks, but since she was still glowing with teal armor from Spirit of Stone, she twisted her body to avoid the axe attack. The other outlaw’s dagger was blocked by the teal armor before it could plunge into the back of her knee, and a split second later, the teal glow faded from around her.
But Moryana didn’t need it anymore.
The beautiful sword dancer had dropped her left shoulder to dodge the axe, and then she twisted her body to the right to make sure she kept well out of the way of the outlaw’s weapon. She brought her left elbow up into the axe-wielding man’s nose hard enough to break it, and at the same time, she kept curving around with her scimitar extended in her right hand.
Moryana used the angle of her body’s twist to add power to her strike. Her scimitar sliced through the kneeling man’s throat before he could try to stab her leg again, and the dagger in her left hand shot out to gut the man whose nose she had just broken.
I could have watched Moryana fight all day, but then I saw a dark arrow fly toward her out of the darkness. I shouted a warning, but the sword dancer had already turned in the opposite direction to disembowel another outlaw, so she didn’t see it coming.
I used Guardian of Fortune to try to protect her, but we got unlucky this time. The arrow buried itself in the sword dancer’s back right next to her heart.
I was already sprinting toward her when the sword dancer fell. It had been well over a minute since I last used Healing Touch on her, and if I could just get to her in time, the ability was my best shot for this situation. I couldn’t believe there still was no party window or health bars for my friends, and the anger was enough to add fire to my muscles as I dashed toward her.
I didn’t care if this was a game or if Ohlavar was real. Either way, I was going to chew Jennifer the fuck out when I came out of the VRIU tank. Kinks like this should sure as shit have been worked out by now. Other people’s lives were at stake, not just mine.
The moment I reached Moryana, I fell to my knees and saw that she was already unconscious, and her health was probably dropping fast. I needed someone to keep the outlaw assholes occupied while I healed her, though. Allurie and Bolverk were both busy tag-teaming a group of five bearded men, and Cornalic moved like a shadow along the edges of the rough clearing as he gutted every archer he could find who might have shot Moryana.
“Lady Feeyaz!” I shouted since the dark elf was the only one who seemed to have an opening.
The drow sorceress swung her silk-wrapped staff around to sweep two cloaked assholes off their feet, and then she was at my side a moment later. She didn’t even ask me what I needed, and instead, she simply began to defend us while I laid my hand on Moryana’s back.
I kept one hand on her spine and used my other hand to pull out the arrow as smoothly as possible. The arrow still shredded the sword dancer’s flesh on its way out, and she woke up just long enough to scream before she passed out again. I hated how badly it tore her skin, but I had to get it out in order to heal her. As soon as the arrow was free, I cast Healing Touch on her, and the black-haired woman’s body shimmered with reddish-orange light.
Moryana coughed herself awake and started to push off the ground, so I helped her while Lady Feeyaz slammed the end of her staff into an outlaw who came too close to us. When another asshole came at her with a spiked club, the drow sorceress surrounded herself with the strange shadowy glow again, and the man’s club swung straight through her body like she wasn’t there. Then it kept going until it collided with his own ribs.
The spikes ripped half a dozen holes in the side of his abdomen, but the man just screamed and fled in the opposite direction so fast that his head smacked into a low-hanging tree limb hard enough to knock him out cold on the ground.
Then all of a sudden, the party window popped up.
My friends’ names and pictures all appeared as tiny icons on the left side of my vision, and I didn’t know if I should be pissed or grateful that it had finally appeared. All of my friends’ health bars looked like they were above eighty percent, and even Moryana’s rose steadily until it stopped at about ninety percent full.
I turned my attention back to the two women beside me, but there were no other outlaws around us. Moryana twisted herself into a sitting position and looked up at me, and then at Lady Feeyaz with a slightly surprised look in her fierce green eyes.
“Thank you,” Moryana gasped. “Both of you.”
“You are entirely too beautiful to let die, don’t you agree, Sir Leo?” Lady Feeyaz smirked.
“Come on.” I pulled Moryana to her feet without answering the drow woman’s question.
As I glanced around the woods, I saw that there were no other outlaws anywhere around us. They were all either unconscious or dead at our feet, and I exhaled the tension from my chest.
“We did it!” Allurie cried from the other side of the clearing. “Take that, you bullies!”
But then the soft sound of bells sounded again from somewhere deeper in the trees.
“Uhh, apparently not quite yet,” I muttered.
I braced myself for another wave of outlaws, but instead, a pale blue glow appeared through the thick trees in front of us, and I immediately knew what it meant.
The outlaw boss had come out to play.







Chapter 12
If this was a normal game, the pale blue glow could have just signaled the boss’ level or some key ability he had, but since this was Ohlavar, I didn’t want to make any assumptions.
I just wanted to kill this asshole so we could get to Phycar.
“Allurie and Lady Feeyaz, you’re in the back!” I shouted. “Bolverk, tank! Moryana--”
I almost said “DPS” before I remembered they wouldn’t have any idea what I meant.
“Uh, concentrate on the big guy!” I finished. “Cornalic, you’re on minions!”
My friends didn’t argue. The boss stepped out of the trees a second later, and a dozen more outlaws emerged with him. The head outlaw was a good foot taller than the rest of his men, and his eyes glowed the same pale blue as the light that surrounded him like an aura.
New Quest: Defeat the outlaw boss and his followers.
“Yeah, no shit,” I groaned at the fact that my UI suddenly acted like it hadn’t ghosted me after the fucked-up teleport.
“What did you say?” Moryana asked.
“Have a little liquid courage!” the outlaw boss called to the other bearded men before I could reply to the sword dancer.
As soon as the outlaw boss said “liquid courage,” the big man took a swig from a flask and started to glow even brighter. All his minions started to glow the same pale blue color at the same time, and Lady Feeyaz moaned at the sudden brightness in the dark forest.
Then the drow woman encased her body in the strange shadowy substance of hers, and it seemed to protect her eyes as the outlaws all ran toward us. My friends and I moved toward each other so we could fight in the formation I had ordered, and just as I wondered what kind of party buff the boss had deployed on his group, I got my answer.
The outlaws glided toward us like they were floating through water. Every step they took covered three times the distance it should have, as if they were being swept along by a swift current. The men in the back started firing one arrow after another so smoothly that it was like they were a machine, and when the assholes in front met us, their every movement flowed like silk.
I instantly realized that the swiftness and smoothness of their movements would make it difficult to anticipate their attacks, and this would also make it damn near impossible to strike back against them.
Or at least, it might have been impossible if it wasn’t for Cornalic.
The overly muscled half-orc ran forward with his dual blades at the ready, but the moment he met the first wave of attackers, he twirled the ends of his Delightful Hair Tie of Charm together. It didn’t look like anything had changed, but when my green-skinned friend pivoted around and sprinted back in our direction like he was one of the outlaws, I remembered what the hair tie could do.
For the next thirty seconds, Cornalic would appear to the outlaws like he was one of them.
The half-orc moved forward with the same silken smoothness as the rest of the outlaw band, and he only made his move against them when they reached us. My longsword swung up to block one of the outlaws’ heavy clubs, and by the time our weapons separated and swung toward each other again, Cornalic had stabbed two unsuspecting outlaws through the back.
His spinning blades decapitated a third bearded outlaw before the effect of his hair tie faded and our enemies all pivoted toward him, but by then, the party buff of “liquid courage” had faded from around the boss’ minions.
Now they didn’t stand a chance.
Bolverk started hacking at the legs of the assholes closest to him, and whenever they got too close to striking him, the gnome berserker dove through their legs, yanked back on their hair to expose their necks, and then chopped one of his axes through their throats like he was splitting wood. Bolverk roared in triumph as each new kill covered him in a fresh spray of blood, and I wondered if he got some kind of buff effect based on how much blood covered his body, or if this was just part of his fighting style.
Allurie’s crossbow fired one bolt after another like a metronome, and every time one of the minions tried to shoot her with an arrow, Lady Feeyaz blocked it with her own magic and then sent it back to the archer. Moryana twisted and somersaulted through the crowd of outlaws like a bullfighting gymnast, and her scimitar seemed to always find its target no matter how much the outlaws tried to avoid her curved blade. Every time I thought I caught a glimpse of Cornalic and his dual blades, the half-orc vanished again and then reappeared above another outlaw’s gutted corpse.
The outlaw boss had held himself back from the fighting, but he seemed to realize now that we were about to finish off the last of his men. He pulled a bow off his own back, but when he nocked the first arrow, a pale blue liquid dripped off the tip, and it didn’t take a genius to guess that it might be poison.
“Shield!” I called to trigger my Bracelet of Deflection.
The three-foot-by-three-foot shield appeared on my forearm half a second before the boss’ first arrow reached me. The arrow bounced harmlessly off the shield, and so did the next three arrows the big man sent against me in quick succession. His onslaught meant I couldn’t get close to the fucker, and the more I shouted orders at my friends, the more the big man kept shooting arrows at me.
I realized he must think I was giving some sort of boost effect to my friends, even though the truth was that we were just skilled as hell. Still, if I could keep his firepower concentrated on me, it would give the damage dealers enough time to bring him down.
I was the champ. I could tank and heal.
I cast Guardian of Fortune on Moryana as she vaulted over one of the remaining outlaws, and his blade glanced harmlessly off the sword dancer. Her own curved dagger found its home in between the man’s ribs, and she spun into a dropkick to take her next opponent to his knees. Bolverk hurled himself onto the fallen man a second later to finish him off, and this left only two outlaws plus the boss himself.
The next time the big outlaw fired his bow, he released two poisoned arrows at once. One of them deflected off my weightless shield, but the other sped past me straight toward Lady Feeyaz. The drow woman didn’t see it coming since she was busy making the last two outlaws turn their weapons on each other, but Allurie did.
The silver-haired elf girl switched out her crossbow for her saber faster than I could even see her hands move, and she sliced the arrow in two to break its trajectory. Both halves of the arrow tumbled to the ground like harmless flower petals, and then Allurie switched back to her crossbow with a smooth flick of her hands.
The last two outlaw minions were now trying to kill each other thanks to Lady Feeyaz, and this let the rest of us concentrate our attacks on the boss.
Cornalic vanished and reappeared to attack like he was made from moonlight, Moryana sped around the big man and let her blades rip his legs to shreds every time she passed him, and Bolverk pummeled the boss from the front to try to draw most of his attention.
Lady Feeyaz and Allurie both kept their distance after I ordered them to keep shooting and casting on him from afar, but I moved in closer and switched out my longsword for my broadsword.
The big man had already changed out his bow and arrow for a heavy club, but he had to know he was done for. He managed to ram his weapon into Bolverk, but the gnome berserker’s backward flight was somehow stopped by Lady Feeyaz. She cast a dark shadow around him and dropped him back to the ground before he collided with a thick tree trunk, and then the bloody gnome yelled and ran forward into the fight again.
My weightless shield evaporated now that a minute had gone by, but I wasn’t worried about it. It allowed me to dance closer to the outlaw boss so I could attack him at the same time Moryana and Cornalic hit him from the back. Allurie fired one crossbow bolt after another at every piece of vulnerable flesh she could find, and even though I couldn’t see what Lady Feeyaz was doing, I knew she was right beside the pretty elf girl.
The boss’ red health bar was only down to about seventy percent, but he had our undivided attention now. The bar dropped another five percent every time one of Allurie’s bolts found its target, but we kept after him too much for him to actually respond to the elf girl’s attacks.
When his health bar reached about fifty percent, the big man tried to hit me over the head with his club, but I blocked his strike and figured it should give one of my friends enough time to attack his exposed side.
Instead, a second identical club suddenly appeared in the boss’ hand to block Moryana’s scimitar from slicing open his back.
He swung both clubs at us now, so I hit Moryana, Cornalic, and Bolverk all with Guardian of Fortune and felt only a twinge of pain in my chest.
My spell blocked one of his strikes against Cornalic, but the big man’s other club came right down on top of me. Then my head exploded like he had just caved half my skull in, but I cast Breath of Life on myself even as I spun around from the force of his impact.
My vision started to clear, but the outlaw boss had turned away from me since he clearly thought I would be down for longer than I was. He swung his two massive clubs like a pair of bamboo escrima sticks at my friends, and they dodged and parried to keep his focus on them.
The next time he swung both his clubs forward, I lunged toward his back and thrust my broadsword straight in between his ribs.
The big man cried out and tried to turn around, but his health bar had already plummeted to thirty percent, so I shoved the broadsword even deeper into him so it came out the other side through his abdomen, and then I twisted it to rip through as many organs as I could.
His red health bar dropped to twenty, fifteen, ten, and then Moryana buried her curved dagger into his heart to finish him.
Quest Complete. You have been awarded 4 attribute points.
I was grateful for the attribute points since it brought my total unspent points to 52, but I would figure out how I wanted to spend them later.
As soon as the outlaw boss was dead, Moryana and I pulled our weapons out of his corpse, and I checked all my friends to see if they needed a quick heal. Lady Feeyaz and Allurie had been far enough away from the boss fight that they were fine, and Bolverk’s health bar had only dropped by less than ten percent. Cornalic was down by about fifteen, Moryana was down by about twenty, and I still felt a little woozy from the blow to my head, so I decided to cast Mark of Healing Drip.
The orange outline of a circle appeared on the ground at my feet, and red and blue light swirled inside the circle like a yin-yang symbol. The circle outline was only as wide as my shoulders, but my friends were all within ten feet of the mark so they should all experience the healing effects the same as me.
“Well, that was unexpected,” I said. “But since we were thrown off course from our teleport, I guess it could have been much worse.”
“I did not visit this forest the last time I was in Phycar,” Moryana said. “But I heard stories about the powerful outlaws and their bells. I have also heard there are plenty of worse things within its borders, so we should make haste and figure the quickest way out.”
“Fuck,” I groaned. “But this forest is definitely outside of Phycar? We’re close to the city?”
“The Outlaws’ Forest is on the border of the city, yes,” the sword dancer replied.
“So someone did attack our teleport,” Lady Feeyaz said as she tossed her thick white hair back over her shoulders. “Rasim must have been able to hold onto our destination rather well if we only ended up outside the city instead of in another location entirely.”
“Listen, I’d love to know who attacked our teleport and how, but I think we’ve got bigger problems.” I glanced at the moon through the leaves overhead. “How long do you think we have before sunrise?”
“Perhaps four to five hours, my dear friend,” Cornalic said. “But if we want to get Lady Feeyaz inside before the sky begins to lighten, I recommend we try to find shelter in the next two to three hours.”
“Shit,” I said. “Okay, Allurie, I’ve got a job for you.”
“For me?” the elf girl gasped.
“Yep,” I replied. “I need you to loot these bodies as fast as possible so we can be on our way as soon as the Mark of Healing Drip finishes.”
“How long do I have?” Allurie asked eagerly.
“Probably… a minute and a half?” I guessed, since the effect was supposed to last 140 seconds total. “And start by collecting all your crossbow bolts so they don’t go to waste.”
“I already did, silly,” the pretty elf said. “I cleaned them, too!”
“How did-- you know what, never mind,” I chuckled. “Just go ahead and loot the bodies.”
When the healing enchantment faded about ninety seconds later, Allurie had finished looting all the outlaws, and she had everything arranged in neat piles next to their bodies. All the outlaws were naked since I had forgotten to tell her not to worry about the clothes, and I had to steel my stomach as I walked past all the butchered corpses to check out the outlaws’ gear.
I almost used Ember to light up one of my weapons so I could see a little more clearly, but I decided not to risk it. I didn’t want to hurt Lady Feeyaz’s eyes, but I also didn’t want to create a beacon that would attract anything else in these woods right to us. The moon wasn’t quite full, but it was bright enough even through the treetops to see as much as I needed to.
None of the outlaws’ clothes were worth anything, and most of their weapons were of the non-magical, standard variety that wouldn’t sell for much even if we were able to take them with us. It would be too much to carry out of the forest, especially if we wanted to find shelter before first light, so I concentrated only on the items we might keep for ourselves.
The outlaws had several dozen gems altogether, everything from citrines and rubies to pearls and emeralds. They should be easy to sell for more coin, and it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get a little more money. Chrysa and Sharles had made sure we had plenty for the trip, plus my own money that I had finally gotten from Artus’ house, but if there was one thing that both life and RPGs had taught me, it was that it always paid to have more money at my disposal.
For one thing, we had just gotten blown off course during our teleport, and I wanted to have plenty of money in case we needed to pay for more teleportation, or to try to find out information on who had attacked us. But equally as important, we were about to try to steal one of the most powerful objects from one of the most powerful families on this whole continent. Quests like that always required money.
Cornalic pocketed the jewels along with the 623 gold and 59 silver coins that Allurie had stacked neatly for us, and then I moved on to the men’s accessories. Almost every outlaw had a tiny string of bells in the pile next to his corpse, and it looked like each string was probably made for someone’s ankle. I picked up one of the strands and turned it over in my hand until the item identification popped up:
Silent Bells of the Mist
- Part of a set. When five or more people in a party wear Silent Bells of the Mist, there is a 50% chance of disorienting their enemies with a surrounding mist. The other 50% of the time, enemies have an increased chance of finding the wearers of the bells. All bells increase the wearer's natural sense of direction by 30%.
“I don’t know how I feel about these,” I said. “I get why the outlaws used them since that disorienting feature is nice, but I think it’s too dangerous when there’s just as good of a chance your enemies will find you more easily.”
“At least they help with a sense of direction,” Lady Feeyaz said. “We will need some way to figure out where Phycar is in relation to here.”
“Fair enough.” I shrugged. “Everybody take a strand of bells and put it around your ankle. We need to find our way out of Outlaws’ Forest as soon as possible, so we might as well use what we have.”
After we all slipped on the strands of bells, I noticed they were completely silent, and I wondered if only our enemies would be able to hear them when we approached. They were a nice find, just a little too dangerous in my opinion for everyday use.
The next item of note was a pair of silver hoop earrings that were identified as a blue item:
Earrings of the Running Water - Wearer of these earrings increases their ability to detect sounds by 20% above normal, as long as the earrings are within five miles of running water such as a creek, a stream, or a river.
“Damn, that’s handy,” I said and then read the description out loud. “It’d be helpful for a human, anyway.”
“Would you like to keep them?” Moryana asked and then pressed her red lips together like a prayer.
“Nah, you take them,” I said. “Cornalic pierced my ear a few weeks ago, but it’s already healed over, and I’d rather not go through that again.”
“Then thank you.” Moryana slipped the silver hoops into her ears. “Now I owe you again. I will have to think of a way to repay you, but I am certain I can think of something.”
“Just help me listen for enemies,” I laughed. “You’ve all got better hearing than my human ears now.”
“We will never allow anything to sneak up on you if we can help it, dearest friend Leo,” Cornalic said. “I would sooner tear the heart out of my own chest and feed it to a dragon than let anything happen to you, my brother.”
“Dragons would not eat your heart,” Bolverk scoffed. “They would laugh at such an offering.”
“Then do you know what dragons like to eat most?” Lady Feeyaz’s pale mint-green eyes were studying Bolverk closely now.
“Souls,” the gnome berserker said flatly.
I didn’t know if his answer or the way he said it was more unsettling, so I just hurried on to the next item. It was the outlaw boss’ club, and it was by far the best find out of the bunch:
Club of Never-ending Pain
Damage: 20% above standard - club
Durability - Magical
Br +2
Qu +2
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu +2
For thirty seconds, the Club of Never-ending Pain can create a double of itself to increase the wielder’s damage. If the club is damaged or broken, it will repair itself when the wielder utters the word “Repair.”
“This one has your name written all over it, Bolverk,” I said.
“Where?” the gnome berserker demanded and then snatched it out of my hands.
“Oh, sorry, I just meant that I want you to have this weapon,” I explained. “It’s from an enemy we killed, so you can keep it, right?”
Bolverk took a few practice swings with the outlaw boss’ club, and then the blood-covered gnome actually grinned.
“I like this, Leo Lennox,” Bolverk announced. “I will keep it.”
“I’m glad,” I chuckled. “It suits you.”
“They say the only way to kill a dragon is an arrow to the heart, but it is not true,” the gnome berserker said as he continued to take practice swings with his new weapon. “Their brains are soft, Leo Lennox! Their guts are soft, their brains are soft, their insides are all soft, soft, soft. We will break them open and find the path to the Throne of Ascension through their blood.”
“Where did you find this one? He is delightful.” Lady Feeyaz’s dark laughter curled around me like silken cords.
“Long story,” I muttered. “I don’t know about dragons, but the club will at least be a good weapon against anything else we might face in these woods or beyond.”
“Especially if the Freelans already know of our arrival,” Moryana said. “Perhaps it was one of their Mind mages who attacked us during teleportation?”
“Maybe.” I shrugged. “There’s no way to know if it was the Freelans or someone else, but I guess we’ll find out if they know about our arrival when we reach Phycar.”
“Or maybe it was the drow sorceress we brought with us,” Allurie huffed.
“You mean the drow sorceress whose life you saved during the fight just now?” Lady Feeyaz smirked. “I saw you block that arrow before it reached me, pretty little Allurie.”
“Plus, you know Lady Feeyaz also saved your life a few times during the battle?” Moryana chuckled.
“It is all part of her evil plan to steal Leo’s heart!” the pretty elf squeaked, but her silvery voice hardly sounded threatening.
“I assure you,” Lady Feeyaz purred, “if I wanted to steal Leo’s heart, I would not do it by saving the life of the woman who already has such an important place in that heart.”
“I won’t fall for your tricks!” Allurie stubbornly crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Leo’s heart beats with love for men, not for Allurie, and I will not let you separate him from his true desire!”
“Allurie, I-- shit, never mind,” I sighed. “Right now, it doesn’t matter who attacked us, but I know it wasn’t Lady Feeyaz. We can think about it more later, but let’s start moving so we can try to reach Phycar before first light.”
We started in one direction first before I paused and felt like we needed to head more to the left. I checked with my friends and found that they felt the same way, so I figured the Silent Bells of the Mist must be working to help us with our sense of direction. I hoped so anyway, since otherwise we could end up wandering through the Outlaws’ Forest in circles until the sun came up and gave us a better sense of east and west.
We corrected our course a little to move in what we hoped was the direction of Phycar, but I kept glancing at the top corner of my UI to see if the map appeared. It didn’t appear every time I played, and even when it did, it was so faint that it was hard to use really effectively. I kept meaning to address it with Jennifer or Zarra, but it was difficult to remember when there was so much else going on.
But the map was completely absent now, so we would just have to find the Freelans’ city for ourselves. I should have been happy that the party window had finally popped up, but I was irritated that it had taken so long, plus I was frustrated that the map wasn’t there to help us get out of the forest faster.
It felt like we had been walking for less than ten minutes before we came across a broad stream. I didn’t feel like we needed to cross it to get to Phycar, but I definitely sensed a slight tug to follow along the banks of the stream. My guess was that this stream either passed into Phycar or fed into a larger river that supplied the city with their water.
We walked in silence along the side of the stream, but I noticed every so often, Moryana flinched or reached for one of her curved blades before she stopped herself. The sword dancer didn’t strike me as the jumpy type, so finally I asked her what was wrong.
“I think it’s the earrings,” Moryana replied. “I am not used to hearing quite so many sounds in the darkness.”
“Like what?” I asked.
“I imagine it might be the singing,” Lady Feeyaz snickered.
“Evil singing,” Allurie whispered.
“That’s unsettling,” I muttered. “What does it sound like?”
“It’s from somewhere on the other side of the stream,” Moryana said. “It’s really faint, at least for me. It almost sounds like… like someone is trying to sing, but they are in so much pain that they have forgotten all the notes.”
“Do not worry, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz said. “Ghosts cannot usually cross running water.”
“Usually?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Excuse me, my friends, but did someone mention ghosts?” Cornalic was in the lead but pivoted on his heels to face us so fast that Bolverk almost ran into him.
“I believe that is the sound we hear now,” the drow woman replied.
“Are you quite certain?” The half-orc swallowed. “Of course, I do not doubt your expertise in this matter, Lady Feeyaz. But the thing is, I have this condition where my therapist has advised me to avoid ghosts of all sorts.”
Cornalic had mentioned a therapist before, but I still found it fascinating that this world had things like therapists at all.
“I realize I may regret asking this,” the dark elf said. “But what condition might that be?”
“You see, it all started when the evil lich king summoned the dragon that killed my mother,” Cornalic sighed heavily. “I hid until the whole village had been destroyed, but then I had to crawl across the battlefield with nothing but a scrap of bread and butter in my pocket.”
“You kept butter in your pocket?” Moryana pressed her lips together to keep from laughing.
“The butter was on the bread, naturally,” my green-skinned friend replied. “But as I tried to crawl to freedom, I found the field so full of new ghosts that I had to throw my bread and butter at them to keep them satisfied and away from my own soul, and I have no wish to be dramatic, but it was quite upsetting to be a young one without even bread or butter or mother. Fortunately, the wolves found me soon enough and took me as their own before the orphanage discovered me in the wild, but I’m sure you--”
“Wait, wait, wait,” I laughed. “Wolves raised you? I thought it was supposed to be bears?”
“Oh, my dearest Leo, no! I rode a bear as my steed for a year,” Cornalic said with a perfectly straight face. “Their society is quite different from wolves, as I’m sure you know. But you see, now my therapist advises me to avoid ghosts as much as possible to avoid any relapses in my progress.”
“Then maybe we should do less talking and more walking,” I chuckled.
“A brilliant suggestion, as always, dear friend,” the muscled half-orc said with a slight bow.
“But, uh, maybe everybody with non-human hearing can just keep an ear out for ghosts or anything else that goes bump in the night,” I added. “I’d prefer not to get slowed down by another fight if we can help it.”
“And we can’t ruin all the good progress Cornalic has made in therapy,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
The half-orc turned back around and resumed walking so the rest of us could follow him. He didn’t resume any stories about ghosts or the lich king like I expected, but I guessed he was probably busy trying to listen to make sure the ghostly singing didn’t come any closer. I knew between the half-orc, the two elves, the gnome, and Moryana with her new earrings, we would probably hear any signs of danger before we accidentally ran into anything, but I still flexed my fingers at my side every few seconds so I would be ready for a fight.
The stream gradually grew wider as we walked beside it, but I was less interested in the water than in the flickers of light I saw out of the corner of my eye. They seemed like thin shreds of glowing fog, but every time I looked in their direction, they vanished like flames being extinguished.
I still couldn’t hear the singing my friends had mentioned, but I didn’t mind. It was creepy enough to see flashes of movement that disappeared whenever I tried to see them plainly, so I hoped the stream would really keep the ghosts from crossing over to meet us, but in case it didn’t, I tried to think about which weapons would be most effective against them.
The bells around our ankles might confuse them enough that they wouldn’t be able to pinpoint our location anyway, but it was just as likely that they would be able to track our exact location. And if there was a bridge over the stream at any point, then we would need to be ready for a possible fight.
Fire weapons would be the most effective against ghosts, but we didn’t really have any of those. I imagined Lady Feeyaz and her Shadow abilities would be our best defense against them, along with my Longsword of the Chilling Edge and Allurie’s Thizzle Thrower.
Still, it would be better just to avoid them completely, especially since we started to move into a more thinned out part of the forest now. This meant there was more natural fog here, and heavy mist would be the perfect damn hiding spot for ghosts.
Every now and then, we had to pass through cobwebs that hung down from the trees like Spanish moss. Their sticky strands caught on my face and hair, and it felt for all the world like thin ghost fingers trying to pull me apart before I tore myself free from their grasp. Finally, I pulled out my short sword and started to use it like a machete to chop down any cobwebs we had to pass through.
We had easily walked for over an hour alongside the stream with no sign of any city, but I still felt like we were headed in the right direction, so I just had to trust it. Besides, even if we weren’t on our way to Phycar, there would definitely be a town built beside this stream at some point, and we could figure our next steps out from there.
After another half an hour of walking, I got tired of listening to my own heartbeat in the silence and seeing glowing flickers of fog from the corner of my eye. I slowed down to walk beside Lady Feeyaz at the back of our group, ignored the glare Allurie sent the drow woman, and then evened out my pace to match the dark elf’s stride.
“I have to ask you something, Lady Feeyaz,” I said.
“Then I promise I’ll try to answer,” the dark elf purred.
“The purple sparks of electricity,” I said. “Why is that one of your abilities when light hurts your eyes? Doesn’t the purple lightning hurt you, too?”
“Ah,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “To be honest, that power is mostly for show. It is usually enough to make people back off when I threaten them. Of course, the fact that I am a drow is usually enough to make people understand I have plenty of magic at my disposal, but occasionally, someone gets… bold. So I spark a little electricity in my hand as a warning.”
“So, it’s just meant to be a warning?” I asked.
“Well, it is also effective at hurting people, but my other options are burning things, controlling dead bodies, or twisting around someone’s insides until their organs explode.” The drow sorceress shrugged. “Those options seemed a bit extreme given we were in an unknown forest.”
“That’s fair,” I chuckled.
“Plus, it does always help when I am able to give light to my friends, don’t you think?” the dark elf hummed.
“I’m glad you think of us as friends,” I said.
“Until you and I are more,” she purred.
“I could probably show you some lightning,” I chuckled before I realized I was flirting with the drow woman.
Fuck, I hadn’t meant to flirt. But somehow, Lady Feeyaz had managed to link her arm through mine as we walked, and now all I could think about was the jasmine scent of her hair and the way her hips rolled against mine as we walked forward together.
“Oh, that is an intriguing proposal, Leo Lennox,” the dark elf replied as she stroked my forearm. “You are the first man I feel I can truly trust. So I will tell you the other secret of my purple electricity.”
“I’m listening,” I said, even though Allurie turned around to glare at Lady Feeyaz again.
“It was a very effective weapon against the other drow when I escaped to the surface,” Lady Feeyaz whispered in my ear. “You should have heard their screams when I blinded them.”
“You didn’t blind yourself in the process?” I asked.
“It is my own ability, harvested from a secret place deep beneath the surface.” The drow woman’s fingers danced down my arm. “It does not hurt my eyes, perhaps because it is my own. But I cannot say it did not hurt the other drow.”
“One more question.” I took a deep breath to keep from drowning in the dark elf’s intoxicating scent, and I pushed aside my memory of her lips on mine back in Arnicoal.
“Hmm, and what’s that?” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Your staff.” I nodded at the silk-wrapped staff of The Darkest Death in her other hand. “Why didn’t you use it against the outlaws?”
“Oh, Leo, I have my reasons,” the drow sorceress said.
I wanted to ask if she had a high enough Shadow attribute to use it, but I couldn’t think of a polite way to find out. And if she did have a high enough attribute, I sure as hell didn’t want to piss her off by asking about it.
“Such as?” I prompted.
“Let me ask you a question in return,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “How do you identify objects with such specific details as soon as you touch them?”
“Uhh…” Her question caught me off-guard.
“That’s what I thought,” the beautiful dark elf sighed. “Listen, Leo Lennox. If you show me yours, then I’ll show you mine. Otherwise, I’m not sharing…”
“Well, I--” I started.
“City ahead,” Bolverk suddenly grunted.
“How do you know?” I asked.
“Horses, voices, light,” the tattooed gnome answered.
“I love horses,” Allurie sighed. “In Cutno, I always wanted to play with the horses, but they never let me ride! I think I would be very good at riding. Don’t you think I would be good at riding, Leo?”
“I’m sure you would be,” I said, but then the elf girl giggled, and I guessed she didn’t just mean horses. “Uh, can you tell how far away the city is?”
“If I had to guess, I would say it is less than a mile, dear friend!” Cornalic said. “Perhaps we really will reach shelter before first light.”
Lady Feeyaz glanced up at the dark sky through the treetops, and for the first time, I thought I saw a hint of nervousness in her pale eyes.
“Then let’s move,” I said.
We continued forward for almost another mile. The trees continued to thin out, the stream continued to widen into a river, and then we finally spotted the high stone walls of a city up ahead. The river flowed through a broad trellis into the city, but the rest of the wall looked thick enough to withstand one hell of an assault.
There was no gate on this side of the city, so we kept to the cover of the trees and walked around until we saw the main gate of the city. The path up to the gate was made of cobblestones that dissolved into dark earth the closer it drew to the forest, and the gate itself was as tall as the stone walls. It was wide open and guarded by half a dozen soldiers with yellow capes over their plate armor, and each soldier was armed with both a pike and a sword.
I instantly recognized the yellow capes as the color of the Freelan family.
“I think we found Phycar,” I muttered.
“If you do not mind, perhaps I could do the talking,” Moryana said. “You have a strange way of speaking, Sir Leo, and I think the city guards might be more receptive if I am the one to ask for lodging.”
“Go right ahead,” I said. “The sooner we can get inside the walls, the better.”
“Stay back and try to look tired,” the sword dancer instructed. “I’ll tell them we are traders who were attacked by outlaws, so try to look the part.”
“That will not be a difficult role to play,” Cornalic chuckled.
We all hovered beside the tree line as Moryana approached the guards. From the way their eyes followed every sway of the sword dancer’s hips, I didn’t think she would have a hard time persuading them to let us inside, but I held my breath anyway.
I couldn’t hear what they said to each other, but a few minutes later, Moryana turned around and gestured for us to come join her. Lady Feeyaz flipped up the hood of her violet cloak so no one would be able to identify her as a drow, and then the five of us moved forward toward the sword dancer.
“These lovely gentlemen have told me about an inn where we can find lodgings,” Moryana said with a pretty smile at the practically drooling soldiers. “It’s close to one of their favorite pubs in Phycar, so who knows? Perhaps we’ll see them there tomorrow night once we’ve gotten some rest.”
“Your kindness is most appreciated,” Cornalic said with a deep half-bow.
The soldiers stammered something about their hope to see Moryana again, but we were already walking past them into Phycar. As we entered the city where the Freelans had so much power, no one attacked us or seemed at all bothered by our appearance, so I guessed the necromancing family hadn’t been the ones to attack our teleport.
I didn’t know if this was good news or not.
Lady Feeyaz leaned heavily on my arm as we walked into the city, and I realized the burning street lamps must be hurting her eyes. We followed Moryana toward the inn the soldiers had told her about, and I tried not to look too out of place while I studied the city around us.
Even in the darkness of early morning, Phycar was an explosion of colors. The buildings were all painted in vivid hues of red, gold, pale purple, soft green, and even aqua blue. Clothes lines were strung from one window to another across the street, and laundry fluttered like veils in the slight wind. The tops of most of the buildings were surprisingly flat, but a number of the nicer structures were topped with bronze domes that glittered in the light from the street lamps below.
There weren’t many people out so early, but the few people we passed wore clothes of similar brightness to the buildings around them. Phycar must have one hell of a pigment industry between the dyes it would take to paint the buildings and to dye the clothes, and I wondered what they used to get such vivid colors. I imagined some of the colors were probably harder to manufacture than others, especially the aqua blue color, and there were probably plenty of adventurers who would quest to find these pigments and bring them back to the traders for a sizable fee.
I used to think about what fun side quests players would have as they explored Zarra’s game, but that was before I became convinced it wasn’t a game. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if Zarra ever intended for anyone else to play it.
I just needed to know why.
After a few minutes of walking through the colorful streets, the edge of the sky began to lighten, and Lady Feeyaz started to moan softly under her breath. I tightened my grip on her arm and glanced ahead at Moryana.
“Are we close to this inn?” I hissed.
“It is five more minutes according to the soldiers,” the sword dancer replied. “But since I would prefer that those men do not know where we are staying, I will be choosing another inn. There will probably be another one close by.”
“Let’s just hurry,” I said with another glance at the sky.
Close to ten minutes later, Moryana led us to an inn called The Tired Falcon. It looked like a decent enough place, not so run-down that we had to be worried about our safety but also not so fancy that we had to worry the owner might be in the Freelans’ pockets. The last thing we needed was for someone to alert the necromancers that anyone suspicious was in town.
Moryana volunteered as our spokesperson again once we were inside. The innkeeper was an older fenia male who seemed a little too curious about our party, but as soon as Moryana pushed a few gold across the bar toward him, he lost his curiosity and nodded for us to follow him.
There were no rooms big enough for six people together, but the fenia took us to three adjoining rooms to use instead. This worked out better for me anyway since it would give me a little privacy when I logged out, and it would allow Lady Feeyaz to have a room to herself to keep completely dark.
After we had been shown to our rooms on the third floor, I opened all the doors between them so we could inspect everything. I warned Lady Feeyaz to hide from the light as much as she could, and then I grasped the emberbrands and used Ember to make them glow even brighter. We took the magic torches to every corner of the room, but when we couldn’t find anything suspicious, I let the light fade to a dim brightness again.
Now we just had to figure out bed arrangements.
It had been a long night, so I guessed everyone would want to rest during the day, not just Lady Feeyaz, and this would give me a chance to log out and plan our next moves. Now that we had actually gotten to Phycar, we still had to figure out how to steal this magic jewelry box from the Freelans.
“Cornalic, do you want to bunk with me?” I asked with a nod to the room on the far end with two twin beds.
“It would be an honor, dearest Leo!” the half-orc replied.
“Lady Feeyaz, you can have the room on the other end to yourself,” I said. “Then you can keep it as dark as you want.”
“No!” Allurie cried. “I want to stay with Lady Feeyaz.”
“I knew I would grow on you,” the dark elf purred.
“I need to keep an eye on you to protect Leo’s heart from your wiles!” the silver-haired elf said.
“Alright, that’s fine,” I said. “Moryana? Bolverk? Do you mind sharing the room in the middle?”
Bolverk simply hopped up on one of the twin beds without taking off any of his weapons. He crossed his legs into a sitting position, adjusted himself slightly on the covers, nodded, and then closed his eyes to meditate.
“This is fine for me, too.” Moryana shrugged. “At this point, I mostly just want to sleep.”
“Ooh, wait!” Allurie clapped her hands. “Before you sleep, maybe you could teach me how to use my weapons some more?”
“You are not bad with your saber,” the leather-skirted warrior replied. “But I could teach you a few things, perhaps teach you how to use that broadsword on your hip, too.”
“Yes, please!” The pretty elf smiled. “Cornalic, would you like to teach me, too?”
“I am sure our beautiful sword dancer has far more to teach you than I could ever dream of,” the half-orc said, even though I knew damn well he was one of the best fighters I had ever seen. “But if it will make you happy, then I am your servant, lovely Allurie.”
“Make sure you get some rest, too,” I told my friends. “I’m going to lay down for a bit and close the door.”
“I will personally ensure that you will not be disturbed, my friend,” Cornalic said seriously, and his yellow eyes held mine just long enough that I knew he understood what I needed him to do.
I entered the room on the far left and closed the door behind me. I was certain that Cornalic would make sure no one entered my room while I was gone who shouldn’t be there, and he would also make sure my belongings were undisturbed.
I thought about checking on Lady Feeyaz to make sure she’d gotten settled into her room okay, but she could take care of herself. Plus, I didn’t completely trust myself alone in a room with her since I had started flirting with her right in the middle of Outlaws’ Forest. It would be good for me to take a break from the sexy drow woman, and it would give my friends some time to rest, too.
I only hoped Moryana and Lady Feeyaz didn’t figure out that I disappeared when I laid down. There was a decent chance Moryana already knew about my disappearances, but I hadn’t needed to explain myself yet, and I definitely didn’t want to have to explain anything to Lady Feeyaz.
Not before I had to, anyway.
Once I made sure the door to the hallway was locked and blocked with the storage chest at the end of the bed, I safely deposited all my weapons and my small pack beside me on the mattress. I laid down with my eyes open at first and listened to my friends in the room next door. Their laughter and easy conversation was almost enough to make me stay, but I knew I had to rest at some point, and it might as well be now.
I was eager to get started on my quest with the Freelans, but I was just as eager to talk to Chip and see if he’d found anything else out about Arnacript yet. I might even try to talk to Zarra again, since we hadn’t really spoken since we’d fucked in her office.
Every time I tried to talk to her about something, I ended up getting distracted. The next time I saw her, I wanted to ask her about Ohlavar again, but I had this feeling we might end up in bed instead. Zarra was somehow even more charming than Lady Feeyaz.
And I wondered if she might be more deadly.
Finally, I leaned my head back into the pillow, closed my eyes, and logged out.







Chapter 13
When I stepped out of the VRIU tank, Jennifer was waiting at the top for me along with Ky. The blonde software engineer looked frantic, but the moment she saw me emerge from the black liquid, she glanced away from my naked body.
“Give him the robe already!” Jennifer demanded.
“Here you go, Champ,” Ky said quickly. “Jennifer just got a little worried about you, that’s all.”
“Why?” I slipped on the robe and tied it around my waist. “I didn’t really think I was gone for that long.”
“No longer than usual.” Jennifer glanced back in my direction and then turned fully toward me once she saw I was dressed. “I can explain in a second, but right now, I need you to sit down.”
“That sounds serious,” I joked. “Are you sure everything’s okay?”
“Sit down, please,” Jennifer repeated, and there was no trace of amusement on the blonde’s face.
“Uh, okay?” I seated myself on the stool Ky pushed over to me. “Ky, what’s--”
“Better just let her do her thing,” the VRIU tech whispered. “It’ll only take a second. She wants to make sure you’re okay, that’s all.”
Jennifer disappeared behind her computer desk, banged around in a few drawers, and then hurried back out to me with a blood pressure cuff. After she slapped it around my upper arm and started the automatic reader, she pushed her glasses up her nose and grabbed my wrist to take my pulse. The whole time, the pretty blonde ignored Ky’s efforts to help her, and she only kept her gaze fixed on my arm instead of my face.
“Where’s Dr. Dimopoulos?” I asked.
“Busy,” Jennifer said. “Now hush, please.”
I raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure why the blonde software engineer was freaking out, but something clearly seemed to be wrong. I almost asked if they needed to call Zarra, but I figured they probably would have done that already if it was necessary. I also had a feeling they didn’t want to call her until they knew for sure what was wrong.
I wouldn’t have said they were terrified of Zarra, but they definitely had a healthy respect for the president of Arnacript.
“Alright, you can relax,” Jennifer said as she ripped off the blood pressure cuff. “Your numbers are all normal.”
“That’s good, I guess?” I rubbed my arm where the cuff had bit into my skin.
Jennifer handed the blood pressure monitor to Ky and then leaned down in front of me so our eyes were level. It gave me a clear view down the front of her button-up shirt, but I kept my eyes locked with hers.
“Do you see any flashes, floaters, or dark curtains in your vision?” Jennifer asked.
“Nope, my eyesight is fine,” I said.
“The ears,” Ky hissed.
“I’m getting there,” the blonde said with a glare at the VRIU tech. “Do you hear any ringing or humming? Does your balance feel off, or is the room spinning at all? Even if it’s just a little bit, you have to tell us.”
“You’re starting to freak me out a little,” I said as I shifted on the stool. “But no, my ears are fine. And while we’re at it, my limbs all feel fine, too. No tingling, no numbness, nothing like that. My sense of smell seems fine, since I can smell your perfume and my own sweat. And I’m not sure about my sense of taste, but my tongue doesn’t feel weird at all, so I think I’m okay.”
“Thank god,” Jennifer whispered, and for the first time since I’d stepped out of the tank, the blonde looked scared instead of angry.
“Now.” I stood up and crossed my arms over my chest. “Someone needs to tell me what the fuck is going on.”
“Just a little check-up,” Ky said with a smile. “It’s been a minute since Dr. Dimopoulos checked your stats when you--”
“Nope, try again,” I cut him off. “Either be honest, or I’m gonna call Zarra, and you can explain this all to her.”
“Shit, please don’t do that.” Jennifer adjusted her blonde bun so it pulled her hair even more tightly away from her forehead. “This is really embarrassing, and Ms. Zerne will have our heads if we tell her. But you’re fine! The important thing is you’re fine, so really, there’s no harm done, right?”
I sighed and glanced at Ky to see if the tattooed VRIU tech would give me any more details.
“We lost you there for a minute,” Ky said with his arms folded over his chest.
My heart did a little jumping jack inside my chest. Had I almost been lost inside Ohlavar? Had there been some kind of malfunction with the teleportation that transported me away from Earth and back again?
Were Jennifer and Ky about to admit that Ohlavar Quest wasn’t a game?
“Jesus, he didn’t flatline!” Jennifer glared at her co-worker. “When Ky says we lost you, he means we, ah… there was some kind of weirdness that happened with the tank. We’ll take a look at it while you rest today and figure it out.”
“What kind of weirdness?” I demanded. “And what the fuck do you mean that you lost me?”
“Easy, Champ!” Ky said, but even he couldn’t seem to summon his usual grin. “When I said we lost you, I meant we, uh, couldn’t see your screen at all. It went totally dark, but we obviously didn’t want to pull you out in case you were in the middle of something important. It came back on toward the end of your session, but I guess we were just concerned.”
“The party window disappeared when I teleported,” I said. “Could that have anything to do with this?”
“When you-- oh!” Ky gulped. “You mean the teleport from Tylue to Phycar?”
“Yeah, what other teleport would I mean?” I forced a laugh, even though I wanted to punch the man in the face for lying to me.
“Oh, this could explain things,” Jennifer said. “Teleporting inside the game shouldn’t be a problem, but it’s possible the algorithm needs a slight adjustment.”
“Lady Feeyaz thinks someone probably attacked our teleport,” I said. “And Cornalic says it’s possible, so if that’s already a part of the game, why would the algorithm need tweaking?”
Jennifer and Ky glanced at each other and then pushed their glasses up their noses at the same time. It was an innocent enough movement, but for a second, it made me want to rip the glasses off their faces and see if their eyes were secretly purple and hidden by some kind of tinted lenses.
I took a deep breath and asked myself what Sal would do in this situation. On the one hand, if my old Jewish manager thought I was in danger, he would have charged in here, waved his finger in their faces, and fast-talked them at such a dizzying speed that they would have admitted the full truth to him before they even realized what they had done.
But if he was here to give me advice on how to act for myself, Sal would have encouraged me to keep my cards close to my chest. I could hint around and push for any nuggets of truth, and I could even come close to revealing everything I knew, as long as I stopped short of putting all my cards on the table.
If Arnacript realized how much I knew, I might never find out more. Hell, they might never allow me to go back to Ohlavar since it would be too much of a liability.
Then again, they might never let me leave Arnacript at all.
All the NDAs in the world wouldn’t be enough for them to trust my silence. If Arnacript was actually sitting on top of some kind of wormhole portal thing to another world, they could never risk that information going public.
Shit, would they let me leave even after I finished my two years here?
“The Mind teleport feature in the game was designed to help players move from one place to another really quickly,” Jennifer finally answered. “Otherwise, it can take weeks or even months to go from one continent to another, and we don’t want anyone to get bored. It’s expensive, of course, so you can’t just do it whenever you want. You really have to earn it, but the payoff is pretty good.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t explain what’s wrong with the algorithm,” I said.
I knew damn well there was nothing wrong with the teleportation algorithm. The only problem was that I didn’t know if someone had actually attacked our Mind teleport, much less who might have done it, or if there was something wrong with the teleportation process from Earth to Ohlavar.
Either way, I was going to need some fucking answers.
“So when did my screen come back online for you guys?” I asked. “Was it when the party window popped up again?”
“It must have been,” Jennifer replied.
“So you saw me fight the outlaw boss?” I asked.
“Yeah, of course, Champ!” Ky said. “You were great, as always.”
“And you saw us get to the inn in Phycar that the soldiers recommended?” I lied to see if they would correct me. “It was surprisingly nice.”
“You bet,” Ky answered again. “It’s usually good to trust the locals when it comes to things like this. But you obviously know that!”
“So I’m good to go?” I glanced back at Jennifer. “My vitals are all good?”
“Yep, you’re perfect!” The blonde software engineer turned red when she realized what she said. “Uhh, I meant your vitals are perfect.”
“Great, then I’m gonna take off and get some sleep, if that’s cool,” I said. “It was a long night.”
“For you and us both,” Ky chuckled but then lost his smile when Jennifer glared at him again.
“If you could, um, maybe not mention this to Ms. Zerne?” Jennifer whispered. “I’ll make sure to get everything fixed for next time, but we really don’t want to--”
“Sure, I won’t say anything.” I shrugged. “I want to play again this afternoon, so could you two meet me back here at… let’s say five?”
“Absolutely, Champ,” Ky said. “We’ll be here.”
I opened my mouth to say something else but shut my lips and just smiled instead. Less than a minute later, I was in the shower of my private suite as the hot water rinsed off the sweat and grime from my body.
I wished I had Sal’s negotiating techniques and never-take-no-for-an-answer attitude. Maybe then I could have gotten some more information from Jennifer and Ky, or maybe I would have pushed them too hard and made them shut down instead. The thought of my dead friend made my chest hurt, so I closed my eyes and tried to push the image of his blood-covered body away.
Then I wondered how Cornalic would have reacted just now.
My half-orc friend always said I was too naive, so it was possible he could have gotten more information out of the Arnacript employees. He was the most smooth-tongued person I had ever known, so I felt like he would have been able to coax out something helpful from Jennifer or Ky, or maybe even both.
But Cornalic wasn’t here right now, so I’d have to figure it out myself.
Ky said they couldn’t see my screen at all, but the first thing he said was that they’d lost me. I knew they had never watched me play live based on a few comments I’d made to them before, so the VRIU tech’s lie didn’t convince me of anything.
When he said they lost me, I was convinced it meant they had lost contact with me through the portal. If they had thought even for a moment that they couldn’t retrieve me from Ohlavar and that I might be stuck there, it would definitely explain why they freaked out so much and were so relieved to see me.
I didn’t know why they had lost contact with me, but my guess was it was something to do with the attack on our teleport to Phycar. But if the Freelans hadn’t attacked us, then who the hell had tried to throw us off course?
The more I discovered, the more questions I had. Every answer I found only seemed to lead to five more things I didn’t understand, so it felt like I was Hercules when he kept cutting the heads off of the monster Hydra. For every head he cut off, two more grew back to replace it until he felt it would be impossible to ever kill the serpent beast.
I just wished I could remember the end of the myth.
I flipped the shower off and wrapped a towel around my waist. I didn’t bother to wipe the mirror clean and check the color of my eyes because at this point, I didn’t think it would help anything. My eyes might be purple or might be their usual color, but either way, it wouldn’t give me the answers I needed. Instead, I just went into my bedroom so I could throw on my pajamas and catch some sleep.
The moment I entered the bedroom, I knew something was wrong.
I had definitely closed the door to the room before I hopped in the shower, but now it was wide open. The open bedroom door wasn’t even my main concern, though. It was the fact that I could see straight across the suite of my living room to the VRIU lab, because the heavily bolted lab door was wide open, too.
I could see the black liquid in the tank from here, but Ky and Jennifer weren’t there. They would never have left the side door into my suite open, and I knew I had closed it when I left, anyway. The liquid seemed to ripple back and forth like a breeze that skimmed the surface of the ocean, and my skin suddenly prickled like the same wind was blowing over my still-damp body.
I wanted to grab a set of pajamas from my dresser before I went to inspect the open door, but I would have to turn around in order to open the drawer. The last thing I wanted to do was turn my back on the open door, so I just made sure my towel was tucked as securely as possible and then strode out of my bedroom, across the living room, and toward the VRIU lab.
As soon as I stepped through the open lab door, I heard crying.
It sounded like a woman crying softly into a pillow, but I didn’t see anyone inside the lab with me. I checked behind the desk where Jennifer usually was, and I peered behind the privacy glass to make sure no one was hiding there, but both places were empty.
The only other place I hadn’t checked in the small room was the tank itself. When I moved toward it, the crying seemed to grow louder, and a gust of wind swept through the room and fluttered my towel around my legs. It felt as cold as a polar vortex, and when I pushed my wet hair out of my face, I could feel icicles along the ends of my hair.
I still kept moving toward the coffin-shaped pool of black liquid.
The crying woman’s voice sounded like it was pleading now, but I couldn’t understand her. Her voice seemed to fill the chamber every time another gust of wind whipped around me, but I knew she wasn’t in the room itself.
She was in the pool.
Only a few feet separated me from the black liquid now, and the wind blew so fiercely that the liquid rippled like it might form a tidal wave. But it didn’t even splash outside of the tank. It just rippled into the form of a woman.
The air in the chamber grew completely still, and the black VRIU liquid suddenly looked motionless, almost like it was a heavy black sheet someone had thrown over a woman trapped underneath it. The outline of her form made it look like she was lying on her side under the sheet of liquid, but as I stared at the pool, the woman’s knees slowly rose toward her chest until she was in the fetal position.
“Pleeee…” the woman cried, but her voice was muffled by the liquid, so I couldn’t understand her. “Zaaaa! Zaaaa, pleee… ssss…”
I didn’t even think about it. This woman was clearly trapped inside the tank, and I was the only one here to help her. I grabbed the paddle that Ky normally kept beside the pool and started to lower it toward the motionless liquid, but right before the tip of the paddle touched the pool, the woman sat straight up, still cloaked by the black liquid, and screamed.
The sound was like someone had just set off a fire alarm inside my head. It rattled my eardrums and vibrated my brain like it might just vaporize everything in my skull to mush, and I stumbled back from the tank and dropped the paddle. The woman kept screaming, and I wondered if she was in so much pain that she wanted everyone else in the world to feel the same level of suffering.
I clenched my eyes and fists against the agony, but just as suddenly as her scream had started, the room fell silent. The woman’s form collapsed back into the liquid like she was sleeping again, but before I could inspect it any closer, another woman’s voice growled behind me.
“Leo Lennox,” the woman said.
I cursed myself for not grabbing any kind of weapon from the bedroom. There wasn’t much to pick from, but I could have at least grabbed a heavy lamp or something to swing around. The paddle was on the floor where I had dropped it, and it would put me in too vulnerable of a position if I bent down to grab it now.
Instead, I just turned around and took a fight stance before my brain even processed what I was seeing. The woman who had called my name looked like a soldier from one of Ohlavar’s countries, only I didn’t recognize which one. She wore a light purple surcoat over her armor that was cinched in by a thick belt around her slender waist. A single broadsword was sheathed in her belt, but the woman held a massive golden smith’s hammer in her right hand. A heavy shield hung from her left arm, and the woman’s armor itself was the same gold color as the hammer and gleamed like the sun everywhere it poked out from under the pale purple fabric.
Only her head was uncovered by armor. Long blonde hair fell in soft waves down her back, and her gray eyes studied me like she had never seen another human before. She was a few inches shorter than me, but she held herself like a hardened warrior.
“Leo Lennox,” the woman repeated and then slammed her golden hammer against her shield. “Leo Lennox!”
“What?” I demanded.
“Beware the creeping stairs!” she thundered. “Beware the creeping snakes! Beware what creeps and sleeps and crawls. Beware what flies! Beware what breathes! Beware what will take you in your sleep!”
My heart thundered inside my chest, but I was just as pissed as I was afraid. What the fuck kind of vague warning was this? I was tired of everyone around me being vague about fucking everything, and for once, I wished someone would actually say what they meant.
“What are you talking about?” I demanded. “What the fuck sleeps and creeps and flies and crawls?”
“She knows,” the woman with the hammer said with a nod. “She’s trying to help you. Help us.”
I whirled back to face the pool, but the outline of the woman’s body was gone. The only evidence that she had ever been there was a slight bubble in the liquid, but it burst and dissolved into stillness a moment later.
I couldn’t even hear her crying anymore.
“What the fuck?” I growled and then pivoted back toward the golden woman with the hammer. “Help me? Help us? If you know so much, why don’t you just tell me yourself?”
“The lost one with the broken mind knows,” the blonde warrior woman hissed.
“Bolverk?”
“There are others, if you can find them,” she continued. “Ascended gods who couldn’t come back. The metal must be hardened and forged into a weapon. From the raw ore greatness is built. Why can’t you see?”
I stared at her. My mouth was suddenly too dry to speak, and I tried to lick my lips so I could force a sound out.
“See?” the woman demanded. “Do you see?”
I turned back toward the pool as if Bolverk would suddenly step out of the black liquid himself. Just as I finished turning around, I felt the butt of the woman’s golden hammer slam into my back and send me flying. I should have been grateful she didn’t break my skull with her weapon, but I only cursed her as the force of the impact flung me forward.
Straight into the pool of black liquid.
As soon as the liquid closed over my head, I couldn’t breathe. It poured down my throat and up my nose, and it wrapped around my limbs like dozens of hands all trying to pull me apart. I pulled away from the hands with all my might, but the hands turned to snake-like cords that wound around me and squeezed tighter, like a boa constrictor that had finally captured its prey.
I gasped and more of the liquid flooded my lungs. I tried to kick my way to the surface, but the boa constrictor had wrapped around every part of me now, and it was only pulling me further and further down into the tank. I should have hit the bottom of the pool a long time ago, but it only grew darker and deeper and colder.
I wondered if I would drown or freeze to death first.
I shoved my head backward as a last-ditch effort to free myself, and every ounce of pressure on me suddenly lifted. My legs kicked their way to the surface, and I gasped for dear life the moment my head was clear of the pool.
But I wasn’t in the pool.
I wasn’t even in the lab room.
I was laying on the bed in my towel, and the door to the bedroom was closed. I jerked myself into a sitting position and glanced at the pillow, but it was only damp with water from my shower, not with the black liquid of the VRIU pool.
“Fuckkkk…” I sighed as I looked at my clock. “There’s no way that was just a dream.”
It was three o’clock in the afternoon.
I had logged out basically at sunrise, so the only explanation for the time lapse was that I had stumbled out of the shower half-asleep, fell fully asleep on the bed, and then had the most vivid dream of my life.
But had it been a dream?
I threw on some clean gym clothes and then left my bedroom. As soon as I entered the living room, I saw that the door to the lab was closed just like it usually was, but I double and triple-checked the locks before I was satisfied that it was actually locked.
How the fuck had that been a dream?
It was too real or at least too weird, and I needed to talk to somebody about it before I felt like I was losing my mind. For a second, I thought maybe I should talk to Bolverk like the blonde woman in the armor had told me to, but then I realized there would be no point. His brain was so muddled underneath the Mindlock that he probably wouldn’t understand anything I meant, so it made more sense for me to try to talk to Chip.
After I checked for a fourth time that the door to the lab was closed, I bolted into the hallway outside my suite. I needed to find Chip as soon as possible, but my ex-SEAL friend was probably still on duty right now. There were only so many security offices in my wing of the Arnacript fortress though, so I would break down all of them if I had to.
In the end, I only made it ten steps down the hallway before someone stopped me.
“Mr. Lennox!” a chipper voice called. “Err, Leo!”
I forced my fists to relax at my sides and turned around to find Daisy Camilo a dozen yards behind me. The pixie-haired VRIU tech gave me a friendly wave as she hurried forward to join me, and I tried not to be irritated that she had stopped me.
Daisy seemed a little young to be one of the senior VRIU techs at Arnacript. She had always been nice enough, and she certainly seemed harmless, but lately I felt like Daisy had been popping up everywhere I went, so it was hard not to be suspicious of her.
Especially when even Zarra had halfway suspected her to be the mole on the day of the break-in.
“How’s it going, Daisy?” I asked as politely as I could. “What are you doing in this wing?”
“Just thought I’d take a lap around the facility instead of hitting the gym today,” the pixie-haired woman said. “I thought it’d be fun to change things up a bit!”
“Well it’s nice that your lap happened to match up with mine,” I said. “Even though mine is only a partial lap, since I actually am headed to the gym.”
“You’re so dedicated,” Daisy giggled. “Sorry, that was unprofessional. Of course, you’re dedicated! You’re the Champ!”
“All part of the job, right?” I forced a smile.
“Can I walk you to the gym?” Daisy asked. “Unless you’d rather be alone or something, because I don’t mean to--”
“No, that’s fine,” I said.
If Daisy was trying to spy on me or whatever this was, then the easiest way to get rid of her was just to go along with whatever she suggested. I hated that I felt so paranoid about the short-haired girl when she was probably just trying to be friendly, but after everything with Ky and Jennifer, and then with my dream just now, I couldn’t help it.
We chit-chatted about nothing in particular on the way to the gym. She kept me talking at the door a few minutes longer than I wanted, but then the pixie-haired woman waved and bounced off down the hallway. I watched her for a second to make sure she really was leaving, but I decided to go inside the gym just in case she came back.
I hadn’t wanted to go to the gym, but I was here now. Arnacript’s security cameras would catch me if I just waited a few minutes inside the gym to make sure Daisy wasn’t coming back, so I might as well get a few sets in. If I was watching security footage and saw someone just stand inside a gym for ten minutes instead of doing anything, I would probably be suspicious too, and I didn’t want to raise any questions with the security team.
I tried to forget about my paranoia as I threw myself into my workout. I focused mostly on my glutes and quads with a little hamstring and calf work thrown in for balance. After half an hour passed, I figured that was long enough, so I did my cooldown and stretches, and then glanced at the clock on the gym wall.
It was four now, so I still had time to rinse off and be back to the lab at five. I should even have time to hunt down Chip after my shower, as long as I didn’t run into Daisy again. I knew I should probably grab some food before I logged back in as well, but the thought of being around other people in the cafeteria made my skin crawl. I felt too paranoid, so I decided to order food to my room instead.
I didn’t run into anyone in the hallway, and I ordered food as soon as I got back to my suite. I checked the door to the lab again, but before I could even turn on the shower or strip off my sweaty clothes, someone knocked on the main door to my suite.
“That was fast,” I muttered.
When I opened the door, Chip stood there with a tray of sandwiches.
“Hey, man, I just got off work and thought I’d see if you’re hungry,” the big ex-SEAL said.
“Uh… sure?” I stepped aside to let him in and then locked the door. “I actually just ordered some food and was about to shower, but--”
Chip put his finger to his lips to cut me off.
“I guess I was reading your mind,” the ex-SEAL said loudly. “I ordered a couple extra sandwiches at the cafeteria but decided I should probably restrain myself, so I thought I’d check if you wanted any.”
“I guess I’ll just have double food tonight,” I chuckled. “Probably not a bad idea before I log back in.”
“Don’t let me keep you from your shower, though!” Chip said. “I’ll try to hold myself back from all this food until you get out.”
Chip set the tray of sandwiches down on the table and nodded toward the bedroom. I couldn’t figure out what was going on, but when the big man mouthed the word “noise,” I realized he wanted me to flip on the shower so we could talk freely.
“I’ll try not to take too long,” I said.
I turned on the shower at full blast like I was just trying to get it warm, and Chip followed me into the bathroom. I leaned up against the wall, and he leaned against the doorframe so we were close enough to whisper.
“I ran into Daisy, and she told me you had gone to the gym,” Chip muttered quietly. “I figured you were probably back at your room, so I grabbed some food from the cafeteria and ran over to see if I could catch you.”
“Everything okay?” I asked.
“You tell me,” my big friend replied. “There was a panic call this morning from your VRIU lab, but they canceled it a few minutes later.”
“Shit,” I whispered. “Okay, so some weird fucking things have been happening.”
Then I tried to explain as quickly as possible how strange Jennifer and Ky had been, how they had lost track of me, and then how vivid my dream had been, plus my surprise run-in with Daisy.
“Fuck, man,” Chip whistled. “I don’t even know where to start with that dream. Hell, I don’t even know where to start with that other stuff, other than your theory about… you know…”
“Teleporting?” I hissed.
“Yeah, it doesn’t sound too far off anymore,” Chip said. “It’s also kinda weird Ky and Jennifer didn’t want Zarra to know about anything.”
“Not if they think they lost me in another dimension,” I chuckled. “Would you want Zarra to know if you fucked up that badly?”
“No, I guess not,” my friend replied.
“Have you seen Zarra at all?”
“Not with my own eyes,” Chip said. “The other security guards say she’s been reinforcing security around the AI vault, but that’s basically out of my jurisdiction.”
“I wish I could see inside that AI vault again,” I muttered.
“Me too,” Chip said. “It’s weird how protective she is of it, when we know everything is always backed up. The day of the break-in was an exception.”
“I know.” I rubbed my temples. “Look, I know you can’t stay long because we don’t want anyone to get suspicious, so I’ll make this fast.”
“Just tell me what I can do, Leo,” my big friend said.
“I want you to do some digging,” I told him. “Look into the actual location of the Arnacript facility, see if you find anything unusual in the history of this area.”
“I can do that,” Chip answered.
“The other favor is probably just me being paranoid,” I said. “But could you look into Daisy Camilo’s background? I kinda get this feeling she’s always watching me, and it’s weirding me out.”
“There’s no such thing as paranoia when the stakes are this high,” Chip said. “I’ll look into it.”
“You might as well throw in a background investigation into Ky and Jennifer, too,” I whispered. “I’m around them all day every day, so I’d like your people to look into them instead of just trusting Zarra’s people.”
“You got it, man.” The big ex-SEAL nodded.
“I don’t know if Daisy is the mole, or if there even is a mole,” I sighed. “I just know that I don’t want anyone else to attack Arnacript again and put my parents in danger.”
“I’ll see what I can find out,” Chip replied. “In the meantime, you just stay safe.”
“I guess I better shower and eat,” I said. “If you stick around for a few minutes, we can eat together and shoot the shit a little.”
“I’ll grab the rest of your food when it gets here,” Chip told me.
While the ex-SEAL waited in my living room, I rinsed off as quickly as I could, threw on some clean clothes, and then joined him for a bite to eat. We plowed through the sandwiches and the barbecue chicken that had come while I was in the shower, but we didn’t talk about anything else significant.
We no longer had the sounds of the shower to protect us.
It was ten minutes before five by the time we finished eating, so I told him I had to play again and saw him to the door. I headed into the lab with five minutes to spare, and I wasn’t surprised to see Jennifer and Ky were both already there.
And they both looked nervous.
“Let’s do this,” I said.
Then I logged in, or maybe teleported, back to Ohlavar.







Chapter 14
The first thing I heard was angry voices deep in discussion.
I opened my eyes and found everything just as I had left it beside my bed. Cornalic’s bed was neatly made up beside mine, so I guessed my friends were all awake and talking in the next room. I put on my armor and weapons, slipped on the pack with the Pieces of Heliotrope inside, and then moved toward the door to the adjoining middle room.
I stopped short when I saw Allurie huddled in the corner of my room. She was sitting on the floor with her knees pulled up to her chest, and her turquoise eyes were half-closed as if she was fighting sleep.
“Allurie!” I dropped to my knees in front of her.
“Oh, Leo!” The pretty elf girl fluttered her eyes all the way open and then flung herself forward around my neck. “I thought I would hear you come back, but-- wait, you are on your knees beside me. Is it time?”
“No, it’s not time,” I chuckled. “But how the hell did you not hear me come back?”
“Moryana gave me a very important job to try some breathing exercises and see how they work,” Allurie said as she rocked back on her heels. “She said they’re supposed to slow down my heart rate and increase my well-being, and I think they’re working! She even said they are supposed to help you tune out noises and distractions!”
“I guess it worked since you didn’t hear me,” I said, and I had to stop myself from hugging her again.
Allurie had released me sooner than I expected, and I realized I wasn’t quite ready to let go of the silver-haired elf. Her body felt so soft and warm in my arms that I just wanted to hold her close, but I immediately rolled my eyes at myself.
I shouldn’t think about my friend like this.
Instead, I focused on what Allurie had just told me. I wasn’t surprised Moryana practiced some kind of meditation techniques. Between her ability to move silently in and out of rooms, and her impressive abilities as a sword dancer, it made perfect sense.
“But why did she give you this job?” I asked. “And why are you on the floor?”
“Everyone is very angry,” Allurie sniffed and looked at the adjoining door between rooms. “I kept trying to make everyone happy, but no one was happy. So Cornalic said I should come in here to get some rest, and then Moryana gave me a job so I wouldn’t be bored!”
“Why is everyone angry?” I pulled the pretty elf to her feet as I listened to the muffled voices of my friends through the door.
“Everyone wants to steal the jewelry box, but everyone has a different idea about how to do it,” Allurie sighed.
“This isn’t the worst thing they could be arguing about,” I chuckled. “I thought Lady Feeyaz might have strung everybody up by their toes or something.”
“I would never let her hurt my friends!” the pretty elf girl cried. “I’m very good with my crossbow and my saber now, Leo. Oh, and my broadsword! I almost forgot about that one!”
“Oh, really?” I smiled. “Did Moryana and Cornalic give you some more lessons today?”
“Yes, before everyone started fighting,” Allurie sighed.
“Do you want to show me?” I asked.
“Yes!” The elf girl clapped her hands. “Yay! Leo wants to see what I can do!”
Allurie whipped out her broadsword in under a second, and then she proceeded to show me a series of drills our friends had taught her. She was lightning fast with the crossbow and quite skilled with the saber based on what I had seen so far, but she was already damn impressive with the broadsword, too.
She really was a quick learner.
As I watched her destroy an invisible enemy, I thought again about how elves were supposed to be one of the most valuable members of an adventuring party if they were a little older and wiser. Their vision and hearing were better than anyone else’s, their reflexes were insanely fast, and they were supposed to have a bit of a sixth sense about things.
Most everyone who had met Allurie seemed to think she was too immature to be helpful, but she had saved all of our lives before, both against the necromancing Freelan little girl, and last night in the Outlaws’ Forest. She had already spotted doors hidden by magic like in the old king’s treasure room in Chrysa’s new palace, and she always did everything she could to make everyone around her happy.
Sure, she might still ask about mating every chance she got, but whenever I thought about her, I just felt really happy that she had stowed away with me on my voyage from Arnicoal.
The door to the adjoining room suddenly opened, and my overly muscled half-orc friend popped his head inside.
“Leo!” Cornalic said. “I thought I heard lovely Allurie talking to someone in here.”
“I am showing Leo my sword work!” Allurie spun around and carved through an invisible enemy’s stomach before she stood up straight to catch her breath. “Was I good, Leo? Did you like it?”
“You were amazing,” I said. “Seriously, that was impressive.”
“Yay!” Allurie went to clap her hands before she remembered the Broadsword of Light Luck in her hand, so she sheathed it and then clapped her hands anyway. “Leo likes it! Moryana, did you hear?”
The pretty elf skipped into the next room to tell the sword dancer the good news, while Cornalic stepped fully into our shared room and shut the door behind himself.
“Did you, ah… sleep alright?” the half-orc asked.
I knew he didn’t want to mention the fact that I had disappeared from my bed since Lady Feeyaz or Moryana might be listening, so I just nodded.
“Thanks for keeping an eye on things,” I replied. “Allurie says you’ve all been arguing about our next steps.”
“Ah, my dearest Leo, sweet Allurie is a little on the sensitive side, but that is one of the many reasons we love her,” Cornalic declared. “We were merely having a passionate discussion about our next steps, but the tone of our voices quite upset the dear girl.”
“Then let’s see if we can make some decisions and not upset her anymore,” I said. “Especially since I have a guess about who upset her the most.”
“I am afraid Lady Feeyaz does like to tease my young friend,” Cornalic admitted. “I know this may come as a surprise, but I do not think the drow actually means any harm by it. It is simply part of her nature.”
“I figured,” I sighed.
I followed Cornalic back into the middle room to rejoin the rest of my friends. The room was only lit with two emberbrands that were both burning at the lowest possible setting, so it took a few moments for my vision to adjust to the dimness. Thick curtains were drawn over the window to block out the late afternoon light, and I knew this was all so Lady Feeyaz could stand in the middle of the room in deep discussion with Moryana. Bolverk was meditating on one of the beds pushed up against a wall, and Allurie was dancing around the other two women as she demonstrated what she had just shown me with her broadsword.
“So, did anyone come up with any brilliant ideas while I was gon-- sleeping?” I asked.
“Some are better than others,” Moryana said with a swift glare at Lady Feeyaz. “Some of us seem to think a direct assault is the best way to accomplish what should be a stealth mission.”
“I never said we should break down the gates to the Freelans’ fortress,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “I merely thought we could find a creative way inside through the front doors instead of sneaking around through some back entrance. Unless Leo prefers the back entr--”
“Please don’t finish that sentence,” I groaned.
“As you wish,” the dark elf laughed. “I am also open to a distraction big enough to take most of their guards to one side of the fortress, while we burst in through another side and nab the jewelry box before they can react.”
“And I do not think an outright attack on a family that practices death magic is the smartest move.” Moryana pressed her red lips together.
“Bolverk or Cornalic, do you have anything to add?” I asked.
“My dear friend, the truth is that I am but a humble half-orc orphan with no real head for strategy,” my overly muscled friend said. “Moryana and Lady Feeyaz are far more skilled at such calculations, so I defer to their fine opinions. Only… if I had to pick, I would suggest a more, ah, cautious approach.”
“Bolverk?” I prompted.
“I have watched the streets through my window,” the gnome berserker replied. “The soldiers are only armed with swords and spears and pikes. And crossbows. Also, bows and arrows.”
“Okay?” I glanced at Cornalic, but the half-orc shrugged.
“It won’t matter.” Bolverk hopped down from the bed, strode over to the curtained window, and then jumped onto the table beside it to resume his sitting posture. “We can destroy them easily. They are mere mortals, and we are on the path of godhood. Some of us might already be gods, ehhhh, Leo Lennox?”
“Yeah…” I said. “But we’re still gonna need a plan.”
“What do you think we should do, Leo?” Moryana asked.
“We can’t bust in or sneak in,” I replied. “The Freelans are incredibly powerful, so their fortress will be crazy guarded and probably basically impenetrable.”
“Then what do we do?” Allurie gasped.
“We research,” I said, and the pretty elf girl groaned. “Seriously, it’s our best shot at success. I’m still not sure who messed with our teleport or how or why, but it means we need to make our next moves carefully. I don’t think the Freelans were responsible for it since their guards would have arrested us already if they knew we were coming, but someone is out to get us. So basically, we’ve gotta try to stay five steps ahead.”
“This would be much easier if we knew who attacked the teleport,” Moryana muttered.
“Or why,” Lady Feeyaz purred, and her pale mint-green eyes fixed me in a curious stare. “Surely, it was not all of us who were targeted, but then… who among the six of us is interesting enough to go after? I have my guess, of course, but I wonder…”
“Forget about who attacked the teleport right now,” I said when the dark elf trailed off. “The important thing is not to draw any unnecessary attention to ourselves while we research the best way to get the jewelry box.”
“My dear Leo, if I may add to your already perfect plan to research and plot out our every move?” Cornalic asked, and when I nodded, he plunged ahead. “It would be best to avoid all attention, not just the attention of the city guards or the Freelans. So, no flashy displays of money, and no… well, no drow magic. My apologies, Lady Feeyaz.”
“I am not offended.” The drow sorceress grazed her thumb back and forth across her lower lip. “It would be best if I stayed out of sight entirely. I can assist and can leave here at night when you need me, but otherwise, I should not risk the possible attention.”
“Not a bad idea,” I agreed. “Actually, Bolverk should probably stay here too, at least most of the time. He might raise too many questions, and I’d rather avoid the extra scrutiny.”
“It is only a fool who questions the gods,” Bolverk said with his eyes still shut. “But it is only a fool who may break their bodies apart on the path that leads to the Throne of Ascension.”
“Right,” I said with a shrug at my other friends. “That leaves four of us to do some research and poke around Phycar to see what we can find out, and this starts tonight.”
“What exactly are we looking for?” Moryana asked.
“Definitely a map or schematic of the castle,” I said. “It might be tricky to get our hands on something like that, but the jewelry box is obviously inside it, so we’ll need to get eyes on the fortress itself and then eventually figure out the layout inside. We’ll need some point of access into the fortress at some point, too.”
“Perhaps you and I could start at the nearest Adventurers’ Guild,” Cornalic said. “It is usually a good place to pick up information.”
“And a few extra gold from unsuspecting travelers,” I pointed out.
“Ah, my dearest friend, you know that I have vowed to spend the rest of my days making up for--”
“Relax, I’m just teasing,” I chuckled. “That’s a good idea, Cornalic. We’ll start there. At this point, it’s so early that I’m not sure what else we’ll need for our quest, so I just want us to walk around the city and see what we can find out about the Freelans, the fortress, their death magic, and anything else along those lines that might be helpful.”
“I have a few places in mind where I might find useful information,” Moryana said.
“Oh, can I come with you?” Allurie raised her hand.
“Not this time,” Moryana replied. “I can handle these places better alone, since they’re a little… seedy.”
“But I like seeds!” Allurie pouted. “I like sunflower seeds and pumpkin seeds and, oh! Pomegranate seeds! And--”
“Sorry, that’s not what I meant,” the sword dancer said with a smirk. “I meant these places are rough. They’re no place for a pretty elf girl like you.”
“Thank you!” Allurie swished her hips back and forth with a shy smile at the compliment, but then a little wrinkle appeared between her silver eyebrows. “Wait, no! If I can’t come with you, then where do I go?”
“You could always stay here and keep me company,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“You can come with me and Cornalic,” I said before Allurie had a chance to reply to the dark elf.
“Yay!” Allurie giggled. “I love adventuring with my friends!”
“We’ll meet back here later tonight,” I continued. “Definitely before sunrise. Lady Feeyaz and Bolverk, will you both be alright if we leave you here?”
“I have endured worse,” the drow woman said dryly. “Bolverk can fetch us food if we get desperate.”
“Only weak mortals rely on food to sustain themselves,” the gnome berserker said from his meditative position, but then he cracked one electric-blue eye open to glance at Lady Feeyaz. “Do you like steak? I like steak. I will get us steaks later.”
“I guess that answers that question, at least kind of,” I sighed. “Be safe, Moryana. We’ll see you all later.”
Once we had all collected our things and were ready to go, we removed the Silent Bells of the Mist and left them since we didn’t need them at the moment. Then I led my friends out of The Tired Falcon. The beautiful sword dancer disappeared down an alley in the fading evening light, and I wished for a moment that I had gone with her. Moryana was more than capable of taking care of herself, but I enjoyed being around her and her dry humor. Plus, I wouldn’t mind if I got to experience her in action again since her sword work was a beautiful damn thing to see.
And, if I had to be honest, I did find her incredibly beautiful as well.
Cornalic, Allurie, and I wandered around the district of the city where our inn was located and then slowly started to move beyond it. I wanted to get a feel for the city and its people before we headed straight to an Adventurers Guild, so we walked around until the sky grew dark and kids started to run by to light all the street lamp torches. I was surprised the city didn’t use emberbrands to light the streets, and I wondered if Phycar didn’t have enough Light mages to preserve the emberbrands, or if the city officials simply liked the more rustic glow that traditional torches created.
As we walked through rows of brightly colored buildings and nodded politely to brightly dressed citizens, I kept an eye out for any city guards. I doubted the Freelans expected us to come after them, but I didn’t want to take any chances just in case. Still, I didn’t try to change our route when the Freelans’ castle started to come into view.
It would be good to see what we were up against.
The fortress was a monster of a castle made of red sandstone that had been built against the northern wall of the city. Guards were posted in every narrow window and every three feet on the high walls of the fortress, and the whole area around the castle was a garden of pale flowers and dark-leaved plants that stood in sharp contrast to the bright colors of the rest of the city.
I wanted to get a closer look, but a troop of guards was headed down the street toward us, so I steered my friends in the other direction. I would come back to look at the Freelans’ castle in more detail later.
“There is an Adventurers Guild three streets ahead and two blocks to the west,” Cornalic suddenly whispered.
“When the hell did you find that out?” I tore my attention away from the castle.
“I simply asked an obliging adventurer,” Cornalic chuckled. “A dwarven warrior walked by this way with his crew a moment ago while you were studying the castle, and I said to myself, ‘Cornalic, now is your chance to prove your love for Leo once again!’ And then I replied to myself, ‘But how can this be done?’ So naturally, I replied to my reply that I would simply find out the next important piece of information for us, while you studied the fortress and planned some brilliant way to enter!”
“Your love for Leo is amazing,” Allurie gasped. “He has such good friends!”
“I really do,” I chuckled. “I haven’t come up with a brilliant plan yet, but we’ll get there soon enough. Let’s go to the guild and see what we can find out.”
We only made it down one more street before Allurie grabbed my hand and gasped.
“Ohh, can you hear it?” the pretty elf girl whispered, and then she tucked my hand inside her armor against her chest. “It sounds like my own heartbeat, but also all of the music in my head!”
I forced myself not to be distracted by the heat of the elf girl’s bare skin beneath her armor. Her heart throbbed against my fingers, and her warm skin was somehow even smoother and softer than Lady Feeyaz’s.
“I hear it, lovely Allurie,” Cornalic came to my rescue when I felt myself fumbling for words.
“I don’t hear anything.” I finally freed my hand from Allurie and dropped it back to my side.
“Come on, you have to hear it!” Allurie cried, and then she sprinted down a side alley.
“Wait!” I shouted, but she was already gone.
“Never fear, dear Leo,” Cornalic said. “If we find the music, we will find our friend.”
Before I could tell him that I still didn’t hear anything, the half-orc took off in the same direction as the pretty elf.
I dashed after him to make sure I didn’t lose both my companions in the streets of Phycar, and I heard the music by the time we reached the end of the first alley. One more turn led us to a small cobblestoned square that was thronged with people, and Allurie stood front and center, so Cornalic and I pushed our way forward to join her.
The crowd was all gathered around a parked wagon in the middle of the square that had a wooden platform stage set up beside it. Beaded curtains were hung up from the side of the wagon as a backdrop to the stage, and on the platform itself were the musicians.
It was a group of about a dozen dwarves who played drums, pipes, flutes, and a giant harp. Their instruments perfectly accompanied their voices, and even though I’d heard dwarves sing before, I was surprised by how beautiful their voices were as they harmonized with each other. They sang about a pair of star-crossed lovers who were on the run from their families but about to be caught, and by the time the song started to end, I realized the troubadours were actually performing an entire play, not just a series of songs.
The song finished with a beautiful blend of bass and soprano notes, and the dwarves immediately launched into the dramatic portion of the play. Three dwarves stormed the stage from one side to arrest one of the lovers, and another three grabbed the other star-crossed character.
This kind of Romeo and Juliet story was as old as time, so I could guess where it was headed. I slipped my hand into Allurie’s to pull her away from the platform.
“Come on,” I whispered.
“I want to see what happens!” the silver-haired elf pleaded and turned her turquoise eyes on me.
“We can’t refuse her, dearest Leo,” Cornalic chuckled. “Besides, I think you and I both know there’s not much more to the performance.”
“Alright.” I shrugged and squeezed Allurie’s hand to release it, but the pretty elf girl just gripped my fingers even more tightly.
The star-crossed lovers broke free of their captors a minute later and raced across the stage to embrace each other. The captors moved in slow motion to recover them, the drummer started to pound an anxiety-producing rhythm, and the dwarven lovers climbed up a ladder to the top of the wagon. Little painted cutouts of mountains were positioned on top of the wagon and were clearly meant to represent that they were on a cliff.
When the captors started to climb the ladder after them, the lovers held each other’s hands and repeated the chorus of their last song. It was a heartbreaking melody, and I glanced at Allurie to see tears shining in her beautiful turquoise eyes. Then I glanced at Cornalic on my other side, and I saw the half-orc wipe away a single tear that rolled down his green cheek.
As soon as the lovers finished their chorus, they declared that they would rather die together than apart. Then they gave a gut-wrenching cry and jumped off the “cliff” at the back of the wagon to the gasps of everyone in the audience. All the emberbrands around the stage plunged into darkness a second later, and the drum beat out a single time to mark the finish of the performance.
The audience erupted into cheers and applause until the emberbrands started to glow again. All of the dwarven performers filed back onto the stage and gave a deep bow, and one of them seemed to mutter something under his breath that I couldn’t quite hear. I wondered if he was unhappy with the turnout for their performance, even though I thought it seemed pretty good.
When the actors straightened up to take another bow, my jaw damn near hit the floor.
Their bodies had all shifted underneath their clothes, and none of them were dwarves anymore. They were mostly humans, but three were fenia, and one was a gnome.
“Holy shit!” I whispered. “That’s incredible.”
“Ah, yes, illusion magic.” Cornalic nodded. “A little harder to find, but brilliant for a group of troubadours who truly wish to embody their characters.”
The crowd threw coins on stage to applaud the performance, but the moment the actors stopped bowing the crowd began to leave. As soon as most of the spectators were gone, Allurie dropped my hand and hurried to the side of the platform stage.
“How did you do that?” the elf girl gasped. “That was amazing! I’ve never seen anything like it!”
“Well, now, for a pretty little thing like you, I might explain it,” one of the human men chuckled and then hopped down from the platform to stand beside Allurie. “See, we have this magic orb that allows us all to change races so we match each other. You want to touch my magic orb, sweetie?”
“Ooh, yes!” Allurie clapped her hands. “That sounds--”
“Maybe you’d like us to touch your orb, too,” I growled as Cornalic and I stepped forward. “Or is that offer only good for our friend?”
“Ohhhh, I meant no offense,” the troubadour gasped with a small bow of his head. “I didn’t realize she was spoken for.”
“I believe that was not the point,” Cornalic told the man.
“Do you really have a magic orb, or is that just a line you use to get girls backstage?” I asked as I let my hand casually rest on the hilt of my sword.
“No, really!” the human said hastily, and then he called out something to the gnome actor. “It helps us get into character, and audiences go wild for it. Tonight’s performance was mostly just a warmup, but we’ll be in Phycar for a few weeks. You should come see us perform when we really get going.”
“Ohhh, we’d love to!” Allurie gushed. “Where will you be?”
“We like to set up close to the Adventurers Guilds in all the different districts,” the troubadour replied. “Adventurers tend to be our best tippers.”
The gnome actor ran forward from the curtained wagon and handed a glass orb to the man. It was a whitish-gray orb, almost the color of moonlight, and it would have rested easily in the palm of my hand. I looked at it a little more closely when the troubadour held it up for me, and I saw rainbow streaks swirling into the pale sphere. It reminded me of Allurie’s hair.
“Watch,” the man said as he wrapped his fingers around the orb.
The troubadour instantly shifted into a hulking half-orc who had a little drool spilling down one side of his fanged mouth, but then he adjusted his grip on the pale stone, muttered something I couldn’t quite hear, and shifted back to his human form.
“Pretty nice, right?” The actor glanced nervously at our swords. “I wasn’t lying, so there’s no need to gut me, right?”
“So, you all have these orbs?” I asked and chose not to answer just yet.
“Oh, all we need is one,” the troubadour replied. “We just--”
“Quick performance note,” Cornalic interrupted with a frown. “Lovely acting, superb music, but perhaps you might be a little more considerate when it comes to damaging stereotypes, even when it is just for demonstration. Not all of us half-orcs are drooling barbarians, you know.”
“Ah, my apologies.” The troubadour offered a small bow of his head. “Perhaps you would like to touch the orb to make up for it?”
Allurie immediately stretched her hand out to touch the orb in the man’s palm, so Cornalic and I did the same thing. The stone was cool to the touch, and I was able to shift my fingers around it just enough to get the identification bar to pop up on my UI.
Moonstone of Illusion - Bearer of this moonstone orb can change the appearance of his race to any other for a duration of four hours or until the trigger word ‘release’ is declared. When used as part of a party of three or more, but not more than fifteen, all party members who touch the stone at the start of the illusion will take on the same race. Party members do not need to touch the stone to end the illusion but do need to be present. Clothing size will be adjusted automatically.
“Imagine yourself for a moment as a dwarf, if you would,” the man said. “And three… two… tada!”
My whole body tingled almost like I was about to teleport, only there was no sensation of pain. Instead, it swept from the crown of my head down to the soles of my feet, and a second later, it had vanished completely. I didn’t feel any different, but when I looked down at my body, I realized I looked like a full-blooded, long-bearded dwarven warrior. Allurie had transformed into a dwarf woman, Cornalic was now a thickly muscled dwarf, and the human troubadour had also resumed his dwarven character from the show.
The troubadour slipped the orb into his pocket and then pressed his hands together with a little bow.
“Aaaand release the image in your heads!” the man declared.
Instantly, we all resumed our usual appearances, and I exhaled in relief.
“That really is an amazing item,” Cornalic said. “A true find for a group of troubadours!”
“You should come see us perform again,” the actor urged. “We’ll be in this square the next few nights, and then we’ll move close to a different Adventurers Guild.”
“Maybe we will,” I said.
“Again, apologies for offending your fanged friend and your slave,” the troubadour said with another haphazard bow.
“She’s not--” I stopped myself when I saw a group of city guards headed across the square in our direction. “Shit, never mind. See you around.”
I grabbed Allurie and Cornalic and hustled them into the closest alley before the guards got too close. Then I peered around the corner to make sure they were gone, only to see that they were all still headed straight toward us. I didn’t know if they were coming for us, or if it was just a coincidence, but I didn’t want to be anywhere near them if we could avoid it.
“Does anyone else get the impression that troubadour was trying to see how many insults he could get away with while he was smiling to our faces?” Cornalic whispered.
“Yeah, he was definitely an asshole,” I replied.
“Asshole,” Allurie giggled at the word but then frowned. “I don’t like assholes who pretend to be nice.”
“Trust me, no one does,” I said. “But we’ve got bigger problems right now. Allurie, do you think you could distract those soldiers? Don’t let them see you! Just create some kind of distraction that will draw them away.”
“Okay!” the elf girl whispered.
“Then meet us at the Adventurers Guild, okay?” I told her.
“Okay!” Allurie repeated, and then she bolted out of the alley and disappeared.
Half a minute later, screams started from somewhere across the square. I watched as the group of city guards all turned around and raced toward the unknown danger, and then two more groups of soldiers ran after them, too. Another few seconds passed before I heard someone shout “fire!” and I only hoped my friend’s distraction wasn’t about to burn down a whole district.
Still, it gave Cornalic and me a chance to run ahead to the Adventurers Guild without any danger of running into Phycar’s soldiers. We reached the building less than a minute later, and by the time Cornalic pushed open the door to the two-story structure, Allurie suddenly popped up right beside us.
“I did a good job,” she said proudly.
“Yeah, you did,” I laughed. “Now, let’s see what else we can do.”
“If I may?” Cornalic let the door fall shut before we stepped inside. “I think I have a great way to test out the general feeling of the city toward the Freelans. Allurie will have to run right back to the inn afterward, but we can meet her there later tonight.”
“I’m listening,” I said, and then Cornalic told me his plan to use his half-orc charm on the bartender while Allurie tested the political waters.
And it was actually a pretty decent plan.







Chapter 15
Once we were all ready, Cornalic and I headed into the guild alone. The floors of the guild were covered in plush carpets that were all woven into elaborate, colorful designs. I swore I could feel the softness of the carpets even through my boots, but I directed my attention to the rest of the guild so I didn’t just stare at my feet.
The walls were all made of some kind of pale sandstone, but banners of yellow, gold, green, and red all fluttered from the ceiling like birds in flight. A few shields and rusted weapons hung from the walls as decoration, probably relics from the city’s earliest adventurers, but otherwise, the biggest decoration was the bar. It looked like it was carved from the same sandstone as the walls, but it was done so beautifully that it might as well have been sculpted by nothing but the desert wind itself.
The place was surprisingly full for so early in the evening. In fact, there were no open tables anywhere, but Cornalic nodded to an empty booth in the corner. My overly muscled friend headed to the bar to order us some drinks, and I threaded my way through the crowded tables to grab the corner booth.
After a few minutes passed, Cornalic was still at the bar, but he was leaning on the sandstone now and laughing at something the fenia bartender told him. The bartender said something else, and they both exploded with laughter until the fenia had to wipe his eyes from laughing so hard.
Cornalic’s ability to make fast friends with someone he just met was one of the things I admired most about him, and I wondered just how high his Charisma attribute really was.
While the muscular half-orc kept talking to the bartender, I watched Allurie enter the guild hall. She swaggered up to the bar in her pale gray-blue armor with complete confidence, pretended not to know Cornalic, and then ordered a shot of clear liquor. As soon as the fenia bartender passed it to her, she put down a few coins and raised the glass to all the guild members present.
“To the Freelans!” Allurie cried, and then she tossed back the shot.
No one said anything. The hall hummed with awkward silence for about two seconds, and then everyone returned to their previous conversations. But the fenia bartender glanced at the rest of the hall and then moved toward Allurie to whisper something to her.
The elf girl’s eyes went wide as she nodded in response, and then she flew back out the door and disappeared as suddenly as she had shown up.
It was an interesting response for an entire hall of adventurers to have. I assumed a few people would cheer and take a drink, or maybe a few would get angry, but the complete silence and lack of any response was odd.
I was practically bouncing out of my seat with impatience by the time Cornalic joined me in the booth with two beers. The half-orc scooted into the curved booth beside me instead of across from me, but we would be able to keep our conversation quieter this way. After I took a swig of the hoppy beverage, I licked my lips and then set it down.
“So?” I hissed. “What’d you find out?”
“The bartender is also the guildmaster,” Cornalic whispered. “Just now, he told the lovely Allurie that for her own safety, she better leave. He said he tries to keep his guild as non-political as possible, so he doesn’t appreciate people picking sides. It just makes them fight instead of working together to run more dungeons.”
“I guess that explains why no one reacted to what she said.” I took another sip of the beer. “Kind of, anyway.”
“I don’t think the Freelans are much loved in Phycar.” Cornalic dropped his voice even lower. “I didn’t even bring it up with the guildmaster. He just started talking about how happy he is to see so many adventurers in his hall but how frustrating it is, since so few of them actually take on any quests.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Tis exactly what I asked, dear Leo!” Cornalic cried and then dropped his voice again. “Once more, our minds are perfectly on the same page. Nay! On the same line, even the same word! Truly--”
“Cornalic,” I cut him off. “I’m happy to hear all about that, but maybe you could finish your thought first?”
“Of course!” the muscular half-orc said with a fanged smile. “I’ll tell you the short version: Everyone is terrified of the Freelans, and it has only gotten worse since the daughter was killed back in Sanduport. They have a complete chokehold on the city, and they’re even trying to take over the guilds so they run them instead of just collecting taxes from them.”
“I can’t imagine anyone is too fond of that,” I said.
“No, but it’s not all bad,” Cornalic whispered. “Every now and then, the Freelans do something insanely generous for the city, like forgive their taxes for a whole year, or throw a city-wide all-you-can-eat feast. So for a while, people will love them, and then even after they resume kidnapping and executing anyone who disagrees with them, there are still Freelan loyalists all throughout the city.”
“So everyone is either scared or supportive,” I muttered. “Either way, it means most people won’t make a move against them.”
“It would appear we will need to act alone,” Cornalic agreed. “But we knew that already, dear friend. And as you know, I have vowed to--”
My green-skinned friend suddenly stopped talking when a middle-aged gnome slid into our booth and plopped down across from us. He had thick black hair braided into five small strands down the back of his skull, but his loose red cap covered most of it. He was dressed in a simple blue tunic with no armor at all, but from the way he studied us, I guessed he had more than a few weapons hidden on his body. The gnome’s black eyes darted back and forth between me and Cornalic, and then after a quick glance around the guild hall, he leaned forward on the table.
“I hear you’re asking questions about the Freelans,” the gnome whispered.
“What?” Cornalic gasped. “On my life, I haven’t asked a single question about the Freelans here!”
Technically, it was true since the bartender had volunteered all his information to my charming friend. Cornalic could be surprisingly honest, except of course, for all the stories he told about his youth with the bears, the wolves, and the orphanage. Somehow, I doubted he would have sworn on his life that all of those stories were completely true.
“Relax,” the beady-eyed gnome hissed. “I’m not a snitch. I don’t like the Freelans any more than anybody else.”
“I’m not sure why you think--” I started.
“There are ears in some of these walls,” the gnome interrupted me and then glanced at a table of humans a dozen yards away. “Mostly pitiful human ears, but you should still be careful who you speak around.”
“Why would you warn us about this?” I asked. “What’s in it for you?”
“You are very young to be so jaded already.” The gnome narrowed his black eyes at me.
“My friend has been burned a few times by trusting people too easily,” Cornalic said as he gave me a quick wink. “You’ll forgive us if we’re a little suspicious of your motives, strange gnome.”
“Viltar,” the gnome replied. “The name’s Viltar, and as a show of my goodwill, I won’t expect you to tell me your names. I only want to know what your interest with the Freelans is.”
“Let’s call it professional curiosity, Viltar,” I said. “We hear they have a lot of powerful objects, so we figure there must be some good dungeons around here. But apparently, not a lot of adventurers are going after any of the dungeons.”
“Precisely because of the Freelans.” Viltar shrugged. “You’re clearly new to the city, so let me advise you further before your human stupidity pulls you into a scrape.”
“Now listen here, Viltar.” Cornalic’s yellow eyes actually flashed like they were filled with fire. “You cannot insult my--”
“It’s fine,” I said and elbowed him in the ribs. “I don’t think it’s personal.”
“It’s only an observation based on years of experience,” Viltar said casually, as if he hadn’t just insulted my entire race. “Now listen, the Freelans will pay people for magic items they find in dungeons, and they may even offer to pay you if you find something valuable. But be warned, there have been rumors of adventurers going missing when they choose to keep their items instead of taking the money.”
“I imagine that makes adventuring a hard profession in Phycar,” I said.
“Maybe I’ve finally found the rare human who can think for himself,” the beady-eyed gnome said as he narrowed his eyes even further. “You’re not feeding him lines, are you, half-orc?”
“We were talking about adventuring,” I said before Cornalic could leap to my defense.
“Your guess is right, human,” Viltar said. “There are plenty of good dungeons around here, but a lot of great ones are outside the city, since most of the good ones inside Phycar have been picked over already. Most adventurers who are ballsy enough to dungeon dive and stand up to the Freelans… well, most of them stick to the dungeons inside Phycar to try to find a way into the Freelans’ castle.”
“Let me guess this time.” Cornalic folded his meaty hands on the tabletop. “They believe they can break in and steal all the magic items the Freelans have already stolen from other adventurers?”
“Precisely,” Viltar said with a nod. “They are never successful, of course. The castle is locked up tight. Some even say its walls are enchanted against attack.”
“Really?” I glanced at Cornalic.
“Eh, just when I thought there was more than empty space between your ears…” the gnome sighed. “It’s far more likely that the adventurers simply failed in their quest and decided to blame it on magic. The fortress doesn’t need magic to be impenetrable.”
“It did seem impressively built,” Cornalic observed.
“Impressive?” Viltar reached across the table, grabbed the half-orc’s beer, and chugged it. “That fortress has stood since before the Time of Heliotrope, and not a single invader has ever been able to take it over. Why, just a hundred years ago, Meskna tried to--”
“Enane’s neighbor country,” Cornalic whispered. “Their border is quite close to Phycar.”
“Is something wrong with his head?” the gnome whispered to Cornalic with a quick glance at me. “Has he really never heard of Meskna?”
“Please continue,” I said.
“Anyway, Meskna tried to invade Phycar and take over the Freelans’ castle,” Viltar continued in a low voice. “The entire country lost so badly against the single city of Phycar that Meskna had to give away one of its chief port cities to Enane in order to keep the peace. Then the Freelans were awarded more titles and gold and estates by the royal family, and now their power is even greater.”
“No wonder all the adventurers want to find a secret way inside the castle,” I muttered.
“Aye, but there’s certainly no way in from most of the dungeons in the city.” Viltar grabbed my beer now and chugged it, but as long as he kept talking, I didn’t mind. “Only through Graveyard Ruins.”
Cornalic and I both waited for the beady-eyed gnome to continue, but he waved one of the elf serving boys over to order another round before he turned back to us.
“It’s a crypt underneath the castle,” Viltar whispered. “Crazy hard. Almost no one ever comes out, so most adventurers stay away.”
“Has anyone ever done it?” I asked.
“Only one that I know of,” the strange gnome replied. “He supposedly went into the dungeon, found an entrance into the castle, and then stole a bunch of shit from the Freelans. Nardeth Arusalah. He’s a legend, but he died a long time ago, so he won’t be able to help you now.”
“I think we’ll stay away from that crypt, but thanks,” I said. “I don’t want to piss off the Freelans or tempt them by doing a dungeon run right under their feet. They might find out I took something they want, and then it sounds like I would be in for some unpleasantness.”
The beady-eyed gnome stared at me and then pulled his red cap down over his face. He gave a half-muffled scream into the fabric before he pushed it back up over his forehead, and he glared at the elf boy who set down our three new beers.
“You know, I picked you two because you were new in town,” Viltar huffed. “I thought, now there are two adventurers who might not be as terrified of the Freelans as everyone else, so perhaps they’ll really stick it to that fucking family. But no! It turns out you’re just as chicken-shit as everybody else. I hope your stupidity keeps you warm at night. Fucking fools.”
The beady-eyed gnome chugged down two of the beers on the table like he was a dwarf instead of a gnome, and then he smashed the last beer on the floor beside the booth.
“Clean that up!” Viltar barked at the serving boy, and then he marched out the back door of the guild hall.
“Sorry about that,” I told the young elf on the floor and handed him a few silver coins.
“Thank you, sir!” The elf bounced back to the bar with a little spring in his step.
“What happened to our agreement that there would be no flashy displays of money?” Cornalic asked, but the massive half-orc was smiling.
“Eh, I used to wait tables as a teenager,” I said. “There was nothing worse than a rude customer, except for a rude customer who didn’t tip.”
“I’m only teasing you, my noble-hearted friend,” the overly muscled half-orc said, in case I hadn’t figured that out from his broad, fanged grin. “Your generosity is truly unparalleled, dearest Leo. It is this same generous spirit that I wish to share with these lovely girls I can always find in every city, although I haven’t yet found them here. Perhaps there will be time later, or they will have to wait until my next visit to Phycar. But, oh, if you could meet these girls, you would--”
“I don’t think tipping a serving boy is the same thing as tipping a whore,” I chuckled. “But you’re right, I don’t think you’ll have time to find any new places in this city. What do you think about what Viltar said?”
“He seems to have strong personal feelings about the Freelans,” Cornalic replied. “Perhaps he wishes he could strike against them but cannot do it himself, so he tries to enlist others to do his fighting for him.”
“Have you heard of Nardeth Arusalah?” I asked.
“I am afraid not, dear friend,” Cornalic answered. “He must be more of a local legend than anything on the national level, but the guildmaster might know more.”
“We’ll ask and see if he knows anything helpful.” I nodded. “If this Nardeth guy really had a way to break into the castle through the dungeon crypt beneath it, I bet he had some kind of key, especially if he made a bunch of trips to steal from the Freelans.”
“Or perhaps he simply knew of a secret entrance,” the muscled half-orc said. “Either way, he is certainly our strongest lead.”
“Then let’s see what the guildmaster knows,” I said.
We headed over to the sandstone bar and waited until the fenia guildmaster finished up with another customer and then came over to check on us.
“I hope Viltar didn’t bother you two,” the gray-striped fenia said.
“Not really,” I replied. “He was a little strange. He kept asking what we knew about the Freelans and then telling us how scary they were, but then he finished by saying we’re chicken-shit because we don’t want to attempt the crypt underneath the castle.”
“Grr, Viltar tries to get everybody to go after the Freelans,” the fenia guildmaster said with a shrug. “He’s mostly harmless, but I would never say that to his face.”
“What’s his angle?” I asked.
“Don’t really know,” the fenia replied. “The Freelans did something to piss him off a long time ago, probably executed a family member or something. So now he tries to scare new adventurers about the Freelans first, and then if they’re still interested, he tries to send them into Graveyard Ruins to see if they can break into the fortress and make the Freelans suffer.”
I was glad I hadn’t given the beady-eyed gnome any more information about ourselves, and I was also glad I’d lied about not being interested in the crypt underneath the Freelans’ castle. Someone like Viltar was too loose-lipped and eager for a fight to be trusted, but at least he had given us some information we could work with.
“Viltar mentioned someone named Nardeth Arusalah,” I said. “Made it sound like he was some sort of legend around here.”
“Oh, Nardeth,” the fenia guildmaster sighed. “He was supposed to be one of the good ones. Grr, but that’s been forty or fifty years ago now.”
“Did he really break into the castle?” Cornalic whispered.
“No one knows for sure, but I always thought so,” the gray-striped fenia replied. “Not that I knew him personally, of course. That was before my time, but the previous guildmaster always liked to tell stories about him. He never said if he went into the castle or not, but he always had the most items to sell. Shit the other adventurers never even dreamed of.”
“But he wouldn’t give up his secrets?” I guessed.
“Nah,” the guildmaster sighed again. “He went out on a dungeon run one night and never came back.”
“Was it Graveyard Ruins?” Cornalic asked.
“I couldn’t tell you.” The fenia shrugged. “Like I said, this was all before my time. If you want to know more about Nardeth, you should probably ask Wyn Risara. She’s the only one of his old adventuring party who’s still alive. She comes in here a couple times a week, but she usually sits in a corner and doesn’t talk to anybody. Maybe she’ll find you two charming, though.”
“Maybe she doesn’t want everyone bombarding her with questions about the late, great Nardeth Arusalah.” I thought about the sheer exhaustion that would take over my body at the end of a week of interviews, press conferences, and answering the same questions over and over and over again.
“Perhaps we could go see her at her home?” Cornalic asked. “I would love to hear more stories about him, but I would hate to trouble her here in public.”
“Grr, no can do,” the guildmaster replied. “It’s against guild policy to give out member addresses.”
“Ah.” Cornalic didn’t argue, and I hoped he was planning a soundproof plan to convince the fenia guildmaster to give us her address, anyway.
Instead, the fenia glanced down the bar to where a group of dwarves had just come in for a pint.
“If you’ll excuse me,” the guildmaster said with a nod, and then he headed to the other end of the bar.
“What now?” I sighed. “I feel like we took two steps forward and three steps back.”
“Not to worry, brother of my heart!” Cornalic said. “I have another plan!”
“I’m all ears,” I muttered.
Cornalic glanced at my ears and then reached up to feel his own long, pointed ears.
“Sorry, it’s just an expression,” I said.
“Far be it from me to question the ways of the Old Ones,” the half-orc whispered. “Now, what if we remain here to see if Wyn comes in later? We can ask her more about how Nardeth accessed the castle then, or if we’re chasing a dead-end.”
“What if she doesn’t come in?” I asked.
“Then I’ll keep trying to convince the guildmaster to give us her address,” Cornalic said. “I’m quite persuasive, in case you have forgotten, dearest Leo.”
“I remember,” I chuckled. “I like your plan, but I think I might let you spearhead it. I’m gonna head out and see what else I can find out by just poking around Phycar. I might even try to get a closer look at the fortress in case that gives me any clues.”
“A wonderful plan!” Cornalic declared. “Divide and conquer. Or is the saying ‘divided we fall?’ Well, even if so, they clearly had never met Leo Lennox and his dearest friend Cornalic of the Mind. We shall indeed divide and conquer, my friend.”
The muscular half-orc slapped my shoulder with one of his meaty hands and then pulled away.
“Back to my booth, then.” Cornalic gave a little bow. “I’ll meet you at the inn later on.”
“Be careful,” I said.
I waited until my overly muscled friend was tucked back in the corner booth before I left the guild hall. I felt like we were close to discovering something important, but we had already taken so many risks that one wrong word felt like it might call the Freelans down on top of us, and I didn’t want to test our skills against a whole family of necromancers until I knew exactly what we were dealing with.
I kinda hoped the little girl Allurie had killed was the only current necromancer in the family. That way, maybe no one else would have the amulets of death magic, but since the jewelry box created a new amulet every year, I somehow doubted this was true.
As I started down the dimly-lit streets of Phycar, I decided to head back in the direction of the fortress first. This district of the city was thronged with guards, and I had to duck into alleys or under awnings every half a minute to hide in the shadows. I was glad they were all humans so I didn’t have to worry about elfin or fenia senses that might pick up my presence.
I wanted to get inside the dark gardens that surrounded the fortress, since that should give me the best viewpoint of the castle itself. Most of the gardens were inside the fenced-off area inside the palace, but there was a wide section of them that stood open to the public. I expected there to be more separation between the city and even the public section of the gardens, but instead, the gardens just started in the middle of the street.
Actually, it almost looked like the gardens were taking over the street just outside it. Purple-leaved ivy spilled across the cobblestones, and some kind of thick, blue-veined weed pushed its way up through every crack it could find. There was technically a stone pathway that weaved back and forth through the outer gardens all the way up to the main gate into the inner gardens, but it was choked with pale moon-colored blooms that seemed to weep blood onto the gray stones.
I waited until the next round of guards passed by on patrol, and then I wandered down the street behind two other citizens. They were whispering to each other and glancing at the garden, and I followed along until I reached a tree whose maroon leaves hung over both the inner and outer gardens.
I glanced up and down the street and then darted into the shadows underneath the tree. It positioned me right beside the fence so it gave me a great view of the Freelans’ castle, but even with a more up-close view of the red sandstone, I couldn’t see any weak spots.
The fortress really was impenetrable.
The only windows in the fortress couldn’t have been wider than the length of two hands, so only enough for arrows and crossbow bolts to fly through. Even the top of the fortress looked rough and uneven instead of the standard crenellations that usually crowned castles. It would make it a lot harder for grappling hooks to grasp onto the top.
Between the uneven roof of the fortress and the sheer sandstone walls, it was no wonder the last invaders had to give up their attack. Hell, even the door looked like it was made of red sandstone, but I couldn’t tell if it was a trick of the moonlight. Maybe it was just some seriously heavy-duty wood.
Obviously, we weren’t going to lead a direct attack on the Freelans’ castle, but this up-close look helped me understand my enemy a little better. They clearly expected anyone and everyone to come after them, so they had made their fortress incredibly strong. But there was always a blind spot when it came to things like this, and since the Graveyard Ruins dungeon underneath the castle crypt was still open to adventurers, my guess was that this was the Freelans’ blind spot.
I would have to ask where the entrance was since I didn’t see any signs of it around me, but I figured the Freelans probably kept the crypt and dungeon open because they wanted adventurers to keep exploring and getting more loot they could steal. If the crypt was still open, there was still a chance we could find the same way into the castle as Nardeth Arusalah had, at least according to legend.
This would definitely take some serious planning.
There wasn’t much else I could do by myself at the moment, so I decided to head back to the inn. I waited out two more squads of guards who passed by on their rounds around the perimeter of the outer gardens, and then I had to wait for a third squad that passed by on the interior path through the dark gardens.
As soon as things seemed clear, I jumped away from the tree, dashed into an alley across the street, and hurried away from the Freelans’ castle as quickly as I could. I could have headed back to the Adventurers Guild to rejoin Cornalic, but I wanted to wander around a little more and see if I could discover anything else that might help us.
As I began to head away from the fortress and the Adventurers Guild, I realized it would have been easy to get lost in the streets of Phycar. The city wasn’t as big as Tylue, but it was probably close in range to Arnicoal, only maybe a little smaller. It was definitely big enough to get lost in, but I had a decent sense of direction even without the Silent Bells of the Mist.
I had to take a narrow side street to avoid another patrol of city guards, and I wondered how many soldiers the Freelans employed. I hadn’t seen any “Wanted” posters with our images on them, so I probably didn’t have to hide every time I saw a soldier, but I didn’t want to take any chances.
I took another alley to make sure I didn’t run into the same patrol of soldiers. This alley spat me out beside a huge cemetery I hadn’t noticed on our way to the Adventurers Guild earlier, so I knew I was slightly off track from where I needed to be. I would run into another cross-street soon though, and it would be faster to cut down this alley for now. It looked a little sketchy, and it would probably be the perfect place for thieves to lie in ambush, but I just kept walking alongside the cemetery for now.
If any thieves tried to ambush me, they would quickly regret it.
The cemetery looked like it hadn’t been touched or visited in over a century, or even two. A number of the gravestones had split right down the middle or fallen forward on their faces, and the grass was so overgrown that it halfway hid most of the graves. Swaying moss hung down from the trees scattered throughout the cemetery, and it looked so much like ghosts in the darkness that for a second, I felt like I was right back in Outlaws’ Forest.
On my left, the cemetery was big enough that I couldn’t see any buildings on the other side of it, and on my right, there was just a row of closely packed, two-story buildings, but not a single one of them had a window that faced this alley. Not that I blamed them, since most people didn’t want to look out their back window onto a creepy cemetery. But it definitely made this shortcut a great place for a thieves’ ambush.
I didn’t hear anything that made me worried yet, but there was a slight prickle at the back of my neck that told me something wasn’t right. I reached for my Broadsword of the Charming Mind and wrapped my fingers around the grip.
Before I could even pull it free of its sheath, I saw a shadow move from behind one of the graves to my left. It raced from behind one grave to another so quickly that I didn’t get a good look at it, but I did get a good look at which grave he was now crouched behind. This thief obviously thought he was a lot sneakier than he really was, and the idea that he could have ambushed some other citizen without any weapons made me clench my jaw in anger.
Wherever there were people who worked day in and day out to make a decent living for themselves, there were always assholes ready to steal it from them.
At least I could teach one of them a lesson tonight.
I kept my grip on the hilt of my sword and kept walking. I had one eye on the grave where the thief was crouched, but I wouldn’t draw my sword until I was right on top of him. When he bolted to the back of another tall grave marker, I caught a glimpse of his size and steeled myself for a hell of a fight.
This asshole was so tall, it was a miracle he could hide behind the gravestones at all. Maybe he had a high Shadow attribute to help him blend in with the darkness, but it didn’t matter if he did. I had already seen him and wasn’t about to let him sneak up on me.
I took a few more steps forward, and as soon as I was in the perfect striking position, I pulled my broadsword free of its sheath. The thief jumped over the low cemetery wall at the same time, but I was ready for him. My broadsword sang as I sliced it through his stomach, but the moment I saw the surprised look on my attacker’s face, I realized I had been wrong.
It wasn’t a thief at all.
It was a fucking ghoul.







Chapter 16
The undead creature didn’t even seem to feel the deep gash I’d made in his stomach. Instead, he roared in my face so wide that his jaw dislocated. Dagger-shaped teeth lined the inside of his mouth, but I was so close to him that I saw what looked like a second set of dagger teeth at the back of his throat. The ghoul’s dark red flesh hung in tatters from his frame like old meat, and based on the broadness of his shoulders, I guessed he was a good half a foot taller than me.
Well. Shit.
The ghoul grabbed the blade of my weapon with one hand and slammed his face into mine before I had time to react. His skull rammed into my nose, and I heard it crack as it started to gush a fountain of blood, but I instantly hit myself with a Minor Heal.
I tried to wrench my broadsword out of his grip, but this asshole was incredibly strong. I was basically superhero-level strong in Ohlavar so I wasn’t used to being surprised by someone else’s strength, but this ghoul wasn’t like anything I had ever seen in fantasy games before, and I wondered what a crazy high level ghoul was doing in a cemetery in the middle of the city.
I kept one hand on the hilt of my sword and then dropped into a crouch before he could face-slam me again. I had just enough room between me and the low cemetery wall to curve into a low spinning kick, so I dropped my sword for two seconds and shifted my weight onto my left hand to give myself enough power. Then I swept my legs underneath my attacker just as he lunged for me again.
It knocked him off his feet, and he toppled backward against the stone cemetery wall. My broadsword flew out of his hands deeper into the cemetery, and I debated if I should tackle this asshole now or get my sword back first. Since this ghoul had already shown he was unusually strong, I decided it was smarter to grab my weapon in case he had another ghoul friend somewhere else in the cemetery who might use it against me.
I leaped over the wall and snatched up my blade again. By the time I spun around to face the ghoul, the creature was already back on his feet, and it looked like I hadn’t injured him at all. This was definitely not the standard, run-of-the-mill ghoul, and I wondered if this was true for all ghouls in Ohlavar or only this one.
Maybe this creature was just amped up from a fresh kill, but then I remembered the hellspawn Bolverk had warned me about. Was this one of the night creatures he had warned would come after me? And if so, then how the fuck had Mindlocked Bolverk known what would happen?
I pushed aside the thought when the ghoul leaped over the wall and galloped toward me on all fours like some terrifying nightmare zombie dog.
My broadsword sang into the silence of the alley as it curved to meet the bloody ghoul. He swung both arms toward me like he was going to try to wrestle me to the ground, but my blade caught him on his right shoulder. The broadsword sliced two inches into the ghoul’s soft flesh before he shrieked and spun away, and only a last minute Guardian of Fortune prevented the claws of his other hand from ripping open my armor.
I charged the ghoul’s back before he could turn back to face me, but he was faster than his big frame suggested. He turned around with his forearm raised to block my hit, and my blade sliced right through the tattered flesh that clung to his arm, through whatever bones the demon had, and out the other side.
His forearm fell to the cemetery ground, but there was no blood. The scraps of flesh that made up his forearm just jiggled against each other like Jell-O, and the ghoul bared his double sets of dagger teeth at me with another roar.
He shook the top of his severed arm, and a new one immediately started to grow from his elbow. At the same time, the forearm on the ground started to flop around like a dying fish, and my pulse throbbed in my ears.
Damn.
I took a few steps back until my heels ran into a half-broken grave marker. I glanced down just long enough to step around the gravestone so I could try to take cover further back in the cemetery, but when I looked up again, my heart felt like it would hammer a hole straight through my chest.
The forearm on the ground was growing into a second ghoul.
“Shit!” I groaned as I jumped deeper into the cemetery.
I didn’t see that one coming.
If this ghoul could make a double of himself every time I severed one of his limbs, plus regrow that same limb on himself, he had to be some kind of hellspawn nightmare, and I was in for one hell of a fight. I would have to be more careful with my swings so I only stabbed instead of sliced, and I hoped a stab to the heart or the brain would be enough to kill this demon creature.
I ran backward a few steps until the ghost-like moss hanging from a tree brushed my hair. Then I ducked underneath it so I could try to use the trunk as a kind of shield, but both ghouls were already racing toward me. The original ghoul sprinted toward me on powerful legs, and the second ghoul galloped forward on all fours as the last pieces of its head grew into place.
The original ghoul reached me first. He flung both his hands out when he was still two yards away from me, and a pool of dark red fire appeared around my feet before I could cast Guardian of Fortune. The fiery pool didn’t burn me like I thought it would, but I felt my reaction time slow down to at least half of what it normally was.
The ghoul’s claws reached over the edge of the fiery pool and wrapped around my throat. I swung my sword up to try to stab him in the abdomen, but my arm moved so slowly that it didn’t matter. His claws dug into my unprotected neck, and I had to use two Minor Heals to keep the creature from popping my neck off like a champagne cork.
My sword finally found his abdomen, but when I shoved it into his stomach, he didn’t even flinch. The demon simply grinned with his mouth opened wide so I could see the second set of teeth at the back of his throat grin at the same time. I felt his claws curl into the leather armor over my abdomen, and I tried to pull my broadsword out and stab him again, but I was too fucking slow.
I had to get rid of this debuff, or I was going to be demon food.
I tried Remove Curse to throw off the slow effect, but nothing happened. Apparently, this particular demon-ghoul magic didn’t count as a hex or curse. I threw Spirit of Stone on myself next to see if it would keep his claws from tearing through the belly of my armor, and I was relieved when I didn’t feel my guts spill down my front.
At least my spells weren’t slowed down by the effect of the red pool.
Then I felt a light pressure on my lower back and realized I’d lost sight of the second ghoul. I reached for my Short Sword of Balance with my left hand, but my movements were still so damn slow that I knew I’d probably be fucked the moment Spirit of Stone wore off.
So I cast Mark of Healing Drip on myself, and the red and blue yin-yang circle appeared around my feet inside an orange outline.
A second later, the pressure on my back turned sharp when the ghoul behind me started to tear his claws into my armor. The red and blue mark on the ground would repair most damage I took as long as I stayed inside it, but I didn’t think it would help if these two ghouls dug their claws deep enough to sever my torso from my legs.
Then the pool of dark red ghoul fire vanished from around the Mark of Healing Drip.
I pulled out my short sword, flipped my grip on it, and stabbed it backward into the ghoul behind me. He loosened his grip so I could jerk my body forward out of his grasp for a second, and at the same time, I head-slammed the creature in front of me. The blow forced him to release his grip on my abdomen, and it let me yank my broadsword out of his stomach so I could attack again.
I would have given anything to have my longsword in my hands instead for the chance of chill damage, but it was really best wielded by both hands so I could only have used it against one enemy at a time. This way, at least I could still use two weapons to fight off these nightmare creatures.
The second ghoul behind me grabbed my hair and pulled me back like he would rip his dagger teeth into my throat. I raised my broadsword in front of me and sliced it back and forth to keep the original ghoul from lunging toward me again, and then I threw all my strength into my backward-facing short sword.
I carved the short blade sharply to the left so it ripped through the second ghoul’s stomach, guts, and ribs. The blade popped free of his tattered flesh a second later, but it had only torn through half his torso instead of the whole thing, so there was no danger that he would suddenly sprout a third ghoul to come after me.
The demon-like creature seemed unfazed by the fact that I had just about carved him in two. He just kept pulling back on my hair to bring my throat closer to his double jaws of death.
My broadsword was at least keeping the original ghoul back, even though his claws still sliced at any weak point he could find, almost faster than the Mark of Healing Drip could keep me in one piece. Still, I kept waving my broadsword to keep him from advancing too much, and I shifted my grip on my short sword again for another attack on the second ghoul.
This time, I brought the short sword straight up between the foul-breathed creature’s legs behind me, and it plunged up into his groin. When he actually cried out like I had injured him, I shoved it even deeper up into his torso, and I wondered if the short blade was long enough to reach his heart.
I ripped the short sword out a second later so I could attack him again, but I was surprised when he suddenly released his grip on me. I ducked to avoid another swing from the original ghoul, spun around to face the second one, and found him curled up in a squatting fetal position a few paces behind me.
His body was surrounded by a faint dark purple glow, and I thought I might have actually damaged him badly enough that he needed to heal. I raised both blades and dashed toward him, but the original ghoul threw himself after me and caught me by the leg.
He jerked my body back hard enough that I went flying and slammed my stomach into the ground. It knocked the breath out of my lungs, but I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself just in time to flip onto my back with my blades both extended up to meet my enemy.
The original ghoul was on his hands and knees where he had thrown himself after me to grab my ankle. He pushed himself up now, and I thought he was trying to get a better angle on me to avoid my two swords. But then the demon creature flung his hands out in front of him again to try to cast another pool of dark red fire.
Only, nothing happened.
Instead, I saw a tiny icon of armor appear on the top left of my UI. It was surrounded by a glowing purple circle, and I realized my Enchanted Leather Armor with Plates must have absorbed the ghoul’s magical attack. This meant my mana pool would be doubled for the next seventy seconds.
“Fuck yeah,” I growled.
I was about to do some serious damage.
I rocked back and then did a kip-up to bring myself to my feet. The original ghoul had recovered from his surprise that I wasn’t slowed down to the pace of a snail, and now he lunged forward with a snarl. Both his clawed hands were extended toward me, and I noticed that tiny chunks of his flesh had started to peel off and drip to the ground like beef splatter on a grill.
The Mark of Healing Drip vanished from beneath my feet, so I hit myself with Guardian of Fortune and Spirit of Stone just before the ghoul reached me. My body glowed with teal light, and the first few attacks from the creature did nothing. My swords carved into his soft torso again and again, but never so hard that I severed him in half or cut off a limb.
I needed to get to his heart or his skull, but the ghoul kept those well-guarded.
Spirit of Stone faded a few seconds later, but I kept hitting myself with Guardian of Fortune so only a few of the ghoul’s attacks actually hurt me. Once, when my swords both almost got stuck in his torso, the demon’s claws slashed across my cheek before I could block him. It cut right down to the bone, but I immediately cast a Minor Heal on myself before the pain broke through my adrenaline rush.
Every time he hit me, I just cast another Minor Heal on myself and another Guardian of Fortune to keep luck on my side. My mana pool was still doubled, but I had used so much already that I started to feel a slight pain in my chest like I had just finished a set of sprints. I checked over my shoulder at the second ghoul a few times, but he was still huddled in a squat. I must have almost run my short sword up into his heart, but I would have to finish him off later.
First, I needed to get rid of this asshole right in front of me.
His next attack was hard enough to send me stumbling backward, and my heel caught on a twisted root in the cemetery. It twisted awkwardly and forced me to my knees on a half-crumbling gravestone to avoid a complete fracture. I healed myself immediately, but the ghoul roared in triumph and closed in on my exposed back.
I rolled to the side just before his claws could rip me open. Then I sprung to my feet and dropped both of my swords to my sides a second before the ghoul launched himself at me again, and this time, I let him get close enough to do some real damage. The tiny armor icon on my UI was starting to blink, so there were only a few more seconds where my mana pool would still be double what it usually was, and I intended to use every one of them.
The original ghoul slashed and bit and tore at anything he could find, but I healed myself faster than he could cause me any permanent damage. It made the ghoul feel like he was winning though, so he pushed more and more forward until he forgot all about protecting his own weaknesses.
The next time the nightmare creature lunged for my neck, I let him come. Then right before he sank his dagger teeth into my throat, I brought both my weapons up into the fight.
I plunged my broadsword into the ghoul’s stomach, but the creature grinned and grasped the blade so he could use it to pull himself closer to me. I knew he thought he was about to feast on my flesh, and I let him think he was going to win just long enough for him to open his double sets of teeth wide.
Then my left hand thrust my short sword up toward the creature’s open jaw.
The demon ghoul’s teeth were only inches away from my cheek when my short sword impaled the bottom of his chin. I curved the angle a bit more as I drove it through his lower jaw, and the blade skewered through the roof of his mouth straight up into his brain. Then I jerked it back and forth in the ghoul’s soft flesh and thanked the Light that this creature’s bones seemed almost as soft as its tattered flesh.
My enemy’s whole body was shaking by now, but I pulled my broadsword out of his stomach and then followed up my thrust to his brain with a blade plunged into his heart. The ghoul gave a blood-curdling cry that seemed to split my eardrums as I twisted both blades inside him. Then his milky-white eyes went vacant, and his whole body shimmered around my swords.
The blinking armor icon on my UI disappeared just as the creature seemed to turn to moonlight right in front of me, and his ashes blew away in a gust of wind. I wanted to follow them and see if they returned to a grave or a specific place in the cemetery that might tell me more about where this ghoul came from in the first place, but I heard the second ghoul shriek behind me just in time to cast Guardian of Fortune on myself.
I only felt pressure on my back instead of claws that ripped open my spine. It gave me time to spin around with both blades crossed in front of me, and I started to move them in an X-shape to try to carve into the chest of the second ghoul.
The creature had more than recovered though, and his reaction time was even faster than it had been a few minutes ago. His head rocked back to avoid both my blades, and then he threw himself on top of me. He tackled me to the ground, and before I could hook my leg around his to flip myself upright, he shrieked and cast a pool of dark red fire all around me.
“Fuckkkkk!” I groaned, but even that word seemed to come out slowly.
The ghoul shrieked again, and I knew there was no way I could block him in time. I tried another Guardian of Fortune, and I even activated Rwunidar’s Might, but if I couldn’t at least move my hands up to protect my neck, it might not matter.
Then all at once, the pressure on my back lifted.
“Fear not, my dearest friend!” Cornalic shouted above me. “Together we will send this nightmare back to the hell where it belongs!”
I was still trying to push myself up onto my hands and knees through what felt like thick mud, so I couldn’t see my friend. But less than a second after I got one hand underneath me, someone bulldozed into the side of me and knocked me free of the dark fiery pool.
The moment I rolled out of it, I felt my speed become restored.
I jumped to my feet and found myself side by side with the massive half-orc. We whirled together to face the snarling ghoul, but Cornalic was the first to make a move. He dashed forward with only his Dagger of the Double Shadow in his hand, and this allowed him to spring off a tall gravestone, wrap one hand around a tree limb right above it, and then flip down behind the ghoul.
The nightmare creature turned toward him and then back toward me, only to suddenly find a mirror image of Cornalic still right beside me. The ghoul lunged at the illusion Never, the Ring had created, and I launched an attack on his exposed ribs.
Just as my short sword stabbed into the dripping meat that hung off the ghoul’s ribs, the invisible Cornalic plunged his dagger into the creature’s heart from behind. The fake Cornalic turned to smoke under the ghoul’s claws, and then my friend and I both stabbed the demon creature so many times that he couldn’t fight back fast enough.
A final stab of my short sword through his skull, plus a final thrust of Cornalic’s dagger through his heart, finished off the ghoul. His jaw fell open to shriek, but his body was already shimmering around our blades. It turned to dust a moment later, and then it blew away and vanished somewhere in the darkness.
“Shit,” I groaned, and I felt the stance of Rwunidar’s Might fade.
“Are you injured, dearest Leo?” Cornalic demanded after he wiped his blade clean on the cemetery grass.
“No, I’m okay,” I panted. “You?”
“Now that I see you are safe, I feel perfectly healthy,” the half-orc replied. “I have no doubt that you would have bested the fiend without me, but I thought to myself, ‘Well, Cornalic, you’re already here, so you might as well help your friend! Leo is so humble that he will not mind a little assistance from his dearest friend in the world.’ And so, here I am.”
“Hold on…” I frowned. “How did you even know I was in trouble?”
“Oh, our bond is so strong that I simply sensed you were in danger,” Cornalic said with a wave of his meaty hand.
“Yeah, but how?” I demanded. “We’re not far from the Adventurers Guild, but there’s no way you heard me from there.”
I started to pat around my pockets until I finally felt a small, hard sphere inside the front pocket of my tunic underneath my armor. I already knew what it was, but I fished it out anyway and held out the Pearl of Far Hearing to my friend.
“Missing something?” I rolled my eyes.
“You know you are the true brother of my heart,” Cornalic declared as he accepted the pearl from me. “But my dear friend, we are in a strange city, and while I know your heart beats with nothing but nobility and truth, sometimes it also beats with too much innocence. I swore I would look out for you, dear Leo, and that is precisely why I wanted to be able to listen, in case you were ever in danger.”
“I appreciate it,” I said with a grin. “I think my number might have been up if you hadn’t showed up.”
“Your number?” Cornalic looked puzzled. “Ah, you must mean the number you show the keeper of death when you pass into her realms.”
“Um… yes?” I guessed.
“I only apologize that it took me so long to find you, dear friend,” Cornalic replied. “I slipped it into your pocket earlier in the guild hall since the pearl allows me to hear your distress. But when I heard you were in danger, it took me a moment to track you down since it does not pinpoint your location.”
“Well, thanks for finding me, buddy,” I said. “Of all the things I could have run into tonight, I wasn’t expecting ghouls.”
“They do tend to be one of the more rare sights in Ohlavar.” Cornalic shrugged.
“Yeah, but something’s been bothering me about them,” I said. “How much do you know about ghouls?”
“My dear friend, I must admit that I treat ghouls in a similar way to how I treat ghosts,” Cornalic said. “In other words, I try very hard to avoid them for the sake of my health condition. But from what I do know, and based on my own limited experience, ghouls are generally found in graveyards or sometimes crypts, anywhere they are most likely to be able to feast on human flesh.”
“So, like zombies,” I said.
“In a way,” the muscled half-orc replied. “But zombies were once humans. Ghouls were never humans, only demons.”
“I guess that explains why it could grow doubles of itself and everything,” I muttered. “I just don’t understand why it would attack me. I wasn’t even in the graveyard, unless that thing was just really hungry.”
“There is nothing like a ghoul’s hunger,” Cornalic said. “If they have not fed in a while, they will devour everything living in their path until their stomachs explode, but then their body will just heal itself, and they can begin to feed again.”
“That’s horrible.” I grimaced. “You seem to know a lot about ghouls for someone who hasn’t had a lot of experience with them.”
“I did say ‘limited experience,’ not ‘no experience.’” Cornalic shrugged. “The truth, my noble-hearted friend, is that I prefer to avoid the topic altogether.”
“Oh, then you don’t have to--”
“It’s fine, dearest Leo!” Cornalic interrupted with a wave of his hand. “I have begun my tale, and so I must carry it on until its finish. When I was a wee orphan, shortly after my mother was killed by a dragon, I saw my first glimpse of ghouls. And what a ghastly sight it was! The villagers’ bodies all laid in a field where they had died, since there was no one left to bury them. The stench was tremendous, my friend, but not as bad as what followed.”
I knew Cornalic liked to spin a dramatic story more than anybody else, even more than Jax, but I couldn’t help the fact that I was invested in the ending. His Charisma attribute must really be off the charts.
“When the bodies began to rot, that’s when the scavengers appeared,” Cornalic whispered with a dramatic flair. “These creatures emerged from the shadows and even from the earth itself, and they started to feast on the dead. They looked similar to these ghouls we just killed, only there was a whole horde of them. They devoured the dead, and then they devoured the wounded who were still clinging to life. Then they started to search the ruins of my village for the living.”
“They didn’t find you?” I asked.
“Oh, they did,” Cornalic answered. “But I cut off the feet of the first ghoul who found me, and by the time he regrew them, the wolves had come in to see what all the fuss was about, and I rode away on one of their backs to safety.”
“I thought your steed was a bear,” I chuckled.
“That was later, dear Leo,” my overly muscled friend said. “First, I rode the wolves to safety, then they raised me, and then I tamed my bear steed. There were adventures in the middle, but we should save those for another time.”
“Whatever you say.” I smiled as I realized some of the tension had left my body during Cornalic’s story. “Okay, so if ghouls are demons, where do they come from?”
“Where all demons come from, I suppose,” Cornalic replied. “Deep beneath our feet, trapped somewhere underground for millennia until a slight shift in the cracks of the world opens up a path to the surface for their escape. Maybe a new geyser forms, or a newly erupted volcano or earthquake shifts the ground and lets the light stream down to summon them to rise, to eat, and to ruin.”
“That’s dark, Cornalic,” I snorted.
“I do not like ghouls.” The half-orc’s usually pleasant expression had hardened into a frown, and I could imagine for a moment what he would look like as a stereotypical half-orc barbarian.
“I’m sorry for what they did to your village,” I said, in case any of my friend’s story was true. “I’m surprised I haven’t seen them before since it sounds like they’re pretty nasty to fight against.”
“There are not many who come to the surface in groups, usually just in smaller clusters that are easier to defeat,” Cornalic replied. “My belief is that the dragon’s attack, directed by the lich king on whom I will one day have my vengeance, opened up quite a wide crack in the land, and this is why so many of them poured out at once into the remains of my village.”
“If they’re a possibility, I feel like cemeteries probably shouldn’t be built right in the middle of cities, don’t you think?” I asked.
“Normally, there are wards in place to keep such nasties out, my dearest friend.” The overly muscled half-orc glanced at the cemetery entrance and gates. “There are no active wards here that I can see, so perhaps this is why.”
“Why the hell wouldn’t somebody keep up the wards?” I demanded.
“Shadow mages are responsible for the wards.” Cornalic shrugged. “But sometimes, Shadow mages like to employ the very nasties they’re paid to keep away, so someone might have let the wards expire on purpose.”
“So… someone like Lady Feeyaz could make ghouls fight for her?” I asked.
“If she had the right items and a high enough Shadow attribute, theoretically,” Cornalic said. “But surely you do not--”
“No, no, I trust her,” I said. “I’m just trying to figure out if these ghouls only attacked me because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, or if there was some other reason.”
“Why would they attack you, my noble-hearted friend?” Cornalic asked. “Perhaps it is because you are an Old One? Maybe they sense your power and fear it.”
“Or maybe it’s because they sense something powerful on me,” I said.
“Oh!” Cornalic glanced at the small pack where I kept the two Pieces of Heliotrope. “Do you really think this could have something to do with… those?”
“It’s not crazy, right?” I asked. “They’re powerful relics, and if a drow like Lady Feeyaz can sense their power, then my guess is so can ghouls and other demons.”
“Hellspawn,” the half-orc whispered.
“I just don’t know why they would want these relics,” I sighed. “It’s not like the Heliotrope armor would have fit those ghouls.”
“There are more secrets from before the Time of Heliotrope than you or I may ever discover,” Cornalic said. “But have no fear, my dear Leo. Any ghouls, demons, zombies, creatures of the night, or even drow will have to go through me first if they wish to steal your relics.”
“Trust me, I appreciate that.” I glanced at the spots on the ground where the ghouls had vanished and thought about how close of a fight it had been.
Were these really hellspawn?
Bolverk had once mentioned, in one of his many rants, something about hellspawn and night creatures who would come after me, but I couldn’t remember the details. I always thought his rants were just nonsense symptoms of the damage to his mind that the Mindlock was protecting, but then I suddenly recalled my dream with the blonde warrior woman.
Maybe the gnome berserker wasn’t as crazy as he seemed.
Or maybe we were both crazy.
“Did you have any luck with the guildmaster?” I asked.
“Not yet,” the muscular half-orc replied. “But I am sure we will find out Wyn Risara’s address and get a chance to speak with her.”
“I think we might have to save that for tomorrow.” I picked my way through the ruins of the cemetery back toward the low wall. “I’m sure these ghouls just attacked me because I was close to the cemetery, but I want to make sure nothing has attacked Lady Feeyaz back at the inn, or any of our other friends.”
“Then let us make haste back to The Tired Falcon!” Cornalic cried. “Not even ghouls can keep us from our friends, and anyone who tries to stop us will meet the same fate! They will--”
“I think I got it,” I chuckled.
My friend and I hurried back to the inn. It took a few minutes longer than I wanted, but we also couldn’t raise the suspicions of all the city guards. If a half-orc and a human were spotted sprinting at full speed through the streets of Phycar, it might have raised more than a few eyebrows.
When we finally got back to The Tired Falcon, we blew past the innkeeper and headed straight upstairs to our adjoining rooms. I knocked on the middle room and called out for Lady Feeyaz, and when Allurie opened the door for me, I felt my whole body relax.
I hadn’t realized quite how worried I was about my friends.
“Leo!” Allurie threw her arms around me.
“Is everyone here?” I asked. “Is everyone okay?”
“Of course we’re okay, now that you’re here!” the beautiful elf girl said. “Moryana just got back a few minutes ago, and I have kept a very close eye on Lady Feeyaz.”
Allurie pulled away so we could step inside the room and close the door, and I saw all my friends in one piece inside the middle of the three rooms.
“Bolverk has been keeping an eye on her, too,” Allurie whispered loudly. “You might not be able to tell because his eyes are shut, but I know! I can tell!”
“I’m just glad you’re all fine,” I sighed.
“It has indeed been quite a night, my dearest friend,” Cornalic said.
“You can say that again.” Moryana offered me a sultry smile. “Tonight, I found out the Freelans store all their precious things in a vault. And then I found out the exact kind of vault they use.”







Chapter 17
“How?” I demanded. “That’s amazing!”
“I am very good at finding things out.” The beautiful sword dancer pressed her red lips together. “Among many other things, of course.”
“Tell me everything,” I said as we all took a seat around the dimly-lit room.
“Wait, Leo!” Allurie jumped out of her chair and was on her knees in front of me faster than I could blink. “What happened? Are you okay?”
“I imagine he’ll be more than okay in a moment if you stay on your knees in front of him like that,” Lady Feeyaz snickered until I glared at her.
“There is blood on your armor! And your face!” Allurie started to rub away some dried blood on my cheek.
“It’s okay, Allurie.” I caught her hands and pulled them away. “I’m not hurt, it’s just leftover blood from before I healed.”
Allurie stood back up, but she pulled her chair over so she could sit right beside me instead of on the other side of the room with Bolverk and Lady Feeyaz.
“What happened?” Moryana asked me. “The guards?”
“Not guards,” I sighed. “Ghouls.”
“The hellspawn are coming, Leo Lennox,” Bolverk said from his meditation seat by the curtained window. “The night creatures and the demons, all of them. They sense it, they fear it, and they will do all they can to block the path that rises to Ascension. They are all that stands between me and my harem of half-orc women, so I will smash them by your side, and then you will have a harem of your own.”
Just when I thought the gnome berserker might have some insight about everything, he started talking about harems of half-orc women all over again. He shut his eyes and didn’t say anything else though, so I shrugged and turned back to my friends.
I explained what we found out at the Adventurers Guild first, and then what happened in the cemetery. When I was done, Allurie scooted her chair even closer to mine so she could wrap her fingers around my firm bicep.
“Oh, Leo, you are so brave!” the pretty elf whispered.
“It is very curious for ghouls to be in the middle of a city like this,” Lady Feeyaz said as she tapped her chin. “Even in a cemetery with its wards down.”
“Can you think of any reason why?” Moryana asked. “I would prefer not to face ghouls when we must already face death magic.”
“I think they might be related,” the drow woman purred.
“You believe the Freelans are responsible for bringing ghouls to the city?” Cornalic asked.
“Not exactly, but yes,” Lady Feeyaz answered. “The separation between our world and the world of the dead is not as great as most mortals think. Once someone from their world finds a foothold in our world, it is all too easy for others to follow.”
“So because the Freelans opened a foothold with their death magic, you think other creatures are able to come here more easily, too?” I asked.
“It is one possibility.” The dark elf narrowed her pale mint-green eyes at me. “But certainly not the only one.”
“Please, good lady, do not keep us in suspense,” Cornalic said. “What other possible explanation do you have for the ghouls?”
“Someone sent them here.” The drow sorceress shrugged. “Someone who is after… something.”
“That is very vague,” Moryana said with a frown.
“Yes.” Lady Feeyaz studied me again, and her pale mint-green eyes stared at me with such intensity that I wondered if one of her powers was mind reading.
“I don’t care who brought the ghouls here.” Allurie tightened her fingers around my bicep. “I only care that Leo is safe. They were no match for his bravery and big strong muscles!”
“Yeah, I’d like to figure out where the ghouls came from and why just as much as you all,” I said. “But since we’re fine for now, and nothing attacked the rest of you, I’d like to hear about this vault, Moryana.”
“Of course,” the leather-skirted warrior replied. “After I found the kind of pub I was looking for, I bought a few rounds of drinks for people to loosen their lips. Eventually, I found a woman there who runs a locksmithing company, and we started talking and drinking. Then we talked and drank some more, and then she invited me back to her place, where she got even more talkative and… well, the details are not important, but she was very enthusiastic about locks and vaults and safes. She was quite passionate about… well, many things, actually.”
“It sounds like you really took one for the team.” Lady Feeyaz smirked.
“I did what was necessary,” Moryana said dryly, but then her fierce green eyes flicked over to me. “Although, it would have perhaps been more fun if I had not been alone.”
“I would have gone with you!” Allurie said eagerly. “Oh, Leo and I both could have gone with you if you needed company!”
“Now that sounds more like a party,” Moryana chuckled.
“Maybe let’s stick to what you found out,” I said to refocus the conversation.
“If you insist,” the beautiful sword dancer snickered. “So, this woman told me all about her favorite locks and vaults, and about how her best friend growing up belonged to this rival locksmithing family. They spent all their time learning the family business and competing with each other, but in the end, her friend’s family had the more successful business. They were so skilled that they were actually hired by the Freelans.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere.” I leaned forward in my chair.
“They were hired to do some work inside the palace,” Moryana continued. “But after they finished the job, the locksmithing family disappeared. They were never heard from again, but of course, the Freelans merely said that they took their payment and left to make a new life for themselves.”
“I am afraid it’s far more likely that the Freelans killed them once the job was done,” Cornalic sighed.
“You don’t think the Freelans were happy with the job?” Allurie gasped.
“No, I think they must have been very happy with the job,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “This family must have installed a most impressive vault for the Freelans… so impressive that the Freelans didn’t think anyone but the original installers would be able to break into it.”
“That is precisely what this woman believes,” Moryana agreed.
“It would certainly explain why the Freelans killed her friend’s whole family,” I said. “But if they’re all dead, how does she know what vault they installed for the Freelans?”
“This woman’s friend was still quite young when it all happened,” Moryana answered. “She didn’t understand the importance of discretion, so she used to tell this woman everything. Apparently, her family spent most of their time inside the castle in the throne room. This is where they installed a vault for the Freelans.”
“But what kind?” Cornalic demanded.
“A Vault of Outer Darkness,” Moryana said with a wicked smile.
“Ohhhh,” Cornalic sighed like he was remembering a long-lost lover. “That is the most incredible of vaults, with the most incredible of locks. I have always wanted to try my hand at one.”
“But you never have?” I asked.
“Not yet, my friend.” The massive half-orc winked one of his yellow eyes at me. “But there is a first time for everything!”
“Do you think you can break into it?” I asked, since I had seen him pick plenty of locks before but wasn’t sure if something like this might be beyond his reach.
“An excellent question, dearest Leo!” Cornalic said. “If I can’t, I’m sure I can buy a few new abilities for myself, and then it will be but the work of a night! One of the greatest nights of my life, in fact, although I cannot say it is the greatest night because in truth, that would be the night I met you, my dearest friend.”
“Didn’t we meet during the day?” I rolled my eyes.
“Ah, but you didn’t discover my name until our first dungeon together, so that is officially when we met!” the muscled half-orc declared. “Indeed, I remember it like it was only yesterday, when--”
“Can you do it, Cornalic?” Lady Feeyaz interrupted my green-skinned friend’s trip down memory lane.
“I will ensure that I can break into this vault, yes,” the half-orc answered. “Now Moryana, did this new friend of yours tell you if it was a Moon or a Star model? Oh, or perhaps it was a Ring of Dust model?”
Moryana and Cornalic launched into such a detailed discussion of vaults and locks that I felt my eyes glaze over in spite of myself. Locks and break-ins were the kind of thing Garf usually handled for us in Astafar Unlimited, and the thought of my friend made me wince. It had been weeks since I last talked to him or Jax, and I wondered how they were doing with everything. Between the murders of Sal and Dale, and their new importance in the world of Astafar, I was sure they had a lot going on.
For a second, I wished I could bring them here with me, even if this was a real world with real dangers that could get us all killed.
“While they fall over themselves with excitement, perhaps we could discuss more details of our planned invasion of the Freelans’ fortress,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
Fuck, how did she make even that sentence sound sexy?
“Sure,” I said, and a quick glance at Bolverk told me that only Allurie and I would be engaged enough for conversation with the drow woman. “What did you have in mind?”
“Let’s say we’ve made it inside,” the dark elf hummed. “Then we find our way to the throne room, but now what? The vault will surely be disguised or hidden, don’t you think?”
“I was kind of hoping that might be where you come in,” I said. “You’re able to sense powerful objects when you’re close enough to them, right?”
“Mmm, you remembered,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I’m touched, Leo Lennox.”
“Stick to the subject!” Allurie waved her finger in the drow woman’s face, and the gesture was so endearing in the face of the dark elf’s power that I could have kissed my silver-haired friend.
“Very well, pretty little Allurie,” Lady Feeyaz said with a smile like she wanted to eat the pretty elf girl for breakfast. “Yes, Leo, I can sense powerful objects. In fact, I sense something very powerful right now, and it happens to be quite close to your body.”
“No nasty sex talk!” Allurie snapped. “Leo’s heart belongs to a beautiful man he hasn’t met yet, and he is not interested in mean drows!”
I didn’t bother to correct Allurie. It gave me the second I needed to redirect our conversation away from the Pieces of Heliotrope that were concealed in my pack, so I was grateful.
“So if we make it to the throne room, you should be able to sense any powerful objects inside the vault, and that will help lead us to the vault’s exact location,” I said.
“Are you asking me or telling me?” The dark elf smirked. “I do hope this is you being bossy again. You know how much I like that, Leo Lennox.”
I laid my hand on Allurie’s leg before she launched herself at the drow sorceress, and I just stared at Lady Feeyaz until she sighed.
“Very well, the answer is yes,” the drow woman said. “I should be able to locate the vault, and then Cornalic can do his oh-so-special lockpicking work.”
I paused long enough to catch a few words of the half-orc’s detailed conversation with Moryana, but it only took a moment to realize everything they were saying went over my head. I was just glad I had such an expert group of people with me, otherwise I didn’t know how I would ever get inside the castle, much less steal the death magic jewelry box.
“Who knows?” Lady Feeyaz purred. “Maybe I’ll even be able to identify the jewelry box and anything else inside. Although, I am not the only one who knows how to identify something just by touching it…”
“That is because Leo is--”
“That’s part of what made you so great at your job for Baron Yinnia,” I interrupted Allurie to try to steer the conversation away from me again. “It’s a shame your arrangement didn’t work for the new baron.”
“Oh, he wanted it to,” the dark elf chuckled. “But he wanted to change the terms of our arrangement.”
“I thought you said--”
“He wanted me to serve as his slave,” Lady Feeyaz hissed, and all the dim lights in the room flickered in a burst of dark purple electricity. “To keep me imprisoned in that chamber and throw down scraps like I was a dog, all while he profited off the collection I made!”
The entire room fell silent until the electric sparks faded from the lights, and they resumed their normal faded glow. It only lasted for a moment, but it was long enough to remind me just how much I didn't know about the drow woman’s power.
Cornalic and Moryana went back to discussing the Vault of Outer Darkness, and then the full meaning of the dark elf’s words hit me.
“That’s why there were so many lights in the stairwell down to your room,” I said. “He didn’t want you to be able to leave without his permission.”
“It is also why he took some of my favorite paintings and things.” The dark elf shrugged. “He wanted me to believe he was in complete control. There were other things too, but… they do not matter now.”
“I do not like you,” Allurie announced. “But I am sorry this man was mean to you. That was not nice.”
“Thank you,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“Oh, maybe that is what warped your heart into a cold, twisted lump!” Allurie cried. “It all makes sense! You can come back from this, Lady Feeyaz! If you just believe--”
“My heart was twisted long before the new baron,” the dark elf laughed like a waterfall that plunged from the surface into the Underdark. “But thank you for trying so hard to redeem me, pretty little Allurie.”
“Oh.” Allurie slumped back in her chair in defeat, so I reached over and squeezed her hand.
“I’m sorry the new baron didn’t honor your old arrangement,” I told the dark elf. “But you weren’t really trapped, were you? Couldn’t you have just killed everyone and escaped?”
“Of course,” the drow sorceress said casually, like she was just listing items on a grocery list. “But then what?”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “Then you’d be free.”
“Free on the surface?” Lady Feeyaz corrected. “I would have no friends, nowhere to go, and entirely too much light. Eventually, it would have killed me, so I decided to make the best of it with the new baron.”
“Then I came along,” I said. “So you didn’t just want to tag along out of professional curiosity, did you?”
“Oh, come now… don’t make it sound like I’m evil,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I’m a bad girl, but I’m certainly not evil.”
“I know you’re not evil,” I sighed. “I just keep trying to figure out your motivations in all this.”
“Maybe I just want to spend more time with you,” the dark elf said and then licked her lips like forbidden fruit. “Could you really blame me for that? Besides, this arrangement benefits both of us, you know.”
“You get to escape the new baron with the protection of new friends, and I get an impressive Shadow mage on my team,” I agreed.
“You think I’m impressive?” Lady Feeyaz played with one of her long white braids. “The feeling is mutual, of course. But don’t forget the matter of the jewelry box that I am also oh-so-very interested in getting my hands on.”
“You won’t be getting your hands on anything,” I chuckled. “We’re taking that box so no one else can use it, not so you can take it for your own personal enjoyment.”
“What if I promise to be very good?” the drow woman purred. “Then could I get my hands on anything I want? There is something in particular of yours that I would really, really love to touch…”
“And what is that?” I teased, right before I realized I was flirting with her again.
“No!” Allurie jumped to her feet so she could stand in between the dark elf and me. “No more tricks! We’re done here! I must protect Leo!”
“We are also done,” Moryana said. “The vault, it can be done.”
“Is everything alright, lovely Allurie?” Cornalic asked.
“That mean drow woman is enchanting Leo,” Allurie huffed. “I want to talk about plans!”
“Awwww,” the dark elf pouted. “I suppose we should get back on task.”
I didn’t know if Lady Feeyaz was actually using a spell on me or if she was just so sexy that I couldn’t help flirting with her whenever we talked for too long, but I was grateful to shift back on topic.
“Okay, so what did you and Moryana come up with?” I asked Cornalic.
“I can break into the vault,” the half-orc announced. “I will need to purchase a new ability or two, but we have enough money that this shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Perfect.” I nodded. “We do still need some kind of detailed blueprints of the castle so we don’t waste any time trying to get around inside.”
“There is one other problem,” Moryana said. “Even if we are able to break into the castle through the crypts, we will be recognized if anyone sees us.”
“We could move in the shadows and as swiftly as the wind,” Cornalic suggested.
“It would be too risky,” the black-haired sword dancer replied. “I watched the castle for a while tonight before I went to the pub. The only people who go in and out are servants, guards, or nobles. Their security seems impressive, and I believe their list of approved visitors is quite slim.”
“And since the Freelans know what all of us look like except for Lady Feeyaz, there’s too much of a risk we’ll run into them or Sir Rodin Worred,” I finished for her.
“Even good disguises would not hide our faces,” Moryana said. “And they certainly would not hide our races.”
As soon as Moryana mentioned our races, I realized we might have already found a solution. The troubadours used the Moonstone of Illusion to change their races for the sake of a performance, so couldn’t we do the same thing to avoid recognition inside the castle?
“I might have an idea about how to fix that,” I said with a glance at Cornalic and Allurie. “Remember the actors?”
“A brilliant plan, as usual!” Cornalic declared. “But forgive me for asking just an ever so small, slight, technical question… how exactly will we get the moonstone from them?”
“I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “But I’ll work on it. At least for now, we’ve got a lot of good leads, and we’re a hell of a lot closer to the jewelry box than we were just last night.”
“I have no doubt you will come up with the perfect solution,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “You are a man of many talents, Leo Lennox. But also a man of many mysteries, I think.”
“Tomorrow, we’ll go talk to Wyn Risara and see if she can tell us anything about how Nardeth used to access the castle,” I said as I ignored the drow woman’s sultry gaze. “We’ll also talk to the troubadours and see if they would be willing to sell the moonstone, and then we’ll go from there.”
“All those who resist the Avatar of Heliotrope will fall before him,” Bolverk announced. “Even troubadours can be filled with the evil that seeps from the dragons’ wounds.”
“Thank you, Bolverk,” I sighed, but I still had no idea what the gnome berserker was talking about. “Right now though, it’s late, so let’s get some rest. We’ll start again in the morning.”
“If you don’t mind, my friend, I may wander back out for a bit and shop around for any abilities that I or any of us might be able to use,” Cornalic said. “Of course, I will not buy anything until you… awaken, and I can consult with you. But I would like to have some ideas in mind.”
“That’s fine,” I said. “Just watch out for any ghouls or city guards.”
“I will move like the shadows,” the massive half-orc replied. “No one will see me or hear me, and when I pass them like the wind, they will think to themselves how cold it is, and how they may have just escaped the hands of death!”
“Sounds like a plan,” I chuckled.
“But if you go, then who will teach me how to fight?” Allurie pouted. “I want more lessons so I can keep my friends safe!”
“I will teach you a few more things,” Moryana offered. “I cannot teach you how to dance with your sword like I do, but I can make sure you are able to defend yourself and your friends.”
“Yay!” The silver-haired elf hugged her arms over her chest, and I suddenly realized she wore nothing but a thin white nightgown that was just about see-through. It draped over her perfectly pert breasts like the dress was meant to highlight them, and it took all my willpower to keep my gaze on her face instead of the hint of her nipples where they peeked through her gown.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have Leo teach you?” Lady Feeyaz smirked.
“Oh, he can’t!” Allurie said. “He has to--”
“I have to get some sleep,” I said quickly.
“All alone?” Moryana pressed her red lips together like she was trying to suppress a smile. “So it will just be you alone in your chamber until the sun comes up?”
“Uhhh, yeah.” I cleared my throat.
“And you are sure you wouldn’t prefer any company?” Moryana raised an eyebrow as her full lips smirked.
“Well, are you offering?” I winked at her.
“You won’t decide to suddenly… disappear?” she snickered. “I think you might, Leo Lennox.”
“Have no fear, I’ll be back in our room before sunrise, so our noble Leo will not be unguarded.” Cornalic clapped a meaty hand on my shoulder.
“And I will guard Leo’s chamber until Cornalic returns,” Allurie said. “Leo fought two demons tonight, so he needs his rest!”
“What happened to our sword lessons?” Moryana teased.
“Oh!” the pretty elf gasped. “Can I do both?”
Bolverk hopped down from his meditation posture on the table underneath the window, strode on his thick short legs over to the door to my adjoining room, and plopped back down into a cross-legged position.
“I will keep watch,” the gnome berserker announced with closed eyes. “Hellspawn never sleep, so neither will I.”
“Thanks, Bolverk,” I said, even as I wondered if Bolverk ever actually slept or if he only ever meditated when his eyes were shut.
After I told my other friends good night, I pulled Cornalic into our shared room and closed the door.
“If I can’t be here tomorrow, do you think you could cover for me?” I asked. “I have some things… uh, back home… to check on tomorrow, so I might not be able to come back here until the next morning.”
“Of course, noble brother of my heart,” my green-skinned friend instantly replied. “If any issue arises, I will inform our friends that you have gone out to perform additional research for our quest, and I will continue to cover for you until you return.”
“Thanks, Cornalic,” I said. “I’m just not sure I want to advertise my absence to everyone.”
“I understand completely, dearest Leo,” the half-orc sighed. “It must be a great burden to be an Old One and constantly moving between your home world and here.”
“I don’t know if I’d say it was a burden,” I chuckled. “But it’s definitely interesting. Oh! And if you and Allurie are both gone at any point tomorrow, could you take my pack with you? I’d like somebody to have eyes on it all the time, and I’d prefer it to be you.”
“Consider it done,” Cornalic said with a fanged grin. “You may trust me completely in this matter, my friend.”
“I do,” I told him with a smile.
Once I was alone inside my room, I sat on the bed, pulled my boots off, and then slowly started to remove the rest of my armor. My body was more sore than I imagined, but I had never tangled with a demon in Ohlavar before, so it probably shouldn’t have been a surprise.
I glanced at the door to the hallway to make sure it was locked and decided to take a quick bath. There was a small bathroom connected to my bedroom in the inn, so I started the hot water and stripped off the rest of my clothes. I knew I didn’t have to bathe before I returned to Earth, but The Tired Falcon
had nice plumbing, and I thought the heat of the water would feel good on my muscles.
I lowered myself into the steaming bath and leaned my head back as I exhaled. It was hard not to think about everything we still needed to do before we could steal the jewelry box and break the Freelans’ powers of death magic. And every time my thoughts drifted away from Sir Rodin and the Freelans, they returned to my friends and just how much they knew about me.
Thanks to some spying Moryana did on me back in the Tylue palace, the sword dancer knew I disappeared from my bed sometimes and was able to come back suddenly. I didn’t think she had ever seen me actually vanish and then reappear, but she knew something strange happened whenever I went to lay down.
Lady Feeyaz was definitely suspicious, but as far as I knew, she hadn’t seen me disappear and come back before. She was probably still in the dark about the fact that I vanished for hours on end from Ohlavar, and I wasn’t entirely sure if I trusted her enough yet to let her in on that secret. I didn’t even know if I wanted to tell the dark elf that I might be an “Old One,” since I wasn’t even sure if that was true. It was just the best explanation Cornalic and Allurie had to explain my disappearances and my unusual abilities here.
I wondered how much Bolverk knew. My hunch was more than he let on, but he always seemed to speak in riddles, so it was really anyone’s guess what he might suspect.
After I finished soaking my muscles in the tub, I dried off and headed back into the bedroom. Then I slipped on a clean pair of pants and a shirt and laid down on the bed. I was just about to close my eyes, but then my small pack at the end of the bed shifted slightly. I must have bumped it when I climbed into bed, so I sat up to move it over but then decided to check on it just in case.
I double-checked that both doors to the room were locked, and then I pulled out the left glove and right shin Pieces of Heliotrope. They looked the same as they had last time I checked on them, but when I picked them up to look at the strange shimmering silver-purple metal, I noticed that the two moveable flower petal engravings now both pointed north and just slightly to the east.
The last time I’d seen them point to the next Piece of Heliotrope, I had still been in Sanduport. My guess was that the next relic was either further north in Sanduport or all the way in Binna to the far north of Chrysa’s kingdom. If that was still the location of the next relic, these dark purple petals should have pointed east and slightly to the north, not north and just a little to the east.
Did this mean there was another Piece of Heliotrope somewhere closer than Sanduport or Binna?
Could there even be one in Phycar?
I closed my eyes with the two relics in my hands and tried to remember the route that I had taken through Phycar tonight. I let go of the glove and grabbed one of the Silver Bells of the Mist instead for a little help with my sense of direction, and then I recalled the different streets I had taken to get to the Adventurers Guild, and more importantly, to get to the Freelans’ fortress.
Then I realized that the castle was to the north and a little to the east.
Could the Freelans have one of the relics of Heliotrope inside their castle? Or maybe there was one hidden in the depths of Graveyard Ruins, far underneath the crypts of the red sandstone fortress.
Either way, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
I hid away the two Pieces of Heliotrope again, laid down, and logged out.







Chapter 18
It was after midnight when I stepped out of the VRIU pool, so I told Jennifer and Ky that I was headed straight to bed. I made sure the door to the lab was securely locked and then rinsed off and fell asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow.
When I woke up, it was one o’clock in the afternoon. It was a good thing I’d told Cornalic to cover for me while I was gone from Ohlavar, since I hadn’t expected to sleep in quite so late. My body must have been more tired than I realized, but I couldn’t blame it for needing a little extra rest after everything I’d been putting it through.
As much as I wanted to head back to my friends right away, I really did have a few things I wanted to check on before I returned. I hadn’t gotten an update on my parents’ progress in a few days, and I wanted to see Zarra at some point. I had no idea what I was going to say to her, but I was curious if she had changed her story about Ohlavar at all.
I rolled over to check the messages on my room phone. There were two voicemails, and both of them were from Zarra. The first one was from last night after I had already logged in, and the second one was from nine o’clock this morning, but they both said basically the same thing: she wanted to talk, she was sorry she had missed me, and she’d make time to see me any time I was free because I was her priority.
It was flattering to hear the beautiful woman tell me how important I was and how much she didn’t want me to be upset, but I was secretly glad she had left two voicemails about it. It made it easier for me to steel myself against her charms, because the moment I heard the sultry plea of her voice on the phone, I wanted to run to her, hold her in my arms, and tell her everything was fine.
But that sure as hell wouldn’t get me the answers I needed.
I washed my face and shaved to help myself wake up, and then I called Zarra’s office. I thought she would be in meetings all day, but instead, the mysterious woman picked up the phone after the first ring.
“Leo!” Zarra sounded like she was smiling into the phone. “I was just about to send a search party for you.”
“Didn’t Jennifer tell you--”
“Only teasing,” the beautiful woman laughed. “Would you like to have a late lunch? I’m just finishing up something here, so I can order some food sent to my room. You could meet me in my office and we can walk to my room, if you’d like.”
“You don’t want to just have lunch in your office?” I asked.
“Oh, are we all business today?” Zarra laughed. “We can eat here if you would prefer to, but I’ve been stuck in here all day and would really like to relax for a little while. Won’t you come keep me company?”
“Sure,” I replied. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
I hung up and rolled my eyes at myself. I had wanted to demand answers or ask clever enough questions to get her to reveal something, but it felt like I had fallen under her spell again. I had agreed to lunch without a second’s hesitation, and in her room.
It was going to be tough to get answers out of her when we were a few steps from her bed.
Then again, it would be easier to ask her things when we were face to face so I could read her body language better. And I was hungry, so there was no reason not to eat lunch with her. I realized I had never been inside Zarra’s room before, and the thought was enough to set my heart racing.
But everything that involved Zarra made my heart race, so this wasn’t really unusual.
For a moment, I thought I heard Allurie’s voice in the living room, but when I opened the door, the sound didn’t repeat itself. I had probably just imagined it because I felt bad that I’d never told Allurie about Zarra, but there was no way I could have explained it that made any sense. Besides, Allurie was only my friend and just wanted me to be happy.
I shook off the thought, threw some clothes on, and headed to Zarra’s office.
When I got there, Zarra was on the phone, but she waved me inside and gave me a sly wink. I sat down in one of the chairs across from her and tried to get settled, but it was hard not to eavesdrop on her conversation.
“That’s exactly why I’m asking you,” Zarra snapped at the person on the other end of the phone, and all traces of amusement vanished from her face.
I suddenly wished I had Moryana’s Earrings of the Running Water so I could hear what the other person was saying. Instead, I watched Zarra’s face flash from mild irritation to anger, and then to something like boredom.
“I’ll call you again tonight,” the purple-eyed woman said. “Don’t disappoint me.”
Zarra hung up, pressed her fingers to her temples, and then looked up at me with a smile as if nothing was wrong.
“Sorry about that,” she said. “Corporate bullshit, but you know all about that.”
“Not really.” I shrugged. “I didn’t have any real control over anything when I was with Astafar Unlimited, so I wasn’t in on the big conversations.”
“That’s because you were too busy being their champion,” Zarra purred. “But now you are my champion, aren’t you?”
“Yes, but that reminds me, I am on the board of Arnacript,” I said.
“Indeed you are,” Zarra said. “You’re not unhappy with that arrangement, are you?”
“No, but I want to be involved in more of the ‘corporate bullshit,’ as you call it. I know you hired me to do this test play, and that’s my priority right now, but I want to know more about what’s going on behind the scenes. I don’t want our relationship to be like the one I had with President Arnesto.”
“Oh, I was under the impression that our relationship was already quite different,” Zarra snickered. “Unless there was more to your relationship with Arnie than I realized.”
“You know what I mean.” I rolled my eyes with a smirk.
“I do, but you’re so easy to tease,” the purple-eyed woman sighed. “I want to involve you in everything, Leo. Believe me, but it’s complicated.”
“I think I can handle it,” I said.
“Of course, you can,” Zarra said. “But right now, I’m starving, so why don’t we go have that lunch?”
“Lead the way,” I said. “You know, I’ve never actually seen your room before.”
“There’s a first time for everything.” The amethyst-eyed woman winked.
I tried to stay focused as I watched Zarra stand up from behind the desk and move toward the door, but the way her gray slacks hugged her long dancer’s legs and perfect ass made it difficult.
After she locked up her office, we started down the hallway together in the opposite direction from my own suite.
“So, you want to be more involved in the corporate side of things…” Zarra said and then nodded at two security guards we passed. “To be honest, I’m a little surprised. Does this mean you’ve changed your mind?”
“About what?” I asked.
“Well… We should save this discussion until we’re alone together,” Zarra purred. “I would prefer not to be eavesdropped on, if it’s all the same to you.”
“Still worried about a mole?” I asked.
“Yes,” she replied, but she didn’t say more.
“You don’t want to tell me anything else about that?”
“There’s nothing else to tell,” Zarra said as we rounded a corner. “My room is just up ahead.”
“So you haven’t found the leak yet?” I pressed.
“I’m still investigating, but no, I haven’t discovered anything yet.” Zarra nodded at another security guard we passed. “It has been… frustrating.”
“I’m surprised you can get frustrated,” I said with a smile. “You usually seem so in control.”
“That’s because usually, I am in control,” Zarra chuckled. “So when something happens outside of my control, I tend to get…”
“Upset?” I finished when she trailed off.
“You could put it that way, yes,” Zarra said, and I remembered the brief flashes of anger I’d seen cloud her face before.
“But you’ve been able to improve security around the AI vault, right?” I asked.
“I am still working on additional improvements,” she replied, “but yes. It is much more secure than it was before. She was more vulnerable than I realized.”
“She?” I repeated, since I didn’t think I’d ever heard Zarra refer to the AI as a “she” before.
“The AI, of course,” Zarra said with a smile. “Sorry. He… she. Whatever.”
When we turned around the next corner, I saw a single door at the end of the short hallway, and I would have sworn it was painted purple. If I asked Zarra, she might say the door was hazel instead of amethyst, just like she had told me about the color of her eyes. So, I didn’t say anything and just followed her into the room.
Her suite was as beautiful as I had imagined.
As soon as we walked into the main living area, I saw that her rooms were arranged the same as mine. To one side, there was the door to the bedroom and the bathroom, and on the other side, there was a thick plated door with half a dozen locks on it. The living room itself was filled with rich leather couches and a dark violet rug that reminded me of Lady Feeyaz’s cloak. Mirrors hung from every wall, and every time I glanced at one of them from the corner of my eye, they seemed to glitter like they were catching more than just the glow from the light fixture above our heads.
“So you have your own VRIU lab?” I gestured to the locked door.
“Why not?” Zarra shrugged. “If I ever need to check something, I can always log in here.”
“Do you ever play?” I asked.
Zarra gestured to one of the leather couches, and we sat beside each other. Her eyes seemed far away when I asked her the question, but then she shook her head and smiled.
“It has been a very, very long time since I was in Ohlavar,” the beautiful woman sighed. “Work makes it impossible. I just like to have a VRIU pool in my suite, in case necessity ever draws me back in.”
“To go back to what we were talking about in the hallway, I really am sorry you haven’t found the mole,” I said. “I know what it’s like to feel like you can’t trust anybody. Before Sal, I never felt like I had anybody in my corner.”
“But even then, you weren’t really alone,” Zarra said as she fixed her gaze straight ahead on the locked door to the VRIU pool. “You always had your friends, didn’t you?”
“Well, that’s true,” I said. “But they couldn’t look out for me the same way Sal did.”
“Imagine that feeling of not being able to trust anyone,” the beautiful woman whispered. “But now imagine that you didn’t even have your best friends to talk to about anything. And then imagine that this is how it has been for your whole life.”
“Zarra,” I said softly and laid my hand on her shoulder.
Her amethyst eyes glittered with tears, but when she started to turn away, I reached up to cup her face. She fixed her gaze on the floor at first, and I gently stroked her cheek until she swallowed her tears. Then she looked back up at me and tried to smile.
“Zarra, you can talk to me,” I said. “I’m no Sal, but I’m in your corner. I’d like to at least think I’m your friend, if not more.”
“You are more.” Zarra cupped her own hand over mine now. “Trust me, you are more than you could ever--”
She stopped when someone knocked at the door.
“That’ll be lunch,” the beautiful woman announced. Then I watched a serene mask fall over her face, and all traces of the vulnerable woman I had just seen vanished. I knew she was there though, and I would do whatever it took to break through again and let her know she could depend on me.
Once Zarra opened the door, a server rolled in a cart with three different covered trays. He removed the tops of each to reveal pulled pork tacos topped with street corn, two gigantic sushi rolls, and a big bowl of gumbo with a side of steaming biscuits.
“You must be really hungry,” I chuckled.
“I couldn’t decide what I wanted, so I thought I’d order a bit of everything,” Zarra replied with a smile. “But as a matter of fact, I am starving.”
“Can I get you anything else, Ms. Zerne?” the server asked.
“No, you may go,” Zarra said with a wave of her fingers.
As soon as the server left, the beautiful woman locked the door and pushed the cart over to me. She popped one of the sushi rolls into her mouth and moaned at the taste, and then she offered me one. I took a taco instead, and when the first bite hit my stomach, I realized just how hungry I was.
We ate for a while in silence, but after we’d each tried a little of everything, I decided to steer the conversation back in the direction I wanted to go.
“So about the corporate side of things,” I said. “I’d really like to talk to some of the other board members and investors and get their opinions on everything. Would that be okay?”
“Get their opinions on what, exactly?” Zarra smirked. “Do you mean whether they think Ohlavar Quest is a revolutionary VR game or a way to teleport people to another world?”
I was surprised she put it so bluntly, even if it did sound a little insane when she said it.
“You’re welcome to talk to them about the game,” the beautiful woman continued, “but I would appreciate it if you didn’t scare off my investors.”
“How would I do that?” I asked and then took my last bite of another taco.
“If they think my star test player is losing his mind the more he plays my game, that would be bad for business,” Zarra said with a shrug. “Then all my years of work with Alzheimer’s patients would be put in jeopardy.”
“I know it sounds crazy,” I sighed. “And it would sound even crazier to people who haven’t ever played the game.”
“But?” Zarra raised her eyebrows.
“I just have a lot of questions, Zarra,” I said. “I know you said you want to protect me, but I don’t even know what you are trying to protect me from.”
“Are you finished eating?” Zarra stood up and held her hand out to me.
“Sure,” I replied.
“Then let me show you something,” she said. “Would you like to see how your parents are doing?”
“You know I would.” I took her hand and let her lead me over to the desk in the corner of the living room. “I keep meaning to stop by and check on them, but there hasn’t been time.”
“Don’t worry, they’re alright,” Zarra said. “In fact, they’re better than alright. They’re doing wonderfully.”
“Really?” I sat down in the office chair in front of the desk.
“I promise.” Zarra leaned over me to type on the keyboard, and after she clicked a few buttons, an Ohlavar Quest login screen appeared on the computer. “We can watch a little of their last session, if you’d like.”
“That’d be great,” I said.
Zarra leaned forward again to press play, but even after she straightened up to stand beside me and watch the footage, I still smelled her honey-like perfume. If I had been standing up, it would have been enough to make my knees weak.
It was strange to watch my parents play Ohlavar Quest, but it was even stranger to see them having such a good time. It had been so long since they seemed like themselves that it was like meeting my parents for the first time as an adult.
We watched them make some new friends and go on a dungeon run, and then after they finished the dungeon, they went to a local inn and knocked back a few beers together. It felt a little wrong to eavesdrop on their conversation, but I couldn’t help listening. They talked about how they wanted to save up enough money in the game to buy a little inn in Ohlavar and run the kind of bed and breakfast that they had always wanted to open when they retired.
They sounded perfectly clear and healthy as they talked to each other, and I really wanted to believe it was all because of Zarra’s brilliant game. I didn’t want to believe it was because they were getting sent to another world or dimension.
Then again, even if they were being teleported to another world, did I have the right to be mad about it? They were clearly doing better, and with a little more time, it was possible they would make a full recovery. No other treatment had even come close to this, so maybe I should just be grateful that Zarra had given my parents back to me.
At the same time, I would never forgive myself if something happened to them in Ohlavar and they died there, when I could have stopped them from going in the first place. But would I really have kept them away from Arnacript if I had known everything then that I knew now? Then they would still be in their former facility, barely able to recognize me when I visited, and exist as shells of their former selves.
Maybe the risk was worth it.
“They haven’t come close to dying in the game, right?” I whispered after their session ended and the monitor only showed the game’s logout screen.
“No, they’re in a very easy place in Ohlavar,” Zarra replied. “We don’t send our patients to a place that is too difficult for them to handle. It might set back their progress, so we are very careful with their treatment plans.”
“But what if something happens?” I asked. “What if they run into something unexpected, and they die?”
“Is this because you still think I’m sending them to another dimension?” Zarra sighed and then walked back over to the couch like the change of location could change the subject.
“I don’t think you’d ever knowingly put your patients in danger,” I said carefully as I made way back over to the couch to join her.
“But you do think I might accidentally get them hurt?” Zarra asked. “The game makes that impossible. If they die, they’ll automatically be logged out. No harm, no foul.”
I wanted to argue with her, but I couldn’t think of any evidence. I had come close to death in Ohlavar a few times, but I had never actually died and then woken up back in the VRIU pool. For all I knew, maybe I really would get automatically logged out if I died there.
Or maybe I would just be dead, and then it would be too late to argue about all this anymore.
“I just don’t want anything to happen that might upset my parents,” I said. “And dying in the game might do that.”
“If you don’t trust anything else I say, please believe me when I say this.” Zarra grasped my hands and squeezed them. “I would never do anything to jeopardize my patients or put them in real danger that I could not control.”
“I believe you,” I said. “I know there’s more you’re not telling me, but I do believe that you want the best thing for your patients. My parents’ condition is like night and day compared to where they were even a few weeks ago, and I know that’s only because of you. Zarra… I owe you a lot.”
“Oh.” She cleared her throat and then looked away from me. “I… thank you.”
“No, thank you,” I whispered. “I know that… fuck… I keep pushing you on thi--”
“You’re right, there is more I’m not telling you,” Zarra interrupted.
“You said it’s to protect me.”
“It is,” she replied. “Please believe me. It’s the same reason I want to do frequent check-ups on you to make sure you’re alright. With previous versions of the game, there have been… issues with the testers.”
“Like what?” I asked. “I didn’t realize anyone had tested the game before me.”
“Earlier versions.” Zarra shrugged. “Some of them-- it didn’t end well for some of them. They said the game was too real, and still…”
“Still what?” I asked when she hesitated.
“I…” the beautiful woman whispered. “I still dream of their faces at night. I tried to help them recover, but it was too late.”
“What do you mean?” I felt my stomach drop.
“It’s… okay.” She took a deep breath. “You were right… earlier. You talked about how addicting the game is. Well… it used to be much worse.”
“Ohhh… shittttt…” I groaned.
“Yeah,” she sighed. “It’s better now, but that’s why I’m watching you so closely. These other testers took a long time to get back to normal. Like heroin addicts. I feel like we are pretty close to making an addicting game with no side effects that will also help these people with mental health issues, but it’s such a fine line.”
“And there is nothing else about it?” I asked.
She stared into my eyes for a long moment before answering. “I don’t want to be too late for you, Leo.”
“What do you mean?” I asked and then realized she was still clasping my hands.
“You mean too much to me.” Zarra squeezed my fingers again. “If anything happened to you, I would never forgive myself. That’s why I can’t tell you too much. I know it doesn’t make sense, but please believe me when I say it is to keep you safe the best way I know how.”
“But you do admit there’s more to Ohlavar Quest than just a game?” I asked. “This isn’t just about the ‘addiction’ aspect, or you would have leaned into that harder when I first started playing. There is something else. Isn’t there?”
“Yes,” Zarra said, and her amethyst eyes seemed to glow for half a second before I decided it was a trick of the light. “There is more to it, and I promise I will tell you. If you’ll trust me.”
“When?” I reached up to tuck a strand of black hair behind her ear, but then I kept my hand cupped against her face.
“After you get the Pieces of Heliotrope, I promise I will tell you everything,” she replied and leaned her head into my hand. “It will be safe enough to tell you then.”
“Do you swear it?” I asked.
“I will swear it on anything you ask me to,” Zarra answered.
“Swear it on the fact that your eyes are purple,” I said.
Anger and surprise flashed across Zarra’s face, followed quickly by calm.
“Alright,” the beautiful woman said.
“Your eyes are purple?” I whispered.
“Yessss…” she hissed as she frowned. “For you.”
“For me?” I asked. “You mean only I can see--”
“I will tell you every bit of the truth as soon as you get all the Pieces of Heliotrope,” she cut me off. “Please… just… I promise. I promise I’m doing this to protect you. I promise that I need you. I promise that… I have feelings for you, Leo. I’m not trying to gaslight you. I’m not trying to use you. I… I need your help. I need this game to work, and I need you to just focus on beating it. Please?”
I was so surprised that she had made this promise that at first, I didn’t say anything. I only stared at her and then finally let my hand drop back into my lap.
“Okay,” I sighed. “I trust you, Zarra. I’ll keep finding the Pieces of Heliotrope, and then you’ll tell me everything.”
“Thank you for trusting me,” Zarra whispered, and then she leaned forward on the couch to kiss me.
Her lips were as soft as I remembered, and they tasted like honeyed wine as I pulled them apart with my own. The more I kissed her, the more intoxicated I felt, but her soft moans told me she felt the same way. I leaned back on the couch and pulled her back with me, and then I ran my hands down her sides until I gripped her firm ass.
“Oh, Leo,” Zarra moaned. “I want you so much it almost hurts.”
“I know,” I whispered. “Me too.”
I pulled off her pants at the same time she pulled off my shorts, and then we both tore each other’s tops off so we could admire our bodies together. Her skin was so soft and silky that I immediately pulled her down on top of me again, and every inch of our bodies fit together like they had been made just for this moment.
Slowly, Zarra started to kiss her way down my broad chest. She ran her tongue over my abs, and then the beautiful woman began to graze her tongue along the inside of my thighs. When her warm breath tickled my cock, I groaned at how good it felt, and the moment her lips wrapped around the tip of my hard shaft, I moaned even louder. She slid her lips down my length and let her tongue dance against me, and the feeling was almost too much to take.
Then she pulled her lips back up off my cock and pushed her mouth down again, and every time she went down, she took a little more of me into her mouth. Every time she swallowed another inch, she purred with me still in her mouth, and the slight vibration sent a thrill of pleasure through my whole body.
Sometimes, the beautiful woman took a break so she could just stroke the sides of my shaft with her tongue. It was such a good tease that I seemed to get harder every time she did it, and then she took me back in her mouth and let her lips slide all the way down until my cock rammed the back of her throat.
“Fuck,” I groaned. “You’re so fucking good at that.”
“Mmm,” Zarra said with my cock still deep in her mouth.
I slid my hands into her thick black hair and helped her down even further onto my shaft. Then I held her in place so she no longer slid her lips up and down, and instead, I started to pump my hips against her. Every time my cock hit the back of her throat, she gagged but then looked up at me with hunger for more in her strange jewel-colored eyes.
When I finally couldn’t take it anymore, I thrust into her again and unleashed my seed into her throat. Zarra gagged again, but she buried her face even more against me, and another spasm shuddered through me as I felt her eagerly drink down my sperm. After I finished and sank back into the chair, Zarra rocked back on her heels and licked the last of my cum from her lips.
“You taste wonderful.” The beautiful woman smiled.
“I think it’s only fair if I get to taste you, too,” I teased.
“Oh, really?” Zarra purred. “Well, don’t let me stand in your way.”
I wrapped my arms around her narrow waist, swung my legs over the side of the couch, and then pushed myself to my feet. Then I carried her straight into her bedroom and laid her down on the edge of the mattress. As soon as I set her down, I knelt down beside the low bed so I could worship the beautiful slit between her legs.
She tasted as good as I remembered, and she was already so wet for me that I made her cum once just by grazing my tongue all around her clit. Then I started to eat her out, and she climaxed two more times before I finally raised my head from between her legs.
“How’s that for a warm-up?” I grinned.
“A warm-up?” Zarra repeated as her body trembled again from the afterglow of her third climax. “But you already came in my mouth, so I thought--”
“Not a chance.” I jumped onto the bed beside her and then pulled her into my lap.
“Oh, good,” Zarra moaned. “I didn’t want to ask, but I… oh, Leo, I want to feel you inside me again.”
“That’s exactly what I had in mind,” I said with a grin.
I grasped my stiff shaft to guide it inside the beautiful woman’s slick entrance, and the moment I slipped inside her, we both groaned at how good it felt. Every groove of her tunnel fit perfectly around my penis, and even the way our bodies grinded together seemed to be in perfect sync.
We shifted back and forth between Zarra taking the lead to ride me and me holding her still so I could plunge my cock into her even deeper. After we had fucked each other’s brains out for a while, I wondered if Breath of Life could restore stamina, not just health, because I wanted to make love to this woman all day and all night, or maybe just forever until my body completely gave out.
Zarra’s amethyst eyes looked so bright it almost seemed like they were glowing, but I guessed it was probably just from our exertions. She climaxed again while she was still on top of me, and then I switched positions with her so she was on her back. Her dark hair spilled out across the sheets like a cloud of smoke, and I thought she looked like some dark angel who had decided to bring the secrets of the gods down to humans.
We twisted and ground together for longer than I even thought possible, and each time she came I just seemed to get harder and deeper inside of her. It was absolutely the best sex I had ever felt, but then I finally felt my willpower begin to erode, and our kisses and gyrations became more urgent as my tension built.
“Oh, Leoooo,” Zarra gasped, and her body trembled like she was close to another orgasm. “Pleassseeee… cum inside me…”
“Yessssss…” I growled, and the next time I plunged my cock into her, the beautiful woman cried out in pleasure as she tightened like a fist around me.
“Fuckkk… I’m cumming again,” she whined.
“Ahhh….” I moaned along with her. Then I thrust my hips forward once more, and my body spasmed as I felt my tip press up against her puckered cervix.
My climax was long and powerful, and I gasped out in agony as the pleasure and pain of my release twisted in my gut. It felt like a torrent of my soul was pouring directly into her womb. Her mouth hung open, and our eyes met as we each enjoyed the sensations of our shared euphoria, and the sight of her enjoying my sperm filling her up just made me tense and spray more of my cum into her.
We stayed locked and spasming together for what felt like a good minute, but then I was empty, and she was filled with me, and we both took shaky breaths before we kissed each other deeply.
“Ohhh, shiiit,” Zarra purred as soon as our kiss ended, and her head collapsed back against the bed.
“Yeahhhh,” I sighed. “Wowww…”
I moved to pull out of her, but before I could, her hands quickly grabbed my ass, and she shook her head.
“Stay in me a bit longer?” she begged. “I love the feeling of you.”
“Okay,” I whispered, and we kissed for a few minutes more. Then I laid my head on the pillow next to her and kept a bit of my weight on my arms so I wouldn’t crush her.
Soon our breathing began to sync up, and Zarra moved her fingers up to my hair so she could run her nails across the skin on my scalp.
“I have never felt this way about anyone,” she whispered so softly that I could barely hear her.
“Me, either,” I replied.
“It’s a bit scary,” she admitted.
“Yeah.”
We didn’t say anything for a few minutes, but I was still hard and deep inside of her tunnel, and she didn’t seem like she wanted me to pull out any time soon.
“I don’t want to lose you,” she whispered.
“You won’t.”
“I’ve lost everyone else I’ve loved,” she whispered.
“Huh?” I blinked away the sleep that was threatening my eyelids. “What about your parents?”
“I already told you about the stuff with the Israelis,” she sighed. “They’ll never forgive me. I’m worried you won’t forgive me…”
“You said you need to keep me in the dark to protect me,” I said as I pulled my head up so I could look at her beautiful face. “Right?”
“Yes,” she said as she blinked her beautiful purple eyes at me.
“Then I can’t be mad at you,” I sighed. “As long as you tell me when you said you would. We can kick the can on this. Okay? I trust you.”
“It means so much to me,” she whispered as she began to blink her eyes a bit more. “I… I really do care for you so much…”
“I care for you, too.” I smiled at her, but then I let out a long groan when I felt her tunnel squeeze around my shaft a bit. “Uhhh… sooo… I’ve climaxed inside of you a few times…”
“I’m on birth control,” she whispered. “Helps with regulating periods and such.”
“I figured as much when you asked me to cum inside of you.” I let out a thankful breath.
“I know you’ve probably had women try to get pregnant,” she said. “I wouldn’t do that to you. For one, I have plenty of money and don’t need yours. For two, I’m a planner, as you’ve seen.”
“Yeah,” I chuckled.
“But… this is good.” She bit her lip and ran her nails up and down my arms. “I’d… you know… like to talk to you about that someday. When we’ve got the game up and running, and… you know. If you’d… like…”
“Are you asking to have a baby with me?” I felt my head start to spin, and my heart began to double thump in my chest.
And it wasn’t out of fear or terror. I realized the thought of Zarra having my baby made me happy.
“More like… you know… uhhh… maybe one day we could talk about it. And stuff… just if we are still happy with being together in a year or so… you know… just… oh, fuck…” She started to actually blush, and I felt a grin spread across my face.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you stutter like this.”
“Oh, my god,” she laughed as she pushed against my chest. “This just came out of nowhere. Sorry! I’m… ughhh… this just feels so good… with you. Just forget I said anything. You’ve got enough to worry about.”
“I don’t want to take anything off the table with you,” I said, and then I leaned forward and kissed her sweet lips.
Zarra moaned into my mouth, and then our hips began to roll against each other again. I was still so hard and so deep inside of her, and our kiss quickly evolved into another session of lovemaking. This one was more gentle and slow, and when we both finally came, we moaned each other’s names as we peaked. Afterward, she finally let me pull out, and I rolled over to lay beside her on the bed. Then we both dozed in and out of sleep for a few hours. We made love again as soon as we woke up for dinner, and we ended up going at it over and over until we finally ordered food long after we should have gone to sleep for the night.
After a light supper and another round of lovemaking, I pulled her close to me on the bed so she could lay her head on my chest. Zarra gave a contented sigh and nestled deeper into my arms, and I held her a little tighter. I’d lost count of how many times she had climaxed, but I had filled her up seven times, and she had a blissful glow on her dark-honey skin from all of our physical exertion. My beautiful lover’s eyes were half-closed in sleep, and she looked so peaceful that I wanted to stay like this forever.
“Leo?” Zarra whispered and propped her head up on my chest so she could look at me.
“Hm?” I asked.
“Again, thank you for trusting me,” she said softly. “I’ve never really had someone in my corner before.”
“It’s a nice feeling, isn’t it?” I smiled.
“It’s the best feeling,” Zarra sighed. “Well, almost the best feeling.”
“Then what’s the best feeling?” I asked.
“The way I feel about you,” Zarra whispered. “Believe me when I say that I’ve lived in many places and known many people in my life, but no one else has ever made me feel the way you do.”
“I know exactly what you mean.” I kissed the top of her dark hair, pulled her closer to me, and then fell asleep with the beautiful woman in my arms.







Chapter 19
I slept all night in Zarra’s room, but I woke up from dreams so often that I wasn’t sure how much sleep I actually got. I kept dreaming about the blonde woman with the golden hammer, but whenever I tried to call out to her in the dream, she moved further away from me. I wanted to know what she was trying to warn me about, and I wanted to know who the crying woman was from my last dream, but all I found were shadows and pools of deadly fire.
I really needed to ask Bolverk about this woman with the hammer.
After a restless night, I got up at four and took a quick shower in Zarra’s bathroom. She joined me halfway through my shower for another round of lovemaking, and after we both came several times, we finally pulled ourselves out of the shower.
“Headed to work already?” Zarra smiled as we both got dressed in her bedroom.
“Might as well get an early start since I’m up,” I replied. “You?”
“Same here,” the amethyst-eyed woman chuckled. “I missed several phone calls last night since we were otherwise… occupied.”
“You don’t sound upset about it,” I laughed.
“I would miss a thousand phone calls to have a single night with you,” Zarra purred. “You, however, have important work to do, so don’t let me keep you any longer than I already have.”
“I’ll see you soon,” I said with a smile. “Have a good day at work.”
“You too, honey,” she said and then gave me a sly wink.
By the time I reached my own suite again, it was a little after five o’clock. I thought I might have to call someone to get a hold of Jennifer and Ky since I hadn’t told them to be there until six-thirty, but when I knocked on the deadbolted lab door inside my suite, Ky opened it like he’d never left in the first place.
We chatted for a few minutes about nothing in particular, and after Jennifer told us she was ready for me, I headed into the dark pool like normal and let the liquid close over my head. When I opened my eyes a few seconds later, I was back in my room in The Tired Falcon, and Cornalic was snoring gently from the other bed.
I checked my pack to make sure the Pieces of Heliotrope were still there, and then I exhaled in relief when everything seemed to be fine. Ohlavar was feeling more and more like home to me, and I had to admit that I had missed being here yesterday. It felt like Earth was just a place I visited now, but Ohlavar was where I really belonged.
I would have been more worried about this feeling if Ohlavar Quest was only a game, but it felt more natural since I was convinced this was a real world. Maybe that should have worried me too, since Earth was my actual home, but the longer I spent away from it, the less I felt attached to that world.
The feeling made me think about what Zarra had told me about previous versions of the game being too addicting.
“It is good to have you back, dearest friend,” Cornalic announced from the other bed.
I jumped since I hadn’t heard the massive half-orc wake up, but when I looked over at him, he was seated on the side of his bed, fully dressed and with only a slight yawn to tell me he’d ever been asleep.
“I was trying not to wake you,” I chuckled.
“Did you really think you could sneak in here without waking up your best friend in the whole world, who swore to protect your possessions with his life?” Cornalic grinned. “I slept with one eye open, dearest Leo, so as soon as you were back, I said to myself, ‘Cornalic, who is that stirring in the corner of your room?’ But just as I was ready to leap into action, I realized it was only yourself, and I replied to myself and said, ‘Ah, but it is the noble brother of my heart, returned safe and sound!’ And we are all the better for it, since you have been missed, my friend.”
“Thanks, Cornalic.” I started to put on my armor. “Did I miss anything while I was gone?”
“Only a number of arguments about Lady Feeyaz’s intentions on your heart, or various other parts of your male anatomy, as well as the best way to proceed with our plans. We have made no decisions, of course, although a number of possibilities have been presented. But I told our friends that we were not to make a move until my dearest friend in all the world returned, since he is our fearless leader and would know just what to do!”
“I appreciate it,” I chuckled. “Do you think it’s too early to wake everyone else up yet?”
“I do believe that Allurie will be inconsolable if we do not wake her immediately,” Cornalic replied. “Her exact words were ‘Oh, my noble friend Cornalic, if you do not wake me the moment Leo returns, I will feed you to Lady Feeyaz!’ And then Lady Feeyaz said she wasn’t interested in having a half-orc for supper, and I agreed with her since my kind is known to be a tough breed, although I wasn’t actually aware that drow ate half-orcs at all. She said they didn’t as a rule, but--”
“I think I get the picture,” I interrupted before my massive friend recited word-for-word everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.
“Then shall I wake our friends for us?” Cornalic asked.
“Be my guest.” I finished putting on the last of my weapons and my small pack and then followed Cornalic to the adjoining door into the next room.
Moryana and Bolverk shared the middle room, but I immediately saw that only Bolverk was in his bed and Moryana was nowhere to be found.
“Bolverk!” Cornalic shook the tattooed gnome’s shoulder.
The gnome berserker jumped to his feet on top of the mattress with one of his hand axes raised high. His eyes were a fearsome electric-blue in the low light, but the moment he saw it was only us, he sank back into a seated posture on the bed and gently laid his axe down on the sheets at his side.
“It is dangerous to wake gods when they sleep,” Bolverk muttered.
“Where’s Moryana?” I asked.
“She left early this morning,” Lady Feeyaz purred from the other end of the room.
“Leo!” Allurie cried from behind her.
I hadn’t heard either woman open the door to their room, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. Elves were known for their quickness and their good hearing, so they must have heard us talking to Bolverk and come to check on things. But then Allurie threw herself into my arms, and there was no more time to think about anything but how good her body felt against mine. She was only wearing her thin nightgown, and her firm breasts pressed against my chest like a life raft I wanted to throw myself into.
“I missed you,” the pretty elf girl breathed in my ear.
“Me too.” I inhaled the scent of lavender that clung to her hair and instinctively held her a little tighter.
Shit, what was I thinking? This was Allurie, not Zarra or Lady Feeyaz. I pulled her away and gave her hands a quick squeeze before I dropped my arms back to my sides.
“Leo, don’t I get a hug, too? I liked the way you just put your hands all over Allurie’s delightful body while she rubbed it against you.” Lady Feeyaz swayed her broad hips as she walked toward me, and I forced my eyes away from her curves back up to her playful smile.
“Leo doesn’t want to touch you, evil woman of evil powers!” the silver-haired elf proclaimed as she pointed a long finger at the drow. “Stay back, or I’ll… I’ll… be forced to defend his body from your wicked seductions!”
“Uh, how about we stick to the subject?” I asked as I patted Allurie on the shoulder to get her to calm down. “You said Moryana left?”
“She figured I would be awake, so she stopped by about an hour ago and told me she was leaving,” the dark elf replied. “She wanted to get to the castle early this morning so she could take up a secret position. Then she would be able to watch everyone coming and going.”
“The evil sorceress is telling the truth,” Allurie sighed like she was disappointed. “Moryana said she wanted to get a better idea of security and access, so she would come back later.”
“It’s a good plan,” I replied. “I know it’s still early, but we’ve got a lot to do, so I’d like to get started. We still need blueprints to the fortress, information about Nardeth Arusalah and how he broke into the castle, the Moonstone of Illusion from the troubadours, and any abilities we might need to break into the castle and help Cornalic break into the vault.”
“I did find a few shops with abilities we might be able to use,” my green-skinned friend added. “I can take you there anytime you like.”
“Good, but first let’s find out about Nardeth and the troubadours,” I replied. “Bolverk and Lady Feeyaz, you know the drill. You two stay here, and stay out of sight as much as possible.”
“Does this mean I get to come with you?” Allurie clapped her hands. “I’ll go get dressed!”
“My dearest friend, I believe I have a proposition that will save us time,” Cornalic announced. “I tried to speak with the guildmaster at the Adventurers Hall again yesterday, but he still refuses to give up the address of Nardeth Arusalah’s friend.”
“Wyn… something, right?” I asked.
“Wyn Risara,” the half-orc replied. “So, if my noble-hearted friend does not mind a slightly roguish activity, I thought I would sneak into the Adventurers Guild this morning and steal, er, borrow this woman’s address from their charter files. Then you and I can go talk to her together later.”
“That’s perfect,” I said. “She’s our best lead right now. Just don’t get caught and thrown in jail, alright?”
“Oh, dear Leo, I have no doubt that you would rescue me in a heartbeat,” Cornalic declared. “But have no fear, I have entered far more secure places with no trouble at all, so it will be but the work of a moment!”
“Then Allurie can come with me to talk to the troubadours,” I said. “I’m sure they’re staying at the closest Theater Guild to where they put on their last performance, or at least their wagon is probably parked there.”
“I shall meet you there once I have acquired the address of the fearsome Wyn Risara!” Cornalic gave an elegant bow. “I shall not rest until it is done, dear friend.”
“Thanks,” I replied. “Lady Feeyaz, Bolverk, do you need anything before we head out?”
“I can’t say that I need anything,” the dark elf purred. “But I do want things… oh, so very many things, Leo.”
“No dirty talk!” Allurie shouted from the other room.
“I can’t help that I’m a little bit… naughty,” the drow sorceress laughed. “Maybe it’s just my nature. You wouldn’t blame me for that, would you, pretty little Allurie?”
“You stay here.” The silver-haired elf swept back into the room with her Armor of the Pearly Sea buckled over her adventuring clothes. “If you want to help Leo, then you do what he says. And he does not say to keep flirting!”
“What if I want to keep flirting?” Lady Feeyaz stepped closer to the pretty elf girl and stroked her silver hair back behind her ears. “Maybe I should flirt with someone else, not with Leo? Would this be okay?”
Allurie’s knees quivered slightly, and I remembered just how powerful the drow woman’s charms could be. But then the silver-haired elf grasped the dark elf’s hand and gently moved it away from her hair.
“My heart does not belong to you, beautiful, evil woman,” Allurie said firmly, but then turned to me with a smile. “It only belongs to Leo. He is my everything, and you can’t ever stop me from loving him. I’m ready! Let’s go get a magic orb!”
After I reminded Lady Feeyaz and Bolverk again about how important it was to stay hidden, I headed out into the early morning streets of Phycar with Cornalic and Allurie. My half-orc friend split off from us only a few minutes later, and I trusted he would meet us at the Theater Guild once he had retrieved Wyn’s address from the Adventurers Guild.
The city was just starting to wake up, so we blended in with everyone else as they all headed to their jobs for the day. There were still just as many guards around as there were at night, but none of the Phycar citizens seemed reassured by their presence. If anything, they seemed more scared of the guards than of any potential danger the guards were supposed to prevent.
When we reached the Theater Guild closest to where the actors had performed, I started to knock on the door before Allurie tugged my arm.
“I hear music,” the beautiful elf girl whispered.
I followed her to the back of the two-story building and found the troubadours’ wagon parked in the alley there. The curtains along the side were open, but only a few of the actors were there, and this included a fenia woman who plucked one of the harp strings every few seconds in a half-daze like she was playing in her sleep. The rest of the troubadours must either be inside the guild hall or out on early morning tasks.
I thought about just sneaking into the wagon and trying to steal the magic orb, but I decided against it. Stealth definitely wasn’t one of my strengths here, but I wouldn’t have even sent Cornalic to do this job. As far as I knew, we were the only people the actors had shown their moonstone to, and if it went missing, it was a pretty safe bet that they would blame us for it.
Then the Freelans’ guards would comb the city for us, and we’d be fucked.
I cleared my throat and knocked on the side of the wagon like it was a door. The harp-playing fenia glanced in my direction but then closed her eyes again like she hadn’t seen me, but one of the human men roused himself from a pile of blankets, yawned, and swayed over to hop down from the wagon.
Of course, it was the same asshole who had insulted Allurie and Cornalic the other night.
“I didn’t expect to see fans so early in the morning,” the man said with another yawn. “I appreciate your support, but you know we don’t perform again until the evening.”
“I’m not here for a performance,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you more about that magic orb.”
“Did your girl want to touch it again?” The man grinned until he saw my fingers wrap around the hilt of my broadsword. “Sorry, bad joke. Uhh, actually, maybe you could forget you saw the moonstone? Olan-- uh, that’s my boss-- isn’t too pleased that I flashed it around the other night.”
“I don’t blame him,” I muttered. “Let me talk to him.”
“He’s sleeping right now, so I--”
“What the fuck are you yammering about, Bim?” A gruff, mustached man rolled to his feet from a pile of blankets on the other side of the wagon.
He jumped down to stand beside Bim and then glanced at me and Allurie, but I didn’t like the way his eyes lingered on the pretty elf girl the same way his companion’s had. Bim whispered something in his boss’ ear, and Olan narrowed his eyes.
“So, you’re the ones who asked questions about our magic illusion orb, hm?” the mustached man asked. “I told Bim he was a fool for showing it around, but I hope you didn’t come by for another demonstration.”
“I’ll get right to the point so I don’t waste your time,” I said. “I want to buy the magic orb.”
“Not for sale,” the head troubadour grunted. “It’s how we make a living.”
“I understand that,” I said quickly before he could turn away. “But what about a trade? Would you be open to that?”
Olan raised an eyebrow and then glanced at Allurie again.
“Is she for sale?” the head troubadour asked. “Because I might be open to a trade if--”
“Oh, yes, if it will help Leo!” Allurie cheered. “I can sing and dance and cook and clean and--”
“No, she’s not for fucking sale,” I snarled and halfway pulled my sword out of its sheath before both human actors raised their hands and took a step back.
“I didn’t think it would hurt to ask.” Olan shrugged.
I wanted to run him through with my sword and ask him if he still thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask, but that would only create more problems for myself. I just hated the way they looked at my friend and talked about her like she was an object for sale instead of a living, breathing person.
I forced myself to exhale and then relaxed my grip on my sword.
This was supposed to be a game.
“She’s not for sale,” I repeated slowly. “Is there anything else you would be willing to trade for? I’m a skilled adventurer, and if I can interest you in anything from a dungeon or--”
“Oh, I’ve got it!” Bim said, and then he whispered something in his boss’ ear again.
“I might keep you around yet,” Olan grunted. “Alright, adventurer. I’ll trade you our moonstone if you can bring me a Wardrobe of Infinite Outfits. But I warn you, they are very hard to find.”
“Tell me about them,” I said.
“There are only two nobles in Phycar who have these wardrobes,” the head troubadour replied. “All they have to do is imagine the outfit they want to retrieve from the wardrobe, and whenever they reach in, that’s what they grab. And it never runs out.”
“So these nobles never have to wear the same thing twice,” I said. “Must make them big hits at parties. But would you really trade me the moonstone for one of these wardrobes?”
“Fabrics are the most expensive part of our trade,” Olan replied. “And costume-making is the most time-consuming. If we could have all the costumes we wanted, it would be less important for us to change our appearance when we perform. The costumes could do that work for us, but right now, we have only a few outfits to our name.”
“I guess infinite costumes would be more valuable than an illusion orb,” I agreed. “Okay, let’s say I get you one of these wardrobes. If I do, would you give me the moonstone and also let me pull out a handful of outfits from the wardrobe for myself? Then it’ll be all yours, and I’ll never bother you again.”
“It’s infinite outfits,” Olan chuckled and stroked his mustache. “What do I care if you take a few costumes for yourself first?”
“Great,” I said. “You have yourselves a bargain.”
New Quest: Acquire a
Wardrobe of Infinite Outfits and trade it for the Moonstone of Illusion.
I ignored the pop-up banner on my UI and was about to ask the actors for follow-up information, but Allurie beat me to it.
“Who are these two nobles?” The silver-haired elf crossed her arms over her chest. “We need names!”
“Bim, write them down,” the head troubadour said. “There might be other nobles in the city who have these wardrobes too, but these are the only two I know of. We always ask around when we first come to a new city to see if anyone is interested in… ah… trading.”
“You ask around to see if it’s possible to steal them,” I corrected the man.
“You make it sound so dirty,” Olan sighed. “The life of a troubadour is a noble profession, but it unfortunately pays very few bills, so sometimes we must resort to less than savory means to get what we need.”
“Or you just hire people to do your dirty work for you,” I pointed out.
“Technically, we are making a trade, so I’m not paying you,” the head actor said. “Therefore, my hands are clean.”
“That’s a real technicality.” I rolled my eyes.
Bim came back over to us and handed me a piece of paper with two names scrawled on it. I didn’t recognize the names, but I almost sighed in relief that neither name had “Freelan” attached to it.
“I’ll be back in a day or two at the most,” I told the two actors. “I’ll keep up my end as long as you keep up yours.”
“Never fear, we are actors of our word,” Olan said with his hand to his heart.
He really seemed to have warmed up to me now that he thought I was going to get him this impossible item. I slipped the scrap of paper into my small pack and turned to go, but we had only made it half a dozen feet away before Olan called out after us.
“And if you change your mind, we might just settle for your elf girl!” the mustached asshole laughed.
My hand was on the hilt of my sword in under a second, but to my surprise, Allurie slipped her arm through mine and kept me from pulling it out. She didn’t say anything until we had gone around the corner of the building and were out of sight of the two men.
“They are stupid men,” Allurie sighed. “You are a hundred-- no! A thousand-- no! A million and infinity times better than them, Leo.”
“But you know what they were saying about you, right?” I demanded. “You know what they wanted?”
“Oh, yes, lots of other elf girls in the palace kitchen back in Cutno used to talk about that kind of thing,” Allurie said with a little shrug.
“I can’t believe you’re so calm about it,” I said.
“I do not want those stupid men to get you in trouble,” the pretty elf girl huffed. “And I have you, Leo! I know you would never let anything bad happen to me.”
I smiled. “You’ve got that right.”
We waited under the eaves of a shop across the street from the Theater Guild, but we didn’t even have to wait a full twenty minutes before Cornalic strolled down the street toward us. He looked quite pleased with himself, and when he reached us, the overly muscled half-orc gave a grand bow.
“How would you both care to make an early morning visit to Wyn Risara?” Cornalic grinned.
Allurie convinced us that we shouldn’t show up empty-handed if we wanted to get on the retired adventurer’s good side, so we spent the next hour shopping for what the elf girl thought was the perfect set of items. She settled on a delicate teapot etched with flowers and ivy, a rare tea that was said to make the drinker’s eyes sparkle with laughter, and an enchanted comb that would ensure the user’s hair would never be tangled.
The silver-haired elf insisted that the last item would be the most valuable, and since she probably knew more about this than me or Cornalic, we couldn’t help but agree. Especially since Allurie seemed so excited about the gifts.
If Wyn Risara didn’t like them, at least Allurie would be happy to keep them.
The retired adventurer lived a little over an hour south of the Adventurers Guild she sometimes still went to. I was surprised she lived so far away since there were probably other guild halls closer to her home, but maybe this had been her favorite haunt when she was younger, and she continued the tradition even though she lived further away.
In a city as big as Phycar, an hour of brisk walking wasn’t really a significant distance anyways.
It was late morning when we reached her house. The structure was a neat one-story home painted blue with bright orange shutters. Beds of purple and orange flowers lined either side of the front door, and the whole thing looked like it could have popped out of a fairytale, except for the wicked-looking spikes that covered the flat roof.
My guess was that the spikes were supposed to keep people from jumping up and running across the smooth surface, and I wondered if it was just a precaution or if this woman had real enemies.
“Perhaps allow me to knock first,” Cornalic said with a glance up at the spikes. “In case there are any surprises of the dastardly variety.”
I nodded and held Allurie back so the massive half-orc could approach the woman’s house first. He stepped carefully along the walkway like he was on the alert for trigger plates, avoided a few of the stepping stones, and then ran his fingers along the wood of the door. Finally, he knocked firmly just above the knob.
“I do not think our new friend is very fond of company,” Cornalic whispered over his shoulder to us. “This whole house seems to be an elaborate trap.”
“Then it’s a good thing you’re the most charming person I know,” I chuckled. “And the best at traps.”
“Dear Leo, your faith in me feels like the sunrise after a stormy night,” Cornalic declared. “It warms my heart, nay! My soul, and I am deeply touched that you believe so fully in my charm and skills. Indeed, I vow to you again that I will cut down all those who stand in your way, and that I will be your faithful friend to the end of your quest and beyond, even until the sun and moon--”
The door suddenly opened to reveal a human woman in her seventies or maybe older. Her back was slightly bent, but her dark eyes were sharp, and she gripped a cane in her hand like it was a sword. Dark hair was piled on top of her head with only a few streaks of gray along the temples, and her wrinkled mocha skin reminded me of what Zarra might look like one day far in the future.
“If all you wanted was to profess your love for your friend, I fail to see why it has to be done on my doorstep,” the woman snapped.
“Allow me to explain,” Cornalic said quickly. “You see--”
“You avoided my traps,” the woman said. “So you must not be as ignorant as you look. You weren’t sent here by Them, were you?”
“Dear lady, if you tell us who ‘them’ are, then perhaps we could put your mind more at ease,” my overly muscled friend said. “And perhaps you could tell us if we have the pleasure of speaking with Wyn Risara? Otherwise, we’ll take our leave with the most sincerest of apologies for arriving at the wrong house. You see, we are interested in--”
“You don’t look like Freelan people,” the older woman muttered. “And I guess you probably wouldn’t have come up and knocked on the door if you were.”
“We’re definitely not Freelan people,” I growled from the end of the walkway that led to the door. “My name is Leo of the Lennox clan. This is Allurie, and that’s Cornalic of the Mind.”
“We brought you presents!” Allurie held up the bag of gifts with such a sweet smile that I didn’t think anyone would be able to refuse her.
“You’ve got manners, I’ll give you that much,” the woman sighed. “Yes, I’m Wyn.”
“We won’t take up much of your time,” I assured her. “But I think we should discuss this matter inside. We weren’t sent by the Freelans, but we would like to talk to you about them.”
“How did you get my address anyway?” Wyn asked.
“I, ah… borrowed it from the Adventurers Guild,” Cornalic said with a humble bow.
“You must have some skill if you snuck past the guildmaster,” the retired adventurer snorted. “Alright, you can come in so I can at least see what you brought me. No, wait!”
Allurie had almost taken a step onto the walkway before the woman held up her hands to stop her. Then the retired adventurer fidgeted with something just inside the doorway, and after we heard a slight hiss, she nodded.
“It’s disarmed,” she announced. “Come on in.”
“Looks like you were right,” I told Cornalic.
“My dear friend, if I was correct, it is only because your belief in me gave me the courage to see these traps in the first place,” the muscular half-orc replied. “You are truly the bread to my cheese! The cheese to my olive! The--”
“Do you want to talk or not?” Wyn demanded, but a slight smile tugged at the corners of her lips.
The three of us hurried inside before the old adventurer changed her mind. The inside of the home was the same fairytale style as the outside, except for the fact that there were weapons within easy reach of every square foot of the home. Axes and daggers covered the walls, there was a crossbow sticking up out of a barrel of potatoes, and swords were tucked into buckets like they were umbrellas.
“Expecting an attack?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Yes,” Wyn snorted and then gestured for us to sit down by the fireplace.
As soon as we were all seated, Allurie handed her the bag of gifts we had brought. The retired adventurer pulled out every item carefully, and her smile grew a little wider with each one. Wyn set the teapot and tea down on a tray in front of the fire, but she held onto the enchanted comb as she leaned back into the couch.
“These are lovely,” the older woman said. “Thank you for bringing gifts to an old woman who never has company anymore, at least not any kind of company she wants.”
“Who do you think is going to attack you?” I asked.
“The same people you came to talk to me about,” Wyn replied. “You want to talk about the Freelans, right? You want to see if I know about any kind of secret entrance to the castle, yes?”
Cornalic and I glanced at each other nervously, but Allurie was the first one to answer.
“Leo is not like other adventurers,” the elf girl said as she scooted closer to Wyn on the couch. “He is not interested in fame or glory or even riches! He is only interested in doing the right thing. He’s like me! He just wants to make other people happy.”
“Really?” The woman narrowed her dark eyes. “And how will learning about a secret entrance to the castle make other people happy? Are you sure it’s not just to make yourselves rich?”
“We’re trying to prevent a war.” I decided honesty might be the best approach here, since Wyn was clearly quite perceptive. “Oh, and at the same time, we’re also trying to stop the Freelans from ever using death magic again.”
“Ha!” The retired adventurer slapped her knee. “Now I wish I had rolled out the welcome mat for you.”
“You believe us?” Cornalic asked.
“Check under your seats, sweet cheeks,” Wyn chuckled.
Cornalic and I lifted up the couch cushions underneath us and found a small blue stone wedged in between them. It seemed to give off a light puff of smoke like a cigarette exhale every half a second, but its smoke must have been hidden by the cushion. I picked it up and turned it over in my hand until the description popped up in blue text on my UI:
Truth Crystal - For five minutes every eight hours, everyone within three feet of this crystal will not be able to lie. They may still keep the whole truth to themselves, but they will not be able to utter a falsehood. Trigger word “really.”
“Is a truth crystal really necessary?” I asked.
“Ah, you must have some Mind mage identification abilities,” Wyn said as she studied me with her curious dark eyes. “And yes, I’m afraid it is. You’ll have to forgive the intrusion, but in my business, most people are liars or fools. I’m relieved to find you don’t belong in the first category. Remains to be seen if you are in the second, but you did bring me gifts, so that says something about your intelligence. Then again… you want to go against the Freelans. That’s quite dumb.”
I set the crystal down and dropped the couch cushions back into place so Cornalic and I could sit down again.
“So you know about the death magic,” I guessed.
“Death magic isn’t all bad, you know,” Wyn said. “Sure, it sounds terrifying, but there are ways to use it that are really wonderful and clever and exciting. It’s like any other kind of magic. It can be used for bad or good, and it all depends on who uses it.”
“The Freelans definitely use it for bad,” Allurie huffed. “They are not nice people.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more, elf,” the older woman said. “And if you really want to break their power, then you can ask me your questions. I know you want to find out about Nardeth.”
“I’m guessing we’re not the first ones who have ever asked you about him,” Cornalic said. “And we certainly don’t seem to be the first adventurers to ask you about a secret way into the Freelans’ castle.”
“Plenty have asked before,” Wyn replied. “I’ve just never answered.”
“Why not?” Allurie whispered.
“Because they are only ever interested in fame or glory or riches,” Wyn repeated the elf girl’s earlier words. “And they would sell whatever treasures they found to the Freelans if it meant more gold.”
“But Nardeth never did?” I guessed.
“He stole treasures from the Freelans,” Wyn chuckled. “So no, he certainly never sold anything to them.”
“How did he steal from them?” I asked.
“He found a key.” The older woman shrugged. “It was on one of our first runs through Graveyard Ruins. He found this beautiful jewel-encrusted key, and eventually, we discovered what it opened.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “It opened a door into the castle.”
“Into the castle dungeons, yes.” Wyn nodded. “He never let me go inside the castle with him, though. He never let any of our usual party come with him. He always said it was too dangerous, so we would wait for him in the crypt.”
“Then you’ve never been inside the castle?” Cornalic asked.
“No, but Nardeth sometimes brought things back for us,” Wyn answered. “Weapons, jewelry, the Truth Crystal you’re sitting on, that kind of thing. He never took too much at once, just enough to make the Freelans slowly feel like they were going crazy.”
“He must have been a very skilled adventurer to make it in and out of the palace on his own so many times,” Cornalic said with a respectful bow of his head.
“He was the most brilliant adventurer I ever knew,” Wyn sighed, and I realized she and Nardeth might have been more than just adventuring companions. “But he did have a little help, at least after his first trip into the castle.”
“Who helped him?” Allurie’s turquoise eyes were wide with excitement as she listened to the other woman’s story.
“The Freelans didn’t have quite the security back then that they do now,” the retired adventurer replied. “So on his first trip, he stole a necromancer’s amulet from them.”
My pulse thudded loudly in my ears, but I forced myself to remain calm. This was the closest we had come to finding out about the jewelry box and the death magic amulets that it created, and I was afraid that if I even breathed, I might shatter our chances of learning more.
“Like I said, not everyone who practices death magic is evil,” Wyn continued. “You just have to be careful not to do too much, and Nardeth always was. The amulet helped him go back to the palace again and again, and it helped our party go deeper and deeper into Graveyard Ruins.”
“We’ve heard it’s an incredibly difficult dungeon,” Cornalic said.
“Not for Nardeth.” The older woman’s eyes glittered, and for a moment, I could imagine what she must have looked like forty of fifty years ago when she and Nardeth were adventuring together in their prime.
I wondered how deeply they might have been in love.
“We also heard he was the best,” I said. “Especially with a necromancer’s amulet, I imagine he was unstoppable.”
“He really was,” Wyn sighed.
“Did you do all your dungeon runs together?” I asked.
“Until the day he died,” Wyn said, and her dark eyes suddenly took on a faraway look.
“How did it happen?” Allurie gently laid her hand on the other woman’s leg to reassure her.
“We went deeper into Graveyard Ruins than we had ever been,” the retired adventurer said. “No one had ever been that deep before, but Nardeth was so confident we could do it… but then everything went wrong. Our healer couldn’t keep up, and I had to watch one friend after another die while we tried to fight our way back to the surface.”
“But you made it out, so something must have gone right,” I said.
“I was the only one who escaped,” Wyn whispered. “Nardeth threw me through a set of doors while we were still deep below the surface, and he shut them behind me so he could hold off everything long enough for me to get away. At the end, I heard him… I heard him die, and then I just ran until I was free. I’ve never adventured again since then.”
“I’m sure he knew how much you loved him.” Allurie suddenly hugged the older woman.
Wyn stiffened in the elf girl’s embrace, but she relaxed after a few seconds and patted Allurie’s arm.
“Has anyone ever gone that deeply into the dungeon again?” I asked gently.
“They’ve tried.” Wyn gave a harsh laugh. “But none of them were Nardeth, so they didn’t make it very far.”
“I understand the cruelty of a loved one being ripped from your arms before you are ready,” Cornalic sighed. “I am truly sorry that you were never able to bury him or see him properly cared for at the end.”
“He wouldn’t be mad that his bones are rotting right underneath the Freelans,” Wyn chuckled. “He’d think it was kind of like a last ‘fuck you’ to those bastards.”
“I’m sorry the necromancer’s amulet couldn’t save him in the end, though,” I said. “If we are able to find it, would you want us to bring it to you?”
“Eh, I don’t care about death magic for myself.” The older woman shrugged. “I only wish… ah, it doesn’t matter. So let me guess, you’re gonna try to go find my Nardeth, take the key to the castle from his body, and break in to steal the damn furniture out from under the Freelans?”
“Something like that,” I said with a smile. “I know it will be dangerous, but it’s our best option to save a lot of lives.”
“Then good luck to you,” Wyn said. “I don’t imagine I’ll see you again, but I wish you well all the same. But on the off-chance that you survive when no one else has, I’ll give you a tip: The door to the castle dungeons is located at the beginning of the crypt, before Graveyard Ruins really begins. It’s behind a rock that’s shaped like a woman.”
“Thank you,” I said. “We’ll do our best to make the Freelans suffer.”
“Good,” the retired adventurer grunted. “They send their people around here every now and then to try to steal my treasures from me, but my traps are usually able to scare them away. If you can hurt the bastards in any way, I’d consider it a favor.”
“We will do our utmost, dear lady.” Cornalic stood up and gave a deep bow.
Allurie hugged Wyn again and whispered something in her ear, and the old adventurer smiled.
“Alright, go on, then,” the woman told us.
After we left her house, we heard a slight hiss as she put all the traps back in place around her home. I had already been determined to make the Freelans suffer, but I felt this even more strongly now. All Wyn Risara wanted to do was live out the rest of her life in peace, but she had to constantly be on guard against the Freelans, simply because they thought she might still have valuable treasures from all the dungeon runs she’d made with Nardeth.
“Well, looks like we’ll definitely be doing Graveyard Ruins,” I announced. “That’s where the key is, so that’s where we’ve gotta go. It’s the only way we’ll be able to break into the palace.”
“We’ll make sure we are ready for it, my noble-hearted friend,” Cornalic replied. “I have not yet seen you face anything you could not handle with complete grace, brilliant skill, clever planning, amazing--”
“Let’s hope you’re right,” I cut him off with a laugh.
We headed back to the inn to tell the rest of our friends what we had learned. When we were only about ten minutes away from The Tired Falcon, shouts filled the street behind us, and we ducked into a side alley to get out of the way. A dozen yellow-clad soldiers sprinted down the street, but a few of them stopped at a food cart vendor who was filling orders for three other soldiers on a break. One of the running soldiers barked at the three soldiers who were waiting on their food, and then all of them jumped up and took off after the rest of the Freelans’ guards.
After they disappeared around the corner, we hurried over to the food cart vendor to find out what was happening.
“We’ll take their orders.” I handed the fenia a few coins to butter him up.
“Grr, my thanks,” the fenia replied. “I would hate for their food to go to waste.”
He took my coins and gave us three tightly wrapped pitas stuffed with roasted chicken, crushed tomatoes, and a sauce made from olive oil and basil.
“What happened to the soldiers?” Cornalic asked and then tore into his pita. “Is something wrong at the castle?”
“Grr, no,” the fenia vendor replied. “Apparently, there’s been a disturbance at the records hall. Some gnome that’s all tattooed up like a sailor has gone totally crazy, and nobody seems to be able to stop the little fellow.”
“Shhhhittttt,” I groaned. “Bolverk.”







Chapter 20
“Follow me, my friends,” Cornalic hissed under his breath.
I didn’t have time to argue with my friend, so Allurie and I simply dashed after him down the street. I managed to take one bite of my pita before I had to throw it aside so I didn’t choke on the roasted chicken.
I had no idea what Bolverk was doing at the records hall, but whenever we found him, I hoped he had a damn good explanation. The last thing we needed was for the gnome berserker to draw a bunch of attention to himself from the city guards, so I couldn’t imagine why he had left The Tired Falcon in the first place.
“Do you know where you’re going?” I demanded as we sprinted forward.
“I know a back way to get there,” Cornalic called over his shoulder. “If we push, we might even get there before the soldiers.”
“Don’t you think they might know the back way, too?” I panted. “This is their city!”
“It might be their city,” the muscular half-orc said. “But as you might have noticed, my dear friend, I am quite skilled at making myself at home wherever I go! So, it is my city now, dearest Leo! Haa!”
I chuckled at the fact that my muscular friend was still so talkative even at a full run, but then I focused my attention on my legs to get to Bolverk as fast as possible. I doubted we could get there before the guards, but maybe we could at least help the gnome berserker get out of there in one piece.
Cornalic really did know Phycar like the back of his hand. The massive half-orc led us down one alley after another, and he never seemed to lose a sense of where he was. I would have needed the Silver Bells of the Mist not to get lost, especially since we were running so quickly, but my green-skinned friend seemed perfectly at home as he darted down one narrow street after another.
When the records hall came into view up ahead, it was at the far end of an open square. All the buildings that ringed the square were a dull sand color in contrast to the rest of the brightly painted buildings of Phycar, and I guessed they must all be offices of the city government. I would have been hard-pressed to pick out the records hall from the other buildings since they all looked basically the same, but the moment we ran into the square, I spotted the gnome berserker who had gotten the city guards called on himself.
Bolverk was whirling back and forth in a tight circle right in front of the three-story building on the opposite side of the square. He was already surrounded on all sides by the yellow-clad guards, but his twin hand axes twirled like graceful batons against every soldier who got too close. A few soldiers had already fallen, but I couldn’t tell if they were dead or just wounded.
I only knew we had to get to Bolverk before he got himself killed.
“Allurie, you’re on crossbow,” I called as the three of us charged across the square. “Cornalic, clear the fastest path back to the inn for us. I’ll help Bolverk.”
Allurie’s crossbow was in her hand in under a second with a bolt already wedged into place. She aimed it as we sprinted forward and then let her bolt fly across the two dozen yards that separated us from the fight. The bolt sailed across the square and nailed a soldier squarely in the forehead, right before he ran Bolverk through the back with his dagger.
“Nice job!” I shouted. “Stay there!”
The pretty elf girl was already loading another crossbow bolt, but this time, she stayed rooted in place so she could do damage from a safe distance. Cornalic and I continued forward, but we had only made it a few steps forward before the half-orc pulled away from me and twirled the ends of his Delightful Hair Tie of Charm together. His appearance didn’t change to me, but I knew the yellow-clad soldiers would see him as an ally for the next thirty seconds.
Just enough time for him to get close enough to do some real damage.
Cornalic disappeared into the fray of soldiers like he was one of them, but I couldn’t watch him go to work. Instead, I pulled out my Longsword of Chilling Edge, gripped it with both hands, and introduced my blade to the first line of assholes who turned around to face me.
Two yellow-clad soldiers met me together, but my blade was long enough to block both their attacks at once. I slid my sword off the end of one of their weapons, ducked my shoulder back to keep from exposing it, and then used the momentum of my blade against the second soldier’s sword to shove him backward.
He stumbled away from me, and it gave me enough time to swing my sword up again and parry the first soldier’s next attack. His sword rang out against mine again and again, and I hated to admit I was impressed by his footwork. He damn near floated across the ground as he swung and feinted, lunged and parried, but my longsword blocked his blade every time, so he couldn’t get in a single hit.
When his companion joined him again a few seconds later though, he brought two more of the other guards with him, so now it was four against one.
“Shit,” I growled.
They were all armed with broadswords, so I wanted to stay an equal distance away from each of them. I blocked the first soldier who tried to plunge his blade into the right side of my ribcage, and when a second guard lunged toward my open left side, I slammed my elbow into his throat as hard as I could.
I was surprised when I heard his neck snap.
It had been a while since I remembered how strong I was compared to most other people in Ohlavar, but I didn’t have time to wonder why this man’s neck broke so easily compared to some of the other assholes I had gone up against. I was just glad there was one less guard to deal with.
The third and fourth soldiers tried their luck against me next at the same time the first guard swung his broadsword toward me again. I slid my longsword down the third guard’s blade, curved it under the fourth one’s weapon, and dropped to one knee in order to spin around and thrust my blade up into the first soldier’s stomach.
The third and fourth soldiers both attacked me from the back while my blade was still deep inside their friend’s abdomen. I used a quick Guardian of Fortune on myself to block one of their blows, but the other guard hacked his blade into my side just underneath my ribs.
The armor blocked the worst of it, but it still forced the breath out of my lungs. I threw myself forward to knock back the soldier I had just killed, and this gave me a chance to roll forward, pull my sword out of his stomach, and jump back to my feet to face the two remaining soldiers who had attacked me.
I healed the heavy bruise to my ribs with a Minor Heal and then swung my longsword toward the asshole on my right. He blocked my first and second thrusts in time, but he underestimated my quickness and couldn’t parry the third blow fast enough.
My longsword sliced right through his neck and sent his head toppling like a bowling ball off his shoulders. When his skull bounced off the cobblestones, I saw that spidery blue veins had spread across his lifeless face, and I groaned at the poor luck that triggered my longsword’s chilling effect on someone I’d already killed.
There should have only been one soldier left now, but more assholes had run in to join the fight. I wondered if Cornalic had been able to clear any kind of escape route for us yet. Even if we could defeat all of these soldiers, I didn’t want to stick around long enough for the Freelans to get wind of what was going on here. If they sent more soldiers or showed up themselves, our whole plan would be over.
When two crossbow bolts buried themselves in the foreheads of two soldiers right beside me, I risked a quick glance across the ring of soldiers to see Cornalic moving like a fearsome shadow behind Bolverk. The half-orc rogue had clearly used the advantage of his enchanted hair tie to get right in the middle of a bunch of yellow-clad guards, and now half a dozen had all fallen behind him in a pile of mangled meat slabs.
The gnome berserker himself was already covered in blood that made his blue tattoos stand out even more. He jumped up to wrap his legs around the neck of a nearby soldier, and then he split open the guard’s skull with one of his hand axes. The soldier’s head gushed like a fountain, and Bolverk rode the body to the ground with a triumphant laugh.
“Beware the gods of wrath!” Bolverk shrieked. “Beware the gods of war! I am the golden hammer of the gods, and mortals will be the first slaves in my harem, for you have no chance! None!”
I suddenly remembered the blonde woman with the golden hammer from my dream, but then one of the soldiers’ swords nicked my shoulder, so I immediately cast Minor Heal on myself, followed by a quick Guardian of Fortune while I regained my bearings. Then I cast Spirit of Stone on Cornalic and another Guardian of Fortune on Allurie, too.
Then I swung my longsword toward one of my enemies, and when he blocked my blow, I simply slammed the hilt of my weapon into the nose of the asshole beside him. The middle of his face exploded in a bloom of bright red, and it gave me enough time to glance back at Allurie.
The elf girl was still where we had left her in the square a few dozen yards away, but several guards must have realized she was the one who was firing crossbow bolts at them. A group of four soldiers had surrounded her, so Allurie was switching back and forth between her crossbow to help us and her saber to defend herself.
The Saber of the Ancient Tortoise added fourteen extra points to her armor rating, and it also increased her health pool by twenty-five percent, so she should be alright. I still cast Spirit of Stone on her just in case, but as soon as she was encased in teal light, I had to direct my attention back to the yellow-clad soldiers directly around me.
I feinted a lunge toward the left side of one guard’s ribs. The moment he fell for it, I gripped my longsword in my right hand alone and then jumped forward to punch him in the face with my left fist. He stumbled backward, and I followed up my first punch with an uppercut from my sword-wielding hand. The second blow caught him full on the jaw, but since I was still holding a sword in that hand, it wasn’t very forceful.
It still gave me enough time to punch him a third time in the abdomen. At the same time, I spun my longsword out to the side to block a swing from another soldier. I quickly cast Spirit of Stone on myself and then thrust my sword forward instead of pulling it back to block the next blow. It meant the soldier’s sword hit me, but it bounced harmlessly off the teal light that surrounded me, and my own sword thrusted straight into another guard’s shoulder.
“Clear!” Cornalic’s voice suddenly called above the noise of battle.
“Let’s go!” I shouted to Allurie, and then I dodged and blocked two more blows from the soldiers closest to me.
The beautiful elf girl’s saber disemboweled the guard she was fighting, and then she vaulted over his spilled guts like a gorgeous gazelle to sprint toward me. The rest of the soldiers chased after her, but I hit her with a Guardian of Fortune and then sliced my longsword through an asshole’s leg right before he ran to block her.
It cut him straight down to his thigh bone, and he shrieked in pain as his blood geysered into the air. Then I shoved him into his companions to help clear our path, and I grabbed Allurie’s hand the moment she reached me. We bolted through the rest of the soldiers together, but I realized Bolverk seemed completely oblivious to the fact that we were trying to escape.
“Hey!” I shouted and waved my longsword at him. “The gods have commanded us to leave!”
“I know you speak for them, so you must speak the truth!” Bolverk cried. “I follow you, Avatar of Chaos!”
I wasn’t about to argue. I just needed him to get the hell out of here with the rest of us. The three of us ran toward Cornalic now, and I saw that he was at the entrance of an alley that looked like it stopped in a dead-end. I trusted the half-orc knew what he was doing, so when he gestured for us to run past him, we did it without hesitation.
The yellow-clad soldiers were right on our heels. The moment we passed the massive half-orc, he picked up a barrel from the side of the alley and pitched it at the oncoming soldiers.
It shattered at their feet in a cloud of bright blue powder.
“Run!” Cornalic cried.
We kept running down the alley, but the overly muscled half-orc quickly overtook us. The alley did dead-end up ahead, but right before we smacked into the sandstone wall, Cornalic jumped through a window into an empty restaurant. The rest of us followed right after him until we blew through the front door and then started down a series of twists and turns to get as far away from the soldiers as possible.
“Where to?” Cornalic panted. “The restaurant was as far as I was able to clear!”
“Get us back to the inn,” I grunted. “Just make sure no one follows us!”
“It will be done, my dearest friend!” Cornalic cried.
I didn’t think we were that far from The Tired Falcon, but Cornalic took us on a route that lasted twenty minutes at a brisk jog before the inn came into view. I was sure it was to help evade any soldiers who might have followed us, even though it would have been hard for any guards to find our trail after the exploding blue powder in the barrel and our shortcut through the empty restaurant.
When we finally returned to the inn, we snuck through a back door so we wouldn’t have to face the innkeeper with our clothes all bloody, and then we hurried upstairs to our adjoining rooms.
Lady Feeyaz was waiting for us inside the middle room of our three chambers, and she did not look pleased when she saw our blood-stained clothes. The dark-skinned drow woman was dressed in her usual tight corset and even tighter leggings, and her reddish-black clothing made her thick waves of white hair seem to almost glow in the dim light. But at the moment, it was hard to focus on anything except the flash of fire in her pale mint-green eyes.
I could have sworn her eyes sparked purple for a second, but maybe that was just from the purple electricity that danced in between her fingers.
“Little gnome,” the dark elf swore, “if you have put Leo or any of the rest of us in danger, I promise I will rip through that Mindlo--”
“Enough,” I cut her off, since I wasn’t even sure if Bolverk knew the runes were there as a Mindlock to guard his brain. “What’s done is done, but we’re back now. We weren’t followed, were we?”
“I did not pick up on any signs of being tracked,” Cornalic said. “I believe we may be safe.”
“I certainly hope so,” Lady Feeyaz growled. “For the sake of your gnome.”
“Moryana still isn’t back?” I asked.
“I am here,” the sword dancer announced as she strolled out of the room Cornalic and I shared. “I see you all got into a bit of excitement without me. If I was a lesser woman, I’d say my feelings were hurt.”
“Believe me, this was unplanned.” I glared at Bolverk before I looked back at Moryana. “What were you doing in our room?”
“Oh, just… looking around,” the leather-skirted warrior said with a smirk. “Not that you left anything behind worth discovering.”
I was glad I had taken the two Pieces of Heliotrope with me. I trusted Moryana to help us on our quest to destroy the Freelans, but I wasn’t sure how much I trusted her beyond that. But just because she was a mercenary didn’t mean she was untrustworthy… did it?
Fuck, my head felt like it was spinning.
Right now, I just had to focus on what the hell to do about Bolverk.
“Okay here’s what we’re gonna do,” I said. “First, we all get cleaned up in case anybody comes around asking questions. We’ll be able to lie a lot better if we don’t look like we just came from the slaughterhouse. Second, Bolverk is going to explain himself and why he went against my orders. Third… well, we’ll figure that out when we get there.”
No one argued with my plan, so we all split up to clean up as best as we could. The blood came off my armor pretty easily, and after I washed my face and hands, I cleaned my weapons to make sure they were spotless, too. When Cornalic had done the same thing, we rejoined the others in the dimly-lit middle chamber.
Allurie had already cleaned herself up, and Moryana and Lady Feeyaz had cornered Bolverk to scrub the blood from his tattooed chest. I sat on one of the beds beside Allurie while we waited for the other two women to finish up with the gnome, and Cornalic sat on the bed across from us.
“That was very exciting,” Allurie whispered as she clutched my bicep. “Did I do a good job with my saber and crossbow?”
“You were outstanding,” I chuckled, but then I noticed she still had a little bit of blue powder in her silver hair from the barrel explosion. “Here, hold still.”
Allurie’s turquoise eyes went wide as I reached up to brush the powder out of her hair. When I smoothed the silver strands back into place, I realized how close I was sitting to her, and I wondered how she still smelled like fresh lavender after the battle we had just been through.
“Is it time?” the pretty elf girl whispered as she fluttered her eyelashes at me. “Is it time for mating? It very much feels like it’s time when you touch me and look at me like this.”
“No,” I said with a smile. “You just had a little something in your hair.”
“Oh, thank you, Leo!” Allurie sighed, and her silver lashes fluttered even faster.
“What was that blue powder anyway?” I asked Cornalic as a way to distract myself from Allurie’s perfume.
“Ah, that was but a blue dye I found that the traders use,” the half-orc explained. “They keep it in powder form in the barrel until they need it to actually dye the cloth, since it helps preserve the strength of the color. I found it at the market on the other side of the closed restaurant and brought it back as quickly as I could! Then I threw it with all the strength my poor muscles could muster, and by a brilliant stroke of luck, it exploded and blinded our enemies!”
“How do you know so much about dye?” I laughed.
“Oh, my dear friend, that goes back to my time in the orphanage, of course!” Cornalic replied. “The orphans were not allowed to eat for free, so to earn our keep, we would work in different trades. One year, I dedicated myself to the service of a dye-maker who--”
“All done,” Lady Feeyaz announced.
The drow woman had her hand on Bolverk’s shoulder so she could march him forward until he sat down on the bed beside Cornalic. Moryana stood next to the dark elf, and both women folded their arms over their chests and glared at him.
“Now talk,” the drow sorceress ordered.
Bolverk immediately leaned forward, reached under the bed, and pulled out a whole armful of rolled up papers. When he tossed them onto the floor between the two beds, I saw that a number of them were blood-stained, and I realized they must have been stuffed into his Rambo-style bandoliers during the fight back at the records hall.
“You said you needed a map,” Bolverk grunted. “I got you a map. This will make it quicker to climb the stairs leading to the throne, Leo Lennox. Then, once we are there, we will destroy the dragons, the demons, and anyone else who stands in our way.”
I knelt down and started to go through all the rolled papers on the ground, and Bolverk helped me sort through them until he held one up in triumph.
It was the architectural records of the Freelans’ fortress.
“Holy shit,” I laughed.
I grabbed it from him and studied the blueprints, and I realized our plan might really stand a decent chance now. There were the dungeons, the castle apartments, the servants’ quarters, the kitchens, and the throne room. They were all laid out clearly on the map, and even though there was no sign of any secret vault, it didn’t really matter. As long as we could easily find our way to the throne room, we would figure it out from there.
“If that is the map to the castle, then what are all the rest of these blueprints?” Moryana asked.
“It looks like noble houses, government buildings, that kind of thing,” Cornalic said as he thumbed through the remaining papers. “I think our berserker friend stole the blueprints for a number of high-profile places, perhaps to throw off the city guards so they will not be sure what our planned target is.”
“Well,” I sighed. “We did need a map, and I didn’t have a plan to get one.”
“The gods should not concern themselves with such trivialities,” Bolverk huffed. “Those who serve the gods must fulfill their wishes, even if it means tearing open their chests and offering up their own hearts on the steps that lead to the Throne of Ascension.”
“Nobody’s ripping out their hearts, okay?” I groaned. “Thank you for getting these blueprints, Bolverk. I had kind of hoped to do it a little more quietly so every city guard wouldn’t be on the lookout for us--”
“And so the Freelans would not know someone was coming after them,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “This will perhaps make… other parts of our mission more difficult.”
“But it’s done now, so let’s make the best of it,” I finished. “Besides, the Freelans already know all of our faces except for Lady Feeyaz. I guess it’s not that much of a difference for the city guards to know about us, too.”
“It’s okay, Leo!” Allurie cried. “We will have the Moonstone of Illusion soon, and then we can look however we want to!”
“Then we better make sure we get that enchanted wardrobe for the troubadours,” I said. “At least this way, we’ll be able to disguise ourselves in clothes and as different races.”
“We will get the wardrobe, dearest Leo,” Cornalic declared. “On my honor as a half-orc, I swear to you that we will recover it and make the trade. Perhaps we may even have time for me to reach in and pull out a few outfits for the lovely girls in this city. I may not have met any yet, but I feel sure that--”
“Let’s keep the costumes for ourselves, not for every woman you meet in a brothel,” I chuckled. “As long as we can disguise ourselves well enough to fool the guards and hopefully the Freelans, we’ll be alright.”
“Mortals are fools,” Bolverk said as he settled himself into a meditative posture on the floor beside the bed. “Such guards stand no chance against the gods. They have no chance, Leo Lennox. Not against the golden armor, not against the power of our might! It strikes against this plane of existence like the golden hammer of a smith into her shield!”
My ears filled with a sudden ringing. An image of the blonde woman with the golden hammer flashed across my brain, and I forced myself to exhale so I could take in fresh oxygen.
“What do you mean, Bolverk?” I asked. “What’s the golden hammer?”
“The gods have weapons that only break against themselves,” the gnome berserker replied with closed eyes. “Their weapons are the only things that can save them.”
“Wait, so do these weapons save them or break them?” I asked. “Are you still talking about hammers?”
“There is only one golden hammer,” Bolverk sighed. “Your mortal trident warrior may serve the Smith, but my axes must serve War and Battle now instead, and you serve the Sister of Chaos, the Twin of the Tricks, the Player of Puppets. The Old One who was once young. The only one left. The irony of war and struggle is rich with such happenstance, Leo Lennox!”
“I believe tridents were rumored to be the weapons that belonged to the servants of the gods,” Lady Feeyaz cleared her throat. “At least, according to the legends before the Time of Heliotrope. The rest of what your tattooed friend is saying sounds like the usual Mindlock nonsense he spouts.”
“My harem of half-orc women will eat you for breakfast,” Bolverk growled to the drow woman.
“Sounds delightful,” the dark elf purred as she gave me a coy smile. “As long as someone is eating me…”
“Yeah…” I gave her half a smile and then turned to the gnome. “Bolverk, what do you know about women with golden hammers?”
But Bolverk’s eyes remained shut, and when he didn’t say anything else, I knew he had already checked out of the conversation. I was desperate to see if he could help me understand my dream about the blonde woman with the golden hammer or her warning about things that creep and crawl, but if the gnome berserker knew anything else, I guessed it must be hidden underneath the Mindlock runes.
“Well, at least we have the blueprints of the castle now,” I finally sighed. “So, we’ve got the map, we know about the vault, we know where to find a key into the palace, and we know a way to disguise ourselves. Now all we have to do is make it through Graveyard Ruins and get the key, and then we just have to steal a wardrobe from some Phycar noble.”
“You make it sound so easy,” Moryana chuckled.
“If we can make it through Graveyard Ruins in one piece, I feel like we’ll be able to do the rest of it without any real problem.” I shrugged. “But I do think we could use some more abilities before we go on this dungeon run. It’ll help us with the dungeon, but it’ll also help us when we’re ready to break into the castle.”
“I believe I can help with this, my dearest friend,” Cornalic said. “There is a shop close by that we should be able to reach quickly enough that the city guards will not see us even if they are combing the streets for the fearsome heroes who put them in their places. This shop has a number of Shadow and Light abilities that would help us, and Body and Mind as well, should anyone choose to go that direction instead. In fact, I have already picked out several that I think would be perfect for us.”
“We still have plenty of money from Chrysa,” I said. “So yeah, let’s go buy some new abilities.”
“Yay!” Allurie clapped her hands. “I love shopping!”
I still had 52 unspent attribute points, but I decided to wait until we reached the shop before I spent them. I was pretty sure I would just level up my Light attribute, maybe my Mind or Body too, since those were the categories that let me play best as a healer-melee combo. But I wanted to see the abilities and their requirements for myself before I permanently spent the attribute points.
“Cornalic obviously needs to buy something to help him break open the vault where the jewelry box is,” I said.
“The Vault of Outer Darkness,” the half-orc clarified.
“Exactly.” I shifted on the bed. “I’ll need at least one more healing ability, and I think Moryana should buy an additional damage-dealing ability.”
“I agree,” the sword dancer replied as she twirled her long black ponytail.
“If we find anything to help Allurie or Bolverk, that’s great,” I added, “but their gear already makes them pretty badass. And if we find anything for Lady Feeyaz, then we’ll bring it back here when we’re done.”
“I cannot think of anything I need,” Lady Feeyaz said but then smirked. “At least, nothing you can buy. I can think of quite a few things I need that wouldn’t even require leaving the bedroom to--”
“No!” Allurie waved her finger in the drow woman’s face. “That is not what Leo meant!”
“My apologies, pretty little Allurie,” the dark elf purred.
“You stay here, and this time, make sure Bolverk stays with you,” I told Lady Feeyaz. “If we find anything for either of you, we’ll bring it back. I don’t want to risk taking him out in public again.”
“Trust me, he will not leave again,” the drow sorceress replied.
“Then let’s go and try to be quick about it,” I said.
Cornalic led the way, followed by Moryana, and then Allurie and me at the back. We slipped out the back door of the inn again to avoid any prying eyes, and then we stuck to the route Cornalic showed us. He led us down one alley after another, and I was always surprised when the dead-end streets had a secret way out, like through an abandoned business or up a ladder that led up to a rooftop terrace.
When we reached the shop, Cornalic stuck his head in first, looked around, and then ushered the rest of us inside. It was a big shop, two stories tall with shelves that went all the way up to the ceiling. The books were all organized by color in each section, so the Light section had a rainbow of books along the spectrum from white to dark gold. The Mind section was filled with books from soft blue to dark royal-blue, and the Body section beside it was a rainbow from faint pink to deep scarlet. The Shadow section was the largest area, and it was made up of book spines colored pale lavender to midnight purple.
There were only a few other people inside, but they were all clustered in books in the Mind section, so we were able to head directly to the Shadow section to see what we could find for Cornalic.
“Let me see where it was,” Cornalic muttered as he scanned the purple books on the shelves. “It was right here, only perhaps it has been misplaced. I hope it has not been purchased, my friends, because you see, this ability--”
“So you decided to come back, did you?” a woman’s voice asked from behind us.
We turned around to see the owner of the shop, a gnome woman about two feet shorter than me. She had two long black braids that hung down her back, and her skin was a dark shade of green that contrasted sharply with her white robes.
“I could not stay away, Berena,” Cornalic said with a deep bow. “And this time, I have brought my dear friends, as promised.”
“That’s great, as long as they buy something and don’t just jerk me around like you did last time,” Berena said.
“I was not jerking you around, good woman!” the half-orc gasped. “I only needed the second opinion of my friends before I made such extravagant purchases.”
“Well, they’re here now,” the gnome woman sighed. “If you’re looking for Agile Hands, I’ve been keeping it at the front to make sure no one else purchases it. I was just about to restore it to its rightful place, since I had almost given up on your return.”
“You saved it for me?” Cornalic grinned. “I knew my half-orcish ways had charmed you! You are the very best, Berena. One day, I will sit my grandchildren down on my knee, and I will tell them--”
“Enough of your foolery,” Berena grunted, but I could tell she was fighting against a smile. “Come on, I saved the other books you were looking at, too.”
The gnome woman led us to the front counter of her shop, but it was hard to follow her when I was so busy looking at all the different books that surrounded us. Ability shops like this in Ohlavar usually seemed to specialize in one particular kind of magic instead of all four types, and I wondered how long it had taken her to build this collection.
“So this is the only store we’re going to?” I hissed to Cornalic. “I want to make sure we don’t spend all our money here if we have somewhere else to go afterward.”
“My dear Leo, I remind you that I did promise to find the best possible abilities for us, did I not?” my overly muscled friend asked. “I assure you Berena has the very best to offer in all of Phycar. Why, it took her thirty years to assemble such a fine collection as this!”
“Thirty-three,” Berena corrected him as she reached under the counter and pulled out a book. “Here’s Agile Hands, but you only get to look at it again if you pay me first, half-orc.”
“Can I take a look instead?” I asked.
The gnome woman studied me and then glanced at my three friends before she shrugged and handed it over.
The book had a violet-colored spine that reminded me of Lady Feeyaz’s cloak. I turned the volume over in my hands so the description for the ability popped up on my UI:
Agile Hands. Shadow 75, Mind 30. Dexterity Spell. While enchantment is active, user will have double their usual Intelligence and Luck. Enchantment lasts for caster’s Shadow attribute divided by 10 in seconds.
My first thought was that Cornalic’s overall Shadow attribute must be at least 75. It was impressive, and it definitely explained a lot of the half-orc’s abilities. If his attribute was 75 right on the dot, this ability would only last 7.5 seconds, and I wondered if this was really long enough to do much good against a Vault of Outer Darkness.
“So you think this will help you with… you know?” I asked.
“Most assuredly, my noble friend,” Cornalic said. “When it comes to dexterity, I should not need a little boost for long.”
“How much is it?” I asked.
“Oh, why don’t we save our discussion of money until you decide how many of my books you wish to purchase today?” Berena was all smiles now that she thought we were seriously interested. “Perhaps I can even cut you a deal.”
“Then let’s see what you have to offer,” Moryana said.
“Ah, I believe I might have found just the thing for you,” Cornalic said with a wink. “Berena, why don’t you tell my fearsome friend here about the sword ability we were looking at the other evening? And perhaps my dearest brother could hold the sacred volume?”
“If it makes him feel better.” Berena arched her thin black eyebrow. “It doesn’t bother me, but he would have to possess an insanely powerful identification ability to be able to tell anything just from holding it.”
“Actually,” Allurie started, “he is--”
“I just like to feel the weight of what I’m about to purchase,” I interrupted quickly.
The gnome woman handed me another book, this one with a cover the color of lilacs. I tuned out her description to Moryana and instead focused on the words that popped up in a text box for me:
Elusive Blade. Shadow 65, Mind 25. Confusion Spell. Makes the caster’s blade temporarily invisible to enemies. Spell lasts for same length as caster’s Shadow attribute divided by five in seconds, or until three enemies are defeated.
The sword dancer was already so skilled with her blade that I imagined this ability would damn near make her unstoppable. I told my friends I thought it would be a good purchase, and then I was about to ask what Cornalic had found for me when the half-orc pointed to a sky-blue tome behind the front counter.
“For our favorite pretty elf.” My overly muscled friend nodded to Allurie.
While Berena explained the ability, I did the same thing with this book that I had with Moryana’s.
Eye of the Storm. Mind 25, Light 10. While enchantment is active, caster will be able to focus without distraction regardless of surrounding chaos. Enchantment lasts for half the number of seconds equal to caster’s Mind attribute (15.5 seconds).
“That’s incredible,” I said. “It could definitely help in a fight if she was able to fully channel her focus.”
“Oh, I love it!” Allurie’s eyes were shining. “Can we afford this? Pretty, pretty, pretty please?”
“Yeah, I’m sure we can,” I chuckled. “Alright, what else is left?”
“We saved the best for last, my friend,” Cornalic declared. “That is to say, we saved your ability for the last, since you are the best and noblest among us. Perhaps they will write heroic ballads for us all one day, but it is your name that will last the longest, noble brother of my heart!”
“Let me just see the book.” I rolled my eyes with a smirk.
Healing Vengeance. Light 72, Mind 32, Shadow 30. Spell. Every time an enemy attempts to strike the target, this spell will take 1% of the enemy’s health and restore 1% of the target’s health instead. Duration of spell is equal to the caster’s Light attribute divided by 6. May be used together with protective spells but not at the same time as any Shadow abilities.
“Damn, that’s nice,” I whispered, but I briefly wondered why there was a Shadow ability limitation. I could only assume this was to prevent people like Cornalic from hacking the ability and getting a bunch of heals while also utilizing several dodging-type abilities.
A player like that would be fucking unstoppable.
Which made me realize the game building in Ohlavar was extremely well thought out.
I looked up at Berena. “Okay, how much for all four of these?”
“Normally, it would be 8,000 gold for each of the two Shadow abilities,” Berena announced. “Plus an additional 4,500 for Eye of the Storm and 8,500 for the healing spell. That would bring your total to 21,000. However, if you purchase all four abilities today, I could give them to you for a bargain of… 20,250.”
“Oh, come on, couldn’t you drop it to an even 20,000?” I asked.
“You know we’re the most interesting customers you’ve had in a while,” Cornalic said with a nod at the two stodgy, professor-looking customers over in the corner.
“Alright, 20,000 gold is fine,” Berena sighed. “As long as you’re fine with taking food from the mouths of my children.”
“You told me last time that you didn’t have children!” Cornalic said.
“Ah, well… not yet, but I still could, you know,” the gnome woman huffed. “And it’s their future mouths that you could be stealing from right now.”
“We’ll do 20,000,” I said. “That’s 2,000 platinum, right?”
“Oh, you are a big spender if you have that much platinum to flash around,” the gnome woman said with another arch of her pencil-thin eyebrow.
“This will just about tap out our money,” I told my friends. “But I don’t think we need anything for our other two friends.”
“They seem to have plenty of abilities already.” Moryana shrugged.
“Then we’ll definitely take these four,” I told Berena. “But before we make the purchase, do you mind if I use your bathroom?”
“Eh, I guess nature waits for no one,” the gnome woman sighed. “Go ahead, it’s in the back.”
As soon as I hurried inside the bathroom and locked the door behind me, I waved my fingers to open my UI. It would be faster and easier to spend my points here than try to hide what I was doing in front of Berena and my friends, so I tabbed over to view my attribute points:
Leo Lennox
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
Mind (Overall) - 31
Mind (Magic) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 31
Intelligence - 15
Willpower - 16
Light (Overall) - 70
Light (Magic) - 14
Light (Stats) - 28
Perception - 14
Charisma - 14
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (35)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (19)
With 52 unspent attribute points.
I knew I wanted Healing Justice, so I ran over how many points I would need in each category. I would have to raise my Light (Overall) to 72 in order to use it, and I would also need to raise my Mind (Overall) to 32. I thought about spending my points in the Mind (Magic) category since Light was the only category where I had any magic points, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do that. Instead, I decided to just spend 16 points to raise my Intelligence number to 16. Then at least it would match my Willpower number.
This still left me 36 unspent attribute points. I could spend 15 to raise my Perception by one point and another 15 to raise my Charisma by one point, and this would raise my Light (Stats) to 30. This would bring my Light (Overall) to 72, the exact number I needed. Then I would have 6 unspent attribute points.
I could also spend my points to raise my Light (Magic) up to 16. This would bring up my Light (Overall) to 76 and leave me with 5 unspent attribute points, but then my Perception and Charisma wouldn’t change at all. I didn’t want to invest all my points in magic since I knew all the categories were important, so in the end, I decided to spend the points on Intelligence, Charisma, and Perception.
After I made my selections, I paused to read over my stats again and make sure I was happy with everything.
Leo Lennox
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
Mind (Overall) - 32
Mind (Magic) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 32
Intelligence - 16
Willpower - 16
Light (Overall) - 72
Light (Magic) - 14
Light (Stats) - 30
Perception - 15
Charisma - 15
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (35)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (19)
With 6 unspent attribute points.
“Hopefully this will all be worth it,” I muttered, and then I tapped the button to confirm.
I closed my UI and hurried back out to join my friends.
“The lovely Allurie has already counted out the money for Berena,” Cornalic announced.
“She said I did a wonderful job!” Allurie bounced on her toes. “I’m very fast at counting money.”
“You’re fast at a lot of things,” I said with a smile as I thought about how quickly the pretty elf could loot bodies.
Once we handed the platinum over to the gnome woman, she handed each of us the books we would use to learn the abilities. I watched as each of my friends thumbed through their books first, and the pages glowed blue for Allurie and purple for Moryana and Cornalic. Then they all took deep breaths, shivered to let the abilities fully sink in, and looked up at me.
“Your turn,” Moryana said and then pressed her red lips together.
I opened the gold cover of Healing Vengeance and slowly started to flip through the pages. A dark-bronze light flowed from the pages and took the shape of a silken feather before it disappeared, and I carefully opened my UI, tabbed over to my abilities, and saw that Healing Vengeance was now one of them. Now that my Light attribute was high enough, it told me exactly how many seconds the ability would last for me:
Healing Vengeance. Light 72, Mind 32, Shadow 30. Spell. Every time an enemy attempts to strike the target, this spell will take 1% of the enemy’s health and restore 1% of the target’s health instead. Duration of spell is equal to the caster’s Light attribute divided by 6 (12 seconds). May be used together with protective spells but not at the same time as any Shadow abilities.
I just hoped it would help us make it through Graveyard Ruins alive.







Chapter 21
As soon as it was dark, all six of us picked our way carefully through the streets of Phycar and arrived at the entrance to the crypt underneath the castle. The entrance stood on the western side of the fortress, and there was only a dim emberbrand planted in the ground to mark its location. The stairs down into the crypt started in the roots of a thick oak tree, and based on what we had learned, the dungeon Graveyard Ruins should start at some point past the crypt.
Before we headed underground, I glanced at my friends to make sure we were all ready. Lady Feeyaz stood still like a beautiful sculpture at the back of our group, but I knew she would take off her hood once we were inside the crypt. Her main weapons were her Shadow magic, but she carried The Darkest Death staff in one hand, even though it was still wrapped in silk cloth.
Moryana wore her usual leather banded skirt and corset over her red tunic. The outfit left little to the imagination, but it also meant no fabric would ever get in the way of her sword dancing. Her scimitar and curved dagger were sheathed at her waist, and the beautiful warrior played with her long black hair like she was already performing a dance of death with her enemies.
Cornalic and Bolverk stood side by side, but the gnome and half-orc couldn’t have looked more different. Bolverk still refused to put a shirt on, so his tattoos were visible like frantic Celtic paintings on the smallest cave wall. His axes and daggers were tucked into his bandolier, and his mohawk had been freshly dyed green and purple by Allurie for the occasion of our dungeon run. Cornalic looked like a half-orc ranger in his earth-toned cloak, and his multiple blades seemed to flash and disappear in the shadows every time I looked at them too closely. His long hair was pulled halfway up in a topknot with his Delightful Hair Tie of Charm, and he gave me a fanged smile to show that he was ready.
Allurie had styled her silver hair into one long braid that showed off all the rainbow undertones. Her turquoise eyes looked a little darker than usual, but this could have just been the reflection of the Armor of the Pearly Sea. Her crossbow was strapped to her back, her saber and broadsword were at her sides, her poisoned daggers were tucked into the back of her belt, and her Ring of Minor Protection gleamed on her finger.
There’d been no time to practice Healing Vengeance or any of our other abilities yet, but the dungeon would give us the perfect opportunity. It should help prepare us to use our new abilities against the Freelans, as long as Graveyard Ruins didn’t kill us first.
“Everybody know the plan?” I whispered. “We go through the crypt, enter Graveyard Ruins, and fight our way through until we find Nardeth’s corpse. He should have a necromancer’s amulet and a jewel-encrusted key on his body, and he’ll probably be in a really difficult part of the dungeon.”
“Then all we have to do is steal an enchanted wardrobe, come back here another night, use the key to break into the castle, break into the vault in the throne room, and steal the magic jewelry box,” Moryana chuckled. “You certainly know how to keep a girl occupied, Leo.”
“Doesn’t he?” Lady Feeyaz said softly from beneath her hood.
“I know there are a lot of moving parts, but after tonight, we’ll be a hell of a lot closer,” I promised the group.
“We will follow your lead, dearest friend,” Cornalic declared.
“To the ends of the world,” Allurie whispered. “No… to the ends of love!”
“Yeahhhh…” I nodded and led the way down into the crypt beneath the castle.
When we reached the bottom of the stairs, it was even darker than I’d been expecting. Lady Feeyaz sparked purple fire into her hands and curved it around the room like a boomerang. By the time the violet sparks returned to her, the magic had lit half a dozen torches on the crypt walls with dark purple fire.
“I can carry one to light our way, and it will not prevent me from using my other abilities,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Perfect,” I said.
Lady Feeyaz walked by my side at the head of our group as we went deeper into the crypt. It would have made sense for Bolverk to go first since he was our tank, but I didn’t trust him not to run ahead at a faster pace than we could handle. Regardless, I was glad the dark elf was up front with me, since her violet-flamed torch was the only light around us.
The beginning of the crypt was familiar, mostly because there weren’t a whole lot of ways to make one crypt different from another. There were tombs and coffin-filled walls, along with skulls that decorated alcove altars where people might have come to light candles once. Based on the thick layer of dust everywhere, plus some of the stairs that crumbled under our feet as we descended, I guessed it had been a long time since anyone honored the dead here.
But the deeper we went, the stranger the crypt became.
The archways from one chamber to the next became narrower and shorter, so I had to duck to pass underneath them while Cornalic stooped at the shoulders to fit through. The stone coffins that had lined both walls disappeared, and in their places, bandage-wrapped bodies laid in the fetal position on smooth stone platforms. They all seemed dried out like mummies, but I had never seen corpses buried like this in a crypt before.
I wondered if it had anything to do with the Freelans’ death magic.
There were plenty of side chambers and branches that extended off of the main crypt passage, but none of them seemed to lead to anywhere but dead-ends. We kept moving forward, and the drow sorceress lit another torch on the wall every time we passed through another archway. It should help guide us back to the surface, or at least, that was the plan.
I lost track of how long we had been underground. It felt like hours, but it could just as easily have been no more than half an hour. I was sure we were in the right place, but I was starting to get impatient for Graveyard Ruins to begin, so I hoped the crypt would transition into the dungeon soon.
A few minutes later, we reached the end of the crypt. It stopped abruptly at a huge stone wall, and even Allurie couldn’t spot any kind of secret door or latch that would get us through. Instead, the only way forward seemed to be through a narrow opening at the bottom of the wall. It was two feet tall and about four feet wide, so we would all be able to fit through it.
I just wasn’t thrilled that we would have to crawl back through it whenever we wanted to leave the dungeon. It would slow us down and leave us vulnerable to any enemies who might be chasing us, but this seemed to just be one of the risks of Graveyard Ruins.
“Lady Feeyaz, can you go through first to give us some light on the other side?” I asked. “I’ll send Bolverk through right behind you.”
“I’m a big girl,” the dark elf laughed. “I can take care of myself.”
The drow woman dropped to all fours, sent a flare of purple lightning through the narrow opening, and then slipped through to the other side with her staff still in hand. Bolverk immediately followed, then Allurie and me, and finally Moryana and Cornalic.
The muscular half-orc had a tight squeeze through the opening, but with a little help, he squirmed through and joined the rest of us as we looked around at the beginning of Graveyard Ruins. Lady Feeyaz had already lit the torches along the walls of this chamber, and it looked similar to the crypt we had just left, except for the fact that all the tombs were open.
This chamber also didn’t end in an archway like the ones in the crypt. It ended in a set of double doors, and I assumed the dungeon would really start as soon as we opened them.
Now that we were in the crypt itself, Bolverk led the way toward the double doors, and we all drew our preferred weapons to get ready. My right hand held the Broadsword of the Charming Mind, but I didn’t draw my short sword into my left hand yet. For right now, I wanted to keep my other hand free until I saw what kinds of enemies we were up against.
Just when Bolverk reached for the handle to the double doors, Cornalic laid his meaty hand on my shoulder.
“Stop,” I hissed to the gnome berserker and then turned toward the half-orc. “What is it, Cornalic?”
“I hear ghosts,” my green-skinned friend replied.
Before I could try to figure out where he heard them, they were on top of us.
The UI identified the ghosts half a second before I spotted them. Ghost of Unknown Person appeared along the ceiling with a red health bar, and the character tag was immediately followed by Ghost of Unknown Person 2, 3, 4, until so many ghost numbers filled my vision I could barely see the ghosts themselves.
Gray wispy figures oozed through the cracks above our heads to follow their character tags, and their creepy voices sang in high-pitched shrieks. There were so many of them, it seemed like the whole chamber had suddenly been flooded with heavy fog.
“It’s not actually helpful to see all of their health bars at once, you know,” I muttered to no one.
To my surprise, the tags all vanished from the ghosts a second later. I didn’t have time to think about why though, because the ghosts instantly drifted toward the floor, and I hoped their slow movements so far meant they might be easy to take out without any real problem.
But then they attacked.
They swarmed us like a heavy mist, and I instantly lost sight of my friends. I cast Guardian of Fortune on Allurie and Moryana even though I couldn’t see them. As soon as I saw teal light flare briefly in the middle of the fog, I curved my broadsword toward the foggy figures right in front of me.
My blade cut through them like butter, but it only broke them apart for a moment before they simply reformed, almost like the ghouls had in the cemetery. I slashed through them again and kept my blade more concentrated around their necks, and it still didn’t seem to make a difference.
They simply flooded the space around me, and the moment they had me surrounded, I couldn’t see anything except for the gray fog.
My chest felt like someone was standing right on top of it, and a slight chill shuddered along my spine. Everything seemed pointless except for the shrieking song that the ghosts kept wailing, and I began to think Graveyard Ruins was where everything was supposed to end. The broadsword even began to grow heavy in my hand, and it started to dip toward the ground as my arms gave up.
Then purple fire suddenly flared through the gray fog around me. It sent a ripple of violet electricity through the ghosts surrounding me, and the moment they disintegrated, the fog in my brain lifted, too.
The ghosts must have some kind of fucking despair effect.
“Hit them with heat or cold!” Lady Feeyaz called. “Your blades alone will not do anything!”
I instantly switched out my broadsword for my Longsword of Chilling Edge and swung upward again, but this time, I didn’t try to get in any critical hits. I only focused on striking my blade through anything wispy that moved in my direction. After I made a few more strikes, one of the ghosts sizzled from the chilling effect, but the spidery blue veins spread from his form to the two ghosts on either side of him, too. Then all three of them burst apart like shattered glass.
“Fuck yeah,” I growled as a grin spread across my face.
Bolverk and Moryana didn’t have any weapons or abilities that would be effective against the ghosts, but they did their best to keep them occupied while the rest of us worked to eliminate them. I kept carving my longsword through every new wisp of gray fog, and about one in every five strikes successfully chilled them and then burst them apart.
Cornalic’s weapons didn’t help him at all, but I noticed his body flare with dark green light a few times and remembered two of his abilities that might work against the ghosts. He could use Appropriate Inappropriately to steal these assholes’ despair enchantment and use it against them instead, and he could also use Not Very Helpful to cause a mana drain on the ghosts every time he attacked them.
The wispy figures started to thin out around him, but whenever they fled from him, Allurie’s crossbow found them. Most of the time, the bolts from her Thizzle Thrower just sped through the ghosts like they weren’t even there, but every now and then, the electrical shock aspect of her weapon took effect and zapped the hell out of the target ghost.
If anyone else had been using the crossbow, they might not have been able to fire it fast enough to make the 15% chance of shock worth anything, but the silver-haired elf loaded and reloaded so quickly that her hands were a complete blur. It probably helped that wearing her saber gave her some resistance to illusion effects, so the ghosts had less of a chance to cloud her mind, but it was still fucking impressive to see her fight.
While the rest of us worked our asses off to try to get in a critical hit, Lady Feeyaz seemed perfectly at ease. She sparked one ball of violet fire after another into her hands, and each one rippled through its target and the surrounding cloud of ghosts. They exploded in bursts of dark fire one right after the other, and whenever one of them came too close to the drow sorceress, she simply plunged the end of her purple-flamed torch into the ghost and made them shriek their death song instead of their usual creepy wail.
I didn’t know how the drow woman was able to clutch her torch in the same hand as her staff, much less why she kept carrying around The Darkest Death if she never planned to use it, but at the moment, I really didn’t care. I was just happy she was on our side.
Another cluster of ghosts caught the chilling effect of my longsword, and I used the break to cast Minor Heal on Bolverk and also on Moryana, since they were taking the brunt of the ghosts’ attacks. I wasn’t sure if the healing spell would help against the ghosts’ despair effect, but it was worth a shot. Otherwise, my friends might just lay down and give up completely.
Soon though, the ghosts started to thin out, and I hoped it would give us a chance to slip through the double doors and get to the rest of the dungeon. I didn’t want to move on until we had eliminated them all, otherwise they might just creep up behind us and make our brains foggy when we most needed them.
I sliced my longsword through another row of ghosts, and they were all pressed so closely together that four of them caught the chilling effect from a single blow. Their wispy forms fractured apart like frozen glass, and I whirled to face the next line of ghosts, only to realize they were almost all completely gone. There was a thin cloud of them in the middle of the chamber, but they were already starting to ooze through the cracks in the floor and disappear.
Half a second later, they all vanished completely, and it was like they had never attacked in the first place. I glanced at my friends’ icons in the party window, and their health bars were all fine, but I checked in with them anyway. No one needed a heal, so after we took a minute to catch our breaths, I nodded for Bolverk to go ahead and open the double doors.
The gnome berserker slammed his shoulder against the double doors to shove them open. The giant doors gave a loud groan as they cracked open, and then Bolverk hit them again to push them completely into the next chamber.
As soon as Lady Feeyaz lit the torches with violet fire in this room too, a shudder ran up my spine. The floor squares were filled with four by four foot grates that alternated with solid stone, so the ground looked like a chess board. But the grates didn’t look down on a sewer or any kind of water. Instead, each grate seemed to be the top of a prison cell.
I glanced down into one of the cells and saw three decaying corpses all looking back up at me with milky-white eyes. The zombies’ hair hung down like cobwebs, their jaws were half-rotted off their skulls, and their clothes were nothing but tattered scraps that swayed as they rocked from one foot to the other.
Then the prisoners started screaming.
“Shit!” I hissed, and we hurried toward the single door at the far end of the long room to try to escape the sound. Bolverk was the first to charge ahead, but when he was halfway across the room, Cornalic suddenly raced after him.
“Bolverk, stop!” the half-orc shouted.
But the gnome berserker continued ahead, probably because he was unhappy that his axes still weren’t soaked with the blood of his enemies, or maybe because he couldn’t hear the rogue over the sounds of the undead screeching out the worst heavy metal song ever.
“Bolverk!” Cornalic yelled again. “Watch out for the trigger plates!”
One look at the floor immediately told me what the problem was. Half of the stone tiles up ahead were a slightly different shade of gray than the ones we stood on, and Bolverk was about to step on the other shade.
I didn’t want to see what they triggered.
I ran after Cornalic to try to catch the angry gnome, but the half-orc caught up to him before me. He dove toward Bolverk’s feet to try to wrestle him away, but he was half a second too slow, and the gnome’s toes landed on the trigger plate anyway.
Then the metal bars over the zombie prisoners’ cells all shrieked like a thousand nails scratching across slate as they retreated to open the cells, and I realized that if we got caught in the middle of the room whenever the zombies all climbed up out of their prisons, we wouldn’t stand a chance.
“Get to the end of the room!” I yelled to my friends. “Get out of the middle!”
But these zombies weren’t like the slow-moving creatures I was used to. These assholes were almost as fast as Cornalic, and they used each other like ladders to scramble up out of their open cells before we could reach the end of the room. They looked unarmed, but the second they started running toward us with their jaws snapping, I realized that it didn’t matter.
They didn’t plan to kill us. They planned to fucking eat us instead.
The fastest zombie reached Moryana first. He hurled himself at her like an animal with a hungry snarl, but she used Elusive Blade at the same time I hit her with Guardian of Fortune. She ducked to avoid the zombie just as her scimitar disappeared in her hand, but the sword dancer instantly started to spin around like a tornado of leather and red.
The first zombie fell in two pieces when her invisible blade cut him through the torso, and at the same time his body smacked into the ground with a wet crunch, the skull of a second zombie rolled right off his head in a shower of dark blood. After Moryana’s elusive scimitar plunged straight into a third zombie’s heart to kill him, her weapon appeared in her hand again, but she was already spinning toward her next target.
Then, so were all the rest of us.
There was no time to switch out my longsword for my other weapons, so I brought up my large blade and blocked the first zombie who tried to clamp his jaws down on my neck. My sword cut into his open mouth instead, and then I lunged forward to run the point out the back of his skull. His rotten brains flew out the back of his head, and I jerked my sword away from his falling body and carved it through another zombie asshole like I was slicing a Christmas ham.
“Nice blade work.” Moryana smirked as she appeared at my side just long enough to compliment me, and then she was gone again.
I used Guardian of Fortune on myself as three zombies hurled themselves toward me. One of their bites glanced off my shoulder armor harmlessly, and my sword blocked the grasping hands of the second zombie. But the third zombie tore his fingers across the side of my cheek, and I snarled at how sharp this asshole’s nails were. They felt like daggers against my skin, and they might have actually cut all the way down to the bone.
I hit myself with a Minor Heal before I swung a left hook at the zombie who had clawed me. It knocked his half-rotten jaw clean off his skull with a sick squelching noise, and his body spun around to follow it. I lunged to the side to avoid another grabbing attack by the second zombie, but I still didn’t have a good angle to use my longsword. Instead, just when the first zombie tried to lock his teeth onto my arm, I bashed my forehead into his skull.
His skull caved in from the force of the blow, and it gave me just enough time to swing my longsword up and straight through the middle of the other zombie’s torso. By the time I separated him into two pieces all covered with spidery blue veins from the chill effect, a crossbow bolt from Allurie had found the caved-in skull of the other zombie and finished the job for me.
“Stay close together!” I shouted so I could use Mark of Healing Drip on my friends.
“No arguments here,” Moryana said dryly right before her scimitar ripped open a zombie’s guts and splashed his insides all over the floor at our feet.
“I will always be by your side, dearest Leo!” Cornalic cried.
“Me too, Leo!” Allurie called. “You will always have your Allurie with you! Anywhere you go, anything you need--”
“And I do think she means anything,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled beside me as she sent another burst of violet lightning at our enemies.
I didn’t want to stop the fight to argue with anyone. Instead, since we were all centered in the middle of the room at last, I cast Mark of Healing Drip on the floor directly under my boots. It would heal us all for the next few seconds, and it would drain our undead enemies of their health at the same time. It was similar to my new power of Healing Vengeance, only I didn’t have to stay rooted in one place to use my new ability. All I had to do was get attacked by an enemy.
When a fresh wave of zombies pushed forward to try to separate us all from each other, I decided it would be a good time to use Healing Vengeance, too.
A gold light started to glow around my body, and a surge of strength flooded through my muscles even before anyone attacked me. It felt like I was fueled by righteous rage, like nothing would stand in the way of my sword in pursuit of justice.
The next time a zombie attacked me, I instantly grinned, and I knew that with every blow he attempted against me, his health would tick down while my own increased. I let him give it his all for a moment as I felt my strength building, but then my sword cut off his right hand at the wrist, and I curved my blade back around to send it through his torso.
The longsword only made it halfway through his torso before it got stuck on his spine, but I kicked my boot into the zombie’s chest to force him off my blade. He stumbled backward in a spurt of rotten blood that smelled like sewage water, and when he ran into another undead asshole, I saw Bolverk leap forward to finish them both off.
I cast Spirit of Stone on the gnome berserker just as he hacked one of his hand axes into the injured zombie’s chest. When he ripped it out of his target’s heart, the zombie collapsed to the ground in a squishy pile of torn flesh, and Bolverk turned his attention to the second asshole. He had both axes in his hands now, but he bared his teeth and growled like he would take a bite right out of the zombie before the undead man could eat him.
“My harem of half-orc women would laugh in your faces!” Bolverk shouted. “I laugh in your faces! The gods laugh in your faces! Ha ha ha, see? Now, meet your gods!”
Bolverk swung around his pair of axes Bite
and Chew so fast I could barely follow how quickly he used them against the zombies, and blood seemed to spontaneously erupt from his opponents. He hammered his weapons into one target after another, and his neon dyed mohawk bobbed up and down so much with every new hit that the berserker looked and sounded like a drummer who had just dropped acid.
He was killing zombies at record speed, and his health bar still looked pretty good on the party window. All the undead gravitated toward him though, so I hit him with a Breath of Life to make sure he stayed healthy.
Then I turned away to block the attack of another undead asshole.
My longsword sailed through the next zombie’s head like it was just passing through water. His head bounced off the shoulder of the living corpse beside him and then straight at Moryana, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on the leather-skirted warrior right before his skull could collide with the back of her head.
“Moryana, behind you!” I shouted.
Moryana didn’t even look around to see what was coming. She simply ducked to let the undead skull fly over her, and then she used the momentum of her duck to drive her curved dagger up into the stomach of a zombie behind her. At the same time, she whipped her scimitar around to slice through both ankles of the zombie in front of her.
“Thanks for the warning!” the sword dancer shouted with her usual smirk after both undead assholes fell to her blades.
Before I could reply, Moryana spun in a tight circle until her blades and body shimmered like a dark rainbow. When a few zombies tried to come close, her scimitar suddenly lashed out in a flash of silver, and two zombies fell with their rotten guts spilled out across the stone floor. Moryana just kept spinning like nothing had happened though, and a few seconds later, her scimitar whipped out again and dropped another zombie to the ground.
I wanted to keep watching the sword dancer work so I could try to learn some more about her abilities, but also just because she was a joy to watch in a fight. We were close to finishing off the zombies in this chamber though, and I didn’t want to get distracted now.
I checked all my friends’ health bars in the party window, hit Cornalic with a Minor Heal and Bolverk with a Guardian of Fortune, and then attacked two more zombies with my longsword. The first one tried to block my blade with his forearm, but he caught the chilling effect. He slowed down so much that I was able to swing my weapon back up toward his exposed side, and my longsword tore open his abdomen.
His steaming guts tumbled out of his stomach and hissed against the chilling effect that was still active on his skin, but I didn’t bother to watch his death throes. He was already done for, so I concentrated the rest of my efforts on the second zombie. When this undead man launched himself toward my throat, I dropped to one knee, held my longsword up like a rocket, and then blasted it into the zombie’s chest.
He flapped about like a wounded bird for a few seconds, but then his body slid further down onto my sword so the blade entered his heart. When his body went limp, I stood up and pushed his corpse off my blade, and then I turned to face my next undead opponent.
Then I realized how quiet the chamber was.
“Shit,” I panted and looked around at all the undead corpses. “Did we get them all?”
“It would seem so, my dearest friend.” Cornalic wiped his blades off on the tattered clothes of a zombie at his feet and restored them to their sheaths.
“Well, that was a fun first two chambers,” I chuckled and then followed Cornalic’s example of cleaning his blades. “Everybody good?”
“I would be a lot better if I knew how deeply Nardeth made it into the dungeon.” Moryana pressed her red lips together. “I would love to know how many more rooms we must pass through before we find his body.”
“Probably more than two,” Lady Feeyaz said dryly.
“My friends, I am well aware of our impressive skills and wondrous abilities,” Cornalic announced. “In fact, I cannot sing their praises enough! Especially Leo’s ability to--”
“I hate to cut you off, but maybe you could make it a little snappier?” I kept looking around at the walls like more zombies might bust through the stone at any moment.
“This dungeon has been challenging so far, dearest Leo,” Cornalic replied. “But it has not been the most challenging dungeon we have ever faced.”
“Do you think we’re missing something?” I asked.
“It is supposed to be the hardest dungeon anyone around here has ever heard of,” Moryana answered. “So, it does seem a little strange that we have not encountered more enemies.”
“I think the ghosts and zombies were very hard!” Allurie gasped. “You don’t think they were hard?”
“Oh, they were hard, pretty little Allurie,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I think your friends are merely surprised we have not been overwhelmed yet.”
“That is because Leo is the best,” the silver-haired elf chirped.
“Ah, something we can agree on,” the dark elf chuckled.
“We’re still at the beginning of Graveyard Ruins,” I said. “Most of the dungeon is left, so let’s not get cocky just yet.”
“Oh, you should feel free to get as cocky as you like,” Moryana purred.
“You beat me to it,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “Perhaps you are actually my competition instead, sword dancer? Although… no, I think Allurie might still be the--”
“Nobody is anybody’s competition,” I sighed. “Just stay focused on the goal, okay? Let’s get through that door and see what the fuck is waiting for us next.”
“Sounds fun,” Moryana snickered.
“The fate of Ohlavar is no joke,” Bolverk muttered as he marched toward the single door at the end of the zombie chamber.
“It’s only a dungeon, not the end of the world,” the sword dancer said. “Don’t you think Leo will keep us all alive?”
“The Avatar will do his job, but only if we do ours,” the gnome berserker replied.
Bolverk pushed open the door before anyone could reply, and we hurried into the next room to see what else was in store for us.
But it wasn’t another chamber at all.
The door opened up onto a stone walkway that seemed to stretch forward endlessly. Lady Feeyaz launched an orb of purple fire toward the ceiling and then a few more streaks at the area all around us, but the sparks never hit a wall or a ceiling. They just faded at some point far above us and around us, and I wondered just how big this underground cavern could be. It was bigger than any cave I had ever been in before, in real life or in a game, and I was surprised that something so open-ended was part of a dungeon run.
Lady Feeyaz continued to send violet flares around the huge cavern until she found a few torches to help light our way, but the light didn’t make me feel better. It just made it easier to see how vast this room was and how difficult it would be to find the right way forward.
There was a series of waterfalls to our left that spilled down into a river I couldn’t see, and the walkway in front of us branched off in a couple different directions. Each path had a number of rickety bridges we would have to cross in order to keep going. There were columned arches all along each walkway, and there were also stairs that led up and down and in every direction we could possibly go.
I wished I had a better sense of which route to take, but I was distracted by the sheer drop-off on either side of the three-foot wide path in front of us. If we fell off, it looked like we would just keep falling into complete darkness. As far as I could see, there was no bottom to the chasm below.
“I have no wish to alarm anyone,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “But I am sensing that we may not be the only ones here.”
“I have no wish to offend you,” Moryana said. “But isn’t that stating the obvious?”
“I do not mean the inhabitants of this dungeon.” The drow woman glanced up at the vast darkness above us. “I mean something… evil.”
“Zombies are evil,” Allurie pointed out.
“No, they’re not, my pretty elf,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “Zombies merely act according to their nature. So do ghosts, so do skeletons, and so do most creatures who inhabit dungeons like this.”
“Then what do you mean?” I looked over into the darkness of the chasm below us, but it didn’t make me feel any better than the darkness over our heads.
“It is something like the drow, but it is not the drow,” the dark elf answered. “I can only tell you that I feel something evil, like something is off down here. Something is wrong, and I think it has been for a while.”
“You would know all about evil,” Allurie huffed.
“Oh, I certainly know all about evil,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “But only because I have seen it. I assure you I am not evil myself. Sometimes I like doing naughty things, but that is very different. Besides, it’s only because some things feel so good.”
The dark elf licked her lips as she looked at me, and I had to take a deep breath. Now was not the time to be distracted by how much her lips looked like a ripe plum I wanted to tear into, and it definitely wasn’t time to debate what it meant to be bad versus evil. If there really was something evil down here with us, we needed to hurry up and get moving so we could find Nardeth’s body.
“I am afraid we may have to save the discussion of good and evil for another time, my friends,” Cornalic announced as he raised his dual Short Blades of the Double Shadow. “We have company.”
I looked ahead to see where the half-orc was looking. At first, I thought it was only shadows that were flickering in the dim light of the violet torches along the walkway. But then I realized they weren’t shadows at all.
The sheer walls of the narrow walkway up ahead were swarmed with bodies. Zombies and skeletons were all clawing their way up out of the vast darkness below, and there were so many of them that it looked like a flood of ants moving upward. We would never be able to take all of them out from our position here, especially since one wrong footfall would send us tumbling down forever. If we couldn’t get to some kind of choke point where we could hold them off and not be in danger of falling, I wasn’t sure how we would ever defend against them.
But if we didn’t move now, then as soon as they reached the walkway, we would be royally fucked.
“What do we do, Leo?” Allurie gasped.
I could only think of one answer.
“Fucking run!” I ordered.







Chapter 22
I immediately sheathed my longsword and pulled out my Short Sword of Balance for a little extra boost. Then before Bolverk could charge ahead and try to beat the shit out of every enemy who was crawling up the stone walls toward us, I ran ahead of him to lead the way forward. The gnome berserker stayed right on my heels, and the rest of my friends followed behind him in a single-file line so no one would knock each other off the narrow path.
As I sprinted forward, I kept one eye on the zombies and skeletons to check on their progress, but I also glanced at the different routes that opened up ahead. The walkway split off into three different narrow paths ahead: to the left, to the right, and up a set of stairs straight ahead.
I couldn’t tell where all the routes ended up, and for all I knew, they might all circle back together and rejoin each other on the other end of the massive cavern. But right now, I figured our best chance of survival was to get to higher ground so we could put more distance between us and the undead horde crawling up the sides of the chasm.
We dashed through the fork in the stone path and kept running straight ahead. I slowed down slightly as I started up the stairs, but then I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the undead had just begun to pull themselves up onto the walkway behind us.
There were so many of them that they looked like ants who had all been sent screaming out of their kicked-over anthill.
I ran up the stairs two at a time now. My friends were all still right behind me, and none of them argued that we should try to make a stand or fight. They must have realized as much as I did that we had no chance of survival out here in the open. Even if we could get to a more easily defendable position, we would still be in for one hell of a fight, and I hoped we might be able to avoid these assholes altogether.
Even if I wasn’t sure how we would ever get back out of Graveyard Ruins without going past them.
When we reached the top of the stairs, we were easily two stories higher than we had been down below. One look over my shoulder told me the hordes of undead were all still pouring after us though, and now they weren’t crawling up the sides of the chasm. They were just running straight after us so fast that some of their half-rotten legs fell right off their bodies, but the rest of the zombies pushed them aside and kept streaming forward. The zombies were all unarmed like the prisoners had been, but the skeletons in the crowd all had weapons like rusted swords, crossbows, clubs, and a few axes.
“Anybody got a better plan than to keep running?” I panted as we dashed around a curve in the narrow path.
“There’s a bridge up ahead,” Lady Feeyaz called from behind me. “There’s a door on the other side in the rock face.”
“Let’s hope it goes to a room where we can hold them off instead of another nightmare cavern like this one,” I said.
“Let’s hope we can get across the bridge in one piece,” Moryana muttered.
We were two dozen yards out from the beginning of the bridge, but when Lady Feeyaz sent a violet fireball up ahead to help me see our path, I realized what Moryana meant about the bridge.
It was a rickety structure that looked like it might have been here since way before the Time of Heliotrope. There were no railings on either side, and the base of the bridge looked like it was made from wooden planks held together by a prayer instead of nails. But the only way to escape the undead army behind us was to keep going forward, so there was no other choice but to run across the bridge and hope we could find shelter in the room on the other side.
I made it half a dozen steps onto the bridge before I realized the structure was in even worse condition than I thought. Half the planks were missing, and the other half sagged under my weight as I bounded across it. It was too late to turn back though, so I just kept pumping my legs forward to try to reach the door on the other side.
Halfway across the bridge, the wooden supports all started to groan.
Fuck.
I tried to run faster as the whole bridge began to shudder underneath our weight, but I couldn’t speed up too much, or I would risk falling through the missing beams. I heard the shrieks of the undead behind us as they screamed in triumph at how close they were to reaching us, but I couldn’t slow down long enough to look over my shoulder at them.
I was three-quarters of the way across now, and I was so close I thought maybe I could jump and make it to the other side, but this wouldn’t help my friends at all if the bridge collapsed. Instead, I just focused on putting one foot in front of the other as my friends did the same thing.
At least until the first support beam collapsed.
The plank directly under my feet snapped when the support column gave out, and I plunged through the opening.
“Shiiitttt!” I hissed as I grasped Cornalic’s thick forearm, and another support column cracked underneath us.
Then the whole structure caved in like dominoes, and we all fell into the endless darkness below.
I heard Allurie scream somewhere above me in the cloud of splinters and planks that surrounded me, so I cast Spirit of Stone on all six of us to try to help break our fall. My chest ached slightly from the back to back casts, but the ability should help protect us for the next seven seconds.
If our fall took longer than that, we might be fucked, but it was the best I could do.
I held my forearms up to protect my neck as much as possible while we fell, but as I counted the seconds and reached seven, I realized I would have to cast another protective ability on us. I thought about using Guardian of Fortune
on all of us, and even though the pain in my chest felt a little stronger this time, teal light with orange shields immediately surrounded each of us.
Then all of a sudden, everything slowed down.
A dark red shadow surrounded the teal light on each of our bodies, and when I tried to move my arm to look at the dark red glow, it felt like I was moving it through thick mud. I twisted my neck to look down and saw the swiftly approaching floor, but the teal light faded a second later, and we were left with only the dark red glow.
I cast Guardian of Fortune on the six of us again, and the teal light mixed again with the dark red shadows. The edges of my vision grew a little blurry with the effort, but I still wondered if I should try Remove Curse in case one of the undead had put some kind of hex on us as we fell.
Before I could make up my mind, I saw the ground coming at us. The slowing effect of the dark red glow was still in place, so I could control the angle of my fall at least a little bit, and it gave me just enough time to hit each of us with Guardian of Fortune one more time before we hit.
My vision went completely black for a second, and my heartbeat drummed in my ears loudly enough to forget about the fact that I was hitting the ground along with a whole pile of wooden planks that were all probably half a millennium old. I felt my body smack down, but when I didn’t feel any pain, I wondered if I was dead or just so injured that my brain couldn’t process the pain.
But if I was dead, wouldn’t the game log me out automatically?
Unless I was right, and Ohlavar wasn’t a game at all. But this would mean I really was dead, and it would mean Zarra had lied to me, and also that all my friends here were about to be dead, too.
Then I remembered I had used Guardian of Fortune on myself, so I might have actually spared myself any real injuries. Maybe I had actually survived the fall, and maybe there was a chance my friends had also survived.
I blinked and caught a glimpse of teal light around my body just before it faded, and then I realized the dark red glow was gone, too. I forced myself into a sitting position, shook my head to get my eyes to focus, and looked around to see where all my friends had fallen.
Bolverk was the closest to me, but he was already on his feet and looking around like he was ready to fight the broken bridge boards to get revenge for our fall. Moryana was sprawled on the other side of the gnome, but her health bar was still eighty percent full, so Guardian of Fortune must have protected her, too. As soon as the sword dancer stood up, she reached down and helped pull Allurie to her feet, and then both women knelt down beside Lady Feeyaz. The dark elf’s health bar was about three-quarters of the way full, but she wasn’t moving.
“Is she breathing?” I demanded. “And where’s Cornalic?”
“She’s breathing, just unconscious,” Moryana replied.
I cast Breath of Life on the drow sorceress in case that helped her wake up, and then I forced myself to my feet to find the muscular half-orc. I started to raise and then cast aside every plank I came across since he might be buried underneath them, but I stopped long enough to glance up and make sure none of the undead hordes were headed down the canyon after us.
I couldn’t see or hear any traces of our enemies. They must have assumed we were dead when the bridge broke underneath us, and they had gone on to wait for the next adventurers brave enough to try Graveyard Ruins.
“Here,” Bolverk grunted a few feet away from me.
The gnome berserker had set down his axes long enough to help me sift through the rubble, and he had just pulled off a splintered plank that revealed a green-skinned forearm.
I lunged forward and helped Bolverk pull off the rest of the rubble from my half-orc friend, but I glanced at his health bar on my party window at the same time. Cornalic was at about fifty percent, and I realized Guardian of Fortune must have protected him from the fall, but the effect had probably faded before all the wooden planks fell down on top of him.
I knew my mana pool was still pretty low, and I didn’t want to risk a loss of consciousness. Instead, I touched my Ring of Minor Mana, said “Mana” to trigger it, and then cast Breath of Life on Cornalic.
His health bar started to tick up, and I felt fine since I had triggered my ring so I wouldn’t have to use up any more mana for that ability. Then Bolverk and I finished pulling all the broken wood from the bridge off of him. When his health bar reached around sixty percent, Cornalic’s eyes fluttered open, and I reached down to grasp his forearm.
“Glad you’re still with us,” I said with a smile.
“Oh, my noble-hearted friend!” Cornalic cried. “It’s true that as I fell, I thought all might have been lost, for how could even someone so skilled, so powerful, so incredible as you are, hope to fight against the very nature of gravity?”
“I’m glad your tongue doesn’t seem to be injured,” I snickered.
“Not as long as you are around to heal me, dear friend!” Cornalic let me help him to his feet when his health bar reached around seventy percent. “I was worried, it’s true, but then I saw my friends and I all encased in teal light, and I thought to myself, ‘Ah, Cornalic, what a wonderful thing it is to be brothers with the most skilled healer in the land!’ But then I replied to myself ‘Not just in this land, Cornalic, but surely our noble brother is the most skilled healer in all the lands of Ohlavar and beyond!’ I was quite ready to fight myself on the matter, but then we landed, and truth be told, that is the last thing I remember before you bravely pulled me from the ruins of the bridge!”
“I’m glad you’re feeling better, buddy,” I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Now let me go check on Lady Feeyaz.”
Cornalic’s health continued to rise, and every few seconds, Bolverk poked the half-orc’s muscles as if to test his health. While they kept looking around us to see if they could get any clues about our location or possible enemies, I joined Moryana and Allurie on their knees beside the unconscious drow woman. Her health bar was basically full now, but she still hadn’t opened her eyes, so I brushed her thick white locks away from her face and touched her cheek.
“Lady Feeyaz,” I whispered. “Can you hear me?”
“I think it’s usually standard practice for princes to kiss any sleeping beauties they find,” the dark elf laughed as she fluttered her pale green eyes open.
“Tricks!” Allurie shouted, but then Moryana reminded her to be quiet so we didn’t call the undead armies down on top of us again.
“Trust me, I’m not a prince,” I said with a smirk. “And call me old-fashioned, but I prefer my women to be awake when I kiss them.”
“Ohh,” Lady Feeyaz purred and sat up. “Does this mean you consider me to be your woman?”
“Shit, that’s not what I meant,” I groaned. “Listen, are you okay? Your health was fine, but you were totally unconscious just now.”
“I think I expended a little too much mana when we fell, to be honest,” the drow woman sighed. “Perhaps I am more out of practice than I realized.”
“When we fell?” I repeated. “Wait, were you the one who used the dark red shadows on us?”
“Oh, are there any other drow down here I don’t know about?” Lady Feeyaz laughed again. “Yes, it was me.”
“What magic did you use on us, evil woman?” Allurie demanded.
“I slowed down our perception of time.” The drow sorceress pushed herself to her feet and met Allurie’s fierce gaze. “It is a difficult ability, but I can slow things down just enough to increase our reaction time, so we could adjust our bodies before we hit the ground and more importantly, so Leo had enough time to cast his protective ability on all of us again. Is that okay with you, pretty little elf?”
Allurie just threw her arms around the drow woman instead of answering. Lady Feeyaz seemed as surprised as I was, but a few seconds later, Allurie released her and crossed her arms over her chest.
“I still don’t like you,” the silver-haired elf declared. “But that was a good thing you did. Maybe you are only bad, not evil.”
“I think I might be making progress with your girl,” Lady Feeyaz snickered to me.
“That’s an incredible ability,” I said to refocus the conversation. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.”
“That’s because I bet you’ve never known a drow enchantress.” The dark elf shrugged. “It is a powerful ability, but like I said, it’s a bit of a challenge to use very often.”
“Well, it saved all our asses this time, so thank you,” I said.
“I believe we both saved all our asses this time,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Bolverk and I don’t see any signs that the undead have followed us down here,” Cornalic announced as he picked his way through the rubble to join us.
“I can’t hear anything down here, either,” Moryana said. “I think we might have escaped to a clear part of the dungeon.”
“Now the only problem is, how do we get back up there?” I craned my neck back to try to see a way to the top. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be down here, so we’ve gotta find some way back up to the main dungeon. Otherwise, we’ll never find Nardeth’s body, and we’ll definitely never find a way out of here.”
“I don’t think we’re the only creatures who aren’t supposed to be here,” Lady Feeyaz said. “I still sense something… wrong. It feels stronger down here than it did up top, but I cannot place it.”
“Then let’s just hope we don’t run into whatever it is,” I muttered. “Right now, we-- wait a minute, where the hell is Bolverk?”
“Climbing the steps to the Throne of Ascension, apparently,” Cornalic said. “He said it would be good practice for the real thing.”
“There are steps?” I demanded.
“Oh, yes!” The overly muscled half-orc gave a fanged grin. “I nearly forgot in my excitement to tell you that there are no hordes of undead about to descend upon us! I see now that perhaps I should have stated this right away, my friend, but you see--”
“Cornalic, where are the stairs?” I groaned.
“Ah, of course, they’re just over here.” My green-skinned friend started to pick his way back through the rubble, and the four of us followed him.
The collapsed bridge was a mess of broken planks and stone rubble from the edges of the canyon it had been attached to. We were careful not to trip on unevenly balanced wood so the collapsed structure didn’t sink down any more under our weight, and we made sure to avoid all the nails we could see in the dim light. After we picked our way to the other side of the wreckage, I finally spotted what my non-human friends with better vision had already seen.
An incredibly narrow and steep set of stairs had been hacked into one side of the sheer cliff wall. It had probably been built there by the original workers who had constructed the bridge, but for all I knew, those might have been ogres or giants. Each step seemed made for someone at least two feet taller than I was, and Allurie in particular would struggle to climb the steep stairs. Then again, none of us would have an easy time since each stair was only wide enough for half my boot to fit on at once, so it would be like climbing stairs on my tiptoes.
The stairs disappeared somewhere in the blackness above us. I could see Bolverk though, and I was impressed the short gnome had already ascended about a hundred yards into the air. He moved up the steps by using his hands and feet like he was rock climbing, and somehow, none of his weapons seemed to get in his way as he scrambled upward like a mountain goat.
He must really be preparing himself for the steps to the Throne of Ascension, whatever that meant.
“This seems to be our best option,” I muttered. “Cornalic, do you mind coming last? I think you’ll have the best chance of catching anybody who falls.”
“It would be my greatest honor!” the half-orc replied. “In fact, I--”
“Thanks, Cornalic,” I cut him off with a smile. “Moryana, you go up first, then Allurie, then I’ll go, then Lady Feeyaz, and finally Cornalic.”
Moryana glanced up at the steep steps, shook her shoulders loose to get ready, and then started climbing without a word. The rest of us followed soon after, but we were all equally quiet. And since we all knew that one slip would mean one hell of a fall I might or might not be able to save someone from, the higher we climbed, the quieter we all became.
When we passed the hundred-yard mark above the floor of the cavern, the silence grew almost unbearable, and all I could think about was the pulse in my fingertips as I used one hand after the other on the steps to help with balance as I climbed.
I had tested out how far my healing powers could extend once before, and the limit had seemed to be a hundred and twenty yards. I didn’t know if this had increased at all as my abilities grew, but I didn’t want to test it out. If one of us fell now, I didn’t think I would be able to save them, and this thought was almost too much to bear.
I made the mistake of glancing down once, and my vision started to swim around me until I brought my gaze back to the rock directly in front of me. I couldn’t stop and risk breaking the rhythm of Lady Feeyaz and Cornalic below me, so I just exhaled and forced my legs to move up one stair at a time.
I lost track of how long we climbed and how far we might be above the ground, but at some point, the stairs shifted to ladders. These ladders were wooden like the bridge that had just broken, and even though they were fastened to the rock face somehow, they didn’t exactly look secure.
We could only go up or down though, and since we knew what was at the bottom of the canyon, we just had to go up. The ladder held up better than the bridge, but it definitely made my stomach drop more than the stairs. I thought I would have felt better since I had something solid to grip as I climbed, but I was convinced the ladder would pull away from the rock at any moment, and that I wouldn’t have enough mana left to save all of us.
The ladder kept rising as far as I could see above me, so I kept my gaze straight ahead of me and just focused on placing one foot and hand after the other in each new rung.
“There’s a room to the right,” Moryana called down. “I think it is a small cave.”
“Does it lead anywhere?” I demanded.
“I cannot tell,” the sword dancer replied.
“If you will all climb up a few more rungs, I can inspect it for myself,” Cornalic called from below me. “It will be but the work of a moment!”
“Unless we all have to climb back down again,” Moryana muttered.
We all kept climbing upward, and then we gripped on for dear life while Cornalic inspected the small cave to the right. I risked a look down long enough to see the half-orc leap off the ladder into the mouth of the cave like he was a kid jumping in puddles, but that was long enough of a glance for me.
Less than a minute later, Cornalic finished his inspection.
“Good and bad news, my friends!” the half-orc called. “Good news, that room contained a chest filled with gems! I have placed them all in my pockets and am positively weighted down with wealth! Bad news, it was a dead-end, so we’ll have to keep climbing!”
“Shit,” I groaned. “At least we got a bit of loot. Can you get back on the ladder?”
“‘Tis already done, dearest Leo!” Cornalic cried.
“It was worth a try,” Lady Feeyaz said.
We kept climbing until the muscles in my back screamed with the effort to keep me in place, but we finally reached the end of the ladder. The only problem was it didn’t actually end anywhere. The top of the ladder was broken, so it just kind of… stopped.
“This is a broken throne,” Bolverk snarled above us. “This is not the way of the gods!”
“Wait just a moment,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I may be able to find a way out.”
The drow woman curved one ball of dark fire after another in every direction around us, until one streak of purple lightning revealed another cave hidden in the cliff just to the right of Allurie. There was a narrow lip in the side of the cliff that led to the mouth of the cave, and I didn’t think there was any way to go right into the cave unless we inched our way along that lip.
“That seems to be our best bet,” the dark elf said. “Pretty little Allurie, do you think you could explore it for us?”
“Yep!” the silver-haired elf chirped.
Then, as lightly as if she possessed Cornalic’s rogue abilities, Allurie jumped from the ladder to the narrow cliff edge like a monkey. She scooted along to the side on tiptoes, and she didn’t even use her hands for balance. She simply rolled forward the moment she reached the cave entrance and disappeared.
“There are a lot of rooms!” Allurie poked her head back out. “There’s this cave, and then another room, and then there are stairs up to another room! I don’t like that room, though. It’s not nice.”
“Why?” I asked.
“There are so many skeleton meanies, and they tried to stop me when I closed the door on them!” Allurie pouted.
“Ah, shit,” I muttered.
“It seems we’ve found the main dungeon again!” Cornalic called cheerfully. “Can you keep them at bay until we all join you, Allurie?”
“Yay! A job!” The pretty elf clapped her hands. “Yes, I will keep them away from you all! I hear them now, and they sound very angry.”
“We’ll be there soon,” I promised. “Just keep your distance!”
Moryana was the first to climb down and leap over to the narrow lip of the cliff. Her jump was slightly less graceful than Allurie’s, but even though she swayed on her feet, she hugged the cliff face close enough that she was able to reach the cave without any problems.
Bolverk climbed down next and launched himself like a rocket at the cliff face. He smacked right into the stone like a cartoon character, but his fingers found grips in the rock to keep him from tumbling down. He made it inside the cave a few seconds later, and then it was my turn.
This was not my idea of fun, but there was no time for hesitation. Any second now, the skeletons would break through the doors inside the cavern and threaten my friends, so I needed to make tracks. I climbed up a few steps until I reached the best launching spot, and then I let go with my right hand so I could swivel my torso toward my target. Then, with as much strength as I could push into my legs, I jumped off the ladder and sailed through the air like a fucking acrobat.
I landed more like a pancake against the rock wall, but my left foot found a good grip even though my right boot slipped. I grabbed onto a rock edge with my right hand to help keep my balance, carefully placed my right foot on the narrow cliff lip, and then quickly scooted along to the side until I rolled forward into the cavern.
My shoulders sagged as the tension left my body, but I jumped to my feet and pulled out my broadsword to be ready for the skeletons. Lady Feeyaz and Cornalic followed me into the cavern within seconds, and then the drow woman lit a torch on the side of the room with her dark purple fire.
The cavern was about the size of my Arnacript suite with a set of double doors on the opposite side from the cave entrance. The doors looked weakened by time, or maybe it was just by the constant battering ram we heard slamming into it from the other side.
“I assume those are your skeleton friends?” I asked Allurie.
“They are not my friends!” The pretty elf girl stamped her foot. “They are mean, mean, mean, but my chain is helping hold them back!”
A thick metal chain was wrapped around the double door handles, and every time the doors threatened to give way to the skeletons, the chain kept them fastened in place.
“Clever girl, where did you get that chain?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“I found it in the room, silly!” Allurie said.
“It looks like a Chain of Suffering,” the dark elf purred. “You wrap your enemies in it when you want them to suffer forever, but they cannot die. They are reserved for the worst sorts of people. Or for very interesting sexual practices.”
“It must have come from somewhere else,” I said. “I don’t see any bodies in this room.”
“I’d hate to meet the person this chain was used on,” Moryana said, but the way she pressed her lips together told me she was a little curious.
“Never say never,” I chuckled. “Who knows what else we’ll find in Graveyard Ruins? For now, I’m just glad we’re back on track. So, how about we kill some skeletons?”
The skeletons had almost broken through the doors even with the chain in place, but I didn’t want to wait and give them the advantage of momentum. I signaled to Bolverk to pull the chain free while the rest of us took up defensive positions. Then as soon as the tattooed gnome ripped the thick chain out of the door handles, he stepped back and let the skeletons shove their way into the room.
The first wave of undead hadn’t realized the doors were no longer locked, so they stumbled over each other into the room. It looked like there were easily two dozen skeletons that all poured into the room now, but I couldn’t see if any more undead were behind them or not. I only noticed they were all armed with swords and clubs that looked half-broken but would still cut us open if we let them. A few of them even had crossbows, so we would definitely have to look out for those, too.
Allurie instantly fired her Thizzle Thrower and shattered the neck bones of two skeletons so they snapped cleanly off, and some of the smarter skeletons started to use their own crossbows to try to take out the pretty elf. Allurie’s Ring of Minor Protection zapped half of their ranged attacks by turning them into ash, but Lady Feeyaz also stood close beside the other elf.
Every time one of the skeletons’ crossbow bolts threatened to hit Allurie, the drow woman surrounded her with a dark shadow that boomeranged the bolt right back to the asshole who had fired it in the first place. Lady Feeyaz concentrated most of her efforts on protecting Allurie with the shadow boomerang effect, but she also hurled one blast of violet lightning after another at our enemies.
Bolverk smashed one axe through a skeleton’s skull and used his second axe to splinter the spine of another enemy. Moryana turned into a deadly tornado as she spun her curved blades through one skeleton after another, so even when her targets blocked one of her blows, her other weapon swung up to fracture their exposed bones. Cornalic seemed to vanish every few seconds before he reappeared right in the middle of the skeleton crowd. He showed up just long enough to split the skulls or ribs of the skeletons around him, and then he disappeared back into the shadows until his next strike.
I cast Mark of Healing Drip on the floor at my feet to keep up our health and help drain the health from the undead. Then I saw one of the skeleton’s crossbow bolts split off to the side straight toward Moryana, so I used a quick Guardian of Fortune on the sword dancer and then threw myself into battle alongside my friends.
My broadsword swung up to block the club of the closest asshole, and I plunged my short sword up into his side before he could attempt another strike. The short blade thrust straight through his bottom few ribs, but that wasn’t enough to take him down. Instead, I pushed down on my short sword to get a better angle, and then I shoved it through his ribs back toward his spine.
The skeleton’s bones were brittle from centuries down in this dungeon, so when my sword passed through his spine, it didn’t just fracture. It exploded in a cloud of dust and bone fragments, and I had to spin away before the dust clouded my vision. The skeleton’s broken corpse clattered to the ground behind me, but I was already on to my next target.
My short sword parried the rusted blade of a half-clothed skeleton on my left, but I had to dance backward to avoid a swing from another undead asshole on my right. I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself right before I pulled back my short sword, and the half-clothed skeleton’s blade sliced into nothing but the teal light that encased my body. I had let him strike me on purpose so he’d lunge too far forward, and now my broadsword sailed through his neck bones and sent his grinning skull flying across the room.
We’d quickly eliminated over half of these undead assholes, but I wasn’t about to get cocky. I instantly turned to the skeleton who had been on my right, but I quickly sheathed my short sword so my left hand would be free. My broadsword blocked his blade two more times before I found the opening I needed, and then my left fist punched into the side of his skull hard enough to create a fracture that shuddered up the side of his head like a fault line. He staggered back so wildly that all it took was one more hit with the hilt of my sword to finish the job, and then the skeleton’s head broke apart like porcelain.
As soon as he dropped to the ground, I glanced around at my friends to make sure everyone was okay. Bolverk needed a quick Minor Heal, and I cast Spirit of Stone on Cornalic just as he appeared in the middle of three skeletons all together. The rest of the remaining undead had all swarmed Lady Feeyaz and Allurie, but Allurie had already switched out her crossbow for her Saber of the Ancient Tortoise, and Moryana and Bolverk were sprinting across the chamber to help.
I used Guardian of Fortune on Allurie just before one of the skeleton’s rusted swords thrust toward her back, and the teal light protected her from any damage. Lady Feeyaz exploded the backstabbing skeleton in a firestorm of violet lightning, and I rushed forward to take out another undead asshole who was trying to cut down the dark elf while she was distracted.
I passed my broadsword through the skeleton’s shoulder, so his sword-carrying arm collapsed to the floor in a neat pile of bones. Then I grabbed his throat with my left hand and yanked back as hard as I could until I heard his neck fracture. I squeezed a little tighter, released my grip, and then swung my blade through the skeleton’s broken neck.
After his head rolled free, I finally looked back at the rest of the room, but there were no more skeletons. We had finished off this wave. I checked my friends’ health bars in the party window, but the Mark of Healing Drip had lasted for most of the fight, so everyone’s health was above ninety percent.
“Good work,” I said. “Allurie, can you check these bodies for anything useful?”
“Yes!” The pretty elf moved toward the corpses so fast that she almost forgot to put her saber away first.
“I wonder where we are in relation to the bridge that fell,” Moryana said. “It is hard to know if we skipped a major part of the dungeon.”
“We definitely aren’t on the main path,” I replied. “We fell down a long way, but the stairs and ladders are cutting into the sides here. We are either way off track, or we’ve skipped a bunch of the dungeon.”
“Let us hope we are not close to the hordes of undead who drove us over the bridge in the first place,” Cornalic said. “But no matter if we skipped part of the dungeon or not, I believe we may find ourselves in an interesting predicament when it is time for us to leave Graveyard Ruins.”
“We’ll deal with that when we get there,” I chuckled. “I’m just glad we didn’t die in the fall.”
“The gods did not die when they fell from their thrones,” Bolverk muttered. “They wished for death and gnashed at the sky, but the lava had already consumed them. Their hearts grew twisted, and they forgot their promises of harems to all those who followed them. The gods--”
“All done!” Allurie chirped.
I didn’t mind her interruption of the gnome berserker’s latest rant. When I looked at the neatly arranged piles of bones, I grinned at how quickly the elf girl was able to loot bodies. These skeletons didn’t have anything to offer in the way of weapons or items, but they did have a small melon-sized pile of gems and gold.
We split the loot between all of us so it would be easier to carry, and then we started through the doors into the next room. It was an empty chamber except for the mummified bodies in fetal positions all along the sides of the room, but even when Bolverk prodded one with his foot, none of them moved.
I thought they were inhabitants of the dungeon, but apparently not.
Someone else must have placed these corpses in this room, and the claw marks on the stone walls all around us made me think it wasn’t these people’s choice to be mummified here.
After we hurried through this room, we passed through another set of doors that opened up onto a tall staircase that led straight up.
“That’s where the skeletons came from!” Allurie whispered loudly as she pointed to the top of the stairs.
“Then more of them might still be up there,” I said. “Everybody, get ready.”
We moved quickly up the stairs, but I noticed my muscles were starting to fatigue from everything we had done in the dungeon so far. I wasn’t injured, but we had already faced a number of enemies, sprinted like hell, fallen through a collapsed bridge, and climbed up an endless narrow staircase and ladder. I was going to sleep like the dead when I got back to Arnacript.
As long as I didn’t end up literally dead here first.
When we reached the top of the stairs, we walked through an open archway into a round chamber with faded stars painted on the ceiling. The chamber was filled with open tombs, and there was a closed door at the other end of the room that was easily twice my height. If Ohlavar Quest was a normal game, or even a game at all, this would have been the moment where the boss fight music started, but everything was eerily quiet.
“Aw, they must not have wanted to join the party!” Allurie sighed.
“Huh?” I asked. “Who?”
Then I followed the pretty elf’s gaze toward a few skeletons that were half-hidden behind some of the open tombs. They were all dressed in clothes and armor that made them look like adventurers instead of dungeon minions, and my heart beat faster in excitement.
Before I could move toward any of the bodies to check them, Bolverk marched right into the middle of the room and raised one of his daggers toward the domed ceiling.
“I am Bolverk, God of Battle and Lord of War!” the gnome berserker shouted. “All things that crawl will be made to feel my wrath, so come now and crawl before me!”
“Bolverk!” I yelled. “What the hell are you doing?”
“I think he means to summon the lord of this part of the dungeon.” Lady Feeyaz nodded at an inscription on the middle of the floor.
It was written in a circle around the stone Bolverk stood on, but I had to move closer to read it: The Stone King comes to take his sacrifices. Prostrate yourselves, and you may serve him. Defy him, and you will serve him. Call him, and make your choice.
“That doesn’t sound like much of a choice to me,” Moryana snickered. “Whether we bow before him or defy him, he’ll still make us serve him? It does not sound very fair.”
“I’m not sure why our Mindlocked friend felt it necessary to summon this Stone King when it sounds like he will come either way,” Cornalic sighed. “But we have been through worse than this, my friends! We will defeat the Stone King as we defeated the skeletons, the zombies, and the ghosts! Our deeds will--”
“Hush,” Lady Feeyaz hissed. “I think I hear him.”
As soon as we all grew quiet, I heard the footsteps, too. They sounded like thunder from the other side of the tall door at the end of the domed chamber, and I had just enough time to pull out my longsword before the door was flung open in a burst of red lightning.







Chapter 23
The moment the Stone King entered the chamber, I was pretty sure I knew what had killed Nardeth Arusalah. The dungeon boss was as tall as an ogre, easily eight feet, and his body was half-skeleton and half-zombie. Flesh hung from his skeleton like tattered clothes, but some of his bones were completely exposed, like his forearms and most of his grinning skull. He had a short sword in his left hand but nothing in his right, and I had a bad feeling this meant he used magic as his primary offensive weapon.
The only real question was why he was called the Stone King, since he seemed to be made of bone and flesh just like anyone else. But almost as soon as I thought about the question, Allurie fired her crossbow at the dungeon boss, and I got my answer.
The bolt flew directly toward his forehead, and it would have instantly penetrated the rotten flesh there except the Stone King shimmered just before the crossbow bolt reached him, and his whole body turned as solid as a rock. The bolt bounced harmlessly off him, and then the boss turned back to flesh and bone again.
“Oh, fuck me,” I muttered.
“Will you prostrate yourselves, or defy me?” the Stone King thundered so loudly I thought he might cause the cave to collapse on top of us.
“Take one guess, asshole,” I growled, and then all six of us jumped into the fight.
I cast Guardian of Fortune on Bolverk and Moryana at the same time since they were the first two to reach the Stone King. It was a good thing too, because as soon as the sword dancer spun toward the boss, he threw his right hand toward her, and a burst of red fire flew out of his palm. The fireball bounced off the teal light that surrounded her, but Bolverk wasn’t so lucky, and the next red fireball broke through the teal light and collided with his tattooed chest.
I hit him with a Minor Heal, and the gnome berserker shouted a stream of obscenities at the dungeon boss, beat one axe against his burned chest, and hurled himself forward again alongside Moryana. They both hammered the boss from the front, Allurie and Lady Feeyaz worked on him with their ranged weapons and abilities from the other side of the room, and Cornalic slipped in from the back to wield his dual blades against the Stone King.
I found my place on the right side of our enemy and started to attack him with my Longsword of Chilling Edge. While Moryana kept his sword hand busy with every thrust and parry she made against him, the rest of us attacked with everything we had. Cornalic’s dual blades always looked like they would rip him open, but the Stone King’s skin turned to a hard shell just before they sliced into his guts. The same thing was true for Bolverk’s daggers and axes, along with Allurie’s crossbow bolts and my longsword.
Lady Feeyaz had the best luck of any of us. Every time her purple lightning hit the dungeon boss, he hardened his skin against her attack. Then the violet fire encased him anyway, and he roared in frustration as his health bar ticked down some. As soon as his shell cracked again, and we could move in closer, the drow sorceress sent another wave of violet sparks toward him, and she hit him before he could shield himself about one time out of every three attempts.
Still, it was obvious the dark elf’s magic alone wouldn’t be enough to kill the Stone King. Every time any of us got close to a critical hit, the dungeon boss turned his skin to stone again so we couldn’t do any damage. His health bar loomed across the top of my vision like an angry red cloud, but the only thing our attacks accomplished so far was to damn near break our weapons against his rock-like skin.
His sword was fully engaged against Moryana, so he couldn’t attack the rest of us with his blade, but this didn’t stop him from using his red fire against us. His fireballs caught me a few times and burned like a hundred wasp stings all concentrated in one spot, but I healed myself quickly enough that it didn’t drop my health.
Unfortunately, his fire attacks forced me to deploy Guardian of Fortune and Spirit of Stone on all of us, one right after the other, to keep us from bursting into flames. I concentrated my efforts on the four melee fighters since Lady Feeyaz and Allurie were less in danger, but every now and then, I glanced at the two ranged members of our party to make sure they were still okay.
I was already exhausted, and despite the best efforts of my friends, I could tell they were, too. If we didn’t start to inflict some serious damage on this asshole soon, we were going to wear ourselves out. Then it wouldn’t be long before our bones joined the bones of the other adventurers in this chamber, and no one else would ever know the secrets of Nardeth Arusalah.
The next time I curved my longsword toward the Stone King’s hard shell, I tried to time the swing to come a second after my friends’ attacks. Violet lightning encased his hard shell at the same time Bolverk’s hand axes bounced harmlessly off the boss’ stone-like skin. But the moment his skin softened again, I slid my longsword into his side just underneath his fleshy ribs, and it made a hissing noise like the meat slicer machine at the deli.
“Aaaaarghhh!” the Stone King roared.
My blade’s chilling effect took hold of the Stone King immediately and sent spidery blue veins all across his bones. Then his skin instantly started to harden again, and I was barely able to jerk my sword out of his side before it got stuck in his hard shell, but my chilling blow had slowed down his movements.
The next time his shell faded, Cornalic was able to drive one of his blades into the Stone King’s back, Bolverk thrust a dagger into his thigh, and Lady Feeyaz sent another storm of purple lightning into the zombie skeleton’s stomach.
His health bar ticked down to around ninety percent.
We repeated the same series of attacks, and a few minutes later, his health bar dropped to about eighty. Then after a few more minutes of the same strategy, he dropped to seventy and had to retreat a few steps back to try to escape our constant blows.
Now we were finally getting somewhere.
But the next time Lady Feeyaz’s purple lightning exploded into his soft stomach and dropped his health bar down a little more, the Stone King threw his head back and shouted something in a language I didn’t understand.
Then again, I didn’t have to understand it to know what he meant.
Dozens of half-zombified skeletons poured in through the massive door behind him, each of them armed with swords, axes, and daggers. They streamed into the room all around us, and we had no choice but to turn our attention toward them instead of the Stone King. It divided our attention, and I cursed as I saw the boss’ health bar steadily start to rise again.
I thrust my longsword through two skeleton minions at once like a barbecue skewer. Then I twisted the blade and pulled it out to attack the next pair that rushed me. I felt a burst of wind from behind me, so I swung my sword through the neck of one asshole and then slammed my forehead into the dagger-wielding skeleton beside him. It made him stagger back just enough that I could glance over my shoulder at whoever was trying to sneak up on me, but Cornalic had beat me to it.
The half-orc looked like he had fallen from the sky straight down on top of two minions. He was kneeling on their backs, and both his blades dripped with zombie blood from their severed necks. As soon as he saw me, my green-skinned friend winked and rose to his feet with a fanged grin.
“Didn’t I say that I’d always have your back, brother of my heart?” Cornalic asked, but then he instantly spun away and moved at such a lightning speed that he might as well have teleported to Moryana’s side.
We were making decent progress against the skeletal minions, but the Stone King’s health bar was back up to eighty percent full now, and I didn’t want to see if it would keep rising. I glanced around the room at my friends to see if anybody needed a heal.
Lady Feeyaz was using her shadow boomerang effect against the minions who had surrounded her, and aside from Moryana, the rest of my friends seemed to be alright. I threw a few Guardian of Fortune effects on them just in case, but the sword dancer’s health had dropped a lot as she engaged a group of half a dozen minions by herself, so I cast Breath of Life, followed by Spirit of Stone to give her enough of a break to heal.
“Allurie!” I shouted over the clash of weapons and bones in the chamber.
“I’m doing a good job!” Allurie called back with a wave, just before she plunged her saber into a half-zombified skeleton.
“You’re doing great!” I said. “But I need you to get rid of all these minions at once! Use Eye of the Storm!”
The pretty elf looked puzzled for a moment, but then she smiled and nodded enthusiastically. It was a big thing to ask her, but I had never seen anyone with reflexes like Allurie. If she could fully concentrate even just for ten seconds or so, she could wreak so much damage on these assholes that they wouldn’t know what hit them.
“Got it!” Allurie cried, and then I watched her turn into the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
The silver-haired elf’s eyes suddenly glowed with turquoise fire, and her face lost all traces of her usual smile. She surveyed the whole room in under a second, looked back down at her weapons, and then switched out her saber for her Thizzle Thrower faster than I could blink.
Then she started shooting.
Allurie’s hands flew along the body of the crossbow to load one bolt after another, but she moved so quickly that her arms were just a pale blur against the weapon. Every bolt she fired found its target in another zombified minion, and they fell one right after the other in a neat circle all around the room.
Even when the Stone King realized what she was doing, he was helpless to stop her. He hurled endless balls of red fire at her, and Lady Feeyaz blocked a few of them, but Allurie’s Armor of the Pearly Sea made most of the fireballs fizzle out. A few of his blocked shots even bounced off her blue-gray armor right back at the dungeon boss, and he seemed unable to block his own fire from hissing into the tattered flesh over his ribs.
Around a quarter of a minute later, the turquoise fire faded from the pretty elf girl’s eyes, and she blinked in surprise as she looked around at what she had done.
Every skeleton minion the Stone King had summoned was dead.
Only the dungeon boss himself was left.
“Holy shit,” I whispered.
“Ooh, that was fun!” Allurie gasped. “Can I do it again?”
“Give yourself a minute for your mana to build back up,” I said, since I wasn’t sure what the elf girl’s mana pool looked like, and I didn’t want her to wear herself out. “Then do it again!”
“Yes, Leo!” Allurie clapped her hands and then took aim at the Stone King.
We repeated our system of attack from earlier, but the dungeon boss adapted his defenses, and he was able to block our hits better than before. Lady Feeyaz’s lightning didn’t seem to do much against him now, so she concentrated her efforts on deflecting his attacks from the rest of us.
“Can’t you cast an illusion on him?” I called before I pulled my longsword back from another blocked thrust.
“I don’t have enough mana!” Lady Feeyaz cried. “I used almost everything to slow down time during our fall!”
It made sense that her time control magic was one of the abilities that drained her mana pool the fastest, and I thought about running over to give her my Ring of Minor Mana. But I had already used it once in the last four hours, and I didn’t know if its power would reset for another user or only after four hours had gone by.
Either way, it didn’t matter because the Stone King was too close to hurting one of my friends, and I couldn’t afford to turn my back on him even for a second. Instead, I let the dark elf keep working to help shield my friends, and I switched back and forth between protective and healing magic to do the same.
Cornalic and Moryana were taking the brunt of the Stone King’s attacks now, and I had to cast Minor Heal on the half-orc several times in a row when his health dropped below fifty percent. I used Healing Vengeance on him after this so every attack the dungeon boss made on him restored his health instead of dropping it, and when it seemed to keep him in one piece, I used the same ability on Moryana.
Then I lunged forward to drive my longsword into his abdomen, and it slid a few inches in before his stomach hardened to stone again. I didn’t pull it out fast enough this time, but the moment his flesh became soft again, I twisted the blade around to slice through his guts and then ripped it back out.
His health bar was down to seventy percent, but he still had a long way to go, so I decided to use our secret weapon again.
“Now, Allurie!” I shouted.
Allurie’s eyes instantly blazed with turquoise fire. She fired a few bolts from her Thizzle Thrower, but the moment one of her hits had its electric effect on the Stone King’s body, Allurie changed out her crossbow for her saber. She streaked across the chamber and rolled forward to come up almost right in between the boss’ legs. Then her arms moved in a blur, the Stone King’s health dropped down to almost fifty, and Allurie somersaulted backward out of the way.
“I’m about to blind him!” the pretty elf called with a look of such intense concentration that I thought she might pluck out his eyeballs with her own fingers.
Then I took one look at the new weapons she had just switched out to replace her saber, and I realized I’d damn near forgotten all about them. At some point, Allurie must have taught herself how to use Haze’s Left Nail and Haze’s Right Nail, the set of poisoned daggers we’d taken from the pirates on board The First Sunrise.
The elf girl dove forward again with glowing eyes, and the rest of us focused our efforts on distracting the Stone King. Allurie only had a few seconds left before Eye of the Storm wore off, but she made use of every single one of them. She slid between the dungeon boss’ legs to come at him from the back, and then she stabbed him along his spine so many times that he couldn’t shift to his stone form fast enough to block each one.
His health bar ticked down about another ten percent, and he started to lash out wildly as the blinding effect of the daggers took hold of him. We all moved in to take advantage of his temporary blindness, and by the time the fire faded from Allurie’s eyes, the Stone King’s health had dropped to ten percent.
I darted around to the back of the dungeon boss where he couldn’t see me and let Lady Feeyaz and Allurie draw his attention again like they had at the beginning of this boss fight. Then Bolverk called down most of the Stone King’s wrath by punching his axes into the boss’ stomach, Moryana and Cornalic threw him off by darting in under his ribs, and I moved in from the back to finish him off.
I vaulted off the back of an open tomb, leaped into the air so I was taller than the dungeon boss, and then let my longsword sing through the air as I brought it down toward the top of his skull.
My blade cleaved the Stone King’s skull in two.
His head split apart in a burst of red fire, and then his body plunged to the ground at the same time my boots came back down to the floor.
“Yay! We did it!” Allurie cried.
“Not quite,” Lady Feeyaz hissed.
I followed the drow woman’s gaze toward the open door at the other end of the room, and my heart jumped into my throat until I forced it back down with a swallow.
Two ghouls crawled through the open door, only this pair looked different than the ones who had attacked me in the cemetery. These two looked more like snakes that slithered toward the Stone King’s body, and they oozed a red-black liquid from their bodies that clung to the stones like tar.
As soon as they entered the room, they opened their jaws wide and shrieked so loudly that I thought they might shatter our eardrums. Then they darted forward as fast as cobras, and we all went on the defense.
“Can’t you use your staff, lovely lady?” Cornalic gasped to Lady Feeyaz when he paused his attacks to recover his breath for a moment.
“Not if I don’t have to,” the dark elf growled, and then she hurled a burst of violet lightning at both slithering ghouls.
As much as I wanted to ask Lady Feeyaz what she meant, it would have to wait until later. I brought my longsword down on the back of one’s neck, but it spun out of the way and wrapped its body around my ankles instead. Then I plunged the point of my blade into its spine, but I didn’t try to twist it. I just held it still while Allurie rushed in with her saber to finish off the creature.
Moryana’s Elusive Blade ability proved deadly against the second ghoul, but when we looked up from their bodies, we found ourselves surrounded by three more ghouls that had appeared out of nowhere.
“What the fuck?” I snarled.
I glanced at The Darkest Death staff in the dark elf’s hand, but there was no time to ask her why she couldn’t just use it and finish this fight. Instead, I flung myself forward and attacked these ghouls with my longsword, and I cast Healing Vengeance on Cornalic, Bolverk, Moryana, and myself.
My chest ached with the effort, but I kept pushing and cast Mark of Healing Drip on the floor at our feet too, so we would double the health we regained every time we were attacked by these creatures. We were all almost at our limits of exhaustion, but we kept pushing until three ghouls turned into two, and finally only one remained.
Then I cast Spirit of Stone on Allurie when she darted forward with her poisoned daggers in hand. The ghoul snapped at her and tried to wrap around her like a boa constrictor, but Bolverk leaped on top of it and thrust his own dagger into the creature’s open mouth, and it gave Allurie enough time to shred Haze’s Left Nail and Haze’s Right Nail through the ghoul’s body beneath its gaping teeth.
The creature wailed as blindness overtook it, and Cornalic and I instantly moved forward to finish the demon off. His dual blades carved the top half of the serpent-like ghoul up as if he was an expert sushi chef, and my longsword separated his bottom half cleanly from the rest of his body. Bolverk continued to slam one dagger and one axe into the creature’s head even after we killed it, and the blood splattered all over his bare torso like an abstract painting.
“Bolverk!” I grabbed his hands to stop his destruction of the corpse, and then I looked around to make sure no more ghouls had showed up.
“I think we may have finished them,” Cornalic said. “These creatures were not as sturdy as the ones who attacked you in the cemetery.”
“Shit,” I panted. “Where the hell did they come from?”
“Nowhere good,” Lady Feeyaz said with a frown. “But I believe we have eliminated the ghouls for now.”
“For now?” Moryana repeated.
“Where there is one ghoul, more are sure to follow,” the dark elf replied.
“That sounds like a bad fortune cookie,” I said.
“A cookie of fortune?” Allurie gasped. “Do we have cookies? I want one! I like cinnamon and chocolate and--”
“It’s not that kind of cookie,” I chuckled. “It’s more like a wafer, and it has a piece of paper inside that’s supposed to tell you some kind of proverb or prediction about your life.”
“I didn’t know they made proverbs about ghouls,” Moryana snickered.
“Perhaps we could discuss the next part of our plan?” Cornalic asked with a nervous glance toward the doors on both ends of the chamber. “You see, I don’t wish to rush us, but I have this medical condition where being attacked by undead creatures makes me bleed ferociously, and--”
“You’re right,” I said. “Allurie, I need you to loot the bodies of the Stone King’s minions while we look at the boss’ body. Then we’ll all look at the dead adventurers together.”
“I love looting!” the pretty elf cheered.
I knelt beside the dead dungeon boss, but there was nothing on his body except for his short sword and a silver ring on one skeletal finger. I picked up the ring first and turned it over in my hand to read the blue text:
Ring of Undead Fire - Wearer of this ring only uses half the usual mana required for all fire abilities. Does not apply to weapons that use fire.
“Lady Feeyaz, you should have this.” I held out the ring to her and then explained what it would do. “You’re the only one with a magic fire ability, so it should be yours.”
“I’m very touched,” the dark elf purred. “But don’t worry. I’m sure I can think of some way to show my appreciation.”
I rolled my eyes and picked up the Stone King’s short sword next. The first thing I noticed was that the text on my UI appeared in blue, so it already seemed a better choice than my current Short Sword of Balance. This sword felt light in my hands and had serrated edges on both sides next to the hilt. It would really help tear through someone’s flesh whenever it was plunged deeply enough into an enemy, and as I read the description, I saw that was exactly what it was meant to do.
Short Sword of the Stone King
Damage: 20% above standard - short sword
Durability - Magical
Br +2
Qu +2
In--
Wi--
Pe +2
Ch +1
Co-- 
Lu--
Opponents hit by the Short Sword of the Stone King have a 15% chance of losing double the health points they normally would. Wounded opponents also have a 15% chance of suffering fire damage.
“That’ll work,” I said with a grin.
I buckled the Stone King’s sheath onto my belt, slipped the blade back inside it, and stood up. It was a little awkward to have two short swords right beside each other on my belt, but I would only keep my former short sword long enough to sell it. Then I would only have my new short sword, my longsword, and my broadsword.
“I finished looting the bodies!” Allurie announced.
“Good work,” I said.
None of the rest of the zombified skeletons had valuable items except for a few gems and gold jewelry items, but they would give us a little more money. As soon as we divided up their loot, I turned to the bodies of the dead adventurers who were all sprawled along the edges of the domed chamber.
“I believe I can guess which one Nardeth is,” Lady Feeyaz purred as she slipped her hand through my arm. “He must be the only one with an amulet around his neck, don’t you agree?”
The drow woman was right that there was only one skeleton with an amulet around his neck. I was a little surprised the item was right there in front of us, but the undead wouldn’t really have any use for a necromancer’s amulet, and I doubted any adventurers had been down here since Nardeth’s death.
“I guess no one’s been down this far since Nardeth and Wyn,” I said. “Otherwise, someone would probably have taken the amulet already.”
“You saw what we just faced,” Moryana replied. “Do you think there are many other adventurers who could have defeated the Stone King?”
“And don’t forget about the cavern of undead hordes,” Cornalic added. “We also escaped certain death back there, even if it did take us on a slight detour.”
When we all gathered around his body, I pulled my arm away from Lady Feeyaz and knelt down beside the skeleton to examine the necklace more closely.
The amulet was twice the size of a gold coin, but the metal was a dark pewter, almost like someone had burned a piece of silver. A pale pink gem shone in the middle of the amulet like it was lit with fire from within, and there were inscriptions engraved in the metal all around the gem, but they looked more like symbols than words.
“Can anyone read it?” Moryana whispered.
“Let me see,” I said, and I carefully removed the necklace from the dead man’s neck.
I turned it over in my hands, and a text box appeared in purple.
Necromancer’s Amulet - Shadow 100, Mind 40. Wearer of this amulet can raise back to un-life all party members or enemies that the wearer’s party has killed. The dead will only be half-alive and will be under the control of the wearer until they are released back to death or until the wearer of the amulet dies. Summoned undead have attributes and abilities 50% as effective as when they were living. Every time more than 4 minions are raised, the wearer's Shadow attribute is permanently increased by 1 point.
“At least we know we’ve got the right amulet,” I said. “I guess that’s what the symbols say, too? Maybe they’re just a description of what the amulet can do.”
“I can read the inscription,” Lady Feeyaz said. “It is a Shadow language, the same kind they use to make wards on cemeteries. Let me hold the amulet, and I will read it.”
“No!” Allurie gasped and slapped the drow’s hand down the moment she reached out. “You will use the amulet for evil, beautiful drow sorceress!”
“I promise I’ll give it right back,” the dark elf chuckled. “Unless Leo would like to let me keep it? You never know when we might need it.”
“It requires a Shadow attribute of 100,” Moryana said. “Are you telling us that your Shadow attribute is this high?”
“Of course,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Then why didn’t you use The Darkest Death staff against the ghouls or the Stone King?” Cornalic asked. “Why do you keep it with you all wrapped up if you will not use it?”
“Covering it in this silk hides its power and keeps any of its effects from triggering,” the drow woman said with a shrug. “It is for your own safety as much as my own.”
“But Cornalic is right,” I said. “Why did you bring it if you don’t plan to use it?”
“I never said I won’t use it,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “But it is not a staff to use lightly. Didn’t you pay attention to the story of Queen Dorni?”
“Uh, I just remember she started out okay and everybody loved her, but then she went dark really quickly,” I answered.
“Because her contact with the spirit realm was too often and too strong,” the dark elf said. “The staff is just one example. If someone uses it too often, it will corrupt them in the end, and then I really would be evil. So, it must be used very, very carefully.”
“Good to know.” I swallowed.
In all of Lady Feeyaz’s logic, she had never once said that her Shadow attribute wasn’t high enough to use the staff, and the idea that this drow woman might have one of the highest Shadow attributes in all of Ohlavar was enough to make my palms sweat.
I handed the amulet to Lady Feeyaz to let her read the inscription, but I watched her carefully anyway. She turned it over in her hands, purred a little to herself, and then looked back up at me.
“They are wards to keep the dead from taking possession of the summoner,” Lady Feeyaz announced. “A helpful detail, although any half-decent necromancer should know how to protect himself even without wards on the amulet.”
“I’ll take that back now.” I nodded at the necklace.
“Are you sure?” the dark elf pouted and pursed her lips together. “Don’t you think I could do marvelous things with it?”
“I’ll think about it,” I muttered, “but right now, I need it back.”
“Very well,” Lady Feeyaz sighed and handed it over. “But only because I know you’ll change your mind eventually.”
“I found a key!” Allurie said from where she knelt beside Nardeth’s body. “Is it the right one?”
The pretty elf handed a jewel-encrusted key to me, and I turned it over in my hands. My UI identified it as Key to Freelan Castle Dungeons, but there was no other description. Not that there needed to be, since all I really needed to confirm was that it would lead us into the impenetrable fortress.
“Perfect, anything else?” I asked as I secured both the amulet and the key in my pack with the two Pieces of Heliotrope.
“We should bring this back for Wyn.” Allurie handed me a scarlet-handled dagger she had taken off Nardeth’s body.
“I think she has enough daggers already,” I chuckled as I thought of the retired adventurer’s weapon-filled house.
“Not to fight with, silly!” Allurie said. “This one was a gift. Look!”
I peered closer at the scarlet handle of the dagger and read the words engraved there: Even death will not break our love. W.R.
“I told her I would bring her back something that belonged to Nardeth,” Allurie said. “She needs something to remember him by. She was so sad!”
“That’s very thoughtful, pretty little Allurie,” Lady Feeyaz said. “I think I am beginning to see why Leo--”
“Why don’t you keep it and return it to her?” I told the silver-haired elf.
“Yay! I love this job!” Allurie smiled and tucked the dagger into her belt along with the pirate’s two poisoned daggers.
“Speaking of daggers,” I said, “when did you learn to use Haze’s Left and Right Nail? You did a great job with those.”
“Thank you for noticing!” the pretty elf gasped. “Moryana and Cornalic taught me how to use my saber and broadsword, so I just modified their techniques for shorter blades! It’s basically the same thing, just with a shorter reach and more need to protect myself when I get in close to slash the people who are trying to hurt my friends! It’s so fun!”
“Well, you were fantastic, and maybe Bolverk can show you some more techniques sometime, too,” I said and then realized the gnome berserker wasn’t around Nardeth’s body with the rest of us. “Wait, where is Bolverk?”
I turned to look around the chamber and instantly saw the tattooed gnome climbing up the rough stone side of the chamber like it was the rock wall at a gym. He had just reached the curve in the ceiling and was now carefully moving one hand over another like a spider as he crawled upside-down along the ceiling.
“Bolverk, where the hell are you going?” I demanded.
The gnome berserker didn’t answer. He only reached his hand out toward one of the faded constellations painted on the ceiling, and I saw a deep crack in the stone there. Bolverk’s fingers stretched toward the crack, but before I could tell him to get down, Lady Feeyaz snarled and jumped to her feet.
“No!” the dark elf cried, and then she unleashed a burst of violet lightning toward the gnome berserker.
The purple flames hit him in the back and made him drop like a stone toward the hard floor. I hit him with Guardian of Fortune to help break his fall, and then I cast Minor Heal on the gnome to get rid of the fire damage Lady Feeyaz had just inflicted.
“What the fuck?” I shouted at the drow woman.
Moryana and Cornalic both moved toward the dark elf like they would pin her arms to her back, but Lady Feeyaz pulled away from them before they could touch her. She backed up toward the gnome’s body and held her hands out in front of her like she might cast lightning against us again, and I forced myself to take a deep breath.
“Look at it,” Lady Feeyaz commanded.
We all craned our heads back to look at the deep crack above our heads, and I immediately realized what she wanted us to see. I just didn’t understand what it meant.
The crack was no wider than my hand, but it was about the length of my forearm. It should have been black with shadow, but instead, the crack shimmered with dark pinks and purples. The more I looked at it, the more it shimmered, and I thought I heard someone singing from the other side.
“Do not touch it,” Lady Feeyaz hissed as she grabbed my arm.
I hadn’t even realized I was reaching up toward the crack. I shook myself to clear my head and then looked back down at Bolverk behind the drow woman.
“The hellspawn are coming, and they call to me,” the tattooed gnome muttered as he rubbed his side and sat up. “They have been awakened, and nothing will stop them. The gates are open, and the doors are unlocked. They are coming, Leo Lennox. All the night creatures are coming with their crawling and their slithering.”
“That’s unsettling,” Moryana whispered.
“It’s a portal,” Lady Feeyaz explained, and my gaze snapped to hers. “Creatures like the ghouls use them to enter our world, even though I am not sure how one came to be here.”
“What happens if we touch it?” I asked.
“I’m not sure.” The dark elf touched my arm gently. “I only know it would not be good. That thing is evil.”
I wanted to know what Bolverk meant when he said the gates were open, but if I tried to ask him questions, it would be like squeezing blood from a stone. All I could think about was the fact that I seemed to use a portal to come to and from Ohlavar, and I wondered if anyone else-- or anything else-- could use that same portal.
“Can we put something up there to block it?” I asked.
“It wouldn’t matter,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “It can only be closed with old magic, the kind that existed before the Time of Heliotrope. Magic then was more powerful. The portal is already here, and there is nothing mortals can do against it.”
“Only evil comes from playing with the spirit realm,” Cornalic said without his usual humor, and his yellow eyes flared with anger. “We should leave it alone.”
I wondered if he was thinking of the lich king who had killed his mother, but I didn’t ask.
“Then let’s get the hell out of here,” I said. “We have the key we need, so now we just have to make it back to the surface in one piece.”
“Any ideas on how we do that?” Moryana smirked.
“Yeah,” I chuckled. “We run faster than the bad guys.”
Once we were sure Bolverk had recovered from the lightning blast, we exited the domed chamber through the same door the Stone King had used to enter. It led us through another room, up a long flight of stairs, and then into another chamber that had three other doors. I guessed the doors to the right and straight ahead of me must lead deeper into the dungeon, because the door to our left opened up onto the huge cavern where the hordes of undead had chased us.
It also opened up onto the missing bridge that had collapsed beneath us.
“Nardeth must have just taken the wrong turn on their last dungeon dive,” I said. “Who knows what would have happened if he went straight after the bridge instead of down these stairs to the right?”
“Do you think these were the doors that Nardeth pushed Wyn through to save her life?” Allurie whispered as she brushed her fingers along the wood of the doors we had just passed through. “That is sooo romantic.”
“Probably,” I replied, but I didn’t say anything else.
The thought had crossed my mind too, but I was trying not to dwell on it. I didn’t want to think too much about the possibility that only one of our party would survive this dungeon, so I pushed thoughts of Wyn and Nardeth to the back of my mind.
“Come on, dear Leo.” Cornalic clapped his massive hand on my shoulder as if he read my mind. “It’s too late to save Nardeth, but we can still save ourselves.”
“You’re right,” I said and shook my head to focus. “And we’ve still got to get across the missing bridge.”
“Oh, I can help!” Allurie raised her hand, but as soon as I nodded for her to tell me her idea, the pretty elf turned around and raced back down the stairs we had just come from.
“Isn’t she a funny little thing?” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
Less than a minute later, Allurie reappeared with the Chain of Suffering we had spotted earlier. She held it out to me triumphantly, and I winced when I realized what her plan was.
“So you want us to crawl across this?” I asked.
“I cannot think of a better idea, my dear friend,” Cornalic said. “If our berserker friend is open to it, I believe I might be able to toss him across the gap so he can tie the chain to the archway on the other side.”
“That’s more of a plan than I’ve got.” I shrugged. “Bolverk?”
The tattooed gnome grunted, walked to the edge of the canyon lip, and then squatted down into a ball to make himself easier to throw.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Cornalic chuckled.
The massive half-orc easily picked up the gnome, took a few steps back to get some momentum, spun around several times like an Olympic shot putter, and launched the berserker across the gap where the bridge had collapsed.
Bolverk’s legs kicked back and forth as he sailed through the air, but Cornalic’s throw safely delivered him to the other side. As soon as Cornalic threw one end of the heavy chain across the gap too, the gnome started to work on tying the chain on his end, and Moryana began to secure it on our side.
“Maybe you should just throw us all across, Cornalic,” I laughed.
“It would be my greatest honor, dear Leo,” the muscular half-orc replied, “but I am afraid this was only possible because of Bolverk’s smaller size. Your own muscles are far too large for me to pick you up that easily, and then it would leave me in the unfortunate situation of being all by myself on this side. And I think it might be hazardous to my health to stay down here on my own.”
“I know,” I laughed. “Listen, when we get across the chain, we’ll probably trigger the undead hordes to come after us again. There’s no way we can fight them all, so we just have to outrun them. Lady Feeyaz, if you can use lightning against them, do that while you run, but otherwise, everyone just concentrate on moving forward. Got it?”
“Yes, Leo!” Allurie shouted.
I winced at the noise, but I was pretty sure only our arrival on the other side would wake up the undead again. Once the chain was secured on both ends, Moryana crawled across it first. She grasped the chain, swung around so she was upside-down beneath it, and then shimmied her way along the length surprisingly quickly. Lady Feeyaz and Allurie followed her example next, but Cornalic insisted that I go across before him.
My vision swam as I flipped upside-down, but at least I didn’t have to look at the endless darkness below me while I climbed across the chain. It was easier to find handholds on the chain than it would have been on a rope, and my legs glided along easily where I had them hooked over the metal links. When I finally reached the other side, Bolverk and Lady Feeyaz helped pull me up. Then Cornalic reached us a few seconds later, and we were ready to go.
As soon as Bolverk started to lead us forward along the narrow pathway, shrieks of the undead started beneath us on either side of the chasm below.
“Go!” I shouted, and then we all sprinted forward at full speed.
I was in the back of our group ahead of Lady Feeyaz, and I saw purple lightning flare at the corners of my vision. I wanted to see if she’d hit any of the zombies with her spell, but I just kept my eyes forward and focused on not slipping off the edge of the walkway. The dark elf cried out behind me a few seconds later, and I stopped just long enough to turn around and see her sag in exhaustion from all the magic she had been using.
“On my back!” I ordered and knelt in front of her.
Lady Feeyaz jumped onto me without a word, and then I sprinted forward to rejoin my friends while she continued to cast purple lightning at the enemies who were all about to swarm up over the lip of the canyon.
We reached the other side of the cavern just in time. The hordes of undead creatures were right on top of us, but a final blast of lightning from the dark elf blew them back long enough for us to slam the doors on them.
We couldn’t stop yet, though.
We ran as fast as we could through the chamber where we had killed all the zombie prisoners, but it was like a precarious, macabre game of hopscotch trying to avoid the missing squares where the zombie cells gaped open. I could hear my friends grunting and panting as we all wove and lunged our way toward freedom, and I was relieved that not one of us lost our focus before reaching the other side. Then we were finally pelting through the chamber where the ghosts had attacked us and out through the narrow opening that started Graveyard Ruins.
Even after we were safely back in the crypt, we didn’t stop running until we flew back up the stairs, out through the tree roots, and then all the way back to The Tired Falcon.
“Fuck me!” I grinned and collapsed in the middle chamber of our adjoining three rooms.
“Ooh, is it time?” Allurie dropped to her knees beside me.
“No, no,” I laughed. “I just mean that was one hell of a dungeon run. We were all really impressive, you know?”
“Now all we have to do is get a Wardrobe of Infinite Outfits, and we can finally steal that jewelry box,” Moryana said.
“I’m with you a hundred percent,” I said. “But the sun will be up in a couple hours, and I’m exhausted. Let’s get some rest.”
“I do not usually rest after dungeon runs,” the sword dancer said with a sly smile. “My adrenaline is too high, and I prefer… other activities.”
“Don’t we all?” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“If you want something else to do,” I said as I leaned in close to both women, “you can find out everything there is to know about the two nobles who have one of these wardrobes.”
“That’s no fun,” Moryana chuckled. “But I will do this for you, since you asked so very nicely.”
“Thanks.” I handed her the piece of paper with the names of the two nobles. “Now if you all don’t mind, I’m gonna go lay down and dream about the look on Sir Rodin Worred’s face when we steal that jewelry box out from under his fucking nose.”







Chapter 24
I slept in until noon the next day. The dungeon run had taken more out of me than I expected, and my muscles felt a little stiff even after I showered and got dressed in my Arnacript suite.
I checked my voicemail after I got dressed, but Zarra hadn’t called, and there was only one message from Chip. He had called earlier that morning while I was still sleeping, and he said he had an hour free at lunch to shoot some pool in the rec room if I wanted to join him. Since the rec room was one of the few places in the Arnacript facility without any cameras, I knew this was Chip’s code for saying he wanted to talk.
I called the cafeteria and asked them to deliver some burgers to the rec room, and then I headed there myself to join my friend. Chip was alone when I got there, and he had just finished racking the pool balls as I walked in. His death metal music was already playing at full blast, but he somehow heard me come in behind him anyway and greeted me with a big bear hug.
“Missed you, man,” Chip said as he released me.
“Oh, come on, it hasn’t been that long, has it?” I asked.
“Nah, I’m just feeling a little sentimental,” the big ex-SEAL said, but then he nodded for me to come over and join him beside his loud music at the pool table.
“Everything okay?” I whispered.
“I got worried when you were gone for a while,” Chip replied. “Especially because… I don’t know. I’ve been looking into Daisy like you asked, along with everybody else who works here, but the results have been… well, they’ve been weird.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“I’ve been quietly running background checks on everyone, right?” the ex-SEAL sighed. “I’ve got plenty of contacts that no one else does, so I’ve got the resources. I’m still working on it, but so far, I haven’t found any red flags.”
“But that’s good, right?” I glanced at the door to make sure the rec room was still closed.
“The weird thing isn’t what I found,” Chip answered. “It’s what I haven’t found. Daisy has no records outside of Arnacript, and it’s not just her. A bunch of the Arnacript employees have almost no records in the outside world, and that includes Ky and Jennifer. Plus, any records they do have are fakes.”
“Shit,” I muttered.
“It’s not true for everyone,” Chip said quickly. “All the doctors at Arnacript have real records from all the universities they went to and everything, and I was able to authenticate those. So this doesn’t apply to all the employees. Just some of them, and it’s a big enough number to be weird.”
“What are we supposed to make of that?” I asked.
“Normally when I find something like this, it means these people would all have worked for one of the alphabet agencies who made their real identities disappear,” Chip said. “Either that, or they’re foreign agents whose governments did the same thing for them.”
“But you don’t think that’s what’s happening here?” I guessed.
“It could be,” the muscular ex-SEAL replied. “I know Zarra’s had dealings with the Israeli army, so nothing is impossible. But if that was the case, then at least one of my contacts should have been able to dig up that dirt somewhere. But they got nothing.”
“Fuck me,” I groaned. “So we’re no closer to figuring out who the mole could be or what’s really going on here?”
“Actually, I think we might be,” Chip answered and lowered his voice even more. “Maybe not to figuring out who the mole is, but about what’s going on here? I have a guess.”
“Let’s hear it,” I said with another glance at the closed door.
“If there’s no record of these people anywhere that I can find here… on Earth,” Chip said after a pause. “Maybe that’s just because their records are somewhere else… like where they’re from.”
“You mean Ohlavar?” I whispered. “You think some of Arnacript’s employees are from Ohlavar?”
“Is that so crazy?” Chip shrugged. “If you really are teleporting to another world, then couldn’t other people teleport from there to here? Wouldn’t that explain a lot of the strange things around here?”
“That’s insane,” I said and then thought about the portal we had found in Graveyard Ruins.
I wondered if the portal I used was anything like that one or not.
Then I wondered if the portal I used had ever brought anything else from Ohlavar to Earth. I thought about the strange dreams I’d had and about the assassins who had come after me multiple times, but I didn’t know if any of it was related. Unless a ghoul suddenly appeared in my suite with me, there was no way to know anything for sure.
“Okay, maybe it’s not that insane,” I sighed. “I’m not sure what to do with this information, but just keep digging, okay? See what else you can find.”
“Don’t worry, man,” Chip replied. “I’m all over it.”
“What about this area of the state?” I asked. “Have you found out anything about the history of this location? Anything that was here before they built Arnacript?”
“I haven’t found anything out yet about that, but I will,” the ex-SEAL said. “I’ve got a bunch of feelers out there, so something will turn up.”
Someone knocked on the door before I could ask him anything else. It was a cafeteria worker there to deliver our burgers, so we kept the chit-chat to a minimum until we were alone again. The burgers were delicious, but they only reminded me of how strange it was that I rarely felt hunger in Ohlavar. I had eaten in Ohlavar plenty of times, but it was odd that I wasn’t usually hungry when I did.
Hell, it was weird that I could eat and chew at all.
The mouthpiece Ky always equipped me with was supposed to send me taste sensations, but this didn’t explain the textures of the food I’d eaten in Ohlavar. In fact, I was pretty sure the mouthpiece only left me with more questions than it answered, but that was only because I was convinced it disappeared once I teleported away from Earth.
After we ate our burgers, we played a couple rounds of pool, but we didn’t talk about anything else really. There wasn’t really much else to discuss until Chip learned more about the people who worked here or the history of the facility itself. Until then, we just needed to be extra careful.
Because until we knew more, it was easier and safer to assume everyone was an enemy.
I told Chip to take care of himself and then headed back to the VRIU lab. I thought about laying down for a little longer and logging back in that evening, but I was too impatient to get to the next part of my quest. I wanted to steal the wardrobe from the noble so we could get our moonstone from the troubadours, and then we would finally be able to break into the Freelans’ castle.
Ky and Jennifer were waiting for me in the lab like they always were, even though I hadn’t told them I was coming.
“Hiya, Champ!” Ky waved and moved to grab the paddle. “Heading back in already?”
“You know me,” I said with my trademark smirk. “Can’t get enough of a good game.”
“That’s why you’re the best, Champ,” Ky chuckled.
It was hard to suspect someone who seemed so nice, but I reminded myself that Chip hadn’t been able to find any records for Ky Witta so far, and the same thing was true for Jennifer Green. It definitely meant they were hiding something. I only wished I knew what it was.
“You two don’t mind, do you?” I asked. “If you want to knock off early or something, just tell me, and we can do this tomorrow.”
“You are our top priority,” Jennifer said from behind the desk. “When we got these jobs, we knew what we were signing up for.”
“Okay, then,” I said. “You feel the same way, Ky? Doesn’t your wife ever complain about your work hours?”
“She knows what we’re trying to do here, Champ,” Ky replied. “Er, I mean, not about all the NDA stuff! I wouldn’t tell her that. She just knows we’re doing something really important, so she understands my hours are a little, uh, strange.”
“If you say so.” I shrugged. “Have either of you seen Zarra around? It doesn’t matter, but I’m a little surprised she hasn’t watched one of my sessions in a while.”
“Ms. Zerne has been busy with investors,” Jennifer said.
“I thought she was beefing up security around the vault.” Ky frowned.
“Ah… oh, that’s what I meant,” the pretty blonde said as she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “She’s been busy with investors to fund more security around the vault.”
“Maybe she can catch some of the highlight reels later,” I joked. “She can always watch the footage with you later when you go over it, right?”
“Of course!” Jennifer said quickly. “I’m sure she’ll want to watch your footage as soon as you log out again.”
“Or she can watch me play live if she tears herself away from the investors,” I said.
Jennifer and Ky looked at each other like they were fumbling for an answer, and I almost called them on their bullshit. But then I wouldn’t have been able to go to Ohlavar, and I really wanted to get back.
“Well, anyway, can I jump in?” I asked.
“You bet!” Ky said, and he almost sounded relieved. “It’s all ready for you, Champ.”
After the VRIU liquid closed over my head, I opened my eyes in The Tired Falcon and immediately heard my friends in the next room. They must have all caught up on their sleep, or maybe they had never even slept at all. I checked my belongings in the room, but everything was where it should be, so I headed through the adjoining door and faked a sleepy yawn.
“Sleep well?” Moryana pursed her red lips like she was trying to stop herself from laughing.
“Just fine,” I said. “What about you?”
“Not much.” The sword dancer shrugged. “We have been busy. Or at least, I have been busy.”
“We can’t all go out in the daytime like you,” Lady Feeyaz sighed.
“Some of us aren’t allowed,” Bolverk muttered.
“But look at your hair!” Allurie exclaimed. “It’s beautiful!”
The pretty elf girl must have gotten bored while I was gone, because the gnome berserker’s mohawk had transformed from neon green and purple to a bright neon blue that matched his electric-blue eyes and the blue runes tattooed all over his body.
“I like your hair,” I chuckled. “Maybe you should dye Cornalic’s hair next.”
“Oh, no,” Allurie whispered. “Cornalic’s hair is too pretty to dye.”
“Why, that’s exactly what my mother always told me!” the muscular half-orc said with a fanged grin. “That I was much too pretty to die, and that was why the gods would favor me.”
“So, what did you all find out while I was gon-- resting?” I didn’t quite catch myself in time, but no one seemed to notice.
“We should steal the wardrobe that belongs to Cryth Banners,” Moryana announced. “The other noble has difficult security to bypass, but Cryth Banners is out of town with his whole family for the next week.”
“And we’re sure he didn’t take his Wardrobe of Infinite Outfits with him?” I asked.
“I’m sure!” Allurie chimed in. “I saw it myself, and I even pulled out an outfit to test it!”
I was surprised at the flare of anger that suddenly welled up inside me at the thought of the pretty elf girl putting herself in such danger, but I forced it down a second later. I told myself I would have been equally concerned about any of my friends, not just Allurie. And the danger was over anyway, since she was sitting right in front of me and seemed to be completely fine.
“What do you mean you saw it and tested it?” I asked after I took a deep breath.
“Don’t worry so much, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “Cornalic never let her out of his hearing.”
“I would never have let the lovely Allurie put herself in danger, noble friend,” Cornalic declared. “But it was such a good plan, we thought you would be pleased-- no! That you would be overjoyed when you discovered what we had learned.”
“I’m listening,” I said.
“I got a job as a servant!” Allurie threw her arms up like she was at a surprise party.
“At Cryth Banners’ home,” Cornalic explained.
“They said they weren’t really looking for more servants,” Allurie continued. “But I told them I was the best at cooking and cleaning! I also said I was very good at polishing door knobs and cabinet knobs and decorative knobs-- all kinds of knobs, really!”
“No wonder they hired you so fast,” Moryana snickered, and I realized I was grinding my teeth together.
“I got the job and started work this morning!” Allurie said. “The housekeeper said I could take a half day since it was my first day, plus I cleaned all of the rooms upstairs already! There were so many bedrooms that I lost count, but--”
“But you saw the wardrobe?” I asked.
“Oh, yes!” Allurie gave a happy nod. “That was in the main bedroom, but I said I would be very careful, so they let me clean it! I cleaned all around it, and when no one was watching--”
“Except for me,” Cornalic said quickly. “I gave Allurie the Pearl of Far Hearing so I could hear if she was ever in any danger, and Moryana and I were both right across the street, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice! Without a second’s hesitation! Why, we would have moved as fast as a mother bear who--”
“I think I got it,” I chuckled. “Go ahead, Allurie.”
“When no one was watching, I thought of an outfit I wanted and put my hand in, but nothing happened!”
“Wait, what?” I demanded.
“There were so many wardrobes in that room,” Allurie sighed. “I don’t have amazing identification abilities like you do, Leo, so I picked the wrong one at first. The second one was wrong too, but on my third try, I pulled this out!”
The silver-haired elf stood up and twirled around, and I realized I had never seen her in the shimmering silver dress that matched her waterfall of bright pale hair.
“Do you like it?” she asked shyly.
“It’s beautiful.” I smiled. “Then what happened?”
“I tested the weight of the wardrobe, hid my new dress in my servant’s outfit, and then finished work for the day!” Allurie said. “Oh, I forgot to tell them I will be late tomorrow. It will probably take a long time to break into the castle tonight, and I might need a little extra sleep. Should I go back and tell them now?”
“You realize that’s not your real job?” Moryana smirked. “We just wanted you to go scope out the place and figure out where the wardrobe is so we could steal it later.”
“It was a good plan,” I said. “But weren’t you afraid Allurie would give something away? Or that someone might be suspicious of her?”
“We figured no one would suspect an elf of plotting to steal anything,” Moryana said with a shrug. “They’re not really known for their ability to lie, and that’s why everyone trusts them to be good servants.”
“Besides, Allurie is too young and pretty to make anyone suspicious,” Lady Feeyaz added with a sly smile.
“And Cornalic told me I could tell everyone that I wanted to steal the wardrobe, so I really didn’t have to lie!” the silver-haired elf girl said.
“Sorry, what?” I glanced at Cornalic.
“Imagine Allurie saying that to someone, my dear friend,” Cornalic chuckled, and then he imitated Allurie’s voice. “She would say, ‘Oh, I would love to steal this wardrobe! Then I could get outfits for all my friends and myself. And I could get outfits for you, too! Wouldn’t that be amazing?’”
“Well, when you say it like that, I guess it does sound like she’s just daydreaming,” I laughed at the massive half-orc’s imitation of my friend. “So, how heavy is this thing, anyway?”
“Hm.” Allurie gave a little frown and then pushed on Cornalic. “About… three Cornalics, I think.”
“Shit, that is heavy,” I muttered. “It’ll definitely take me and Cornalic to move.”
“And me!” Allurie said. “I am very strong!”
“I remember,” I chuckled. One of the first things I had ever seen her do was a fireman’s carry of a man at least forty pounds heavier than herself.
“I think we should send Allurie back like she forgot something,” Moryana said. “Then you two could go meet her there.”
“And then what, just carry out the wardrobe like nothing is happening?” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “It will be better to wait until dark, and then I can help you with my illusion abilities.”
“Everyone is a liar,” Bolverk suddenly whispered from his usual perch by the window.
I looked at him sharply.
“I cannot hear the gods,” he moaned and then rolled onto his back. “They are inside of me, but I cannot hear them! There is no point, Leo Lennox. All the gods are liars, and I think I might be, too… but I cannot remember. I tried to help her, but I failed… I think. I hope you and I together will succeed. Or all is lost. The throne… my harem… everything.”
“He’s been like this since we came back from the dungeon,” Lady Feeyaz explained. “He’s fine one minute, and then the next moment, he grows incredibly depressed.”
“I think our Mindlocked friend is disappointed that we didn’t let him touch the portal,” Cornalic whispered.
“Maybe,” I replied, but I didn’t say what I was really thinking.
All the answers I needed seemed to be locked inside his head.
Allurie handed Bolverk one of his daggers to play with, and this seemed to cheer the gnome berserker up as he twirled it back and forth between his fingers like a magic trick.
“I think it’ll raise too many questions if we try to hustle a giant wardrobe down the street at night,” I finally said when I had thought of a plan. “I think Allurie should go back first, and then Cornalic and I will show up and pretend to be furniture repairmen. We’ll say that this nobleman, this Cryth Banners, hired us to fix his wardrobe, and we’ll pretend to be there for one of the other wardrobes. Then we’ll take the enchanted wardrobe with us, and hopefully we’ll be able to hustle it down the street faster than they can realize we took the wrong one.”
“Then straight to the troubadours to make the trade!” Cornalic said. “What a brilliant plan, dear friend. Could things go wrong? Of course! Will we overcome them just as we always do? Of course! There is nothing that can stand in the way of a friendship as strong as ours!”
“I love the confidence,” I laughed. “Moryana, Bolverk, and Lady Feeyaz will just have to stay here, but once we make the trade, we should be able to break into the castle some time after sunset tonight.”
“Do we have time to go by Wyn’s house?” Allurie asked like she and the retired adventurer were old friends.
“I guess it makes more sense to go now instead of later,” I admitted. “Once we steal the jewelry box, we need to get out of town as fast as possible. So yeah, we can go by her house on the way to steal the wardrobe. Wait, is it on the way?”
“It should only take us out of our way by perhaps twenty minutes in both directions,” Cornalic said. “Then we could still make the trade by late afternoon or early evening, regroup here, and storm the castle tonight.”
“Then let’s make it happen.” I nodded. “First, we give Wyn her dagger back. Second, we steal a Wardrobe of Infinite Outfits. Third-- well, you all know what we have to do after that.”
“Unfortunately, you will not be able to wear your armor this afternoon, dear Leo,” Cornalic said. “It would give you away as a bold adventurer, a daring knight, a fearless leader who--”
“Yeah, I get it,” I sighed. “I don’t imagine many furniture repairmen wear armor or swords. Let’s just try to make it quick so we don’t get caught with our pants down.”
“Is it time for our pants to come off?” Allurie gasped. “I’m not wearing any, but I can go put some on if you want to take them off of me!”
“Not what I meant,” I groaned, and I forced back the mental image of me peeling a pair of jeans off Allurie’s tight ass.
Then I went back into my room to get ready for our quests. I wore the linen tunic and pants I normally had on underneath my armor, and I took my small pack with me that carried the Pieces of Heliotrope, the castle key, and the death magic amulet. I left the armor and my swords on the bed, but I would still have my abilities, my Bracelet of Deflection, Ring of Minor Mana, Ring of Luck, and Necklace of Minor Luck, so it wasn’t like the odds were totally against me.
Cornalic wore one of his favorite forest-green cloaks draped around his overly muscled body. He didn’t say whether or not he was bringing any weapons, but I guessed he probably had at least the Dagger of the Double Shadow hidden somewhere in the folds of his cloak.
Allurie dressed in the maid’s uniform they had given her at Cryth Banners’ house, and it was hard not to be distracted by her ample cleavage pushing out of her tight uniform. She didn’t have any of her usual weapons, either, but she still had her Ring of Minor Protection and Bracelet of Medium Armor. I only hoped she wouldn’t have to use them.
“You three stay inside and watch our things,” I told Moryana, Lady Feeyaz, and Bolverk. “And don’t let Bolverk disappear through any portals.”
“We will watch him closely,” Moryana replied.
“Hurry back,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
It took us less time to reach Wyn Risara’s house than it had the last visit, and I wondered if this was because we knew our way around better or because we moved even quicker through the streets to avoid the city guards. It helped that none of us wore armor or weapons, since that would flag us as potential threats, and the guards were probably on the lookout for adventurers in armor who had attacked them at the records hall. A half-orc, human, and elf might stand out from the crowd, but we stood out a lot less now that we were dressed in simple trade clothes.
When we arrived at Wyn’s, Cornalic picked his way along the booby-trapped front walkway, knocked, and waited for the retired adventurer to disarm all the traps around her house. She opened the door with a mixture of surprise and sadness on her wrinkled face, and then she sighed and flipped a switch inside to disarm the traps with a gentle hiss.
“I thought I was sending you to your funerals,” Wyn admitted. “I can’t say I’m not surprised to see you again, but I am glad. Get yourselves inside, then.”
Once we were all seated in her weapon-filled, fairytale cottage-style living room, Wyn leaned forward. Her gray-streaked hair fell into her face, and she pulled it back with a growl before she twisted it into a knot on top of her head.
“So?” Wyn demanded. “Did you do Graveyard Ruins?”
“We did some of the dungeon, yes,” I replied. “I think it’s a lot bigger than anyone realizes, and I think we actually ended up bypassing some of it by falling down the bridges part.”
“You fell down there?” the old woman gasped. “The pit seemed endless.”
“We have a party member who was able to slow our fall,” I explained. “Then we climbed up a bit and found a passage that we followed for half an hour. Then we ended where Nardeth might have made his last stand.”
“You did?” Her eyes opened wide. “You must have skipped a large portion, then. During our last exploration, we were in the dungeon for a good twelve hours. We never fell down at that bridge part, though.”
“It seems we were lucky with our misfortune, then,” Cornalic said with a slow nod.
“I’ve never known anyone who made it further than us,” the retired adventurer said. “But even Nardeth knew we had just barely begun to explore it. He had this theory-- ah, but you probably don’t care about that.”
“Try us, dear woman,” Cornalic urged.
“Okay.” Wyn leaned forward so her elbows rested on her knees. “Nardeth had this theory that Graveyard Ruins might extend outside of Phycar, maybe even all across Enane or under part of the sea. That’s part of why he wanted to keep exploring, but… well, you all know how that ended.”
“What gave him this idea?” I asked.
“He said the dungeon was impossibly hard, like there were creatures down there that seemed older than normal dungeon minions,” Wyn replied. “And he always got the impression that the dungeon would keep going as long as you wanted to, maybe so long that you would end up in another world.”
I glanced at Cornalic and Allurie. The half-orc raised one eyebrow, but Allurie seemed to be studying the stitchwork in the couch cushion beside her.
“On all your trips there, did you ever see a…” I hesitated. “A portal?”
“No, but I wouldn’t be surprised.” Wyn shrugged. “I never liked the place myself. It gave me a bad feeling, but I never worried until it was too late. I always thought we were invincible, you know? But that was before I knew there were scarier things than death magic in the world. But… you said you may have found him? My Nardeth?”
Wyn’s dark eyes flooded with emotion, and she glanced at each of us.
“We brought you something to remember him by,” Allurie whispered and scooted closer to the woman on the couch. “Not that you need something to help you remember him! I know your love was beautiful and romantic and has stood the test of time. It’s exactly like my love for Leo, so I completely understand, but we found this for you.”
The pretty elf girl pulled out the scarlet-handled dagger from underneath her maid’s apron and handed it to the older woman. At first, Wyn just stared at it like it was a snake that might bite her, but then she wrapped her hand around the sheath and cradled it in her lap.
“Even death will not break our love,” she whispered the words of the engraving on the dagger handle.
Wyn tried to turn away again to hide her tears, but Allurie just wrapped her arms around the older woman and started stroking her back. After a long moment of this, Cornalic and I shifted uncomfortably, but then the elf girl gestured for us to give them some space.
We hurried to the kitchen to wait there.
The older woman’s body trembled as she cried into Allurie’s shoulder, but I couldn’t hear whatever the elf girl whispered to comfort her. When I glanced at Cornalic, I was surprised to see the massive half-orc wipe away a few tears from his eyes.
“Our lovely Allurie is telling Wyn that she understands what it’s like to love someone who cannot love you back,” Cornalic sniffled. “Oh, my dearest friend, who knew our beautiful Allurie had such a way with words?”
“She has a kind heart,” I said with a smile.
“The kindest and best of hearts!” Cornalic sighed. “Much like someone else I know, my noble friend. It is true that your heart is fierce and full of bravery, but you are also generous and--”
“You can come back!” Allurie called.
We rejoined them in the living room, and both women rose to their feet to greet us. Wyn had wiped off her face, but it was still clear she’d been crying, and so had Allurie.
“Thank you for bringing back a piece of my Nardeth.” Wyn took a deep breath. “It means more to me than you know, and I wish you the best of luck against the Freelans.”
“If we’re successful, we’ll leave town immediately, so you won’t see us again,” I said.
“I imagine I won’t see you again if you fail, either,” Wyn said dryly.
“That may be true, noble lady,” Cornalic said with a bow. “But I assure you, there has never been a man so noble as my friend here, with such a pure heart that nothing and no one will stand in the way of his quest for justice!”
“I’m sure that’s true,” the older woman chuckled. “And since you made it back from Graveyard Ruins, I imagine you stand a decent chance. May you even steal the sheets off their beds, so they wake up cold and alone.”
“Take care of yourself,” I said.
“I always do,” Wyn answered. “You all do the same.”
“We will!” Allurie chirped.
“Look after her,” Wyn growled at me with a glance at the pretty elf. “She’s a good one.”
“I know she is,” I replied.
Allurie hugged Wyn again, Cornalic bowed, and I shook the older woman’s hand. Then she walked us back to the door, and we heard the traps hiss back into place after we reached the end of the walkway.
“I think I’m going to miss the lovely Wyn Risara,” Cornalic said with a fanged smile.
“Me too,” Allurie sighed. “She was very nice.”
“I’m glad you brought the dagger back for her, Allurie,” I said. “That was very thoughtful.”
“Yes, it was!” The pretty elf girl twirled back and forth in her maid’s uniform. “I liked her, so I was thinking about her the whole time in the dungeon! So yes, I was very thoughtful.”
“You’re a treasure, Allurie,” Cornalic chuckled. “Where to now, dearest friend Leo?”
“Now,” I said with a grin, “let’s go steal ourselves a magic wardrobe.”







Chapter 25
It was the middle of the afternoon when we made it to Cryth Banners’ mansion. Allurie disappeared through the staff entrance in the back, but Cornalic and I waited across the street until she had been inside for a few minutes. She was supposed to tell them she forgot something, and this would give us enough time to figure out the quickest route away from the mansion.
It was very strange to plan a theft that wasn’t really a theft. We weren’t going to sneak down the street with it or try to conceal it on a cart, mostly because we didn’t have one. We could afford to buy a small wagon, but that meant also buying horses, and that would take entirely too long.
We had already been in Phycar long enough, so the sooner the Moonstone of Illusion was in our possession, the better. The troubadours might change their minds or decide to leave town early, and then we would have to go back to the drawing board to figure out a disguise to use inside the castle.
“I believe it will take us a solid half-hour of walking to reach the troubadours from here,” Cornalic whispered. “Are you sure you do not wish to rent a wagon?”
“Too much paperwork,” I replied. “The sooner we hustle the wardrobe out of there, the better.”
“Then we will walk most quickly while we carry the enchanted wardrobe between us,” the massive half-orc said. “Between your solid muscles and Allurie’s elf strength, I am afraid you will not have much use for my own biceps. But fear not! I will be happy to direct us down the streets and keep a sharp lookout for any guards headed in our direction.”
“Why don’t you keep a sharp lookout while also helping us carry the thing?” I smirked. “Allurie and I might be strong, but I have a feeling we’ll still need your muscles.”
“I am more than happy to help, my dear friend, though my muscles are nothing when compared to your own!” Cornalic sighed.
I just laughed. I was incredibly strong from all my years of training with Calic, and my shoulders were broader than most guys. But Cornalic had the frame of a half-orc to support his bulk, and it meant he was even bigger and more muscular than an Olympic gymnast.
When enough time had gone by, we headed to the staff entrance and waited for someone to answer. An elf girl opened the door a few seconds later, and she was dressed in the same uniform as Allurie had been. She even looked a little like Allurie, except she had blonde hair instead of silver, and she wasn’t quite as pretty as my friend.
“We’re here for the furniture repair,” Cornalic started before she could even greet us.
“The what?” the kitchen maid repeated.
“We’re here to pick up the wardrobe,” Cornalic continued with total confidence. “We’ve been quite swamped and simply couldn’t find the time before now. You see, we found this magical dagger recently, or maybe it wasn’t magical, but we did find a dagger that belonged to someone very important. So we told ourselves that business had to wait! We simply had to return the dagger to its rightful owner, and so you see, there was simply no time to come here before then!”
I was a little surprised Cornalic had told the elf girl a version of the truth, but the half-orc seemed able to make anything sound charming and true. Why not just tell the truth if he could get away with it?
“Um, okay?” The kitchen maid seemed uncertain what to say, so she just stood to the side and let us enter.
The mansion’s kitchen reminded me of a smaller version of the palace kitchen in Cutno. Elf girls swarmed back and forth in this kitchen too, and as soon as they saw Cornalic and me, they all started to drop their laundry or run into each other with trays of food, until an older elf woman barked at them.
“Keep your eyes focused on your jobs!” she shouted. “I won’t have you distracted by every hunk of meat that walks in the door!”
The kitchen maid who had let us in giggled and then ran straight into another maid who was carrying a basket of bread, so loaves went flying everywhere.
“Could you point us to the principal bedroom?” I asked the older elf woman. “Or is there someone who could show us the way?”
“Oh, I can do it!” Allurie’s cheerful voice called from beside the fire.
Even though she was just supposed to say she was here to pick up something she’d forgotten, Allurie had been conscripted into washing cauldrons. She waved at us, and the older elf woman rolled her eyes and gestured for her to come join us.
“Can you show these men where the-- wait, why are you here again?” the older elf asked. “Are you here to fix the plumbing?”
“Ooh, they can fix my plumbing!” another elf girl called over by the dinner prep station.
“Or are you here to paint the mural on the bedroom ceiling?” the elf woman continued with another roll of her eyes. “Or to repair the screws in the bookshelf? Or--”
“Oh, I’ve got something they can screw!” another elf giggled.
“We are here for the wardrobe repair, dear lady,” Cornalic said quickly before she could yell at the young elf girls again.
“I don’t remember anything about a wardrobe repair.” The elf woman narrowed her eyes.
“It must have slipped through the cracks,” the massive half-orc said with a bow. “It sounds like there are quite a few things that need adjusting and repairing around here, and not enough hands to get them all done.”
“If anybody needs a hand for a special job, I’ve got one!” a red-haired elf girl giggled in the corner.
“Ah, you can say that again,” the elf woman replied to Cornalic as if she hadn’t heard the red-haired elf.
“I said, ‘If anybody needs a hand--’”
“Not you!” the older elf snapped and then turned back to us. “I’m sure I must have just forgotten to write it down.”
“I was given the impression that this wardrobe repair was rather urgent,” Cornalic said smoothly. “I believe the lord of the house is out of town at the moment?”
“He is, and that’s exactly why we have a list about a mile long of all the things we need to finish before he gets back,” the elf woman sighed. “I’d hate for him to come back and find his wardrobe not fixed, so…”
“We will not inconvenience you for long,” Cornalic promised. “It is more than a basic repair, so unfortunately, we will need to remove it from the premises.”
“Alright, that’s fine,” the older elf said. “Just make sure you bring it back as quickly as possible. Allurie here can show you where the principal bedroom is. Do you know which wardrobe you’re supposed to repair?”
“Indeed we do, dear lady,” the half-orc replied with a nod.
“Then hurry up about it and get out of my hair before my girls all get the jump on you,” the elf woman said. “And no funny business with Allurie! She’s a good girl, and she’s new here.”
“I assure you, we are complete gentlemen,” Cornalic said with a little bow.
“This way!” Allurie bounced on her toes. “All of the wardrobes are so pretty, you’ll love them! There’s a wooden one and a metal one and a--”
“Maybe just let us see them for ourselves,” I chuckled.
Allurie led us through so many hallways that I wondered how she had already memorized the layout of the mansion. After we traveled up two flights of steps and a few more hallways, we reached the main bedroom, and I whistled.
It was bigger than my entire Arnacript suite.
Cryth Banners clearly had money but no taste. The walls were covered in gaudy tapestries, and the colors of the shag-like rugs across the floor clashed with the tapestries but also with each other. There were just over a dozen wardrobes all placed along one wall, and I guessed he must keep all the clothes he pulled from the Wardrobe of Infinite Outfits instead of giving them away to people who might actually need clothes.
I suddenly didn’t feel so bad about stealing from an innocent person.
Well, that wasn’t completely true. I felt bad that the older elf woman and maybe even some of the maids might get in trouble when the wardrobe disappeared. The older woman seemed smart enough that she might be able to talk her way out of any blame, but I hated that our theft would make things difficult for her.
Still, I wasn’t going to change my mind now. This was the best way to get the moonstone from the troubadours, and the moonstone was the best way for us to disguise ourselves, enter the castle, and steal the jewelry box. And since stealing the jewelry box seemed to be the only way to stop a full-scale war between the Freelans and Sanduport, we had to get our hands a little dirty.
Thousands of innocent lives were at stake here, not just Chrysa’s. So if the worst thing that happened was that a few maids had to find jobs somewhere else, I figured it was worth it to prevent a much bigger loss.
“It’s this one!” Allurie whispered loudly and went to stand next to the third wardrobe from the left. “Want to see it work?”
“Yes, please,” I said. “But think of something small.”
“Okay!” Allurie giggled.
The enchanted wardrobe was a massive piece even taller than Cornalic. It looked like it was made of a heavy dark wood, maybe walnut, and every inch of it was covered in elaborate engravings of knots, spirals, and even horses. It was an impressive piece of woodwork, and if it supplied enchanted clothing instead of just regular clothing, I might have kept it for myself.
Allurie closed her eyes in concentration and then slipped her hand inside the wardrobe while Cornalic guarded the door. Immediately, the pretty elf girl pulled out the piece of clothing that she had imagined, and I groaned the moment I saw it.
It was a set of pink lingerie with a matching lace corset, underwear, and garters.
“You said something small,” Allurie giggled again. “Do you like it, Leo? Maybe I should try it on!”
“Maybe later, but not right now,” I lied, since I didn’t want to hurt the pretty elf’s feelings. Still, it took all my powers of concentration not to imagine how good she would look in the pink lingerie. “Let’s just get this thing out of here, okay?”
“Okay!” Allurie tucked the lingerie underneath her maid’s apron, and I couldn’t help but hope I might get to see it again later.
Cornalic and I positioned ourselves on either end of the wardrobe and scooted it away from the wall. Its legs stood on one of the hideous rugs, and this made it easier to slide forward. But when it reached the middle of the room, I glanced back at the row of wardrobes we had left behind.
“Let’s move the fourth wardrobe down to take the place of this one,” I said. “It looks similar enough to the enchanted wardrobe that no one will notice the difference if they just poke their head in here, but if they see the third wardrobe is missing, they might have questions before we’re even able to reach the end of the street.”
“A brilliant plan, dearest friend!” Cornalic said. “It will only take a moment, and it might save us much pain in the end.”
After we moved the fourth wardrobe into the place of the third, I decided to slide the fifth wardrobe down to replace the fourth, just to make it a little less obvious which one we had taken. Now it looked like we had taken the fifth wardrobe instead of the third, and I hoped this would buy us enough time to bring it to the troubadours.
As soon as we made the trade-off, the wardrobe would be their problem.
“Actually, let’s go ahead and get the disguises we need for the castle,” I said. “Do you think you can hide them under your cloak, Cornalic?”
“This will be no trouble at all,” the half-orc replied with a bow.
“Can I pull them out?” Allurie whispered loudly. “I remember what all the castle’s servant uniforms look like!”
“Go ahead,” I said. “We need six of them.”
Allurie closed her eyes again, wrinkled her forehead in concentration, and then reached into the enchanted wardrobe. She pulled out three maids’ uniforms first that looked similar to the one she was wearing now with just a few differences of color and stitching, and then she pulled out three male servants’ uniforms.
“Great job,” I told her, and the pretty elf smiled with pleasure at the praise. “Not just on the uniforms, but on helping us get the wardrobe, too. This would have been a lot more difficult without everything you did.”
“Did I make you happy?” Allurie took such a deep breath that her cleavage pressed against her tight maid’s uniform.
“Very happy.” I smiled.
“Yay!” The silver-haired was so pleased that she had to hug herself, but then she remembered the uniforms in her hands.
As soon as she handed them over to Cornalic, he concealed them underneath his cloak. Then the muscular half-orc tilted the wardrobe backward so he caught the top of it, and I grabbed hold of the bottom. Allurie flitted back and forth between my side and Cornalic’s side, and every time she helped me hold up my end, I was impressed by how much lighter the load suddenly felt.
We carried it out of the room without much trouble and down the first flight of stairs, but then I realized we didn’t have a good way to get Allurie out of the mansion. I didn’t want the older elf woman to trick her into working longer, especially since she already had, but I needed Allurie to leave with us now. She just wouldn’t have a good reason to tell the other elf why she was helping two furniture repairmen do their job.
I set the bottom of the wardrobe down when we reached the landing, looked up and down to make sure no one was coming, and then turned to Allurie.
“You’re gonna have to climb in,” I said and then explained my reasoning.
“But how will you carry it?” Allurie gasped.
“Trust me, lovely Allurie, your weight is as light as a feather and will hardly add to our burden,” Cornalic said.
“Once we are clear of the mansion, you can come back out and help us,” I added.
“Okay,” the silver-haired elf sighed. “But if I get lost in a sea of enchanted clothes, you have to promise to come find me, Leo!”
“I promise,” I said with a grin. “I’ll always come find you.”
“Awwwww!” Allurie’s eyes glittered adoringly, and she looked like she might actually cry for a moment. Then she blinked several times as she opened up one of the wardrobe doors, jumped inside, and disappeared. At first, I thought she really might have disappeared into whatever realm the clothes magically got pulled from, but then her arm stretched back out so she could close the door on herself.
“Now, let’s make tracks,” I told Cornalic.
We hoisted the wardrobe back into the air and hustled it down the next flight of stairs, then through the maze of hallways that led back to the kitchen. I half-expected the older elf woman to stop us the moment she saw us, but instead, the kitchen maids all swarmed us like flies to honey.
“Oh, that looks so heavy!” the red-haired elf girl said as she stroked my arm. “You must be sooo strong!”
“Your muscles are just rippling!” another elf giggled.
“Maybe you need a massage after you finish carrying this,” another kitchen maid said. “I’m great at massages!”
“Maybe we could all massage you!” the redhead cried. “We could take turns, or we could--”
“That’s enough!” the older elf thundered. “Everybody get back to work, and stop blocking their way out the door!”
“Thanks,” I said.
“Just hurry up before you ruin all my dinner prep,” the elf woman sighed and then turned to yell at another maid. “I swear if you burn that soup again, I’ll-- ooh, I don’t know what, but I’ll do something!”
She was so busy trying to run the kitchen that she didn’t even glance twice at which wardrobe we had grabbed.
I felt like one lucky bastard, but between the items of luck I wore and Cornalic’s natural charisma, I wasn’t surprised. We lugged the wardrobe toward the door, got one of the maids to hold it open for us, and then trudged into the street with the wardrobe stretched between us.
“Lead the way,” I told Cornalic.
The half-orc glanced over his shoulder long enough to get his bearings, and then he started to march quickly backward. We got a few odd looks as we carried the heavy wardrobe through the street, but half-orcs had such a fierce reputation that most people just looked the other way and assumed we had every right to block traffic as we hauled the massive piece of furniture down the road.
Not that Cornalic looked intimidating. He was all charm and smiles, like usual, and I thought maybe we were just both playing our roles as tradesmen well. We kept looking for an empty alley where Allurie could pop back out and help us carry the load, but every time Cornalic turned us onto another shortcut street, there were people.
“Late afternoon rush, I guess,” I muttered after another turn onto a busy alley.
“Everyone in Phycar seems quite fond of shortcuts,” Cornalic sighed. “But never mind! In a matter of moments, we will reach our destination, and Allurie can climb out then.”
When we were only five minutes from the Theater Guild, Cornalic gave a low whistle and nodded at something behind me.
“We’ve got company, dear friend,” the half-orc whispered. “But leave it to me, I will talk us out of this one. Allurie, get ready to jump out like it’s Leo’s birthday when I give you the signal!”
There was a light tap on the inside of the wardrobe from Allurie, and then I glanced behind me to see what the problem was. Five city guards were approaching us, and their captain looked exactly like the kind of self-important asshole who might give us a hard time.
“Tell your man to stop!” the yellow-clad captain ordered, but we’d already stopped moving and placed the wardrobe down.
“Can we help you?” I asked as politely as I could manage.
“I’d like to know your business here,” the captain said. “That wardrobe looks expensive, and you two look… well, you don’t look expensive, that’s for sure.”
“No offense taken,” Cornalic said, even though the captain hadn’t apologized for his words. “You see, my friend and I are but wayfarers who find our fortune with each new day, and today, our job is to carry this wardrobe to a party.”
“A party?” the captain sneered. “You mean to celebrate your theft of such an expensive piece?”
“Why, not at all!” Cornalic’s ability to be charming even when faced with a complete asshole was impressive. “This is a statement piece, don’t you see? It’s got something very special inside, so the honored person who opens it will be very surprised.”
“What’s inside it?” the yellow-clad soldier demanded.
Cornalic tapped on the side of the wardrobe. Instantly, Allurie pushed open the wardrobe door, jumped out in her low-cut maid’s uniform, and threw her hands in the air.
“Happy birthday!” The elf girl twirled around so fast that her pink lingerie fell out from underneath her apron. “Oops, sorry about that!”
The yellow-clad captain and his soldiers were all grinning like idiots now at the sight of the beautiful elf, and one of the soldiers snickered as he picked up the lingerie and handed it back to Allurie.
“Oh, thank you!” Allurie said. “I was supposed to put it away until later. Did I time it right? Did I do a good job?”
“You did a great job,” the soldier leered, and I felt my fists tighten at my sides.
“Well, I can clearly see what kind of party you’re going to,” the captain said with a smirk. “Mind if we all tag along?”
“Fine upstanding soldiers such as yourself?” Cornalic smiled. “Of course not! The only thing is that the setup isn’t finished, so it’s not really ready for guests. But I’m sure if you come by the Theater Guild just after sunset, you’ll be shown a very good time.”
“I’ll hold you to that, half-orc,” the captain replied, but he kept his gaze on Allurie’s chest. “And I might just call first dibs on the birthday present. Consider it the permit tax for your party.”
If we hadn’t been planning to break into the Freelans’ castle that night, I would have choked the life out of this asshole for the way he talked about Allurie. I glanced at Cornalic and saw my friend’s nostrils flare briefly with anger, but then he forced a final fanged smile.
“Carry on, what are you waiting for?” the captain demanded. “I want to make sure you all have plenty of time to set up before we get off work and join you.”
“In you go again,” I told Allurie, since I wanted to get these assholes’ eyes off her as soon as possible.
“Okay!” The pretty elf ducked back into the wardrobe.
Cornalic closed the door after her, and then we lifted up the heavy piece of furniture and started back down the street. When the yellow-clad soldiers didn’t follow us, I felt so relieved that I could have just dropped the whole wardrobe, but I forced my muscles to focus a little longer until we reached the wagon at the back of the Theater Guild.
The troubadours were in the middle of rehearsing a musical number. Cornalic and I set the wardrobe down on its back a few yards away so Allurie could climb out, but when I tapped on the door, the elf girl jumped up in nothing but the pink lingerie.
My jaw fell open at the same time the music completely stopped.
“Allurie,” I hissed. “Where is your maid’s uniform?”
“You said I could wear this maybe later,” the pretty elf said as she swayed back and forth with her feet still planted inside the wardrobe. “Maybe now is later?”
It was hard not to stare at the beautiful elf’s body since every curve of her breasts, hips, and thighs were fully accented in the pink lace. The corset was cinched in at her narrow waist, but the fabric was slightly see through, so her pale skin showed through the lace like moonlight through a stained-glass window. Her hips flared out from the corset in a perfect hourglass shape, and I swallowed at the sight of her perfect cantaloupe-shaped breasts and erect pink nipples.
“Now is not later,” I said quickly. “Put your clothes back on, or these assholes are going to think you’re part of the trade.”
“Okay.” Allurie sank back into the wardrobe and closed the door, but she kept talking while she changed. “I’m sorry you didn’t like it, Leo! I know you are attracted to men, but I thought maybe--”
“It’s not that I didn’t like it,” I groaned. “You look amazing. It’s just--”
“Did you decide to take me up on my earlier offer?” Olan laughed as he jumped off the edge of the wagon platform.
The bearded leader of the troubadours strode over to us with the asshole Bim on one side and the gnome actor on his other side. None of them were armed, but then I remembered neither were we. I wondered if we would be able to pull any weapons out of the wardrobe, or if its magic only applied to clothes.
I hoped there would be no need to find out.
“We’re here to trade the wardrobe for the moonstone, as promised,” I said and then tightened my fists at my sides. “And that’s all.”
“Okay, I’m changed,” Allurie sighed as she popped out of the wardrobe again.
I offered her my hand to help her step out onto the ground, and she squeezed my fingers a little before she let go. Then Cornalic grasped the top of the wardrobe and pushed it up so it stood upright again.
“As you can see, we’ve held up our end of the bargain,” I said. “Now, where’s the moonstone?”
“We should test it first,” Bim whispered behind his leader.
“No shit, Bim.” Olan rolled his eyes. “Reach in and grab me a tunic fit for a lord’s son.”
Bim opened the wardrobe door, closed his eyes, and pulled out a red and blue tunic with such fine and detailed stitchwork that it would have probably taken a tailor at least six months to sew.
“That’s exactly what I pictured,” Bim gasped.
“I’m impressed.” The head troubadour raised his eyebrows at us. “I didn’t think you’d actually have the stones to do it.”
“My friend has plenty of stones,” Cornalic said with a slight warning in his voice. “Now speaking of stones, where is the moonstone?”
Olan held out his hand to the gnome beside him, and the smaller actor pulled out a small whitish orb. He held it out to me, but the moment I grasped it, I knew it was a fake since no identification box popped up on my UI.
“Try again, asshole,” I growled. “And this time, I suggest you don’t try to cheat me.”
Bim’s face grew pale behind his leader, Olan’s cheeks turned red under his beard, and Cornalic took a single menacing step toward the troubadours. My green-skinned friend’s usual smile had vanished, and he growled like he was playing the role of half-orc barbarian for a fucking Oscar.
“So sorry about that, must have been a mistake,” Olan gulped and then whirled on the gnome. “Correct it!”
“But you said--”
“Get the right moonstone, idiot!” the head troubadour snapped.
“Maybe I should have mentioned that I have some Mind abilities,” I said dryly.
Olan stumbled over his words as he tried to apologize, but I didn’t pay him any attention. I was too busy watching the other actors and the street around us to make sure our trade wasn’t interrupted. I glanced at the gnome as he hurried back to the wagon, disappeared inside the curtains, and then ran back out with another whitish-rainbow orb in his hands.
When he handed over this stone sphere, the identification instantly popped up:
Moonstone of Illusion - Bearer of this moonstone orb can change the appearance of his race to any other for a duration of four hours or until the trigger word ‘release’ is declared. When used as part of a party of three or more, but not more than fifteen, all party members who touch the stone at the start of the illusion will take on the same race. Party members do not need to touch the stone to end the illusion but do need to be present. Clothing size will be adjusted automatically.
“That’s better,” I said and then slipped it into my pack. “I won’t say it was nice doing business with you, but I appreciate the trade. A quick word of advice though, someone’s probably going to be looking for that wardrobe sooner rather than later.”
“I understand,” Olan replied. “If you ever--”
“We’re done here,” Cornalic interrupted him with a snarl.
Allurie and I turned and started down the road away from the troubadours, but when I glanced over my shoulder, Cornalic was walking backward, and he didn’t turn back around until we reached the cross street.
As soon as the troubadours were out of sight, we all breathed a sigh of relief.
“You were pretty scary back there,” I chuckled to Cornalic. “I think Bim might have pissed his pants.”
“I do not enjoy playing the role of barbarian,” Cornalic sighed. “But if there is one thing I cannot stand, dear friend, it is a liar and a cheat. Did I ever tell you about the dwarf who tried to cheat me out of my mother’s jewelry on the full moon? The joke was on him, of course, since I could smell that he was a werewolf, so I knew if I just stalled long enough, he would turn into his animal form, but the bastard actually had the gall to--”
“As much as I would love to hear the rest of your story, I think we better hurry back to the inn,” I said with a smile. “I don’t want to run into any more soldiers by accident.”
“Plus, the actors might decide they want their moonstone back,” Cornalic added. “A wise plan, as always, dear Leo!”
With the moonstone and our disguises safely in hand, we followed Cornalic on the shortest route back to the inn. Once we were back in our rooms, we caught the rest of our friends up on what happened, and then I glanced at the district clock that was visible through the window of the inn.
It was about five o’clock now, but we wouldn’t be able to break into the castle until well after dark. I figured servants were probably up and down inside the castle at all hours of the night, but our best bet would most likely be to enter the castle around nine and then be out of there by midnight, or hopefully sooner.
There wasn’t much more prep to do other than changing into our disguises and using the moonstone at the last minute. I thought about taking a relaxing bath or going over the plan a dozen more times in excruciating detail, but I decided it wasn’t worth it.
Instead, my time would be better spent getting a little more rest before we went up against the Freelans, especially since I probably hadn’t slept quite enough after our dungeon run. I wished I could just lay down in Ohlavar and sleep without going back to Earth, but I knew as soon as I closed my eyes for twenty seconds here, I would come out in the VRIU pool whether I wanted to or not.
“I’m gonna lay down again for a little while,” I told my friends. “But I’ll be ready to prep at eight o’clock.”
“We will be here,” Moryana said and then gave me a smirk. “Will you?”
“I will be,” I promised. “Allurie, can I speak with you alone for a second?”
“Is it--”
“No, it’s not time,” I said firmly.
The pretty elf looked disappointed but followed me into my room anyway. She closed the door behind us, and I unbuckled my pack and laid it at the foot of the bed.
“Leo…” she whispered after I finished putting my pack down. “You… you said the pink lingerie looked amazing on me. Did you… did you really mean that?”
“Yeah,” I turned to look at her.
“Thank you,” Allurie whispered even softer, and then her face flushed a bit as she looked down at her toes. “I know that… well… my heart just beats so strongly when you are around. I don’t want to frustrate you with my love, but it’s just hard not to. Thank you for being so kind to me. I know I’m not very smart or--”
“Allurie,” I interrupted. “You are plenty smart, and clever, and adorable. Every moment we spend together makes me happy.”
“But I know you-- ” she started to say, but I guessed where she was going to take the conversation, so I interrupted.
“I’m going home for just a few hours. I’ll rest better there than here, and I want to be ready for the break-in tonight. Let’s talk more when our work is done, okay?”
“Don’t worry, Leo!” Allurie said. “I’ll watch your things so closely, no one will even think about touching them! And if that evil drow woman comes close, I will smite her with my saber! Wait, can I smite something with my saber? Or can I only slice something with it? I could chop something with my dagger, like vegetables, but--”
“Thanks,” I laughed. “But listen, I wanted to tell you something important.”
“What is it?” Allurie took a step closer to me, and the sweet scent of lavender that clung to her silver hair was almost overpowering.
“I know we’ve pissed off a lot of soldiers and people lately,” I said. “So someone might try to come after us. I don’t think they’ll find us, but it’s possible. So, if there’s an emergency and you need me for any reason, I want you to come into this room and call out for me. Understand?”
“I will come into this room and call out for you,” Allurie repeated. “Yes, I can do that! I’ve done it before, and you’ve come to save us! Can you really hear me all the way in your home? Do I sound far away?”
“I actually can hear you,” I said.
“Okay!” Allurie replied. “I’ll call you if we need you! I will miss you while you’re gone. I wish I could come with you to your home. I would love to meet your parents. I’d tell them how much I love you and how wonderful you are, and I’m sure they would be happy with that. I just love making people happy, Leo! Especially you. Ohhh, I’m going to miss you when you are gone.”
“I know, I’ll miss you, too,” I said, and I really meant it.
After Allurie left me alone in the room, I laid down on the bed, closed my eyes, and counted to twenty.
I told Ky and Jennifer not to go far since I would log back in by eight, and then I went to lay down in my suite. I left the door open to the living room so I could keep my eyes on the locked lab door. Maybe it put me more on edge than normal, or maybe I was just more wired than I thought, but I couldn’t fall asleep immediately. Instead, I rinsed off in the shower to try to relax my muscles before I laid down again.
This time, I had just started to drift to sleep when I suddenly heard a voice call my name.
“Leo!” Allurie cried.
I sat up straight in bed.
“Leo! We need you!”







Chapter 26
I wasn’t crazy.
I heard Allurie’s voice as clearly as if she was in the room with me. Even if no one else ever believed me, I was one hundred percent certain I’d heard her call for me. And the only way that was possible was if she was a real person in a real world, not an AI-created character in some life-like virtual reality game.
Zarra still hadn’t confirmed that Ohlavar was real the last time we talked, and I still didn’t understand what she was trying to protect me from. I only knew that she was a good person with a good heart, and she seemed to have real feelings for me. She was trying to keep me safe in her own way, but I wished she understood that not knowing the truth put me in more danger.
There was no time to think about this now.
Allurie needed me.
I jumped out of bed, vaulted over the coffee table in the living room, and pounded on the door to the lab. No one answered at first, but when I banged on the door for a second time, Ky opened it up from inside.
“You’re early, Champ,” Ky said with a friendly smile. “Couldn’t sleep?”
“I forgot to do something important,” I lied. “I’m just gonna go ahead and log back in, and I’ll probably be logged in for a while.”
“Sure thing!” the VRIU tech replied. “Jennifer, are we ready for him?”
“Give me two seconds, and we will be,” the pretty blonde said.
“I’ll try to be out by around midnight, give or take a bit,” I said. “I’m going to try to steal that death magic jewelry box from the Freelans tonight.”
“Good luck!” Ky said. “I’m sure you’ll do great.”
“Maybe I’ll even find some other treasures in the Freelans’ vault,” I continued. “It’s supposed to be a Vault of Outer Darkness. Have either of you heard of one?”
Ky looked clueless, but I noticed Jennifer’s hand trembled over her keyboard. She steadied herself a second later and looked up at me with a smile though, and it was like nothing happened.
“No, but that sounds exciting,” Jennifer said, as if I couldn’t see through the fakeness of her smile.
The only question was, what was she trying to hide with her smile?
As soon as the VRIU tank was ready for me, I hurried into the gear and practically dove into the liquid instead of walking down the steps. The black liquid closed over my head silently, and a few seconds later, I opened my eyes in The Tired Falcon.
Allurie’s face was only inches from my own.
“Leo!” she cried. “I knew you would come!”
The pretty elf girl was on top of me on the bed, and I realized I must have appeared directly underneath her. For a second, I was so distracted by the feeling of her warm body pressed up against mine that I forgot why I had come back to Ohlavar so quickly, but then I realized she was wearing her Armor of the Pearly Sea, so something had to be wrong.
“What happened?” I grasped her waist and lifted her off me so we were both seated beside each other on the bed. “Are we under attack?”
“Not yet!” Allurie chirped. “The soldiers will be here soon, but they’re not here right now!”
“Okay, come on,” I said and grabbed her hand.
I didn’t know what she was talking about, but I figured the fastest way to find out was probably to ask Cornalic. Then again, he might take a minute to tell me about the bear steed he had tamed as a wee orphan lad, and only then explain what was going on here, so maybe I would ask Moryana instead.
“That was a very fast nap,” Moryana said as soon as I pushed open the adjoining door into the middle chamber.
“Allurie said there were soldiers.” I glanced at the rest of my friends and saw they were all wearing their armor and weapons, too.
“They are going to each inn along this street,” the sword dancer said with a shrug. “Freelan men, of course. We have been watching them from the window and trying to come up with the best plan.”
“Your return from… ah, sleep, has come at the best time!” Cornalic said quickly. “I told myself that my dear friend Leo would know just what to do in this situation, so I said, ‘Alright Cornalic, pretend you are the most noble-hearted and handsomest human warrior in all the lands. Now, what would you do?’ But then I--”
“What exactly are the soldiers doing?” I demanded.
“Looking for a tattooed gnome and anyone who helped him break into the records hall,” Moryana said. “Sound like anyone you know?”
“How close are they?” I hurried to the window and cracked the curtain to peer out.
“Close enough for Allurie and Lady Feeyaz to hear them speaking,” Moryana snickered.
The yellow-clad Freelan soldiers were two buildings down from our inn, and I felt a burst of gratitude that we had booked rooms on a busy street with a number of other inns. Otherwise, we might not have gotten any kind of warning before the soldiers showed up on our doorstep, but there was only one more inn to go between us and the soldiers. As soon as they finished at their current location, they would be right next door, and then our number would be up.
I had a feeling our innkeeper would sell us out in a heartbeat.
“I am afraid my presence is making this more complicated,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “It is still too light for me to easily go outside, and your friends have rather sweetly said they will not leave me to face the soldiers alone.”
“The friends of Leo are the friends of Bolverk,” the gnome berserker grunted. “My axes serve the Avatar of the Gods and all who call out his name.”
“Well, I certainly would like to call out his name, although preferably in bed,” the drow sorceress purred.
“Bolverk is right.” I ignored the dark elf’s flirtation. “We’re all friends here, so of course, we’re not going to abandon each other. We just need a plan to get you out of here before the soldiers show up. What about your Amulet of Minor Light Protection?”
“Aren’t you very observant?” Lady Feeyaz twirled her fingers through her thick locks of white hair. “It is charged, but it will only protect me against low doses of light. The sun has almost set, but it’s still too bright for me to be out safely.”
“What will happen if the sunlight hits your skin?” Allurie asked.
“I won’t burst into flames, if that’s what you’re hoping for, pretty little Allurie,” the drow woman hummed. “But it will feel like I am burning from the inside out, so I would rather avoid the sensation if it’s all the same to you.”
“I don’t want you to burst into flames!” Allurie gasped. “Maybe a little. But I don’t want you to be hurt!”
Moryana rolled her eyes. “Why don’t we save these touching moments of friendship until after we escape the Freelan soldiers?”
“We could hide in the closets!” Allurie said. “Or maybe on the roof?”
“They’ll definitely search the closets,” I said as I kept watching the soldiers at the inn door down the street. “And I bet they’ll search the roof, too. It’ll be safer if we get out of here altogether.”
“The god of war does not run from battle,” Bolverk said. “We are death-dealers, and we must deal death to all who would oppose us. None shall stand before the Stairs of Ascension when the gods need to climb toward their destiny!”
“Yeah, but we also need to save our death-dealing until it’s on our terms,” I replied. “We can’t expose ourselves to the Freelans or their soldiers yet, not when we’re so close to stealing the jewelry box.”
“But then can we expose ourselves?” Allurie giggled.
“Something like that,” I groaned and then let the curtain fall shut. “Okay, here’s the plan. All six of us will head downstairs and out the back door, and we need to bring all our things with us. We aren’t coming back to The Tired Falcon.”
“Here, Leo!” Allurie appeared beside me before I even realized she had disappeared, and her arms were loaded down with all of my armor, weapons, and my small pack.
“Thank you.” I smiled and started to buckle on my gear over my clothes. “Lady Feeyaz, I know it’s gonna be bad, but you’ll just have to pull your hood up and make the best of it. You can lean on me as we search for a safe place.”
“We could go to a Shadow shop, dear Leo,” Cornalic offered. “Perhaps we could find something to help shield Lady Feeyaz from the light, especially since we are about to enter the Freelan castle and encounter whatever lights it has to offer.”
“Shadow shops are usually dimly-lit,” Moryana added. “It adds to the aesthetics of the place.”
“Good, let’s do it,” I said as I finished putting on the last of my gear. “Does anyone know where a good Shadow shop is?”
“Indeed I do, dearest friend!” Cornalic cried. “When I was searching for an ability shop for all of us, I looked around to try to find one of these places where they have the sweetest girls! I looked everywhere and--”
“Cornalic, we’ve gotta go,” I cut him off. “Where is this shop?”
“I will lead us to it, my noble-hearted friend,” the massive half-orc said with his hand over his heart.
“Allurie, make sure we got everything from all three rooms,” I said. “I don’t want to leave the soldiers any trace of our presence.”
After the beautiful elf made sure we had grabbed everything that belonged to us, I glanced out the window one more time. The soldiers were on their way to the inn next to ours, so we needed to disappear fast. Lady Feeyaz pulled her violet hood up to conceal herself as much as possible, and then Cornalic led us into the hallway. Bolverk and Allurie followed behind the muscled half-orc, Lady Feeyaz leaned on my arm as we hurried after them, and Moryana brought up the rear to watch our backs.
We pushed past a few other people who were in as much of a hurry to get out of the inn as we were. They must have caught a glimpse of the soldiers too, and they were either criminals or just people that had pissed off the Freelans. Either way, it made it easier for us to blend into the crowd when we exited through the back door of The Tired Falcon.
“Shiiitttttt…” Lady Feeyaz moaned the moment we were outside the inn, but I tightened my grip on her arm to help her stay upright. It was so close to sunset that the light was already dim to my eyes, and I wondered what high noon would have done to the drow sorceress. Every time Lady Feeyaz inhaled, she gasped like someone was twisting her intestines, and each exhale made her lean more heavily on me for support.
None of us said a word as we followed Cornalic down the street. He led us down one alley after another until even my natural sense of direction grew confused. He was probably trying to avoid any chance of someone following us, or maybe it really was this complicated to reach the Shadow shop. If any of the magic shops were going to be hard to find, it would definitely be one that specialized in Shadow instead of Body, Mind, or Light.
Finally, we passed into another alley with a set of steps that led down into a basement below street level. There was a sign above the stairs that read “Shop of Shadows” in dark purple paint, and I appreciated the bluntness of the shop name.
Cornalic headed down the steps first, knocked three quick times followed by four slower knocks, and waited for someone to open the door from the inside. It eased open noiselessly a second later, but I couldn’t see anything in the darkness of the store. My green-skinned friend didn’t seem worried at least, so we all followed him into the Shop of Shadows.
As soon as we were inside, the door thudded shut behind us and clicked a lock into place. I turned around but had to wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness of the shop.
“Here, let me help,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “It is only fair, since you helped me get here without collapsing.”
The drow woman spun a small ball of dark purple fire into her hand and held it up like a candle so I could see the interior of the shop. It was filled from top to bottom with exactly the sorts of things I expected to find in a store that specialized in Shadow magic. There were skulls and spiderwebs, black and red candles arranged in chaotic circles, bloodstains on the floor, and dagger-shaped candles suspended from the ceiling in the shape of chandeliers.
“I didn’t think I would see you again so soon, Cornalic,” a fenia woman growled from the darkness behind me.
“Ah, you know I couldn’t stay away for long!” the massive half-orc replied. “Your shop is too charming and enchanting not to visit again!”
I turned to see a gray-furred fenia beside the door to the shop. When she saw me, she glanced up at the dagger chandeliers, muttered something, and then pointed one paw upward. The dagger-shaped candles all started to glow with a soft golden light, but it was dim enough that it didn’t seem to bother Lady Feeyaz at all.
Now that I could see the shop without her help, the dark elf released her ball of purple fire.
“Quite a place you have here,” I told the fenia woman. “Unusual decor.”
“Grr, grr, thank you,” the fenia chuckled. “I like to make my place intimidating. It tends to scare off the more novice Shadow mages, so I can focus on the more advanced Shadow workers. The abilities I have to sell require higher attributes, and I prefer not to waste my time.”
“I assure you, we are not here to waste your time,” Cornalic said with a deep bow.
“Do you sell potions or only abilities?” I asked.
“The human likes to get right to the point, I see,” the fenia woman said and then glanced at Lady Feeyaz’s hand on my arm. “Who’s your friend, human? I don’t appreciate it when someone comes into my shop and I cannot see their face.”
“Trust me,” Lady Feeyaz growled from beneath her hood. “You do not want to see my face.”
“Grr, bad burn accident?” The fenia narrowed her dark eyes. “A face even a mother couldn’t love? Horrifying scars from a machinery accident?”
“Worse,” the dark elf chuckled, and just a flicker of purple lightning flashed between her fingers.
“If you say so.” The fenia woman glanced at the purple lightning and must have decided not to press the matter. “What kind of potion are you looking for?”
“Something that serves as a shield against light,” I said.
“Against light or against Light magic?” the fenia growled.
“Both, if you have it,” Lady Feeyaz laughed darkly again.
“Just something that protects against light would work,” I said. “Like extreme sunglasses, except for your whole body instead of just your eyes.”
As soon as I said it, I realized no one would know what sunglasses were, but it was too late to take back my words now.
“Sunglasses sound amazing!” Allurie whispered. “Is that something you have back home?”
I nodded but kept my attention on the shop owner.
“Sunglasses,” the fenia said slowly like she was chewing over the word. “I am unfamiliar with this term, but I do have a potion that might work. However, it is quite expensive.”
“I’m sure we can afford it,” I said. “Just show me what you have, and then we can discuss prices.”
“A human after my own heart,” the gray-furred fenia said. “Stay here while I fetch your options. The floors here have a tendency to shift sometimes if they feel unfamiliar feet upon their backs.”
“That’s unsettling.” Moryana pursed her red lips.
“Exactly,” the fenia shop owner chuckled and then disappeared behind a long bookshelf.
“You really make friends everywhere you go, don’t you?” I grinned at Cornalic.
“It is true that I have been called charming,” the muscular half-orc replied. “Perhaps I am, or perhaps not, but all I know for sure is that I like to find friends in every new city I travel to. That is what I was trying to tell you earlier about these little girls that--”
“What are sunglasses like, Leo?” Allurie whispered before Cornalic could finish his story. “Are they goblets you drink from to protect your eyes from the sun?”
“No, they’re not drinking glasses,” I laughed. “They’re small lenses that people wear over their eyes, and they’re tinted dark enough that it blocks out the brightness of the sunlight.”
“Do you have any?” the silver-haired elf asked. “I would love to wear these glasses of the sun!”
“Sunglasses,” I corrected her. “But sorry, I don’t have any with me.”
“That’s okay!” Allurie smiled. “Maybe someday I can visit your home, and I can see your sunglasses!”
“I think we would all love to visit your home,” Moryana said as her green eyes studied me curiously. “How else can we understand you better, Sir Leo Lennox?”
“Here we are,” the gray-haired fenia woman announced, and she set down two different potion bottles on a low bookshelf in front of us. “These are the best two I have. If you cannot afford them, I can try to find other options, but I can’t promise how effective they will be.”
“I am sure one of these would work,” Cornalic said. “Please, tell us what you can about them while my dearest friend in all the world examines them.”
The fenia woman started to explain both potions, but I just picked up the first bottle and turned it over in my hands to read the description:
Potion of Sun Shadow - For three hours after consumption, the drinker will be protected from the brightness of some light as if they were moving in the shadows cast by the sun. Recommended for use by cave-dwellers and others from the Underdark who need time to adjust their eyes to the brightness of the surface.
It sounded like a strong potion, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough to keep Lady Feeyaz from feeling any pain. I didn’t want her to feel like the sun was still out at all, even if the potion would make it seem like she was in the shadows. I picked up the second bottle and read its description:
Potion of the Dark Moon - For three hours after consumption, the drinker will be protected from the brightness of all light as if they were moving under the dark moon. Recommended for use by cave-dwellers and others from the Underdark who have no wish to adjust their eyes to the brightness of the surface.
“How much is this one?” I asked.
“Fifteen thousand gold,” the fenia woman said without hesitation. “Or fifteen hundred platinum, if you have it.”
“Shit,” I swore. “That is a lot.”
“If you knew all the ingredients that went into this potion, you would think it was a bargain.” The fenia woman shrugged. “The Potion of Sun Shadow is only nine thousand gold, if that is better for your budget.”
“How much do we have left?” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “If it is too much--”
“You need it,” I cut her off. “Don’t worry about it.”
The dark elf pressed her body up against mine a little more, and I could have drowned in the scent of night jasmine that surrounded her like a cloud. Her fingers brushed down my arm to tease me, and I remembered the feeling of her lips on mine when she had pretended to be Zarra.
“If we buy the Potion of the Dark Moon, we will have five hundred and two gold, sixty-two silver, and thirty-seven copper coins left.” Allurie grabbed my other arm as she told me her calculations.
“So, not enough for any more abilities,” I said. “But I guess we probably have all we need.”
“Is there anything else you have for less than five hundred gold?” Moryana asked the fenia woman. “Perhaps you could humor my curiosity.”
“A few potions of Cat’s Grace,” the gray-furred fenia replied. “I also have a simple warding ability to throw someone off your trail for ten seconds. It’s not much of a head start, but it’s better than nothing if you’re in a pinch.”
“What do you think?” Moryana asked.
“I think we better save the rest of our gold for our return trip,” I muttered.
We would need enough money to pay Rasim’s Mind mage contact at the edge of Phycar. We had never checked in with him after the teleport from Tylue went so wrong, so there was a chance he and Rasim both thought we were all dead, and maybe Chrysa did, too. But there had been no time to explain anything, so we would just tell him what happened when we showed up to teleport back to the palace in Tylue.
Five hundred gold and change wasn’t enough for the full teleport fee, but we had some gems we could sell from our last dungeon run, and I was sure we would find other treasures in the Freelans’ vault besides the jewelry box. Something in the vault was bound to pay for the rest of our fee, and I could also probably sell my Short Sword of Balance for a decent price now that I had the Stone King’s short sword to replace it. Still, there was no reason to spend what we had leftover now on abilities or potions that we didn’t really need.
The most important thing was to make sure that Lady Feeyaz could function as well in light as she did in the darkness.
“We’ll take Potion of the Dark Moon,” I said. “How long before it takes effect?”
“Immediately,” the fenia woman replied and then glanced at the darkness under Lady Feeyaz’s hood. “But remember it only works for three hours.”
This was going to be tricky. The potion to protect Lady Feeyaz would last three hours, the illusion effect of the moonstone would last four hours, and we still had around two hours to go before I wanted to break into the Freelans’ fortress.
It was clear that Lady Feeyaz couldn’t drink the potion yet, or the effect would fade too quickly, but we also couldn’t wander around the streets while we waited for it to get completely dark. There was too much risk of running into soldiers, on top of the pain the light would cause the dark elf.
“Perhaps Wyn would not mind if we joined her for a brief spell?” Cornalic suggested as if he’d read my thoughts.
“I don’t want to bring her any trouble,” I replied. “She’s been more than helpful, but she’s already not on friendly terms with you-know-who. I’d like to keep her out of this.”
“Far be it from me to interfere with business that is not my own,” the fenia woman said. “But it sounds like you could use somewhere to camp out for an hour or two?”
“Yeah, do you know of any?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Grr, right here,” the gray-furred fenia answered. “For a hundred gold, I’ll let you stay here and turn away anyone who comes looking.”
“That’s a steep price for someone who’s about to make fifteen thousand gold off of us,” I said.
“Is a hundred more really going to break you?” the fenia chuckled.
“It might,” I growled.
“I’m hurt that you would demand gold for such a favor,” Cornalic said as he laid his large hand on his heart. “We have not known each other for long, but I believed you to be better than this. I thought we really could have enjoyed a true friendship, a meeting of the minds where we could discuss the Shadow and all its wonderful varieties. But no matter! If you--”
“We only met earlier this week,” the fenia woman snickered. “You must grow attached to people quite quickly.”
“Just give us the potion,” I told her. “Allurie, count out fifteen thousand coins, and then we’ll be on our way.”
“Suit yourself,” the fenia replied.
“But where will we go?” Lady Feeyaz whispered.
“It’s alright, I’ve got a plan,” I said.
After we exchanged the coins for the Potion of the Dark Moon, Lady Feeyaz concealed the potion under her cloak and we took our leave from the Shop of Shadows. When we reached the top of the basement stairs, I saw that the sun had finally gone down, so the sky was tinted dark blue and steadily growing darker. The street lamps were all coming on, but I didn’t want the drow sorceress to use her potion quite yet.
“Will your amulet protect you long enough for us to get to the crypt?” I asked.
“I think so,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “But I will have to take your arm again, Leo Lennox.”
“Take anything you need,” I said and then rolled my eyes at myself for flirting with her. “Cornalic, do you think you can find us a ride in the direction of the castle? It might help if Lady Feeyaz can take some cover in the back of a wagon.”
“It would be my greatest honor to find a ride for all of us, the beautiful Lady Feeyaz included,” Cornalic said. “If I still had my faithful bear steed, he could call his brothers to serve as mounts for all of you, but alas! His kind is not as long-lived as you or me, so--”
“Cornalic, the ride?” I cut him off gently.
“Of course!” The overly muscled half-orc bowed. “I shall return in but a moment.”
My green-skinned friend was as good as his word. He returned a few minutes later to say that he found a seller of chopped wood who was headed to the north of the city to make his final rounds for the day, and he had offered to let us ride with him for a silver each. It was a much better deal than the one the fenia shopkeeper had given us, so we joined him in the back of his wagon and kept our heads ducked down as we rumbled north.
We could have walked just as quickly on foot as the weighted down wagon took us, but the back was covered, so we wouldn’t attract the attention of any soldiers, and Lady Feeyaz could hide better from the last of the fading daylight in the city.
When we were about a five minute walk from the castle, I thanked the wood seller and helped my friends down from the back of the wagon. The sky was completely dark now, but Lady Feeyaz still hissed at the brightness of the street lamps. I would have hated to see how much the light hurt her without her Amulet of Minor Light Protection, but I let the dark elf lean on me again as we hurried through the dark streets toward the fortress.
The drow woman could have leaned on her staff alone, but she seemed to find it easier to lean on me instead, and I didn’t mind the closeness. Allurie huffed and sighed behind us every time the dark elf swayed on me a little more, but none of us said anything until we reached the strange garden outside the Freelan castle.
We timed our entrance to the garden carefully to avoid any guards, and we reached the tree that led down into the crypt a few minutes later. I was grateful that Graveyard Ruins was such a hard dungeon that not many people seemed eager to try it. This would have been more difficult if we had to fight other adventurers for the right to access the crypt entrance.
Not that they would have stood a chance against the six of us.
We walked down through the thick tree roots into the crypt, and I only breathed a sigh of relief once we were all safely at the bottom of the stairs. Lady Feeyaz lit one of the torches in the crypt with her purple fire, and we gathered around to talk about final preparations.
“Let’s go over the plan,” I said in the dim light. “Once a little more time passes, we’ll put on the servants’ disguises and use the moonstone to transform ourselves into elves.”
“But I’m already an elf!” Allurie said.
“And a very pretty one,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Once we’re all disguised, we’ll use the key from Nardeth to enter the castle dungeons,” I continued. “Cornalic, Moryana, and I have memorized the location of the throne room based on the blueprints that Bolverk stole, so--”
“In the spirit of full honesty, Allurie and I have memorized the location as well,” Lady Feeyaz said. “But Bolverk has the map in case any of us need a refresher.”
“I’m very good at memorizing,” Allurie said seriously. “I memorized all the hallways and secret passages in Cutno, so this wasn’t hard at all! It was fun!”
“You continue to dazzle us with your abilities, lovely Allurie,” Cornalic said, and he wasn’t wrong.
“So as soon as we make it to the throne room, and hopefully we won’t run into anyone on the way, Lady Feeyaz will figure out where the vault is,” I said. “Then Cornalic will break in, we’ll grab the jewelry box and anything else we find, and then we’ll get the hell out of there as fast as we can.”
“So we are not going to kill Sir Rodin Worred?” Moryana pressed her red lips together like she was disappointed.
“We’ll kill anyone we need to,” I replied. “But we won’t take any unnecessary risks. The most important thing is to get that jewelry box away from them so they can’t continue to make amulets.”
“What if one of the Freelans already has a necromancer’s amulet they can use?” Moryana asked. “I doubt the little girl that Allurie killed was the only one of the Freelans who had an amulet.”
“We get the jewelry box first,” I said firmly. “I’m hoping that Lady Feeyaz is correct, and that if we destroy it, all the amulets that it has ever created will be destroyed, too. But if not, at least they can’t make more.”
“We could find a more creative way to use it besides destroying it,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I’m sure I could come up with something clever if you let me be the keeper of the jewelry box.”
“No tricks!” Allurie waved her finger in the drow woman’s face. “I let you flirt with him because Leo’s heart only beats for men, not for you, beautiful drow sorceress! But no death magic tricks!”
“Allurie, I-- never mind,” I sighed. “Listen, the plan is to get the jewelry box and get out. Then once we’re somewhere safe, we can decide on our next steps. Let’s focus on the goal.”
“Let us all listen to our dearest friend!” Cornalic cried. “Your brilliance is truly amazing, dear Leo. Every time I think there is no possible way you could come up with a plan to top your last plan, then there you go and do it!”
“This isn’t much of a plan.” I chuckled, “so save the congratulations until after we all make it out alive with the box.”
When I estimated that it was around nine o’clock, I decided it was time. Wyn had told us where to find the door to the castle dungeons, so we searched the beginning of the crypt until we found the rock that was shaped like a woman. There was a door behind it built into the rock face itself, and its seams were so smooth that I might not have ever found it if it hadn’t been for Wyn’s tip.
I said a silent thanks to the retired adventurer, and I hoped she would find peace after we broke the power of the Freelans.
Lady Feeyaz drank the Potion of the Dark Moon, and since no one was wearing really bulky plate armor, we were able to put on our servants’ outfits on top. We’d probably get noticed if anyone looked closely, but I didn’t want to go in there without our gear.
Once we were all wearing the servants’ outfits, Lady Feeyaz cast a light illusion on us that made the weapons we carried look like cleaning supplies. It wouldn’t stand up to a detailed inspection, but it would do the trick for anyone who glanced in our direction.
I pulled out the Moonstone of Illusion and had everyone gather around it so we could place our hands on it together. We all thought about taking on the appearance of elves, took a deep breath, and then watched each other transform.
Cornalic and Moryana both became black-haired elves, and Lady Feeyaz kept her white hair and pale eyes even though her skin transformed to look more like Allurie’s. Allurie’s appearance didn’t change, but I doubted the Freelans glanced twice at their servants, so I didn’t think anyone would pick her out of a crowd of five other maids. Bolverk was the oddest transformation from a tattooed gnome with bright blue hair to a tall elf with unmarked skin and gray hair, and he shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.
“I am a gnome, not an elf,” Bolverk muttered. “My ears should not be so long and pointy. Where are my runes? Where are my marks from the gods? If I have no proof of their mark, I will get lost in the back water connecting the worlds.”
“They’ll come back in four hours or less, if this doesn’t take too long,” I soothed. “But don’t tell everybody we run into that you’re a gnome, okay? That would kind of ruin the whole illusion.”
Bolverk huffed, and I knew this was the closest to an answer that I would get from the gnome berserker.
“Everybody ready?” I asked.
“With you as our fearless leader, we are ready for anything,” Cornalic declared.
“For anything,” Allurie whispered, and her turquoise eyes sparkled.
“I think Allurie means mating,” Moryana chuckled. “But if we’re going to have that kind of celebration after we succeed, then I would like to be a part of it, too.”
“Add your name to the list,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“We follow the Avatar of Heliotrope,” Bolverk grunted, and I shot the berserker a grateful look for refocusing the conversation.
“Then here we go,” I said, and I slipped the jewel-encrusted key into the door to the Freelan castle.







Chapter 27
There was a slight clicking sound as the lock turned to indicate the tumblers had moved, and then I pushed the door open into the castle dungeons. It was dark enough down here that Lady Feeyaz would have been fine even without her potion, but my eyes still struggled to adjust. The Moonstone of Illusion only seemed to change our appearance, but it didn’t actually give me the sight or hearing of an elf.
I was about to ask Lady Feeyaz to light our way with her purple fire, but it would have been too much of a risk if the Freelan guards spotted it. Instead, Cornalic and Lady Feeyaz took the lead so they could whisper any warnings to us about loose stones or dangerous spots, and the longer we walked forward, the more my eyes got used to the dimness.
I almost wished they hadn’t.
Castle dungeons were usually a grim sight, but I should have known that the Freelans’ dungeons would be even worse than most. The lowest level was filled with rotting corpses behind the bars of each cell. Most of them were locked into torture devices, but a few were curled up beside the cell doors like they had spent the last of their energy trying to escape. The smell of shit and death was so overpowering that I had to hold my breath a few times, and I wondered how the heightened senses of my non-human friends could stand the stench.
After we left the lowest level of the dungeon, we climbed a single flight of stairs and had to walk down the length of a second hallway of cells. The prisoners here were still alive, at least for the most part, but they barely seemed conscious as we passed them. A few met my gaze as we hurried by, but if they were surprised to see servants in this part of the castle, they certainly didn’t act like it.
“Can we do anything about them?” Moryana whispered. “I have seen many things as a mercenary, but this is… can we free them?”
“Not yet,” I replied. “Maybe on our way out, but we can’t risk raising an alarm right now.”
The gaze of a half-dead gnome met mine, and I winced.
“Trust me, I want to as much as you do,” I continued. “But if we don’t get that jewelry box, then it won’t matter how many prisoners we set free. The Freelans will still be too powerful.”
We walked up another flight of stairs at the end of this hall of cells, and I braced myself for a final level of the dungeon. At least I had been prepared for the size of the dungeon thanks to the castle blueprints, otherwise I would have felt like I was trapped in some never-ending loop of horror.
The last long hallway of dungeons had the most prisoners, and almost all of them seemed conscious. Some of them screamed for help, others cried silently in corners, but most of them just gripped the bars of their cells and glared at us as we walked past.
“They are all very angry,” Allurie whispered.
“You would be too, if someone locked you up without any reason,” Lady Feeyaz said with a hard edge to her tone.
“How do you know there wasn’t a reason?” Allurie gasped.
“People like the Freelans never need a reason,” the dark elf muttered.
I grabbed Allurie’s arm when she got a little too close to one of the cells, and I held it tight to keep her from wandering away. I was more glad than ever at our servants’ disguises since there was a decent chance the prisoners would have raised the alarm if we didn’t look like we belonged here. These people were desperate, and I wouldn’t have even blamed them for trying to gain a little favor from their jailers.
When we walked up the final flight of stairs that led out of the dungeon, I spotted the guard station at the top of the steps. I saw the ten soldiers posted there before they saw us, so I nodded to Cornalic.
“Do your thing,” I muttered.
“And a good evening to you all,” Cornalic declared, and his elf’s body gave the same graceful bow that his half-orc’s body usually did.
“Shit!” One of the soldiers jumped. “Where’d you lot come from?”
“Ah, we were but cleaning one of the cells below on orders from above,” Cornalic said. “It was quite the mess, but not to worry! We elves are experts at cleaning!”
“If you were cleaning out a cell, where’s the body?” a second soldier asked.
“Between you and me,” Cornalic said as he leaned forward, “there was no body left to pick up.”
“Ooh, Lady Vyl must have gotten her hands on that one,” the first soldier chuckled.
“Oh, sure, like Lord Firden has never tortured a body into oblivion.” Another soldier rolled his eyes.
“Was it fire or acid?” a different soldier asked with an unsettling smile.
“Acid.” A muscle in Cornalic’s jaw clenched as he returned the man’s stare, and I hoped the soldier didn’t notice.
“Then it was Lady Vyl,” the first soldier laughed. “Didn’t I tell you?”
“We should have taken bets,” another guard said.
I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. Any second now, I was convinced they were going to inspect our weapons too closely, and they might see through the illusion that Lady Feeyaz had cast on them to make them appear like cleaning supplies. We could easily eliminate these soldiers, but probably not before they raised some kind of alarm, and then we’d have to go right back to square one.
“Unless you saw it happen and want to give us a play by play, what are you still doing here?” the first guard demanded. “Don’t you have somewhere else to clean?”
“Of course,” Cornalic said with another bow that hid the twitching muscle in his jaw. “There is filth everywhere, as I’m sure you know.”
We all gave little nods to the guards and hurried forward before they changed their minds. After we passed the guard station, we continued down another brief hallway and then took one more flight of stairs up to the castle kitchen.
“So let me get this straight,” I said as we set foot in the bustling kitchen. “Lord Freelan’s name is Firden Freelan?”
“I thought you knew his name,” Moryana said. “Why do you ask?”
“It sounds like a character from a game, that’s all,” I chuckled, and it was almost enough to make me question my whole teleportation theory.
“You!” A human suddenly appeared in front of us with a furious expression on his face. “I told you not to come back here until the corridor to the great hall was spotless! You should all be old enough to have a little more than air between your ears, but it seems I was wrong. I should have known better than to trust an elf without telling them the same thing five hundred times, but maybe the five hundred and first time will do the trick.”
I wanted to interrupt his rant to tell him that he needed to examine the space between his own ears first, since he had clearly confused us for another group of elves he’d yelled at earlier this evening. Instead, I stared at him as his face turned all purple and red, and I tried not to catch Allurie’s gaze since the pretty elf girl was already halfway in giggles. My expression would probably have sent her over the edge.
“Go! Clean! The! Corridor!” the man spat. “The guests have already arrived and tracked in mud and gods know what else with them. If the Freelans see one spot in the corridor when they leave the great hall, it’ll be my head! And rest assured, I’ll make sure your heads roll right alongside mine.”
“The great hall?” I repeated.
“For the feast, you foolish elf!” the man hissed. “They’ll be there for a while, but I don’t want to take the risk that someone might leave early and see all the filth in the corridor.”
“Ohh, it’s a party!” Allurie clapped her hands. “I love parties! There’s food and candles and banners and music and--”
“And six dead elves if you don’t move your asses,” the human growled. “Go!”
“Right away, sir,” Moryana said dryly, but the man didn’t seem to pick up on her sarcasm.
“We won’t be in anyone’s way when we clean, will we?” I asked.
“For the five hundred and second time, no,” the man growled. “Everyone is in the great hall, but I want the corridor to be cleaned and ready whenever they eventually leave. Got it? Or shall I repeat myself one more bloody time?”
“I think I’ve got it,” I said, just to irritate the red-faced man. “So… everyone is in the throne room, and--”
“Fuck!” The human smacked his own forehead. “By the Body, what did I ever do to deserve this job? Barking orders at elves all day who don’t have a single brain cell shared between all of them?”
“Oh, do you need a brain cell?” Allurie asked. “I saw some brains in one of the cells downstairs, and I don’t think anyone was using it!”
“Of course, you went to clean the fucking dungeon when I told you to clean the corridor,” the human groaned. “That’s fine. This is my fate! I resign myself to it!”
“You’re resigning?” I gasped dramatically. “Does that mean your job will be open for us to apply to?”
“No!” the man barked, and he looked about two seconds from combusting. “Now… listen carefully, because I do not want to repeat myself: Everyone is in the great hall. No one is in the throne room. You need to clean the corridor between the great hall and the throne room. Understand?”
“Ohhh, I’ve got it now,” I said as I suppressed a smile at the man’s anger.
“Then get to it!” The man’s face flushed purple with anger again, and the six of us hurried forward in the direction of the throne room.
I was glad we had memorized the blueprints to the castle. We still had the Silent Bells of the Mist with us, but they were stored in our packs, and they didn’t work to help us with a sense of direction unless we wore them on our bodies. They also didn’t make any noise while they were stored in our packs, and I was grateful not to worry about jingling all the way down the hallway while we searched for the throne room.
After we left the kitchen, it took a few turns for us to reach the huge corridor that stood between the great hall and the throne room. We entered the space through a small door that only the servants used, but there were two giant sets of double doors at either end of the hallway. It took me a minute to figure out which direction we were facing, and which door led to the great hall or to the throne room.
“This way, I believe,” Moryana said with a nod to the doors on our right.
“I think you’re right,” I agreed.
“It would be so funny if we were wrong!” Allurie giggled. “Can you imagine the Freelans’ faces if we suddenly opened the door on their party instead of on the empty throne room?”
“I don’t think even your birthday surprise party trick would keep our heads on our shoulders,” I chuckled.
“I am afraid you are correct, dear friend,” Cornalic said. “It would not matter if they knew our true identities or if they thought we were only servants. People like the Freelans would not take kindly to anyone interrupting their festivities.”
“I think the only difference would be which level of the dungeon we got thrown into,” Moryana said.
“Does everybody agree we should go to the right?” I asked.
My friends all nodded, so I led us into the massive corridor. The marble floor was red with traces of gold and silver flecked throughout, and each wall of the hallway was covered with portraits of Freelan family members. I noticed a number of similar-looking necklaces in many of the portraits, and they all looked like the Necromancer’s Amulet we had taken from Nardeth’s body. I wondered how far the death magic went back in the Freelan family line, but there wasn’t enough time to stop and look at the dates on all the portraits.
I jumped when I heard music suddenly start behind us, but I could see that no one else was in the corridor with us. The Freelans must be having a hell of a party if I could hear the music through the double doors, or maybe this corridor just had really good acoustics.
At least it told me we were headed in the right direction.
When we reached the double doors that led to the throne room, Cornalic looked at them from every angle, pushed on the doors a few times in different places, and finally nodded to us.
“There don’t seem to be any traps,” Cornalic announced. “Shall I open the doors?”
“It’s now or never,” I said. “Everyone be ready, just in case.”
But when Cornalic opened the doors, the throne room was completely empty. I had guessed it would be on account of how late it was, but it put me a little more at ease to know that my plan was working so far. There was little chance of anyone leaving the feast to come to an empty throne room, but I still wished the two rooms were a little further apart from each other.
We would just have to break into the vault as quietly as possible.
The throne room had the same red marble floor as the corridor outside, but there were more threads of gold in the marble here that looked like veins beneath our feet. At the other end of the throne room, three massive golden chairs were erected on a raised dais, and smaller black chairs lined either wall on the way up to the thrones.
There were no portraits on the yellow-painted walls and no decorations other than emberbrands planted into the half a dozen columns on either side of the room. Each magic torch was held by a sculpted hand that looked like it was emerging from the stone column, and they cast strange shadows all across the floor. It almost seemed like the shadows were dancing on their own.
“Do you think the Freelans like red or something?” Moryana chuckled as we closed the throne room doors behind us. “For a family whose color is yellow, they certainly seem to prefer red in their decorating.”
“Perhaps they want to make sure no one doubts how bloodthirsty they are,” Lady Feeyaz said. “Although there is still too much gold and yellow for my taste.”
“Let’s try to make this as fast as possible,” I muttered. “Split up and start looking around for a vault or a secret door.”
“Like that one?” Allurie pointed to the trio of golden thrones.
“Where are you looking, lovely Allurie?” Cornalic asked. “I confess, even my half-orc eyes cannot see anything other than those expensive thrones that would pay for a year’s worth of food for an entire village.”
“That’s okay, I’ll show you!” The pretty elf girl skipped toward the thrones.
The rest of us started to follow her, but I noticed Moryana fidget with the inside of the double doors for a moment first. She turned to follow me a second later and just shrugged.
“It is too dangerous to lock them, but I set up a pin to fall if anyone starts to open the door,” the sword dancer explained. “The noise will only give me half a second of warning, but it is better than nothing.”
“Are you sure that’s better than just locking them?” I asked.
“If someone tries to get in here and finds the doors locked, they will probably go get help instead of coming in,” Moryana replied. “But if they simply come in, then we should be able to silence them quickly before they can raise the alarm.”
“I like the way you think,” I said.
“That’s good,” the sword dancer chuckled. “I like the way you do a lot of things, too.”
“You’ve been flirting with me more,” I snickered.
“Is it working?” The beautiful sword dancer smirked at me.
“Maybe,” I laughed softly. “But let’s focus on this job.
When we reached the trio of golden thrones, Allurie pointed again. This time, I could see that she was pointing at the floor underneath the middle and tallest of the thrones, but I still saw nothing but the red marble floor.
“You have very sharp eyes, pretty little Allurie,” Lady Feeyaz admired.
“All the better to see you with.” The silver-haired elf wagged her finger in the drow’s face until Lady Feeyaz playfully tried to bite at it.
The gasp Allurie let out echoed around the chamber, and she hopped behind me so she could safely glare at Lady Feeyaz from there instead.
“Behave,” I said in a warning tone, but the drow woman sent me a smile that did not assure me she would obey.
“Ah, I see it now.” Cornalic’s voice pulled my attention back to the task at hand. “Dearest Leo, can you see it yet?”
“You know your eyes are a lot sharper than mine when it comes to seeing hidden doors,” I said with a shrug.
“Look at the gold veins in the marble,” the half-orc said. “Do you notice how they flow around the space below the throne?”
“I see that now,” I replied. “I’m just not sure how that looks like a door to anyone.”
“Watch,” Bolverk grunted, and then the gnome berserker, still disguised as a gray-haired elf, picked up the whole throne like it weighed as much as a big cardboard box and set it down a few feet away.
“Damn,” I said as soon as the gnome had set it down. “That didn’t even look hard for you.”
“The rock was as fake as the mortal’s view of the gods’ domain, Leo Lennox,” the gnome hissed. “If you knew what was real, you’d be like me.”
“Yeahhhh… thanks for moving it,” I said.
Now that the throne was gone, Allurie stepped forward, knelt down on the floor, and pressed her hand against the marble. As soon as her palm touched the smooth red floor, I saw the outline of the circular trap door, and its edge blended in perfectly with the marble around it. The only difference was that there were no gold veins on top of the trap door itself.
“Please, allow me,” Cornalic said. “In case there are any traps involved, I should be the first to enter the secret room.”
“Go right ahead,” I told him.
Allurie took a step back and let Cornalic kneel on the floor in her place. He placed his hands in various positions on top of the trap door until he finally pressed his palm straight into the middle. The door gave a soft hiss and then rose up from the floor on one end. The half-orc grasped the edge and flipped it backward like he was opening a soda can, and then we all leaned forward to look at the stairs that led down into the darkness.
“Everyone else stays here,” I said. “Cornalic, let’s go check it out.”
“At once, dear Leo!” my massive friend replied.
Cornalic tiptoed down the ten stairs that led to the bottom, and I followed right behind him. I held up my short sword that currently looked like a feather duster thanks to Lady Feeyaz’s illusion, and I used Ember to make it glow and give us a little light.
There was nothing at the bottom of the stairs except for a black wall directly in front of us. I thought it might just be a trick of the light, but when I poked the wall, my finger hit something solid.
“I don’t get it,” I whispered. “Where’s the vault?”
“Ah, my dearest friend,” Cornalic sighed. “This is the Vault of Outer Darkness, and my first impression is that this may in fact be the Ring of Dust model.”
“What does that mean?” I stared at the black wall and tried to figure out what I was missing.
“It means if I make a mistake, the vault will unleash a mist of fine dust that will melt my lungs as soon as I inhale it,” Cornalic said. “I will try to exhale it, of course, but then the dust will pass along to the next person, and so on and so forth, until everyone in my party melts from the inside out.”
“That’s one way to keep people away from your valuables,” I muttered. “Can you open it?”
“Of course, dear brother of my heart!” Cornalic said. “I told you I could, and I have never told you a lie.”
“Never?” I smirked. “Not even when you told me about the wolves who raised you or the bear that you trained to be your noble steed?”
“All true stories, dear friend!” Cornalic assured me. “As true as the dragon who destroyed my village and left me a poor orphan all on my own.”
“Whatever you say,” I chuckled. “If you say you can break into this vault, then I believe you.”
“This model might take me a bit longer,” my overly muscled friend said. “But I assure you, I will be able to do it.”
“Can we do anything to help you?” I asked.
“Only make sure that I am not interrupted, my friend,” Cornalic said. “It will be much better for the sake of my health if I do not break my concentration.”
“If it’s better for your health, then it’s definitely better for ours, too,” I said. “I’ll leave you to it, but we’ll be right upstairs.”
Cornalic nodded and began to run his fingers all along the black wall in front of him, so I turned and headed back upstairs to rejoin the rest of our friends in the throne room.
“So?” Moryana demanded. “Is the vault down there?”
“Oh, it’s down there, alright,” I said. “It’s a Ring of Dust model, apparently.”
“Oh!” Moryana’s green eyes went wide.
“Cornalic’s working on it now,” I continued. “We’ll keep watch here until he’s done and make sure no one interrupts him.”
“I suppose we should have been able to guess where the vault was even before pretty little Allurie spotted the secret door,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “The Freelans are exactly the kind of family who would want to literally sit right on top of their treasures.”
“Like dragons in old stories,” I said.
“Dragons only steal their treasures,” the gray-haired elf version of Bolverk said. “Dragons take and take and take, but they do not make. They only steal and then sit, and all who would take back what they stole must fight the gods for that right.”
Lady Feeyaz and I glanced at each other, but the dark elf only shrugged like she wasn’t surprised by anything our Mindlocked friend said at this point.
“Will you fight the gods for that right, Leo Lennox?” Bolverk suddenly demanded in a loud voice. “Will you fight the dragons to find the steps to the Throne of Ascension?”
“Uh, maybe?” I glanced at the double doors to make sure no one had heard him. “Let’s talk about it later, okay?”
“There is so little time left,” Bolverk sighed. “Soon it will be too late, and I will never enjoy my harem of half-orc women.”
“That would be disappointing,” Moryana snickered.
“Would you like your own harem of half-orc women?” Bolverk asked the sword dancer.
“I prefer humans as my lovers, but thank you,” the black-haired sword dancer replied and then gave me a wink. “Especially human men who disappear every time they go to sleep.”
“Disappear?” The drow asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Our handsome leader is quite mysterious,” Moryana chuckled. “It is fascinating.”
“Perhaps you and I should spend some more time together,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “I might be able to learn about Leo from you, Moryana.”
“Or we can both learn about him together,” the sword dancer purred as she glanced at me.
“For now, let’s just focus on not getting killed,” I groaned. “Allurie, Lady Feeyaz, and Bolverk, stay here beside the vault. Help Cornalic with anything he needs, but otherwise just stand guard. Moryana and I will go stand guard by the doors.”
“This will be the work of only a moment!” Cornalic called from the bottom of the stairs. “I have already found the hidden dial!”
“That sounds good, I guess?” I asked.
“It is excellent,” Moryana replied. “Now he must simply break the code to unlock the door and then disable the traps before he opens it.”
“That still sounds complicated,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“If you don’t mind, dear friends, it might be easier not to unleash a poisonous dust on all of us if I could work in total silence for a moment,” Cornalic called.
“You got it, buddy,” I muttered. “Come on.”
Lady Feeyaz, Allurie, and Bolverk surrounded the trap door to make sure anything that might get past me or Moryana wouldn’t get past them. The sword dancer and I set up beside the entrance to the throne room, but the double doors were so thick that we couldn’t even hear a trace of the music from the feast at the other end of the long corridor.
Instead, the entire throne room was silent. Every now and then, Cornalic gave a low whistle that pierced the silence or muttered a curse that I thought was sure to be followed by a scream as his lungs melted inside his chest, but the half-orc always went right back to work as quietly as he had before.
Thirty minutes must have passed in total silence before Moryana’s pin suddenly dropped from where she had positioned it in the double doors.
Shit.
I looked over at the sword dancer, but Moryana had already drawn her scimitar. It might still look like a mop because of the enchantment, but it would slice someone’s head off just the same.
I pulled out my Short Sword of the Stone King and watched the handles of both doors turn at the same time. Then I took a few steps back to be ready for our enemies, but Moryana just held out her mop-scimitar in front of her and whispered something under her breath that made the weapon glow silver.
When the doors opened, three guards stepped through in the middle of laughing at a joke. They didn’t even see us at first, and my guess was that they were here on a routine patrol rather than because they heard something out of place. If we hadn’t moved the throne, they might have just assumed we really were servants there to clean the place, but the moment they saw the throne pushed aside at the other end of the chamber, their hands flew to their weapons.
Moryana and I were ready for them.
Her glowing scimitar plunged into the neck of the guard closest to her, and she held it there as leverage to somersault over his falling body. Her legs kicked the doors closed as she came back down to the ground, but by the time her feet touched the marble again, I had already thrust my short sword through the leather armor of a second soldier and into his ribs.
I twisted the sword inside his stomach, ripped it back out in a spray of blood, and then curved my blade toward the last soldier’s neck. He managed to get his mouth halfway open, but Moryana’s weapon caught his neck from the other side at the same time my sword entered his throat. His head basketball-spun off his shoulders before he got out a single sound, and his body collapsed to the ground beside his companions.
None of them had even fully drawn their swords before we cut them all down.
“That was efficient,” Moryana said with a curt nod.
“Yeah, but we still need to hurry.” I glanced at the double doors to make sure the sword dancer’s kick had completely closed them again. “If someone notices this patrol doesn’t come back, they’ll send a lot more people.”
“Would you like me to dispose of them?” The black-haired sword dancer gestured to the three bodies at our feet.
“Leave them for now,” I said. “I doubt there’s anywhere to stash them that won’t draw more attention. And if more guards come through to check on this missing patrol, we’ll have to fight them anyway.”
“Cornalic says five minutes!” Allurie called from beside the trio of thrones.
“Tell him to take longer if he needs to,” I hissed back. “I’d prefer my insides not to be liquified.”
“Okay! I’ll tell him!” Allurie said.
I pressed my ear against the double doors but didn’t hear anything from the other side, and I hoped these soldiers had been a one-time thing. It complicated things slightly since someone would eventually notice they were missing, and then the only way we would be safe was if we were already out of the castle.
The vault was already taking longer than I anticipated, but I was really only going based off what I had seen in movies. And none of the heist movies I liked ever involved a Vault of Outer Darkness with lung-melting dust as the punishment for failure. So, if it took Cornalic a little longer, that was just fine. He was the best man for the job, and he would work as quickly as he could.
“Should we take off our disguises?” Moryana asked.
“Not yet,” I replied. “We still have the armor on underneath to protect us, and I’m hoping that we won’t have any more trouble with the guards. Then we can still wear our disguises on the way out of the castle.”
“I wish we could at least lose our elven disguises,” the sword dancer replied and flicked her pointed ear. “Being an elf does not suit me.”
“We’re all making sacrifices,” I snickered.
“Do you mind if I drop the illusion around our weapons for a moment?” Lady Feeyaz called from beside the trap door. “It is a lot to maintain, and I could use a quick rest.”
“Yeah, that should be fine,” I called back.
All our mops and brooms instantly looked like weapons again, and I noticed a heavy club strapped to Bolverk’s back. It was the Club of Never-ending Pain that he had taken from the outlaw boss in the forest, and I had almost forgotten that Bolverk even had it.
“Cornalic is almost in!” Allurie stage-whispered.
“I can stay here and keep watch if you want to go into the vault,” Moryana said.
“Are you sure it’s not because you don’t want your lungs to get all liquified?” I snickered.
“I am sure Cornalic has done his job,” the sword dancer said with a smirk. “But a little distance wouldn’t hurt. Just in case.”
“Okay, you can stay here,” I replied. “The rest of us will go into the vault, but call out if there’s any trouble.”
“I will hope for no more trouble,” Moryana said as she blew me a kiss. “But if there is a little trouble, I would not mind calling out your name, Leo.”
I laughed as I rolled my eyes at her kiss, and then I went to rejoin the rest of my friends beside the vault. We waited at the top of the stairs so we wouldn’t crowd Cornalic while he finished breaking in, and I glanced again at the massive club strapped to Bolverk’s back.
“I was beginning to think you didn’t like that club,” I told the gnome berserker. “I don’t think I’ve seen you fight with it yet.”
“It wasn’t time,” Bolverk grunted.
“What changed?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“Now, it’s time,” the berserker replied.
“That’s a Bolverk answer if I’ve ever heard one,” I chuckled.
“Death-dealers and dragons, beware,” Bolverk hissed. “The pain of a thousand suns will pierce your hearts, and the brightest sun will shine through the dust. The blackness will try to swallow it, but it will shine again and again and--”
“Okay, buddy,” I interrupted him when his voice started to get louder with every word. “I’m just glad you still like your club.”
“Three!” Cornalic called from the bottom of the stairs. “Everyone say a prayer to whatever gods you prefer. Two! Tell them a poor half-orc orphan needs a little extra luck on his side tonight. And one!”
A soft hiss came from the bottom of the stairs, and my heart stopped at the thought it might be the hiss of the poisonous dust seeping into my friend’s lungs. But Cornalic didn’t start screaming in pain, and when he poked his head out from the bottom of the stairs with a wide grin, I exhaled in relief.
“We’re in, my friends,” Cornalic whispered.
“I can tell,” Lady Feeyaz sighed so contentedly that it sounded like she had just made love for hours. “I can feel the power of the items in the vault.”
“Then let’s take a closer look,” I said.
“I would still advise a slow advance,” Cornalic warned. “There are no other obvious traps, but please allow your dearest friend to go through the vault first to make sure there are no surprises in store.”
“Thanks, Cornalic,” I said.
As soon as I signaled for Moryana to stay at her guard post by the double doors to the throne room, I headed down the steps first, followed closely by Bolverk, Allurie, and Lady Feeyaz. There was still nothing but blackness ahead of me when I reached the bottom of the stairs, so I held up my short sword and used Ember to shed some light on the inside of the vault.
I could see the faint outline of the vault door in the shadows on my right. I followed Cornalic over the threshold of the vault, and I realized I was a little worried that the Freelans would have nothing but the jewelry box inside this impossible vault. It would have been a good reward, but after all the trouble that we had to get here, I thought we deserved a little more than just the jewelry box.
Especially since my two Pieces of Heliotrope had pointed to the castle earlier.
I couldn’t believe that was just a coincidence. If I could find the third relic while I was here, it would mean I was one step closer to getting all the answers I needed.
Once we were inside, I let my short sword glow bright enough to illuminate the whole place, and I saw just how wrong my fears had been.
This place was fucking loaded.
It looked like every kid’s dream of a magic cave filled with treasures. There were gold coins that were heaped into piles so high we could practically sled down them, and there were weapons and shields scattered throughout all the piles. The vault was easily thirty feet long, and there were small pedestals posted about every two feet on either side of the room. Each pedestal held a small item that I guessed was too valuable to just throw into the unorganized piles of other treasure.
“This is like a fantasy come true,” Lady Feeyaz half-moaned beside me. “My tunnel is soooo wet right now. Hmmmm… The only way it could be more perfect is if a certain human threw me down on these piles of gold, ripped all my clothes off, and--”
“Let’s just focus on finding the jewelry box,” I said quickly, but the image of fucking the sexy drow was already playing in my brain on a loop.
Fuck, a man could die running dungeons with a woman like her around.
“I don’t think we will have to look far, dear Leo.” Cornalic pointed up ahead.
At the other end of the vault, there was a single round pedestal in the center of the room, and the pewter-colored box on top of it could only be one thing.
“Okay, just to be safe, nobody touch anything else until we get the jewelry box,” I said. “It might trigger an alarm, so I at least want to have the jewelry box in my hands before we look at anything else.”
“But everything is so pretty,” Lady Feeyaz moaned in earnest, and the velvety sound sent an involuntary shiver down my spine.
“I know,” I said through clenched teeth. “We’ll look at everything else in a minute, but first, the jewelry box.”
The five of us walked forward carefully until we reached the pewter box on the pedestal. It was engraved with a series of triangles and circles that all interlocked with each other, and all of the triangles pointed toward the carving of a skull in the middle of the jewelry box’s lid. The skull’s eyes were glowing red, and its mouth was wide open in a scream.
“I guess there’s no reason to hide it even more when the vault itself is supposed to be impossible to break into,” I said. “By the way, thanks for making sure our insides didn’t get liquified, Cornalic. You did a great job.”
“Your praise means more to me than all the gold in the world, my friend,” the half-orc replied. “But please, allow me to continue to impress you and inspect this jewelry box for any dangerous mechanisms that might be in place.”
“Yes, please and thank you,” I chuckled, and then I led my other friends to the back of the pedestal while Cornalic examined it from the front.
“It does appear to be safe,” my overly muscled friend said a few moments later. “Perhaps you could touch it and make sure we have the right item?”
I gently wrapped my fingers around the edge of the box, lifted it slightly, and moved it enough that the description box popped up on my UI:
Jewelry Box of Deathly Command - Produces one Necromancer’s Amulet every year that can raise up and control the dead. If the box is destroyed, all the amulets will also be destroyed. The box knows its master.
“That’s a weird thing to say,” I muttered. “What does it mean that the box knows its master?”
“Perhaps it refers to something from the spirit realm that allows for command of the dead?” Lady Feeyaz suggested.
“Or maybe it knows it belongs to the Freelans and wants things to stay that way,” I said. “Either way, that doesn’t make me feel great. Good news is that if it’s destroyed, all the amulets will be destroyed as well.”
“Shouldn’t we at least have a little peek inside first?” the dark elf purred and slipped her arm through mine. “Please, Leo?”
“I guess it won’t hurt,” I said. “Cornalic, can you open it backward in case it shoots out darts or something?”
“I already have my hook ready!” the half-orc replied.
After Cornalic joined us behind the jewelry box, he carefully placed the hook inside the clasp at the front of the box and then pulled back. It opened silently, but Cornalic only gave us the all-clear after ten seconds had gone by. When I moved back around to the front of the box, I saw that the inside was a rich red velvet, but it was completely empty.
“I guess it’s not time for a new amulet yet,” I said.
“We do have the one we took from Nardeth’s body,” Lady Feeyaz reminded me.
“You mean I have the one we took from Nardeth’s body,” I corrected her. “It’s in my pack, and that’s where it’s gonna stay.”
“If you say so,” the dark elf chuckled.
I closed the jewelry box again and picked it up off the pedestal. I had just started to slip it safely into my pack when the floor rumbled above us, and I heard a shout from upstairs, followed by the sound of clanging metal.
“Shit,” I said as I raced toward the door of the vault. “Moryana!”







Chapter 28
My short sword still had the Ember effect in my left hand, but I pulled out my Broadsword of the Charming Mind as I sprinted up the stairs toward the throne room. I figured the jewelry box must have triggered some kind of alarm when I took it off the pedestal, and I was fully prepared to fight an army of Freelan guards when I reached the top of the stairs.
Instead, I came face to face with a horde of sword-wielding zombies.
I immediately thrust my short sword into the closest enemy on my left, and I curved my broadsword through another zombie on my right to clear enough space for the rest of my friends to emerge from the vault. After I finished carving my broadsword through the torso of the one zombie, I kicked the zombie on my left in the chest hard enough that he went flying into one of the columns and made a wet crunch.
Then I saw where the zombies were coming from.
They were emerging from the stone columns all around the throne room. The carved hands that held the emberbrands in the wall had all lifted up to reveal a hidden door inside each column, and I guessed that this must have been the rumble we heard down in the vault. The jewelry box must somehow be connected to these zombies, and when my eyes finally focused on one of their ID boxes, I saw that Undead Guardian was their character tag.
I didn’t have to ask what they were guardians of.
I lunged forward and heard my friends spill out into the room behind me. I caught a brief glimpse of Moryana by the double doors as she whirled in a tornado of red and black, but then I had to trust she could defend herself, because there were more than enough zombies for me to deal with in this half of the throne room.
I sliced my short sword into the rotting abdomen of another zombie, and my broadsword rose up to block the undead creature’s sword before it could cut off my arm at the shoulder. When I jerked my short sword free in a spray of guts, I brought my blade up to double my defenses against the sword-wielding zombie.
Unfortunately, this asshole was more skilled than most brainless members of the undead. Every time I parried a blow, he slid his sword free and tried again so fast that I almost couldn’t keep up with his lightning fast movements.
The next time he thrust his weapon toward my ribs, I managed to catch his blade with my short sword, and I instantly brought my broadsword up to sandwich it in from the other side. The zombie pulled back on his blade to try to free it, but I was stronger than him, and I only needed a second, anyway.
I rammed my forehead into the screaming zombie’s face.
His skull caved in like it was made of butter, but I slammed my face into his one more time before I stepped back long enough to wipe his blood from my forehead. His blade had already started to droop toward the floor, so I brought my broadsword down on top of what was left of his skull and split it wide open.
Then I spun away from the fallen Undead Guardian and ducked behind one of the golden thrones to avoid another zombie’s blade. I saw Cornalic dance like a shadow through the crowd of undead creatures, and everywhere he moved, another asshole fell in a spray of blood and decomposing guts.
Lady Feeyaz ducked in the shadows behind Cornalic like an angel of death. Every zombie who tried to cut her down found his blade blocked by the dark shadow that surrounded her, and the smell of rotten zombie flesh turned into smoking rotten zombie flesh whenever she fried their exposed guts with violet lightning.
If there had been any chance of keeping this fight in the throne room quiet, Bolverk made sure that was impossible. It was strange to see the gnome berserker throw himself into battle as a gray-haired elf, but he hadn’t lost any of his ferocity when he transformed his appearance. He used his Club of Never-ending Pain to beat the shit out of every zombie within arm’s reach, and when I blinked, he had created a double of the club so he could beat the fuck out of double the zombies for the next thirty seconds.
I was impressed by how much his elven body didn’t seem to faze him.
Then I saw Allurie switching back and forth between her saber and her crossbow. I had never seen anyone move as fast in battle as the pretty elf girl did, but before I could get distracted by her grace, I smelled the decaying breath of a zombie behind me and jammed my elbow backward into the soft sternum of my attacker.
His sword managed to slice through a gap in my armor at the shoulder, and I hissed in pain at the same time I cast Minor Heal on myself. My short sword swept around as I spun on my heels to face the undead creature, but even as I blocked the zombie’s next attack, I found myself irritated by the slightly unfamiliar movements of my elven body.
My armor fit me just fine, but between the servant’s disguise on top of my armor and the strangeness of not being human, my movements felt off. It meant I was more vulnerable than I realized, and some of my friends might be, too. I would have to get rid of the illusion as soon as I got rid of this asshole in front of me.
I parried another thrust from my zombie opponent, and then I cast Guardian of Fortune on Moryana, Bolverk, and Cornalic in quick succession since they were probably the most vulnerable right now. I also cast Healing Vengeance on Moryana since she was so far away from the rest of us, so any attacks against her would restore her health and take away health from her opponents.
As soon as I made sure all my friends were okay, I blocked another blow from my attacker with my short sword. Then before he could slide his blade free to attack again, my broadsword sliced through the zombie’s neck like an executioner’s axe and sent it flying across the throne room. I plunged my short sword backward into the soft abdomen of another zombie behind me, and then I spun around to cleave his skull in two with my broadsword.
“Release!” I shouted to trigger the end of the moonstone’s illusion.
Instantly, my muscles filled out my armor as my body shifted back to human. The rest of my friends returned to their usual forms at the same time, and the moment Bolverk found himself back in his usual body, the tattooed gnome ripped off his servant’s disguise and jumped on the shoulders of an undead creature beside him. He bashed the zombie’s head in with his club until it looked like a leaking bowl of marinara sauce, and the gnome berserker yelled with such a fierce battle cry that I was sure every guard in the Freelan castle was about to be on top of us.
Then again, the fact that we had just triggered their secret alarm probably meant that was already going to happen.
The rest of my friends were quick to follow Bolverk’s example and slip out of their servants’ clothes so their movements would be freer, and I did the same thing. It wasn’t hard to tear them off in between blows, but Bolverk was the only one who actually ripped his in half.
Not that it mattered anyway, since there was no way we were just going to waltz out of here.
I hit Bolverk with another Guardian of Fortune, cast Minor Heal on Allurie when I saw her health bar start to drop, and then ducked to avoid the broadsword of a zombie who was missing half his jaw. His sword slammed into the golden throne behind me so hard it broke in half like a hunk of ice, but he started to swing the blade toward me again like nothing happened.
The jagged edge caught my armor, but the leather stopped it from penetrating down to my skin. I kneed him in the stomach before he could slash the broken blade at me a second time, and then my Short Sword of the Stone King plunged into the side of his fleshy ribs.
This stab triggered my sword’s 15% chance of doubling the damage my attacker suffered, and I grinned as I watched his health bar plummet. I twisted the sword inside him to keep dropping his health points, and then I sliced my broadsword through his neck to finish him off.
I glanced around and hit Bolverk with Healing Vengeance since he seemed to be taking more than his fair share of damage. There were only a handful of zombies left to eliminate, but I cast Mark of Healing Drip on Allurie just in case and then turned to face one of the few undead creatures left in the throne room.
“We’ve got more company!” Moryana suddenly cried.
Half a second later, the double doors swung open into the throne room, and too many soldiers poured into the chamber. I tried to get a rough count, but then my eyes zeroed in on the asshole at the front.
Sir Rodin Worred.
The Freelans’ champion charged into the room with his sword raised, but he met my gaze for a moment above the rest of the battle. All I could think about was how much I wanted to rip that blond mullet right off his skull, but the shock on Sir Rodin’s face was quickly replaced by a grin as if he had just torn into a neatly wrapped present and found it to be exactly what he wished for.
“Leo Lennox!” the blond knight boomed. “It’s a good night to die!”
“Bolverk! Cornalic!” I shouted. “Guard the vault!”
The gnome berserker and the massive half-orc carved their way through their undead opponents to reach my side. The last thing I needed was for the Freelans to gain access to the vault in case there were any weapons in there that would give them a definite advantage, and I also didn’t want them to circle around to the back of the thrones and flank us. We needed to keep this fight up front in the throne room where we could control it, but I also needed to get to Moryana as soon as possible before she was overwhelmed at the entrance.
“Allurie! Lady Feeyaz!” I called.
“On it!” Allurie cried back before I could even tell her what I needed.
The silver-haired elf girl started firing her crossbow at the oncoming Freelan soldiers, and every so often, one of them sizzled with electricity when the weapon’s shocking effect kicked in. They started firing their own crossbows back at her, but between Allurie’s armor and protective jewelry, the soldiers didn’t have any success.
Besides, anything they fired at her had to get past Lady Feeyaz first.
I drove my elbow into the squishy nose socket of a zombie on my left and then plunged my short sword into his neck. The undead creature screamed as red flames licked up the sides of his throat, and I pushed the blade in deeper until it popped out the other side. There was only a 15% chance of my enemies suffering fire damage with the Short Sword of the Stone King, but it was a beautiful thing to see it in action.
As soon as my attacker collapsed at my feet, I jumped onto the seat of one of the golden thrones and used the momentum to leap over the open trap door. I flung both hands out to my sides, tucked my knees in toward my chest, and landed into a roll that brought me right back to my feet again a second later.
It also brought me a dozen yards closer to the double doors.
This area of the throne room was more full of soldiers than zombies, but Moryana was still ten more yards away. Allurie and Lady Feeyaz were supporting her with their ranged attacks, but I needed to get close to offer her immediate backup. I kept seeing images of Cesnie’s face when Sir Rodin struck her from behind with End Cowardice with Despair and nearly bled her to death right in front of me, and I couldn’t let that happen to Moryana.
After I cast Guardian of Fortune on the beautiful sword dancer, I used my broadsword to block a soldier’s axe before it could slam down on my collar bone. I plunged my short sword toward his side, but he twisted in time to avoid it and then used his axe to knock my second blade out of the way.
When he swung his axe back around toward my throat, I ducked to avoid the blow and dropped straight into a spinning kick that knocked the soldier’s legs out from underneath him. He fell backward away from me, and before he could get back up, a purple jolt of electricity shot through his body.
I caught Lady Feeyaz’s gaze across the crowded fight, and she nodded before she hurled another burst of violet flames at a soldier right behind Sir Rodin Worred. The purple sparks sizzled through him and the man beside him, but they didn’t seem to touch the blond knight.
I wondered if that was luck or protective magic.
I jumped back to my feet just in time to avoid the point of another Freelan soldier’s sword. When he didn’t immediately recover or pull back, I easily knocked aside his sword with one of my own blades, and then I smashed my forehead into the soldier’s skull.
It was a hell of a lot harder than the rotten skulls of the zombies from earlier, but I felt the man’s nose break anyway. I hit myself with a Minor Heal to make sure none of the blood spilling down my face was mine, and then I shoved my short sword up underneath his ribs, straight into his spleen.
I ripped it out and kicked his body to the side, but before I moved toward another Freelan soldier, I glanced back at the vault to check on Cornalic and Bolverk. The half-orc moved like he was made of smoke or like he was one of the Freelan soldiers himself, and the only real trace of the half-orc was the trail of enemy guts that fell behind him like overcooked noodles.
Bolverk’s health was down to about sixty percent, so I hit him with a Minor Heal and then followed it up with another Healing Vengeance. He was using his giant club like he was playing a life-size game of whack-a-mole, and any time his beating stick didn’t immediately bash someone’s brains in, he plunged one of his daggers into their exposed skin to finish the job.
When I turned my attention back to the fight around me, I saw that Sir Rodin was quickly making his way toward Moryana at the front of the room. I cast Guardian of Fortune on the sword dancer in case the blond knight suddenly leaped toward her with his death-dealing ability, and then I used my broadsword to sever the leg of a Freelan soldier right in front of me.
He screamed as his blood gushed everywhere, but I just let him fall to the ground and moved on to my next opponent. I dropped another two soldiers on my way toward Rodin, but by then, the blond knight must have spotted me coming toward him.
“Did you bring nothing but bitches into battle with you?” Sir Rodin sneered at me.
“I only see one bitch in the room,” I called back, “and I’m looking right at him.”
“Oh, that’s a good one, dear Leo!” Cornalic cried from somewhere in the shadows of the throne room. “Keep him on his toes!”
I brought both my blades down into an X shape and slashed open another Freelan soldier’s chest, and once he tumbled out of my way, only three soldiers remained between me and Sir Rodin.
There were still dozens more scattered across the throne room, but no one was going to stop me from killing the living fuck out of this cunt.
A crossbow bolt from Allurie found the forehead of one of the soldiers in front of me, and he collapsed to the floor like a deflated balloon. When my short sword plunged into the thigh of the next soldier, it sent a burst of red flames up his leg, and he dropped his weapon instead of blocking the next swing of my broadsword.
“Sir Rodin!” I shouted. “You know it was always going to come down to you and me!”
“I hoped I’d see you again,” the blond knight called over the sounds of battle. “But I have bad news!”
I could tell this asshole just wanted to taunt me, but I still had to get through another soldier before I reached him. My broadsword curved toward my next opponent’s face, but he blocked the strike with a battle axe. Then he blocked the next strike of my short sword with a blade of his own, and I began to think I might have to listen to endless taunting from Sir Rodin.
“You’re not my top target!” Rodin finished.
Then the blond knight moved faster than I thought was possible. He sprinted straight toward Moryana, so I immediately cast Spirit of Stone on the sword dancer. But he didn’t try to drive his sword through her back. Instead, Rodin vaulted off the shield of another soldier, soared through the air with his sword raised for a strike, and then started to drop straight down toward Allurie’s back.
“Allurie!” I shouted at the same time I cast Spirit of Stone on her.
The silver-haired elf whirled around just as her body flared with protective light, and Sir Rodin’s deathly sword strike bounced off the glowing teal bricks. When the blond knight stumbled backward to recover, Allurie swung her saber and advanced on him, but I couldn’t let her face such an experienced swordsman alone.
I had been too distracted by Rodin and Allurie though, and now the soldier I was fighting hacked his axe straight into my collar bone. It felt like he had snapped the bone right in half, and my vision exploded in a burst of red and black. I hit myself with a Minor Heal that dulled the pain enough for my vision to stop swimming, but I instantly had to follow it up with a Breath of Life so my health would keep ticking up.
I ducked to the side before the soldier could bring his axe down on my neck to finish the job. When he pulled his axe-wielding hand back to build some momentum for another swing, I curved my broadsword toward his exposed left ribs. The soldier instantly hunched forward to try to protect himself, and then I shoved my short sword just underneath his right rib cage.
The man’s leather armor was no match for my strength or the Short Sword of the Stone King, but I still had to side-step again to avoid his axe when he dropped it. His eyes were already glazing over, and when he tried to bend over to reach his axe where it had fallen on the marble floor, I wrenched my short sword out and thrust it into the side of his neck to finish him.
As soon as his body crumpled to the floor in a bloody heap, I looked back up at Allurie and Rodin, but the blond knight was making his way back toward me. My heart stopped when I didn’t see Allurie right away, and I thought of all the ways I would tear Rodin apart one limb at a time if he’d hurt her. I slammed the hilt of my broadsword into a Freelan soldier’s nose who tried to come for me, but then I saw her.
Allurie was literally back to back with Lady Feeyaz, and the drow sorceress had such a fierce look on her face that I wondered if her violet lightning had made Sir Rodin think twice about attacking Allurie again. The silver-haired elf might think Lady Feeyaz was up to no good when it came to me, but they really did make a perfect pair in battle.
Before I could check on the rest of my friends, Sir Rodin pushed aside the soldier in front of me and swung his sword straight toward my face.
“Try again,” I growled as my broadsword blocked his stroke.
“I’m surprised to see you here,” the blond knight sneered. “I didn’t think you had the balls. But did you really think you could just sneak in and--”
“I hate to break it to you,” I cut him off and then brought my broadsword up in a series of strikes that he blocked. “But I already did sneak in.”
“I’m impressed,” the blond knight replied as he jumped to the side to avoid another thrust of my broadsword. “I didn’t think you’d make it this far.”
“Aren’t surprises fun?” I swung both my blades out to the side and then curved them up in the shape of an upside-down V, but Sir Rodin blocked both weapons with his knight’s sword.
“You might have found the door,” the blond knight said as he thrust at me again. “But you’ll never break into the Vault of Outer Darkness.”
“You mean the vault my best friend just opened a few minutes ago?” I smirked at his surprise and almost nicked his side with my short sword.
“Impossible,” Rodin growled.
“That’s not what the jewelry box in my pack says,” I taunted.
“Then while we’re trading surprises, I’ve got a good one,” Sir Rodin said between clenched teeth, and our feet danced back and forth while we continued to trade blows.
“I’m all ears.” I barely saw the dagger that flew out of his left hand, but my short sword curved up to block it just in time.
“You know the little girl, Lady Yeelee, that your elf bitch killed?” Rodin growled after his dagger clattered to the marble floor. “She’s not the only Freelan with an amulet.”
Sir Rodin slammed his sword against mine so hard that the vibration trembled up my whole arm, and I stumbled back a few steps to regain my balance. Before I could throw myself into the fight again, I saw more movement from the double doors to the throne room, and I knew if more soldiers poured in, our chances of survival were about to drop.
Only five more soldiers entered the room, but their armor looked different like they might be elite Freelan guards. It wasn’t the sight of the soldiers that caught my attention, though.
It was the woman in the lead.
I recognized her from the tournament in Tylue and knew she must be Lady Vyl, the mother of the little girl who had tried to kill us all with her zombies. She moved a few paces in front of the elite soldiers and a well-dressed man who I guessed must be Lord Firden, and Lady Vyl was dressed in gold and yellow finery like she had just come from the feast in the great hall. Her brown hair was piled high on her head, so the necklace around her neck was easy to see.
It was a fucking Necromancer’s Amulet.
“Shit,” I muttered.







Chapter 29
I traded a few more blows to Sir Rodin to drive him backward, but I needed to get back to my friends to regroup. We needed to focus our efforts on Lady Vyl if we were going to kill her before she was able to raise the dead in the throne room to fight on her side.
I cast a quick Guardian of Fortune on myself and then smashed my skull into Sir Rodin’s forehead like a battering ram. He stumbled back but raised his sword to protect himself so I couldn’t get in a death blow. Instead, I sprinted across the room toward Lady Feeyaz and Allurie, even as I watched Allurie fire one crossbow bolt after another toward Lady Vyl to keep her from using her amulet.
“Give me the amulet!” Lady Feeyaz cried. “I can raise them before she does!”
There was no time to argue with the dark elf. The moment I got to her side, I reached into my pack and handed over the Necromancer’s Amulet we had taken from Nardeth’s body, and the drow sorceress had clasped it around her neck by the time I closed my pack again.
“Take her out,” I ordered. “I’ll deal with Sir Rodin.”
The moment the amulet rested against Lady Feeyaz’s ample cleavage, the drow woman’s pale mint-green eyes began to glow dark red. She locked eyes with Lady Vyl at the entrance to the throne room, and both women raised their hands like they were about to conduct an orchestra.
Then Lady Feeyaz sent a wave of purple sparks toward the Freelan woman, and Lady Vyl had to shield herself with a yellow bubble. It only lasted for a second, but by the time the necromancer recovered, the dark elf had already made her move.
“Riiiise!” the drow sorceress commanded. “All those we have killed, rise and live for me!”
Every yellow-clad soldier we’d killed suddenly pushed themselves to their feet, and the zombie’s eyes began to glow bright red like stop lights. Everyone else in the chamber paused at the sight of the dozens of undead soldiers rising to their feet, and I realized I was holding my breath as I watched the drow woman’s lips curve into a seductive smile.
“Kill the Freelans,” Lady Feeyaz ordered.
The undead Freelan soldiers all swiveled to face the living Freelans and their guards, and then they gave a blood-curdling scream and threw themselves into battle.
I stood by the dark elf’s side for a minute to make sure no one interrupted her magic, and I saw Cornalic dart through the shadows toward Lord Firden. The Freelan lord didn’t look like he spent a lot of time fighting, but when his wife tried to defend him, Moryana spun herself into the fight, too.
Cornalic’s dual blades popped Firden’s head off like it was a Champagne cork, and Moryana plunged her scimitar into Lady Vyl’s chest half a second after. The woman gurgled like she was still trying to command armies of the undead, but clearly she hadn’t realized that she would have to go toe-to-toe with a drow sorceress.
The Freelan woman never stood a chance.
Moryana ripped her scimitar free but sank her curved dagger into the dead woman’s chest next, and she twisted it so deeply that she must have hit a couple arteries all at once. Blood geysered into the air, but Moryana kept digging until Cornalic pulled her off and shook her by the shoulders.
The sword dancer’s skin was painted red with blood, but she nodded to Cornalic that she was alright. Then she turned to fight another Freelan guard, and the half-orc carved his way back to guard duty by the vault.
The yellow-clad soldiers kept fighting like they didn’t realize their lord and lady were dead, but I wondered if their loyalty might belong more to Sir Rodin. Everywhere I looked, the blond knight was reinforcing his men and helping them fight off the undead soldiers.
The undead army was good, but they weren’t as quick or as powerful as they had been while they were still alive. So when another wave of two dozen living soldiers poured into the throne room to back up Rodin’s forces, I thought Lady Feeyaz’s use of the amulet might only be delaying the inevitable.
“Fight on, brothers!” Rodin called.
Immediately, I remembered this was a party buff he had used before, and I watched as all his soldiers’ health bars jumped back up and they began to attack with renewed energy. All the gains we had just made against them seemed to be reversed.
“Fuck!” I shouted as I drove my short sword into an unprotected soldier’s thigh.
“Leo, if things go wrong…” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “This is for you.”
“What do you--” But I had to block a soldier’s attack before I could ask the drow woman what she meant.
“I release you!” the dark elf cried, and all of the undead soldiers instantly crumpled back down to the marble.
“What are you doing?” Allurie gasped.
“What I have to do,” Lady Feeyaz said softly.
Then she ripped the silken cloth off of The Darkest Death staff.
I saw Rodin sprint away from the entrance to the throne room toward the thrones to take shelter, and a second later, Lady Feeyaz slammed the staff down onto the marble like she meant to crack the whole castle in half.
A purple burst of electricity shot out from the bottom of the staff and rippled across the throne room toward the yellow-clad soldiers. The electricity grabbed onto the men like a tentacled monster that crawled up their legs and torsos, and then as they screamed in agony, the throne room filled with the unmistakable smell of burning flesh.
Their health bars all dropped by half, but Lady Feeyaz wasn’t done.
She flipped The Darkest Death forward like a sword to trigger another effect, and I stood by her just long enough to recognize Death Wave. Then as a purple wave swept over the room toward the bodies that had already started to smoke and turn black, I sprinted away from the dark elf to hunt down Sir Rodin Worred.
I heard the dark purple wave crash over our dying enemies, and their cries for help turned to wordless shrieks as the flesh burned away to expose the bones underneath. I caught a glimpse of their bodies turning to skeletons out of the corner of my eye, but then I caught up with Rodin at the far end of the throne room.
The blond knight didn’t seem to care that he was outnumbered. His lip was still curled in his usual sneer, and he brought his sword up to meet mine so naturally that it was like he couldn’t smell the burned bodies of his men.
We danced back and forth as we each tried to find an opening, but every time he got close, I blocked him with a Guardian of Fortune. Then whenever I almost snuck in a critical hit, Rodin curved away at the last second to avoid my blow.
“It’s over, Rodin,” I growled when he blocked another swing.
“It will never be ov--”
The blond knight stopped mid-word when one of Allurie’s crossbow bolts found his shoulder, and then he howled in pain as the Thizzle Thrower’s electric shock took effect, and then I moved in for the kill.
I swung my broadsword into the side of his torso and kept it there to keep him from moving. Then I plunged my short sword into the side of his neck, and red flames burst from the blade to spread up his throat. Rodin screamed as the fire devoured his face, but as soon as I twisted the sword inside his neck, the scream died in his throat.
I jerked both blades out of his corpse and let him fall to the floor.
When I pivoted back around, every last Freelan soldier had turned into nothing but a skeleton sitting in a neat little pile of ashes.
Cornalic and Bolverk stood close to the golden thrones, and I immediately cast Breath of Life on both of them. Moryana was in the middle of a cluster of skeletons, but she only needed a Minor Heal, and the health bars of Allurie and Lady Feeyaz were both practically full.
“Now,” Lady Feeyaz purred as she shifted the staff in her hands and pointed it at all the skeletons, “rise for me.”
Every soldier she had killed with The Darkest Death stood up. Their skeletal hands grabbed their fallen weapons, and when the dark elf flicked her hand, they spun around to face the throne room doors.
“Don’t let anyone else in the room,” the drow woman commanded. “You are mine until I release you.”
The skeleton soldiers all raised their swords in response.
“Back to the vault,” I called.
I wiped my blades off on Sir Rodin’s clothing, sheathed my weapons, and joined my friends at the vault entrance underneath the golden thrones. We were all covered with so much blood that it wouldn’t have mattered if we still wore our servants’ disguises, and I wondered if there were any other soldiers or nobles in the castle who would come after us.
“That ramped up quickly,” I chuckled. “I don’t know if there are any enemies left, but I do want to check the vault for any other treasures before we get the hell out of here.”
“We can make it fast,” Moryana said.
“As fast as you stabbed Lady Vyl to death?” Cornalic smiled. “Sword dancers are known for their ferocity, but that was something else entirely, lovely Moryana.”
“I did not want her to use her amulet against us,” the sword dancer replied with a flick of her long black ponytail. “And besides, the dungeons and their betrayals made me very angry.”
“Remind me not to ever make you mad,” Cornalic laughed.
“You were amazing,” I told Moryana. “But all of you fought incredibly well. Allurie, your crossbow was the only thing that gave us a chance at survival.”
“Oh, thank you, Leo!” The silver-haired elf was smeared with blood that wasn’t her own, but the red stains only made her turquoise eyes stand out even more.
“Bolverk,” I continued, “I saw how much damage you pulled to keep the rest of us safe, and I thank you for it.”
“I seem to be a gnome again,” the tattooed berserker grunted.
“Yeah… anyway, Cornalic,” I continued, “I would say your blade work was a beautiful thing to see if you didn’t move so fast that I could barely see it.”
“It was the least I could do!” the massive half-orc sniffed as he wiped a big tear from his eye. “It touched my poor orphan’s heart to the very core when I heard you tell Sir Rodin that this humble half-orc is your best friend, dear Leo. I will strive to live up to--”
“Maybe save it until we’re out of the castle,” Moryana interrupted. “We need to look in that vault.”
“You’re right,” I said. “But first, Lady Feeyaz…”
“Yes, Leo Lennox?” the drow woman purred.
“I don’t even know what to say,” I replied. “You saved all our asses just now, first with the amulet and then with the staff.”
“We would most likely be dead if I had not used either of them,” Lady Feeyaz agreed.
The skeletal soldiers all took two steps forward closer to the throne room doors, and I decided that was our cue to check out the vault for anything else we wanted to take. I would have to wait until later to think about what exactly it meant that Lady Feeyaz had been able to wield The Darkest Death and how powerful she must be. As much as I wanted to congratulate us for a job well done, we were still inside the Freelan castle, and this meant we were still in danger from any soldiers or supporters left inside.
“Okay, let’s see what we can find,” I said.
As soon as we were back inside the vault with the undead soldiers on guard duty for us, I started to look around for items for my friends. I picked up one item after another to help sort through what was valuable and what only looked valuable, and Lady Feeyaz used her abilities to find the most powerful objects, too.
Bolverk refused to take anything from the vault since it wasn’t literally dripping with the blood of the enemies he had just killed, but he had taken a bandolier from a fallen captain upstairs. I examined it to see if it was worth anything and congratulated him on the find as soon as I read the purple-text description:
Bandolier of Bo ‘Boots’ Freelan
Armor - 10
Durability - Magical
Br+5
Qu+5
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu+3
Bo ‘Boots’ Freelan designed this bandolier to hold as many weapons as he could ever hope to master. The more weapons he wielded, the more slots appeared in the bandolier to hold these weapons, and this ability is available to any warrior who carries it now. The bandolier will never feel heavy to the wearer, no matter how many weapons it holds. Its armor rating will increase by one point for every two enemies that are slain.
“He must have been a hell of a captain for them to give him this bandolier,” I said.
“He is dead now,” Bolverk said, in case any of us had been asleep during the battle upstairs. “This will help me find the path, Leo Lennox.”
For Moryana, I found a curved dagger with a ruby-encrusted handle. It would complement her other curved dagger perfectly, and it also happened to be enchanted:
Dagger of the Sacred Moon
Damage: 20% above standard - dagger
Durability- Magical
Br--
Qu--
In+2
Wi+2
Pe--
Ch--
Co+4
Lu+4
Dagger of the Sacred Moon has a 35% chance of bleeding an enemy at twice the usual rate. Critical hits have only a 50% chance of being healed.
“That should come in handy,” I whistled.
“Perfect.” Moryana pressed her red lips together like she was trying to hold back a smile. “Although, I might also take a few of these coins for myself.”
“There’s plenty to go around,” I chuckled. “We are going to stuff our pockets and pouches full.”
“What about this, Leo?” Allurie held out a saber to me with a blue-gray handle. “It matches my armor!”
I turned it over in my hand and read the blue description out loud:
Saber of the Dawning Sky
Damage: 20% above standard - saber
Durability - Magical
Br+3
Qu+3
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu+3
Wielder of the Saber of the Dawning Sky has a 25% chance of successfully surprising an opponent. When the wielder successfully surprises an opponent with a blow, there is a 20% chance of striking a critical hit.
“Ooh, can I keep it?” Allurie whispered. “Then I could have two sabers instead of one!”
“Would you like that better than one saber and one broadsword?” I nodded to the weapons currently sheathed at her waist.
“Yes!” the pretty elf cried. “I could use them both at once like Cornalic or Moryana!”
“What about you, Lady Feeyaz?” I asked. “Do you see anything you want?”
“I’m looking at him right now,” the dark elf said with a smirk, and her pale green eyes seemed to see through to my very soul.
“I don’t--”
“I meant the jewelry box in your pack,” Lady Feeyaz teased. “Maybe…”
“You know we’re gonna have to destroy it, right?” I chuckled.
“Oh, but didn’t you see what good things I could do with it tonight?” Lady Feeyaz smiled. “And I only had one amulet. I wonder what I could do with more…”
“We don’t know how many other Freelans are still out there with other death magic amulets,” I pointed out. “There might be a bunch of them, and the only way we’ll break their power is to destroy the box itself.”
“I imagine I might be able to find a way around that,” the dark elf said. “If you gave me a chance to examine the jewelry box very closely, perhaps even loaned it to me for a time?”
“Maybe if you earn my trust, I’ll let you borrow it instead of just destroying it,” I chuckled. “But no promises.”
“You know I could just take it,” the dark elf said as she arched her eyebrow.
“I know you could,” I replied as I thought about the Death Burst and Death Wave I’d watched her trigger like it was nothing. “But I also know you don’t want to make me mad.”
“Ahhhh, too true,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “I suppose you’ll just have to keep me around until I finally earn you trust, however long that takes.”
“You don’t sound too upset about that,” I laughed.
“Why would I be?” the drow woman purred. “In case you could not tell, I am quite charmed with you, Leo Lennox. We all are, it seems.”
“This is true,” Moryana chuckled.
“Everyone loves Leo!” Allurie cheered.
“How could they not?” Cornalic laughed.
“The gods depend on the righteous to ascend the stairs and claim the throne. That is why I follow the Lion as he quests for the Princess of Lies,” Bolverk said as he smiled wide at me.
“See?” The beautiful drow laughed. “We all want to be around you, so perhaps you would let me keep the Necromancer’s Amulet? I promise not to be too naughty with it. Unless you want me to be naughty. I’d love to do that with you.”
“Okay.” I let out a heavy breath. “You can grab the one from Lady Vyl’s neck when we leave too, just for safekeeping. You really saved our asses back there, so I’m going to trust you.”
“I’ll be sure to thank you later,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “Now, I am still feeling a powerful pull from the end of the vault, so perhaps… ah!”
The drow sorceress pointed at one of the pedestals closest to the jewelry box’s former location. There was a thin necklace of rose-gold metal on a velvet cushion there, and I wondered what kind of power it held that Lady Feeyaz had been able to sense it so strongly.
As soon as I picked it up, I got my answer:
Never, the Necklace
Armor Rating- 4
Durability- Magical
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi+2
Pe--
Ch+2
Co--
Lu+1
For one minute every 2 hours, user is able to steal all offensive abilities from an opponent. While this effect is in play, the opponent cannot use these abilities. This necklace is part of the Never equipment set, and additional bonuses are granted with each additional item worn.
With two pieces worn: Never, the Necklace has double attribute bonus and reset time is 1 hour.
With three pieces worn: Never, the Necklace has triple attribute bonus and reset time is 10 minutes.
With four pieces worn: Never, the Necklace has quadruple attribute bonus and reset time is 2 minutes.
With all five pieces worn: Never, the Necklace gives a +20 to Perception and a +10 to both Charisma and Luck. User is able to steal all defensive abilities from an opponent for one minute as well.
These bonuses are in addition to the other bonuses given by Never pieces worn.
If more than two pieces of Never are worn, all pieces are considered Stupendous in rating, and will be colored yellow. If all five pieces are worn, they are considered Relics and colored gold.
“Cornalic!” I called. “This one’s for you, my friend.”
As soon as the massive half-orc saw the necklace I held out to him, he had to wipe away more tears before he could take it from me. I thought they might just be for dramatic effect, but he really seemed at a loss for words for a few seconds.
“Ah, noble brother of my heart,” Cornalic finally whispered. “I swear on my life that I will find a way to repay your kindness.”
“You don’t have to repay me,” I said. “We’re friends, and this is what friends do.”
“Then perhaps I have never had a true friend before you, dear Leo,” Cornalic whispered again, and his yellow eyes were shining with tears.
“There’s still something in here,” Lady Feeyaz announced. “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something very powerful that remains.”
“I know,” I sighed. “I just haven’t found it yet.”
I knew my two Pieces of Heliotrope had pointed to the castle earlier, and now that Lady Feeyaz also felt the pull of something powerful here, I hoped this meant I was about to find a third relic. I glanced toward the other end of the vault but didn’t hear any sounds of fighting yet, so I figured maybe we had another minute or two to look around.
We all continued to pick our way through the items in the vault, and we stashed as many coins and gems into our packs and pockets as we could carry. Finally, I stepped away from my friends for a little privacy and then pulled out the Piece of Heliotrope (left glove).
The movable flower petal was pointing straight at the blank wall behind the jewelry box pedestal.
I tucked the glove back into my pack and touched Allurie on the shoulder.
“Do you see anything there?” I asked. “Any kind of door that only an elf would be able to spot?”
“No,” the pretty elf answered. “I’m so sorry, Leo! I only see a wall.”
Lady Feeyaz was already moving toward the wall at the far end of the vault. She ran her fingers along the smooth surface, rested her palm against it, and then slid her hand down again until her fingers cupped into a groove I hadn’t seen before.
“There is a door,” the drow sorceress whispered. “But it is no wonder that pretty little Allurie did not see it. This was created with very dark magic.”
“Why?” Allurie asked. “How is anyone supposed to open a door they can’t see?”
“Because someone doesn’t want others to know what is hidden inside,” the dark elf replied.
“They clearly didn’t count on you,” Moryana said dryly.
Lady Feeyaz wiggled her fingers inside the groove, thrust them in a little deeper, and then tugged. Immediately, the wall moved under her hand and opened outward to reveal the inside of another tiny vault at the end of the Vault of Outer Darkness.
On the velvet cushion inside was a single piece of jewelry, and its strange silvery-purple metal told me what it was even before I moved to grab it. It was a metal choker designed to look like an upside-down crown. The silvery-purple metal was covered in delicate etchings of purple flowers, and the metal cascaded down like icicle tips that would drip halfway down someone’s chest.
“Let me see it,” I said, and Lady Feeyaz handed it over without question.
Piece of Heliotrope (Choker)
Armor Rating- 40
Durability- Indestructible
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu—
This choker is part of the Heliotrope equipment set. Bonuses are granted with each additional item worn.
Quest Completed. You have been awarded 25 attribute points. You have 31 unspent attribute points.
Before I could really even admire it, I heard the clash of swords from above, and the whole room seemed to tremble overhead again.
“That’s our signal,” I said. “Let’s move!”
We hurried up out of the vault, shut the trapdoor behind us, and then sprinted toward the throne room doors. The skeletal soldiers were fighting a few stray guards, but nothing organized had come after us yet.
It could only be a matter of time before they did.
As we ran out of the throne room, Lady Feeyaz called for the undead army to follow her and eliminate anyone who tried to stop us. When a troop of about twenty soldiers marched out of the great hall toward us, about half of the skeletal soldiers stayed in the corridor to hold them off, but we hauled ass back through the castle kitchen.
We ran past screaming maids and panicked servants in the kitchen, but we didn’t even slow down when we entered the first part of the dungeon. Lady Feeyaz called out orders for more skeletal soldiers to slay the guards at the beginning of the prison, and when the first guard fell, she snatched up his set of keys. Then, after the rest of the guards started fighting the undead, we kept running.
I wanted to stay and end them all, but the potion on the dark elf’s eyes would wear off soon, and I didn’t know how many more soldiers were inside the Freelan castle. They might all surrender once they knew their lord and lady were dead, but I wasn’t about to bet our lives on it. Plus, we had accomplished what we came here to do. We had the jewelry box, and we had even managed to kill the Freelans and Sir Rodin Worred, so they wouldn’t launch a full-scale war against Queen Chrysa.
Before we finished running through the upper level of the dungeon, Lady Feeyaz handed the keys to one of the skeletal soldiers who was still with us.
“Free the prisoners,” Lady Feeyaz commanded. “Then you and all your brothers may return to death in peace.”
The skeleton took the keys and gave a kind of strange salute with his claw-like hand. He started to open one cell after another while the rest of his brothers fought off the Freelan guards, but we didn’t wait around to see the results. I only heard some of the intact prisoners shout with excitement when they realized what was happening, and then I imagined they joined in with the skeletons to help free themselves.
We raced through every layer of the dungeon until we reached the secret entrance in the crypt, but even then, we didn’t slow down. We just kept running until we found a horse and cart that some poor bastard had left tied up outside a pub. As soon as Cornalic had untied the knots, we piled into the cart and let Moryana take the reins.
The sword dancer turned out to be as good at controlling horses as she controlled her blades, and she quickly got us to the eastern entrance of the city. We couldn’t just ride out into the middle of nowhere, but the shop of Rasim’s Mind mage friend was close to here. It was the middle of the night, but we managed to find someone to ask directions to the shop and then drove by the building ourselves.
It would open at six o’clock the next morning, so that didn’t help us now. Still, it was only a few hours away, and Phycar was a big city. As long as we got out of here first thing in the morning, we should avoid any Freelan-loyal soldiers and teleport back to the safety of Sanduport. We drove over to the next street and booked a single room at an inn for the night, and then once we set the horse loose so it couldn’t be traced to us, we hurried up to the second floor to settle in until morning.
“It’s been one hell of a night,” I laughed as we all collapsed onto the floor of the small room.
“And look at all of the loot we got for our troubles,” Moryana sighed as she gazed at her new curved dagger. “So pretty.”
“So, you found another relic?” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I suspected you might be gathering the Pieces of Heliotrope, but I was not sure until I saw the choker.”
“You know about the Pieces?” I asked.
“Of course,” the drow sorceress said with a smile. “Everyone knows about the Pieces, even if no one knows what they do.”
“Can we see it?” Cornalic whispered. “I can’t say that I am surprised the Freelans had both a piece of Never and one of the relics you were searching for, but I feel even luckier than usual that our fates have been woven together like this, dear Leo!”
“Me too.” I smiled as I pulled out the choker and held it up to the light.
“Oooh,” Allurie gasped. “It’s so beautiful! You love chokers, don’t you, Leo? I remember you telling me so.”
“It is very pretty,” I said.
“Can I try it on?” the silver-haired elf whispered and crawled over to me. “Pleeeease? I’ll give it right back, I promise!”
“Ehhh… I don’t really know what the relics do, so it’s probably best that you don--”
Somebody suddenly screamed in the street outside, so I jumped up, dropped the choker on the table, and then I ran to the window with Cornalic and Moryana. We peered out into the darkness of the street below just as more screaming started, but I didn’t see any Freelan soldiers on their way to the inn.
Instead, I saw two women run down the street and bang on the doors of several houses to wake up as many people as they could. I thought maybe they’d run into some kind of trouble, but then they shouted again. This time, I heard what they said.
“The lord and lady are dead!” one woman shouted.
“The castle is under attack!” the other woman called. “The Lord Freelans are dead!”
I ducked my head back inside the window and sighed in relief. It didn’t sound like anyone was after us, so it would probably take everyone a while to figure out what had happened. By then, I planned to be well away from the city.
But when I turned back around to look through our loot, I saw that Allurie was reaching behind her neck to fasten the Heliotrope choker around her neck.
Fuck.
“No! Don’t do that!” I shouted as I leapt across the room at the beautiful elf girl.
But everything seemed to slow down to a crawl, and my heart dropped as her fingers brushed gently down the silvery-purple metal like she had never worn anything so beautiful before. Then she looked at me, and I saw that their usual turquoise color had been replaced by a strange purple glow.
“Finallyyyyyy,” Allurie growled in a flat voice that didn’t sound like her own.
Then she slammed her open palm into my chest and every bone in my spine cracked like I was the end of a flicked whip.







Chapter 30
I flew backward and felt the back of my skull crack against the wall.
The hit punched the air out of my lungs at the same time my vision went black, so I cast Minor Heal on myself. I felt another blow catch me across the face, and I felt my brain rattle around in my skull like an old-fashioned pinball machine.
“Allurie, what the fuck?” I tried to shout, but I had to spit out a mouthful of blood halfway through my sentence.
I cast another Minor Heal on myself to clear my vision, and when I looked up, I saw that the beautiful elf had shifted her attack to Bolverk. Allurie’s eyes flashed with purple fire as she jumped over the table and kicked the gnome berserker in the face. Bolverk’s head snapped back, and he twisted his body into a flip, but then Allurie front-kicked him in the stomach, and the little man made a dent in the wood wall as he bounced off it.
Allurie spun toward the rest of us with a twisted smile on her face, but then the tattooed gnome managed to grab her ankles, and he let out a shout as he deadlifted up and knocked her down. Then the gnome charged up his elbow and jumped over the beautiful woman.
“Noooo!” I shouted as I saw Bolverk aim his elbow right at Allurie’s head, but before any of the rest of us could move in, the silver-haired elf shot up like a rubber band and headbutted the gnome in mid-air.
“Pfuuufaacckk!” Bolverk screamed as his head got rocked, but then Allurie grabbed his legs in mid-air, spun around on her heels, and slammed his head right into the side of the doorway at the front of the room.
The little warrior didn’t get up, and Allurie started laughing.
The voice still didn’t sound like hers.
I cast Breath of Life on the tattooed gnome and saw his health bar start to shoot back up, but he was still unconscious. There was no more time to check on him though, because I instantly cast Guardian of Fortune on Moryana and Cornalic as they advanced toward Allurie with their weapons drawn.
“Don’t kill her!” I shouted. “We have to get the choker off her neck!”
“I’ll cut it off!” Moryana’s scimitar shimmered as she swung at Allurie, but the silver-haired elf seemed to instantly have both her swords in her hands, and she blocked every one of the sword dancer’s swings with her own Saber of the Ancient Tortoise. Even when Cornalic started to use his dual blades against her, Allurie just brought up her new Saber of the Dawning Sky to parry everything he threw against her.
Allurie whirled faster and faster in a tight circle to defend against both Moryana and Cornalic, and I swore it looked like she used a different weapon to counter each of their strikes. Her movements were almost impossible for me to follow, and her silver hair seemed to float like a shimmering cloud around her head.
I knew Allurie’s reflexes were fast, but I never thought they would be used against us, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on both Moryana and Cornalic so many times that my chest started to hurt like someone was squeezing my lungs.
After Allurie drove Cornalic back a few steps, Moryana was able to find an opening and thrust her scimitar at the elf girl’s back. It couldn’t penetrate Allurie’s armor, but it did piss her off enough that she whirled toward the sword dancer with both sabers poised to attack. Moryana fought them both off with her scimitar, but I saw her left hand sneak up toward Allurie’s back with the Dagger of the Sacred Moon.
“Don’t hurt her!” I shouted again and kicked the table out of the way. “It’s the choker, not Allurie!”
“Then I will get the choker off her.” Lady Feeyaz sparked violet lightning into her hands, but I grabbed her wrists to keep her from throwing it at the elf.
“No weapons,” I growled.
“Heart thief!” Allurie cried in her normal voice as her gaze fell on me and the dark elf. “You would steal my Leo from me!”
Then her strange purple eyes glowed with the power of Eye of the Storm.
“Oh, shit,” I muttered.
The pretty elf shifted her weight to one leg and then sprung up like she had jumped off a trampoline. Her legs both swung up to kick Moryana in the face, and my Guardian of Fortune didn’t block the hit. Instead, the sword dancer flew backward and crashed into the bed as Allurie let out a roar of fury.
“I will kill you, drow!” Allurie let out a roar of fury and tried to jump at Lady Feeyaz, but I managed to flip the table up and block the silver-haired elf’s shuffle forward
I cast Breath of Life on Moryana and tried to run forward again, but Allurie switched out one of her sabers for her crossbow. Her long hair shimmered as it tumbled loose around her shoulders, and even if she hadn’t been trying to kill us, I wouldn’t have been able to take my eyes off her.
But she was as deadly as she was beautiful.
Allurie’s hands moved so fast that she fired five bolts at me in under five seconds, and I couldn’t block them all in time. Two of them bounced off my armor, and Guardian of Fortune blocked another, but one found its way into the flesh just below my knee and the last one pierced the side of my neck.
I would’ve cursed from the pain, but the crossbow bolt in my neck sent a jolt of electricity through my whole body, and my body hit the ground before I even knew I was falling. I flopped forward and tried to crawl to Allurie again, but the numbing effect of the bolt was still in place. For a second, all I could do was watch as Allurie sent half a dozen crossbow bolts toward Lady Feeyaz.
They all dropped harmlessly to the ground when they reached the shadow that surrounded the dark elf, but then Allurie simply picked up the heavy oak table, gave an unsettling grin like she had just thought of the best joke, and hurled it at the drow woman. Lady Feeyaz threw up her hands at the same time I cast Spirit of Stone on her, but the table still smashed her backward into the wall. When her health bar didn’t dip down, I knew my spell had blocked the damage, but the dark elf was still pinned against the wall.
“Lady Feeyaz!” Cornalic panted. “Can’t you use the staff or something?”
“No!” the drow sorceress snarled. “It’s too dangerous!”
“We have to tackle her together, Cornalic!” I shouted as I stumbled to my feet. I wasn’t sure what the choker had done to my friend, but I knew we had to get it off her. Maybe it was a cursed item or had some sort of mind-control effect, even though neither answer made sense to me. If it was cursed or had some other kind of powers, wouldn’t the UI description have told me?
I lunged at Allurie while Cornalic darted back toward her at the same time. The glow of Eye of the Storm had faded from Allurie’s eyes, but as soon as she saw us coming for her, Allurie triggered the ability again. and she gave us both an evil smile as her eyes flooded with light.
The silver-haired elf pummeled Cornalic’s chest faster than I could cast Spirit of Stone on him, and I heard his ribs snap like the leg of an oak chair. The moment the protective ability finally wrapped him in teal light, Allurie simply picked up the massive half-orc like he wasn’t pure muscle and then chucked him across the room at me.
I dove to the side, but it wasn’t fast enough to avoid Cornalic’s crashing body. His huge frame thudded into mine, and I struggled for a second to shove him off me. By the time we both pushed ourselves back up to our feet again, Allurie had somersaulted across the room toward Lady Feeyaz.
I saw the purple sparks fly from the dark elf’s hand, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on Allurie without even thinking. I knew Lady Feeyaz just wanted to stop her so we could get the choker off, but if Allurie accidentally got hurt in the process, I wouldn’t be able to take it.
The violet lightning bounced harmlessly off the pretty elf, so as soon as Allurie reached the drow, she slammed the hilt of her saber into the side of Lady Feeyaz’s neck. The drow woman slumped forward, but the table that pinned her against the wall caught her body before she could collapse all the way to the floor.
“Allurie!” I shouted again and then cast Breath of Life on the drow woman. “I know you’re in there!”
“Allurie is gone!” the pretty elf growled as she whirled away from Lady Feeyaz to face me and Cornalic again.
Cornalic sprinted toward the door of the room and made a mirror image of himself. Then both Cornalics flew toward Allurie, but she didn’t even hesitate in picking out the right one. She curved both her sabers toward the massive half-orc’s torso, and only a last-second Guardian of Fortune kept the blades from tearing open his abdomen.
As soon as Allurie realized her attack had been blocked, she sheathed her swords at the same time I started running for her. She ducked to avoid Cornalic’s next lunge, and then she simply shifted her stance and kicked him from behind.
Allurie was a hell of a lot stronger than she looked, and her kick sent Cornalic flying toward the window. She giggled a little and danced out of my reach like smoke when I launched myself at her legs, but her face was cold and furious again as she roundhouse-kicked Cornalic to send him straight out the window.
“Bye bye!” Allurie laughed as soon as the half-orc was ejected from our room.
“Shit!” I gasped, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on the half-orc as his legs flapped against the air, but I couldn’t see what happened to him once he fell out of my sight. I caught a glimpse of Moryana in the corner of the room trying to push herself up without a lot of success, and then I looked to see that Bolverk and Lady Feeyaz were still out cold.
I leaped forward again and caught Allurie from behind. I wrapped my arms around her in a bear-hug to pin her arms to her sides, but the silver-haired elf jerked her head backward into mine and sent a wave of pain through my skull. It loosened my grip on her just enough for her to wriggle away from me, but when I lunged toward her again, she was ready for me.
This time, Allurie punched the hilts of her sabers into my chest so many times that I couldn’t tell if the pain around my lungs was from my overuse of Guardian of Fortune or the blows she kept raining down on me. She let out furious little “hmph” sounds with every strike, and I finally felt her rip through the breastplate of my armor, but I couldn’t pull away from her long enough to recover. Every time I tried to block her, she slammed her elbow into the side of my neck or swiped her saber toward me, and I had to use another healing or protective ability on myself that made my chest hurt even more.
Finally, I slammed my forehead into hers to try to stop her just long enough for me to get the choker off. She stumbled backward a few paces and dropped both sabers, but when I rushed her again, Allurie stepped out of the way at the last second, dropped down to kick her leg out to the side, and tripped me.
Fucking shit. She was just so fast.
I staggered toward the window but pulled myself up again just in front of it. When I pivoted back around, Allurie looked like she had been crying, but she quickly wiped away her tears.
“Allurie, I know it’s still you,” I said as I raised both my hands in surrender. “Just listen to me! If you just take off the choker, then--”
“No!” Allurie screamed in her own voice, and then she moved faster than I had ever seen.
Her right palm rocketed into my unprotected chest, and I was surprised by how sharp the pain felt until I looked down and saw blood.
“You liarrrrrrr,” Allurie snarled in her cold voice, and her words raised in volume until she was screaming in my face. “You love men? I see the way you look at the drow. The way you looked at every woman but me! Liarrrr… liarrrrr. Lying Leo! I loved you so muchhhhh… I gave you my heart… You were my everything. Why couldn’t you just give me your heart? Why couldn’t you love me? Youuuuu liarrrrrr!”
“Allurie, it’s the choker!” I gasped as her fingers pushed deeper into my chest. “Take… take it off… please.”
How the hell was she this strong? It had to be the choker, but all I could focus on was the mind-numbing pain as her fingers plunged the rest of the way into my chest and wrapped around my heart. My heartbeat exploded in my ears at the same time the edges of my vision started to dim. I couldn’t seem to make my arms move, and my spine was shoved up so hard against the window ledge that my legs felt like they were stuck.
“You wouldn’t give me your heart, Leo, but that’s okay.” Allurie smiled wide like she was insane, and her eyes glowed like the brightest amethysts. “Because now, I’m just going to take it!”
“Nooo…” I gasped as she tightened her fingers around my heart and started to squeeze like she was juicing an orange. The blackness at the edges of my vision closed in toward the center, and I suddenly couldn’t remember a single ability I had. I could only see Allurie’s glowing purple eyes and the strange way her smile looked all twisted and evil, when it was usually my favorite thing to see. Her silver hair seemed to float around her head on its own, even as she stood unsettlingly still, and the more she squeezed my heart, the more beautiful and terrifying she looked.
Then I felt a yank that seemed to pull every single muscle out of my body so I just hung limp in her grip.
“Seeeeee, Leo?” Allurie growled as she held a fist-sized lump of red blood up to my face. “Seeeeee? It’s mine now. I get everything I want.”
The lump of blood pulsed in her hand, and coldness seeped through my mind when I realized it was my heart.
She’d fucking ripped it out of my chest.
Then the blackness closed in even more on the edges of my vision, and my body started to shake like I was in an ice bath, and the only thing I could think about was how much I desperately hoped I was wrong about Ohlavar.
If this world was real and not a game, I was about to be real dead.
I felt myself start to fall backward out the window.
I felt my body hit the street below.
I felt my skull crack open.
The sky twisted with light, and I thought about my parents.
I thought about Zarra.
I thought about Jax and Garf.
I thought about Cornalic, and Bolverk, and Moryana, and Lady Feeyaz.
I thought about Allurie, and I couldn’t feel anything but tears streaming down my face when I thought about how she smiled at me.
Fuck. I had lied to her, and I could never say I was sorry. I could never tell her how I really felt about her.
I didn’t have the chance to tell her I loved her.
This wasn’t a game, and I was dead.
Then everything went black.
I felt someone’s hands underneath my shoulders, but it felt like they were trying to drown me in black liquid. I coughed and gasped, but it only poured more liquid down my lungs, and then I flung my elbow back to try to free myself from the person attacking me.
My head popped up above the surface of the liquid, and I swallowed a mouthful of air instead of liquid this time, but it only made me cough again. Black liquid poured out of my mouth like vomit, and I suddenly realized I was in the VRIU pool.
“Leo! Leo! Leo!” a woman called me, and I spit water out of my lungs again and felt my ribs spasm as I forced air down my nose.
My heart was still inside my chest.
I wasn’t dead.
It just fucking felt like I was.
My legs gave out underneath me, and I started to sink down again, but then I felt strong hands pull me backward toward the pool stairs.
“Leo!” Zarra screamed, and I realized she was the one who was pulling me backward. “Leo, stay with me!”
My chest still felt like it had been blown apart, and my heart beat so fast that it felt like every pore in my skin was throbbing, but when I looked down, my skin was perfectly intact. I relaxed against Zarra and let her pull me toward the edge of the VRIU tank, and then she and Ky lifted me out and laid me on the cold floor.
I turned over and vomited another puddle of black liquid. I felt Zarra’s hands on my back, and then I flipped back over and collapsed into her lap.
“Get Dr. Dimopoulos!” Zarra shouted.
I saw a flash of Jennifer’s blonde hair as she bolted toward the lab door, but then I had to turn back over and cough up more of the viscous black liquid that I had gulped down into my lungs in my panic.
“It’s just… a game?” I gasped. “I’m not… I’m not dead!”
I coughed again, and then Zarra cradled me in her arms. The amethyst-eyed woman smoothed the hair away from my face and held me close, and for a second, the comfort of my head in her lap almost made me forget about everything that had just happened.
“Leo, what the fuck happened?” Zarra whispered. “Talk to me! We thought we lost you!”
“You didn’t see it?” I took a deep breath as my heart rate started to slow down.
“Tell me what happened!” Zarra demanded. “Are you hurt? Does anything feel wrong? Your readings went crazy.”
I reached up to rub my chest, but it already felt more like a dull ache than the sharp pain of having my heart ripped out of my body. Now it felt more like I had been kicked in the chest by a horse about a week ago, and even this pain was starting to fade away.
“So you weren’t watching?” I asked. “You didn’t see me get the third relic?”
“I don’t care about the relics right now,” Zarra choked like her voice was about to break. “I just care about you! Are you okay?”
“I think so,” I said, and then I let the beautiful woman help me sit up so Ky could hand me a robe.
“You okay?” Ky whispered. “Seemed like you flatlined for a second there.”
“Yeahhhhh… That figures.” I slipped on the robe and draped it over my lap, but I didn’t feel ready to stand up just yet.
“We can’t watch you in real time,” Zarra sighed. “We can only watch footage when you come back.”
“When I come back,” I repeated as my blood ran cold. “Don’t you mean when I log out?”
“Please, Leo.” Zarra cupped my face with her palm and rested her other hand on my chest. “Tell us what happened.”
“We got the jewelry box from the Freelans.” I placed my hand over Zarra’s fingers on my chest and squeezed it. “We found a bunch of other stuff in their treasure vault too, and that included another Piece of Heliotrope. It was a choker.”
Zarra’s purple eyes went wide, and she immediately clamped down on her lower lip.
“Allurie wanted to try the choker on because it was so pretty, and I said no but then had to turn my back on her,” I continued. “It was only for a second, but…”
“Leo…” Zarra whispered, and both her hands fell back into her lap. “Tell me she didn’t.”
“She did,” I replied. “She put it on, and then she… she went fucking crazy, like she became this totally different person. I’ve never seen anything like it. She attacked all of us, and then she-- shit, I think she ripped out my fucking heart.”
“Fuckkkkkkk!” Zarra jumped to her feet and slammed her fist into the wall hard enough to make a dent. “God. Damn. Itttttttttttt!”
The metal wall.
“Hey…” I coughed up a bit more black liquid. “What are--”
“Fuck, Leo! What has she-- fuckkkkkkk! How the fuck did this happen?” Zarra’s other fist slammed into the wall now, so I leaped to my feet and grabbed her waist.
“Don’t hurt yourself!” I pulled her away from the dented wall. “It’s fine! I’ll go back in and come up with a new plan to get the choker off her. Is it cursed or something?”
Zarra raised her hands so I released her, but when she spun back to face me, her amethyst eyes seemed to glow with rage and frustration.
“The armor will destroy her,” Zarra sighed with her fists clenched at her sides.
“How?” I demanded.
For a few seconds, we stared at each other, and I thought about everything we had been through in the last few months. All the lies and truths and half-truths came down to this moment. Her amethyst gaze held mine like we were locked in a lover’s embrace, and then finally, I saw Zarra’s expression break.
I saw the fear and vulnerability that she had shown me for just a moment in her bedroom when she told me she had never had anyone in her corner before, and I reached out to wrap my fingers around her closed fist.
“The relics are only meant to be worn by one person,” Zarra whispered as tears streamed down from her eyes.
“Okay.” I spoke as calmly as possible. “So what does that mean for Allurie?”
“It means if we don’t get it off her in time, it will kill her,” the amethyst-eyed woman replied, and her gaze wavered for a moment under the intensity of my own.
“Because?” I prompted.
I already knew the answer, but I needed to hear her say it.
“Because it’s not a fucking game,” Zarra whispered. “Leo, it’s… Ohlavar is real. It’s another world. That’s my armor, and I need it to save everyone. Wearing it is going to break her fucking mind, and it’s going to destroy everything I’ve spent my life planning.”
I thought I might feel relief or vindication when I finally heard her say the words. Instead, I only felt my heart start to throb again like another grenade was about to go off inside my chest.
Ohlavar was real.
Allurie was real.
Everything was real.
End of Book 4
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