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            Stay Tuned for a Sneak Peak

          

        

      

    

    
      Care for a little free entertainment? The first two chapters of my next book, Wyvern Academy: Path of Ascension, have been included after the Epilogue.

      

      Now, without further ado, I present Chimera King: Rulers of Last World!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Like Crack or Kryptonite

          

        

      

    

    
      It was five hours past nightfall, and the creatures who stalked beneath the bright moon roamed freely. All avoided the blight slowly spreading from the once-beautiful city. A fog of dense and poisonous ether shifted occasionally, taken up by the wind. Anything caught in its grasp twisted and warped into something new.

      The process wasn’t slow, but sudden and violent. More often than not, the unfortunate creature would die, its final outraged cry raising the hair on another beast’s back a mile away.

      But sometimes something new would form. Hybrids had become common, mutations that combined the aspects of two or more creatures, and those that survived such amalgamations lived tortured lives.

      The Kotani tribe were all asleep in their caves. Only a handful of bull males remained alert, throwing stones set in a neat pile nearby. Incursions on their territory had increased of late, and the extra precaution was necessary. Orders from the Kotani Ma were irrefutable, and though the males had at first complained - what male doesn’t appreciate the warmth and comforts of his female companions after all - after the village was attacked by a handful of monsters, they remained alert.

      Beasts who once frequented the Waterfall District had found new homes, pushing into the territories of others. This made the Nilgathi Drakes of the Toth Mountains more than happy. New food was a bounty none would overlook or question.

      Yet others, the buggbears for instance, had been forced from their homes, and without the protection of their tree, had all but disappeared already.

      Only the formidable Brimstone Boars still roamed freely, the size of their pack and their own physical prowess lending them some degree of protection. Even now, coming closer to the old city, the boars didn’t feel at all afraid of the glowing mist wavering before them. It had no fangs, no claws to tear at their hides. Yet they had snouts to rival a hound’s, and on the wind, they smelled the sweet stench of rot.

      Something was dead, or many things perhaps. It was enough to feed the pack, and so their leader steered their course into the ether.

      Miles away, the Kotani Apes heard their fell screams. Huddling closer together, the males made ready for whatever vile presence might come.

      At Camp Casmeer, the people had all found their beds. Only a handful of guards remained awake, and they leaned on spears heavily, blinking with fatigue. Nobody enjoyed guard duty, but none were exempt. It made for less squabbling.

      Their great leader was asleep, an arrangement of gorgeous women decorating the inside of his tent more suitably than any chandelier or decadent painting from his old world. And yet all around them, newcomers dreamed of building a more substantial base, one that could withstand any danger, one that all could call home.

      Only eight feet away, inside a newer structure designed to house only three of the villagers, a woman of great importance struggled to find rest.

      Cha had arrived to Antinium long before the fool Cade had, and she resented his new position. If anyone should have gained leadership over Camp Casmeer, it was a woman as wise as she. He knew her opinion on the matter, and at least did not seem clever enough to have her eliminated. She’d requested her own place, apart from the squalor of sleeping alongside so many other bodies. The main housing structure held most of the villagers, and private walls kept their beds separate. Still, Cha needed her own space, somewhere she could speak privately to those who were loyal.

      Nearby, Havasham slept, arm over slender Pomre. Both knew her ultimate plans, shared in her vision, and most importantly, would walk off the nearest cliff should she ask. Those were the kind of followers Cha sought. And though many were in love with the muscles and shining exterior of Cade and his women, a few remained who harbored other emotions.

      Confusion was easy to take advantage of. It could be twisted and guided into a more useful emotion. Resentment was her ultimate goal.

      Writhing on her own bed, Cha dreamed again of darkness. A creature whose face was a mask of eyes, lidless and staring, met her every night. Rest evaded her almost completely, but she knew also there was something to gain by these meetings.

      They had a wordless communication. Images flickered through her mind, showing her evidence that her dreams were not only possible but looming. Jungle burned, creatures scampering in all directions as the foliage curled away and turned to ash and smoke. The woman grew black, choked by the growth of the impending darkness, its very flesh absorbing everything in its path. Finally, the very mountains themselves splitting, and the divine and winged beasts roosting there pulled earthward by grasping tendrils too strong to deny.

      Her body was wracked with pain. It was her back, always her back, and she reached behind her and held the puckered scar there.

      After fleeing Tanrial with all the rest, Cha’s mind had been clouded. She felt relief for having been released from that bastard Vormer and his twisted entertainments. She’d also felt a desire to meet and thank the man who’d saved them all, this Caderick figure who rode atop a boar with four women at his side.

      But the blast that followed, a cloud of screaming metal chasing them down, had changed that sentiment permanently.

      Blinking up at the dark ceiling of her small house, she could almost see it. A tiny fragment of gold metal rested between one of her vertebrae and ribs. It hurt always, but mostly at night. And yet, far from resenting the pain, Cha reveled in it. Yes, it placed her in a foul mood resembling a roiling storm that never quite broke.

      But it also gave her a personal connection to the darkness, the Night herself, to Abyss, queen of the empty spaces. She was terrible and lovely.

      Cha wanted nothing more in this life than to deliver Antinium to her. What other cause was there to rival such a calling? None that she knew of.

      Her work had only just begun, and one task resonated clear and obvious before her. Camp Casmeer was not a refuge for those settlers looking to reclaim their lives and build a place to thrive in. No, it was a gathering of slaves who needed to be brought to knee.

      A worthy task, Cha knew, and to accomplish it, she would need to contend with Cade.

      He would fall first, and she had so many plans how to get him there.
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      “Trust me, you’ll want this. It doesn’t look like much, but when cooked right, they taste so good,” Minda insisted, her hand on a very sassy hip.

      Satemi fought the hand on hip gesture by crossing her arms as aggressively as possible. “They look like Cade’s manhood after a long night with Ketzal. I don’t think I want to eat those.”

      Despite being the butt of the joke, Cade laughed. The woman was right. These fruits, or pods of some kind, looked like nothing more than unfortunately shriveled dicks.

      Normally, when any of the villagers became quarrelsome, he’d think of a way to find a middle ground. This was too much fun to watch though, and he was tired besides. He’d pulled a guard shift in the middle of the night and hadn’t fallen asleep again afterward.

      Ketzal rose to the occasion. “Let’s be honest, Satemi. Almost every plant in this forest looks to be an imitation of either a man or a woman’s tender parts. It might be a joke from the gods, but it is very consistent. Have you seen the flower with the orange…”

      “Yes! We’ve all seen it,” Satemi snapped, but though her brow was knit tight enough to hold water, she did uncross her arms.

      Small victory there then, Cade thought. As soon as those arms loosen up, she can be persuaded. Saying as much out loud would be equivalent to starting a war, so he just smiled casually and suggested they get moving.

      “Listen, I don’t care either way, though Minda’s tongue hasn’t steered us wrong in the past. But if we do decide to harvest this thing, we should do so soon. We didn’t come out here to scout out for delicacies. And for some reason, I keep feeling like we aren’t alone,” Cade finished and glanced to a stand of ferns a few dozen feet away for the tenth time.

      Reports of mutated beasts had been coming in from the village’s hunters, and just yesterday, a small expedition had gone missing. Two villagers disappearing without explanation was cause for alarm. Especially so when that village accounted for around forty souls.

      Ordinarily, only Gemma would be out hunting, but Cade wanted whoever found the monster to be strong enough to deal with it. So Gemma had taken three of her best hunters in one group and Cade had come with Minda, Ketzal, and Satemi.

      After a day of tromping around in the brush, they’d fought little more than insects.

      Minda sniffed, scanning their surroundings briefly before shrugging. “All I can smell is the damned Chorba Beans. I was away on a long hunt when my companion found these. We pulled a few down and roasted them above the fire. Once they cool, you can pop open the husk and enjoy. Believe me, Satemi, they taste better than they look.”

      The tall warrior sighed, a sign that the last of her resistance had fled. She looked to Cade, her bright eyes sparkling in a broad smile, and said, “Chop it down then, Cade. Use that axe of yours for something other than killing monsters. And besides, I always love to watch you sweat.”

      “Ha ha,” Cade shot back, knowing too well what Satemi liked to watch.

      “No! You can’t chop it down! Listen, these trees are rare. We’re only, what, eight miles from Camp Casmeer? I say we mark it on our maps and return every once in a while to harvest the pods. But if we cut it down,” she finished, exasperation written plainly on her features. “Then we have no Chorba to look forward to.”

      Cade looked up at the fruit clinging to a frail-looking flower. It was at least twenty feet high. Climbing would be the next obvious choice, but the trunk of the tree was littered with thorns. The protrusions weren’t simple points either. Upon close inspection, Cade saw that each had a tiny barb, making the one-inch daggers that much more imposing.

      “Okay, then what? I could chuck my axe up there, but what if it gets stuck in the branches. I’ve done plenty of that before.” Cade said, thinking of the many times he’d lost a ball in an attempt to free another ball from the clutches of a tree’s branches.

      Ketzal suggested, “Stones? Could we not find a lot of stones and toss them at the fruit?”

      It was Minda who once again denied the suggestion. “We’d need to head back to the stream. That will take us hours. And besides, the pods are more frail than they look. If we shatter the fruit, there will be no treat.”

      For a few moments, the group considered the problem at hand. Then Satemi turned to Cade, and he saw the most evil grin he’d ever seen on her face. Oh, shit. Whatever it is, I’m screwed.

      After a few minutes of heated debate, Satemi won.

      “I know, Cade. My Strength Attribute is higher than yours but you weigh a ton. For that, you can be the base. I’ll be on top, then Ketzal, then Minda… everyone agree?” the warrior asked, and the other three nodded. They’d gone back and forth so many times that even Cade nodded, wanting to just get it over with.

      Gemma isn’t here, he reminded himself. At least it’s only the three of them.

      Taking solace in this one windfall, Cade braced himself. Satemi climbed up his back, and he grunted as he took on her weight. The woman was careful to hold the tree with only her fingertips. The thorns were spaced a couple inches apart, so this much was possible.

      When she found her footing atop his shoulders, she cleared her throat. “Okay, Ketzal, you’re next. Careful you don’t hurt the boy. He looks grumpy already.”

      Cade shook his head but otherwise ignored the comment. It was easier to let such jokes go when it came from a woman who slept with you. That was a bit of wisdom he’d discovered long ago. The thought brought to mind the only woman he’d ever been with back on Earth who reminded him of Satemi.

      Tall and broad-shouldered, he’d once dated a college volleyball player. The girl was goofy and had far fewer barbs in her personality than Satemi, but their bodies…

      Athletic and well-muscled, yet both not without their curves, the two women were much alike. Andrea had been a ton of fun in bed too. A much different lover than Satemi, she was young, eager and had been gifted by the gods. The girl could cum in two different ways, something only Minda had in common here.

      It was painful to hear from her, years later on a chance encounter, that she’d also developed a water reaction to copulation as well. Some men were squeamish about the… physiological event, but not Cade. Fucking bathe me in your glory, woman! he thought to himself, then grunted as Ketzal’s foot slipped from his shoulder.

      She apologized, as sweet as always, and he braced her other leg.

      As she began to climb up Satemi, he did what any warm-blooded man would do.

      He looked up.

      Sure enough, it was a worthy sight. Satemi’s long, lean legs stretched above him. He made himself focus more on the sleek architecture of her limbs than the shadowed bits between her legs. At least most of the time.

      Ketzal’s body was a study in contrast. Thick and supple and round, she wasn’t the athletic type in most arenas. Yet Cade knew she could outshine them all in bed. Or, in the furs, rather. From down here, Cade had a unique perspective of the demoness’ behind. It bowed up from her voluptuous thighs. Such an ass, he mused, could start or end a war. By all that is holy, when we are done…

      A pain flashed in his earlobe. “Don’t be a creep, Cade,” Minda chastised and then began her ascent last of all.

      Already holding more than double his body weight, Cade’s thighs began to tremble slightly as the beastkin climbed up his shoulders and then moved to Satemi. At least Minda was graceful enough to make it a quicker task. She was easily their best climber.

      So, after another minute of harem girl power-lifting, Cade heard the sweetest words he’d heard all day. “Got ‘em!” Minda declared. “Stored into my Inventory. Just give me a second while I come down. Oh!”

      Her tone had shifted dramatically as her short speech ended. She was afraid.

      But of what?

      Then Cade turned back to the ferns and saw exactly what he’d been fearing since they’d arrived. Stalking out of the foliage, and looking meaner than a hangry six-year-old, a massive beast prepared to pounce.

      “Shit!” he bellowed, too puckered up and scared to worry about his less than useful announcement of danger.

      Satemi saw the creature next, and she managed to shout the obvious orders. “Minda, get down now! Ketzal, as soon as she’s out of the way, get moving yourself.” After a half second of collective shock, the warrior yelled again. “Now!”

      Cade felt Minda begin her descent as his shoulders shook. Yet there was little he could do besides stand and stare. His axe was lying on the ground a few feet away; the buckler he’d once owned had been ruined by the abyss-mutated body of an asshole. He did have his ring though. It was a powerful object, capable of manipulating force shields and absorbing the mana of other creatures.

      Its only attack, though, was trivial.

      Regardless of its limits, Cade lifted his right hand out, pointing the ring at the terrifying beast. It was another of the ether-warped monsters that had begun popping up after Tanrial had blown up. Knowing as much did nothing to reduce Cade’s fear of it.

      Guessing by the varying components of its body, Cade guessed it might once have been a badger and either a salamander or frog. Some form of amphibian, to be sure, for its skin was moist and glistening. Its shoulders were as wide as a Prius. And though it crouched, it still stood over four feet tall at the shoulder. A long tail moved behind the creature’s flat head, moving like an overgrown worm.

      It’s trying to distract its prey, Cade thought distantly. The bastard’s smart. Fantastic.

      Instinctively, he examined the creature.
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      Well, at least I wasn’t wrong.

      Though its stocky legs and blunt claws reminded Cade of its badger heritage, when the monster licked one of its bulbous eyes, he almost laughed from the absurdity of it. The size of it though, and the fangs it was exposing as it opened its too-large mouth, prevented the humor from sticking.

      Minda fell to the ground, darting to pick up her staff beside Cade’s axe. Then Ketzal began her descent. Just a few more moments, Cade hoped, chewing his lip and staring into the beast’s mouth.

      On cue, the beast began to glow. Electric rivulets rolled up its legs and gathered in its mouth. It looked to be charging a skill, and when it released, whatever shot out of its mouth would be aimed directly at Cade.

      Hoping it might apply, Cade triggered his Mana Sponge skill.

      His ring lit up and grew cold as a stream of ether leached away from the badgalmander’s mouth and into Cade’s arm. He wanted to shout in victory or laugh at the huge bully, but its reaction proved chilling.

      Frustration made the monster roar, and Cade saw far too many teeth to feel comfortable. Somehow, the amalgamation made its canines elongate and grow sharper. None of them would survive a bite from a maw that devastating. Then, shaking off the temporary setback, it finally pounced. Thankfully, Minda chose just that moment to cast her Entangling Roots skill. The plants’ gnarled roots exploded from the ground and wrapped around one of the badgalmander’s rear feet.

      Snarling, it curled its head around and gnashed at the constraints. Minda summoned a clutch of ethereal daggers and sent those sailing as well. The blades sunk into the monster’s hide one at a time, and it roared in protest. Turning on the source of its pain, the beast jumped again, pulling its foot free and moving toward Minda.

      She was fast but no match for what she faced. Cade fired his ring off and a glob of acidic ether plopped in its eye. Sizzling, the goo caused the badgalmander to flinch away and shake its head from side to side.

      Then Ketzal hit the ground, and she walked forward, her golden whip snapping at the beast’s snout. Satemi leapt down after, and she charged. Swords drawn in a flash, the fight was on.

      Cade had plenty of time to retrieve his axe now.

      As high a level as it was, with all of them in the fight, the ugly bitch had no chance.

      The girls had already fanned out to either side. Minda bought herself some room and summoned a storm of ethereal leaves. The gale swept across the badgalmander’s hide, slicing furrows along its body.

      It roared in protest and bunched its muscles to attack. Satemi stepped in its way though, twin swords igniting with power. The blades turned crimson, and as she danced forward, cut through the beast’s cursed flesh.

      Before Cade entered the fray, their foe had fallen to the ground.

      It gushed blood out onto the forest floor, and its final breath escaped its overgrown lungs.

      “Well that was a little bit of crazy,” Minda said, collapsing her staff with a jerk of the hand.

      Satemi stood straight and sighed. “Needed your damn treat, eh, Minda?”

      “Oh, don’t tell me this was my fault. Monsters have been showing up ever since--”

      A rumbling growl cut off the woman’s defense, and they all spun to face the new threat.

      What attacked them was so strange-looking and so ugly that Cade had no easy reference for it. Yet it moved like a humanoid. No time to inspect the beast, Cade simply dove out of the way of its incoming fist.

      The creature had a bulky upper body and a mouth stretched wide to accommodate sharp and twisted fangs.

      Having stood up from his roll, Cade turned and fired an Explosive Shot from the handle of his axe. The ball of condensed ether slammed into the monster’s chest and blasted a melon-sized hole from its flesh. Ribs shone sickly white, and the creature fell back, clutching itself.

      Yet this monstrosity, with warped scaly skin stretching over writhing muscle and bone growth piercing its skin across its arms and shoulders, was far too large to be seriously wounded by the attack.

      It counter attacked, moving too fast for Cade to fully evade. Swinging its thick arm in a backhanded bash, the monster made to end Cade in a single move. Satemi dashed forward and activated her protective shield, and the creature’s arm ricocheted off of the expanding crimson dome.

      Taking advantage of the momentary reprieve, Cade struck their assailant in the leg with Culling the Pack. The affected body part glowed, indicating that it was wounded. When it moved again, it had slowed significantly.

      “Regroup, everyone!” Cade shouted, then belted out an Alpha’s Call, the skill boosting his group’s speed and combat potential. Wanting to stack the odds, he followed it with a Wyrm’s Wrath.

      Suddenly, Cade’s body was filled with lightning. He darted forward, slashing at the great beast and landing another hit on its leg.

      The monster continued to retreat a few more steps, then it jumped. In a feat of incredible strength, their attacker had passed over Cade and Satemi, and was barreling down towards Ketzal.

      How in the world is that even possible? Cade thought, watching the heavy foe crash back to the ground. It must have weighed four or five hundred pounds and yet it just jumped thirty feet. From behind, Cade noted its bent and hinged legs, giving him the first clue as to its physiological origins. They were insectile, almost like a grasshopper’s, but bulging with unrestrained muscle.

      And those aren’t scales. They’re plates of chitin!

      Yet there was no time to stand by and observe. Ketzal was rising in the air, a pair of black demon wings spreading behind her. The monster stared up at the danger, receiving a slash from Ketzal’s golden whip across its face.

      It hunched over, curling its torso over its legs. A high-pitched whine sounded from the beast, and then the skin of its back exploded. Spines shot out in all directions.

      Several cut through Ketzal, interrupting the skill she was about to use. The demoness fell to the ground soundlessly.

      The spines had torn through Satemi and Cade’s guard as well, but despite the wounds, he hobbled forward to intercept the monster. His axe was still recharging, so he couldn’t fire another shot, and using one of his jungle-rigged explosives would be too dangerous in such close quarters.

      Satemi flashed forward, teleporting with a skill, and stabbed through the beast’s ribs. It responded by slamming its fist in her gut and sending the warrior flying into a nearby bush. Her sword still protruding between its ribs, the creature turned to the fallen Ketzal and raised its fists above its head.

      Time seemed to slow.

      It is part insect and part Kotani Ape, Cade thought distantly. Its fur had been replaced by thin and leather skin and plates of chitin, and its limbs were distended and morbid. Even its head had shifted, becoming the inhuman face of an insect, mouth not only opening vertically, but unhinging outward in an added pair of mandibles.

      Too slow, Cade thought, watching the bone-spike-covered fists descending. Too slow, and she will die because I failed her.

      Then a light shone above the beast’s back, and Minda formed, dropping out of her stealth with twin daggers held to its throat.

      In a savage attack, Minda sank the blades into the sides of the monster’s neck, and yanked them backwards. It screeched, head tilting up and momentum suspended as blood shot out in twin torrents.

      Then it was over.

      Satemi had a few broken ribs, but those would heal in time. Cade tugged a few spines from the tender flesh of his legs, then helped to remove the one that had taken Ketzal in the collarbone. The poor demoness was covered in blood, but she seemed unperturbed. She’d remained conscious enough to know her death was imminent.

      When she finally stood up, hand clutching her collar bone, she smiled. They laughed together, her white teeth gleaming brightly through her mask of sticky blood. “I was gonna kill it, guys, I promise.”

      Minda sat down by her side and summoned a soft scrap of hide. Pressing it to the woman’s brow, she began to clean Ketzal of the gore. “I don’t doubt it. I really don’t. I just figured I’d kill it just in case you were in over your head.”

      Cade insisted that Satemi wrap her ribs up, but she wouldn’t have it. Instead, she drank a Healing Tincture, and shoved a handful of herbs in her mouth. “This is all I need for now. You though, look like you’ll be bleeding quite a bit. How about we use a little of your favorite Scorching Poultice.”

      Grumbling, he allowed the woman to rub in a few pinches of the paste in each of his wounds. Most were shallow flesh wounds, but one had nailed a vein and he was bleeding heavily. The Poultice lived up to its name.

      A second after pressing it into his flesh, the medicine lit up his pain receptors like a redneck 4th of July. He satisfied himself by grinding his teeth and recalling a good many of his favorite curse words.

      Yet it was effective.

      One of his first Alchemical Engineering recipes, the poultice was made from Scorching Sweet Potatoes, and took on their fiery taste.

      In a few minutes, the group was no longer bleeding, a few bandages had been wrapped around the body parts most vulnerable to infection, and everyone had the bitter tang of healing herbs in their teeth.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Satemi suggested, saying what they’d all been thinking.

      Before he turned and followed his companions down the trail, he at last inspected the terror that had nearly undone them single-handedly.
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      Cade shook his head, thinking of their ape allies who lived so much closer to the ether fallout surrounding Tanrial. It must have been on a patrol when a cloud of ether combined its form with a fucking locust.

      He looted both creatures and was rewarded with a pile of Ether-poisoned Meat. He discarded it all but kept the other resources. The Badgalmander Pelt seemed as if it might be valuable in crafting, and the Chitinous Amalgam Plates were as hard as steel but half the weight. The least he could do to honor his fallen ally would be to fashion a set of armor.

      When they next met with the Kotani, he could give it back to them as tribute as well as a gift. It wouldn’t bring back their fallen tribe member, but it would be a sign of good faith.

      The turn of events worried Cade. The apes were intelligent and resourceful, but when they’d joined Cade in retaking Tanrial, the beasts had lost far too many of their numbers. Having also to contend with the clouds of poisonous ether as well as the amalgams it continued to produce, the Kotani tribe might not fare well.

      Shaking his head, Cade caught up to the retreating group and kept a vigilant watch of his surroundings.

      Like the hundreds of patrols he’d gone on in his time in the infantry, Cade always remembered how important, how dangerous it was to pull up the rear of a formation. Only the point man had it worse. He could see Minda’s white ears flicking as they assessed some minute sound as she walked ahead.

      She was most often the one who walked point. Few Antinians had her keen senses. Only Gemma and a handful of other hunters could match her.

      Returning up the slope, Cade finally relaxed. The tall trees that once held a band of Earthen Apes sprawled above them, empty and eerie in the lack of life. Nobody saw when the apes left, but Cade suspected it was the arrival of so many new bodies at Camp Casmeer that did so. Perhaps a mile away, the noisy village would seem raucous to the simple-minded beasts.

      Unlike their Kotani cousins, the Earthen Apes hadn’t developed the same level of intelligence. They didn’t use tools, didn’t have formal speak or cultural patterns.

      Despite the mild danger they posed, Cade was still bothered by the unannounced shift. He worried it might have unforeseen repercussions.

      The afternoon was a riot of color and the villagers were busy with their chores. Gemma met them at the edge of town, looking well recovered. “The brave hunters return at last!” she declared, but when she saw their bandages, hurried forward to inspect her clan. “What is it? Did you happen upon one of the new monsters?”

      “Yes, two actually. It was the second one that gave us trouble,” Satemi reported, rotating her shoulder and wincing from the pain of her lingering injury. By the look of it, not only a couple ribs but also potentially her shoulder and collar bone had been affected by the impact.

      Gemma wrapped an arm around the warrior’s waist, pushing away Satemi’s claim that she was fine on her own. The two strode ahead, walking toward where a haze of smoke rose above the cook fires. Dinner would be prepared in a few hours, and they were all hungry. Cade was, at any rate. Feels like my gut decided to gnaw on the inside of my ribs for a while. Thank you very much, Lycan Metabolism.

      He liked to bitch, but without the core trait of his Chimera Lord class, he’d probably have died a dozen times over since coming to Antinium. Not only did he heal faster and have increase physical prowess, but he was naturally resistant to infection and poison.

      Ketzal came up beside him and gave his arm a squeeze. “At least we know what most likely happened to the other hunting party,” she said, eyes filled with sadness. “And that particular beast will not be striking again.”

      “You’re not wrong. Still, wish we’d have been more careful from the start.”

      “We learn every day. Nobody expects you to be perfect. However, you will be expected to show up to the council meeting. It starts in thirty minutes, okay? Don’t be late! It wouldn’t look good if our esteemed Archon missed such an important discussion.”

      He rolled his eyes, but gave her a look that said he’d be there.

      Cade hadn’t wanted to be elected as Archon, leader of the village, above even the Council of Five. But he was stuck with the position for now.

      Looking around him, he saw people of every height, shape, and color. Some had fur, some had tails, some had outright fangs. Yet they were all his people, and they deserved the best of him. So, though he resented the job, he wouldn’t be backing down anytime soon.

      Sighing like an old man with far too much responsibility, Cade headed up the hill to the waterfall. He was long past caring who saw what parts of him, and he needed a bath. When he was clean, and maybe had snagged an early portion of meat from one of the friendlier cooks, only then would he head off and play politician.
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      Cha repeated her argument for the tenth time, her voice tense with irritation. “I simply feel that the initial applications of the Mana Shards, though they’ve been well received, should have been brought before the council. I never approved of the over-wrought oven contraptions, and I wouldn’t have, if I’d been given a choice,”

      As soon as we gather together enough people to call ourselves a proper town, drama happens, Cade complained internally. Is there anything more cliche?

      Satemi groaned, her patience obviously wearing as thin as his own. “We get it, Cha. You don’t like Cade, you don’t like any of the founders of Camp Casmeer, and you want everyone to respect you. I’ll put it down on my list of things to do. Now, is there anything else we need to cover?”

      Mole, a man as squat and round as the animal that gave him his name, raised a tentative hand. “Another priority is the dungeon. We should send out an expedition soon if we can. And speaking of expeditions, rumors abound that your group happened upon something quite dangerous. Could you speak of it, Cade? Fear can only be alleviated with knowledge, and I’m afraid, I am not the sort to head out into the woods myself.”

      The man was a born politician but not in any way lesser for it. Mole was eloquent, kind, and sharp as one of Satemi’s swords. Nodding, Cade answered, giving as concise a recollection as he could.

      When he was done, even Cha seemed disquieted, her wolf ears pressed flat over her head. Though with her, Cade never knew quite why.

      “Thank you, Cade. For defeating the beast as well as letting us know of the danger. I am afraid we’ll need to modify the hunting parties,” Mole said, washing his chubby hands together in a thorough display of anxiety.

      Satemi picked up the thread of conversation once more. “We already have. And yes, the dungeon is a top priority as well as summoning the buildings our villagers vote for in this meeting. I think we’re done for now, so shall we call in the villagers? Or should we skip dinner entirely?”

      It was apparent that Satemi was still pained by her injury. Flesh wounds could be healed quickly with the rudimentary medicines they had access to, and a few new villagers even had healing Occupations. But bones were harder to fix. The warrior’s patience, Cade guessed, was born in part by the discomfort of her broken ribs.

      Yet, the suggestion earned more than a few nods, and even Havasham, the tall man who was obviously in favor of Cha, agreed.

      Cha sighed, her canines showing as much as her disappointment. “Fine. Bring them in.”

      It irked Cade that the woman’s attitude was always so sour. Her arguments were sound enough. Now that they’d formed a fledgling society and installed a governing body, it was fair that they be able to make such decisions. What he didn’t care to argue about, however, was regarding the necessity of housing, food production, and the force shield protecting Camp Casmeer.

      Those were the basics, and as far as he was concerned, he’d have done the same again.

      Cha knew it too, but for some damn reason, refused to settle into her role and accept thing the way they were.

      A group of villagers shuffled in to the Town Hall, one more extravagance that Satemi and Cade had decided on alone. Ironically, this one Cha didn’t mind. It is the place where she feels most important. Why take that away? Cade asked bitterly.

      Sholl and Polde sat in the front row, and the massive Ronden leaned against the back wall. All the others Cade had come to know and count on as friends and neighbors filled the benches in between.

      Sure, a few of the villagers were obnoxious, needy, a little whiny perhaps, but who wouldn’t be after being freed from mind control for who knows how many months or years?

      As Archon, Cade called the town meeting to a start. “Okay, everyone, we’ve just had a nice little chat,” he began, clearing his throat when Satemi snorted. “And though we don’t all agree that our store of Mana Shards has been properly managed in the past, we do agree that you all should have a say in how the rest will be spent.”

      A few of the villagers perked up at the prospect of having their own voices heard. It was nice to know that though it wasn’t easy, this crude system of theirs might actually work.

      Cade continued, getting to the point. “We won’t be spending all of our mana shards just yet, especially since we are not certain that any new ones can be acquired. So, raise your hand if you’d like to give a suggestion. What structures, facilities, or town implements are you interested in?”

      Nearly half of those present raised a hand, and Cade had to stifle a laugh.

      Hoping to make the woman feel less bitter, Cade had asked Cha if she could manage the villagers. She pointed to a tall man in the back, a lycan with strange, metallic fur. He lowered his hand and asked in a booming but humble voice, “Security is my biggest concern. Could we build siege weapons? Or increase the size of the walls? I know we have the shield, but what if it fails?”

      Murmuring followed, and Cha stood and raised her hands for quiet. She had wolf features, her fur much longer than Minda’s and her snout extended, lupine and deadly. She practically shouted to get everyone to quiet down. “We have no reason to suspect the shield will fail. And if we do, our village is properly manned with soldiers and soul weapons. Any other suggestions?”

      Cade shook his head, making a note of the man’s idea. Whether Cha wanted to discount it or not, he certainly wouldn’t.

      A woman was chosen from the front row, a pale-skinned woman with the long ears and slim features of an elf. “A proper bath house would be appreciated. The falls and the pool are acceptable, but not everyone wishes to expose themselves publicly.”

      Cha nodded, seeming to agree with the idea. “You’ve been heard. We will hear all of your ideas and then put them to the vote. What else?”

      The woman who was called next was so small that a few villagers had to move aside for her to speak up.

      She was covered in chestnut brown fur, from head to very bushy tail, and when Cade considered it, had the aspect of a squirrel. When she began, her voice was too soft to be heard.

      “Speak up, and give us your name, creature!” Cha snapped, and a few of the villagers grumbled in disapproval.

      The woman didn’t seem to mind, however, and spoke louder. “My name is Tessra. And I’ve chosen the Seamstress Occupation. My hands are quite adept. Many of us lack sufficient or proper clothing, and I can only do so much with a bone needle and plant fibre cloth. I elect we create a Clothier Shop, if one is to be had.”

      A louder response was generated by this idea, and Cha scribbled it down on a bark tablet and called for another.

      In the hour that followed, Camp Casmeer’s new residents put forth ideas that ranged from the practical—forge, tannery, and improved housing—to the more sentimental—shrine, auditorium, and confectioner’s shop.

      If they had the resources, Cade would have voted for them all. Yet the fact remained, they only had a limited number of resources.

      When Cha had finished with collecting all the suggested ideas, Cade asked everyone to raise their hand for the propositions they most favored. With Pablo counting each vote, the top three suggestions that emerged were Clothier’s Shop, Greenhouse, and Forge.

      Everyone cheered when the meeting was adjourned, and Ronden screamed, “Turtle steaks and mead tonight!” The response was immediate and raucous.

      The mead, ale, and wine that had been created in the last week were quickly becoming the favorite aspect of life in Camp Casmeer. Mole, along with a few of his rotund companions, had volunteered to take on the Brewer Occupation.

      Mole himself had taken a dual profession, Brewer and Distiller. The first batch of booze was underway already. The choice had been considered a luxury by many, but when Cade found out that his own Alchemical Engineer and Apothecary Occupations could utilize the alcohol to craft more advanced reagents, the complaints ended.

      Cade headed out with the rest, and everyone ate together. The communal element of the ovens had continued to support socialization. Yet Cha and her enclave made it eminently clear they were on their own from the beginning.

      As usual, she waited with a cluster of villagers, then approaching the cooks and taking their share. They left to dine outside of Cha’s hut.

      Ronden made a comment that a few of the warriors laughed at. He teased anyone who seemed even a little stuck up or prideful.

      And that means, Cade guessed, that he’s just mentioned the palm tree wedged up Cha’s ass.

      Sure enough, Satemi nodded and laughed with him, watching the group of dissenters leave. Her guffaw was loud enough to call attention to the two, but Cha was wise enough to pretend not to notice.

      Watching the warriors together, Cade had the realization that he’d never been jealous of their relationship. Back on Earth, having his girl get so inexplicably chummy with another man—especially one so damn massive and charming as Ronden—would have caused feelings of discomfort.

      Maybe it was the way they stood like brother and sister, shoulder to shoulder watching the people of Camp Casmeer with critical gazes. He thought not though. Jealousy is not an emotion that runs on logic. He felt it might have had more to do with the newfound confidence he’d developed.

      When Minda walked by and winked at him, the charred wing of a hapless bird in her hand, he was reminded where much of that confidence had come from.

      Cade was considering whether he wanted another cup of mead or to seek out the company of one of his girls when something brushed against his leg.

      “Excuse me, Cade, sir. It’s a nervous habit,” Tessra said, the squirrel woman who’d suggested that clothing was a priority.

      Smiling down at her, Cade noticed she had a silken coat much like Minda’s, though rather than white, it was the same chestnut brown as her wild hair and tail.

      “It’s fine. What are you nervous about, Tessra?” Cade asked, observing the woman’s wide eyes. They were the color of lilacs. Her full lips, twitching, upturned nose, and wide hips made her as adorable as she was gorgeous.

      “Nothing, really. I’m a Svormi, a squirrelkin as everyone calls us here. We evolved to be nervous and for good reason. I’m fine, I just… I was wondering when the Clothier Shop might be available?”

      “I’m heading to the Town Interface tomorrow to purchase the new upgrades in the morning. Shouldn’t be long after sunrise,” Cade said, refusing to let his eyes wander to the insistent nipples that pressed into the fabric of her shirt.

      Tessra’s eyes lit up with excitement. “That’s wonderful news! I’m hoping to make Dan a fine pair of trousers. He’s a… a good friend of mine. And I was hoping to surprise him is all.”

      By the way she hesitated and then said this mystery man’s name, Cade knew he was a prospective lover. “Who is this Dan? I’d love to meet the lucky man,” Cade asked, hoping to get to know one more of the many villagers under his leadership.

      Quick as lightning, Tessra reached into one of the feathered whorls of hair on her head, plucked something out, and tucked it into her mouth.

      She looked about, trying to spot her friend, and crunched noisily on what Cade supposed was a nut.

      “There he is!” Tessra exclaimed, pointing to the tall lycan standing near one of the cook stoves.

      Shaking his head and unable to stop himself, Cade asked, “I’m sorry, did you just pull food from your hair?”

      Tessra laughed, a loud and almost disturbing trill that turned a few heads. “Of course! Svormi always have a little something tucked away. It helps for when you get hungry, or just plain nervous. You should see what I have in my tail!”

      Holding his hands up, Cade refused the bits of dried food she produced in the blink of an eye. “No thank you. I’ll take your word for it.”

      As they were speaking, the wolfkin, Dan, walked up. “Greetings, Cade. I am pleased we will have a forge. It can produce fine weapons and armor for us.”

      “I’m glad you’re pleased. I thought your idea of taller walls or siege weapons was a good one. Perhaps in the future. Tessra here told me your name is Dan?”

      The man smiled, his fangs protruding in an unintentionally menacing way. “Danhrranrrhrim, actually. But Dan is what most of you Antinians can pronounce.”

      They shook hands, and Cade realized that it wasn’t only Ronden who made him feel small. Dan was perhaps seven feet tall, and though his body was lean, he practically twitched with excess strength. His posture was slightly hunched at the shoulder, and most notably, the creature had silver-gray fur that reflected the campfire. It was metallic, and reminded him of Gemma’s hair.

      “Yeah, Dan will work for me too,” Cade admitted, and they shared a laugh. “In fact, I’m glad you came over. Tessra here was just getting bored of my company. She’d been admiring your coat from afar. I must agree, it is quite striking.”

      Tessra opened and closed her mouth a half dozen times in a handful of seconds. Dan’s eyes bulged momentarily, until he ran his huge hands down his torso. “My coat? Um… thank you Cade, or… Tessra. I have a good roll in the mud twice a week.”

      The three of them paused, the irony and awkwardness practically bristling. Then Cade slapped his new friends on the shoulders and grinned. “I’m off then! Nice to meet you both.”

      He managed not to laugh long enough so that neither of them would be offended.

      “That was a bit of evil,” Gemma said from a shadowed corner nearby.

      “How did—?” Cade went to ask, but he remembered her keen senses. She’d continued to level up and develop her class, and now could hear a leaf fall in a wind storm. Instead of finishing his question, he smiled and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

      Grinning at his sudden affection, Gemma held up her own cup of mead, gesturing. “This drink. It is wonderful. I taste sunlight when I drink it and then… there it is, floating in my head. Now I am full of sunlight!”

      Cade laughed. The woman was fierce in combat, an uncanny hunter, and yet socially knew very little. “How much did you have, Gemma?”

      She shook her head, holding a finger up. “Only three. The big man, Ronden. He said I could only have three. I won’t listen to him, but Satemi gives me the sneaky wink, so I listen.”

      “Good. That’s probably a good idea.” Switching subjects and enjoying the sight of Camp Casmeer’s most deadly tiger shifter with a full buzz try to navigate casual conversation, he asked, “About the hunt. You saw nothing unusual with your party? No sign of the oddities?”

      Gemma shrugged, her brows expressing her distress dramatically. “The day was long and boring. More and more of the animals we rely on are being thinned out. We went to the Waterfall District, which has been a good source of meat. So, we brought back another few days’ worth of food, but we didn’t encounter any monsters. I didn’t notice strange spoor though. One seemed to have a hoof and claws in the same track. My guess, it was another of the amalgamations,” she finished, spending several painful moments working through the last word.

      It was as he’d feared. Every action, especially one as devastating as blowing up half a city run on ancient tech and ether, had an equal and opposite reaction. It seemed that much of their time would be spent dealing with that reaction. “Okay. Well, we thought this might be the case. For now, please have your hunters go out in groups of four or more. We don’t need anyone else going missing.”

      The tigress nodded, running her hand through her long hair absently. Then her eyes widened and she turned back to Cade. “I forget! Satemi wants to speak with you. She told me that there is a surprise waiting for the new Archon on Camp Casmeer. You should go to our hut immediately. Tell her I’m sorry, but I think even three cups is too much.”

      Cade thanked the woman and left her, staring dubiously into the mead. The girl is as sweet as mead herself, but yeah… two beer limit for her, he thought, chuckling to himself as he strode through the party. He deposited his empty cup and snatched up one more steak from a serving tray. Then he wove through the villagers, giving a few nods here and there as he went.

      He passed Vrin, the stout commander of the Casmeer Guard, a newly recruited unit of villagers who took turns patrolling the town and keeping the peace. At this point, the role was largely a vanity. Cade suspected, though, that in time it might be needed. Vrin saluted with his spear, the matching pair of soul weapon bracers glinting in the dim light.

      That had been one of their first orders of business. The day after everyone had arrived, a meeting was held in which all those without soul weapons were allowed to take turns selecting new items from the pile. Cade had his axe, of course, and the ring and necklace about his neck. With three soul weapons, he neglected to grab a new one. Instead, he had the satisfaction of watching everyone else get one. Now they were stronger, and people walked about with two or three soul weapons apiece.

      As they’d discovered with the equipment retrieved from the spiders’ lair, many of the soul weapons found in Vormer’s hoard had limited skills. Not only were some of their previous uses no longer functioning, but as several of the villagers had leveled up, they’d discovered that many of the old soul weapons wouldn’t gain new skills either.

      Despite these limitations, it was worthwhile having them. They were the most powerful asset they had in Last World.

      The thought triggered a most uncomfortable memory in Cade’s mind.

      Absently, he ran a hand over the back of his forearm where he had worn his buckler for so long.

      Whatever Vormer had turned into could destroy a soul weapon in a single attack. The monster’s claws had raked across the buckler, and in an instant, the weapon had crumbled and fallen away.

      So much for indestructible.

      Coming around a corner, Cade saw Satemi leaning against their hut. It was the same one Minda had enchanted when they first arrived, a circular hut made of intertwining trees grown to twist together. Since then, Satemi had insulated the walls by packing moss and lichen between each gap on the outside, then draped skins around the entire structure. Inside, several inventions and modifications had been added as well, including a few chairs, a low and springy couch, and improved lighting.

      “Gemma finally found you?” Satemi asked, a bit of humor coloring her words.

      “She did. Barely. I’m not so sure about her drinking.”

      They laughed briefly, but then Satemi’s eyes grew solemn. The expression was strange coming from someone who’d been so jovial all night. “Cade, I am going to be serious, but only for a little, okay?”

      Shrugging, he responded, “Sure. What’s the deal? Is everything—”

      “All is well,” Satemi said, cutting him off with a finger pressed to his lips. “All is well, mighty Archon. But it’s been a long day, a long week, and a long month. It is time you are rewarded.”

      Cade could only grin. When it came to the “rewards” he was given from the women in his life, he’d never had cause to complain. “Okay, you got me. What is it?”

      Satemi’s mouth pulled back into a fierce grin, her teeth shining like a predator. She held up a strip of cloth and pressed it to his face. “You’ll find out soon enough, Cade. But first, let’s see about this blindfold.”
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      “Alright. So it smells good. It… it smells really good,” Cade tried again. He’d never been known for his descriptive abilities. He’d never become a writer and didn’t have the patience for it anyhow.

      Minda sighed beside him. “Come on, Cade. How does it smell good? What does it smell like?”

      Her voice was supplicating, just short of coy, and for that alone he tried to humor her. Minda was adorable when she pouted. “It smells like… shit, honestly, I smell three women tucked into a single tent, and it is starting to turn me on. I smell your hair, your sweat, and your—”

      “Okay, take the blindfold off!” Minda commanded. “He doesn’t want to play, then who cares about fun surprises.”

      The blindfold came off and he saw Satemi, Ketzal, and Minda sitting across from him. Between them, the low table Satemi had crafted sat with an oil lamp burning merrily. Beside it, a hollowed fruit husk steamed, a yellow, milky liquid inside.

      “That’s the thing you wanted me to smell? It looks pretty gross, to be honest,” Cade admitted.

      Ketzal gave him a patient smile. “Sometimes, Cade, we don’t want you to be honest. This is the fruit Minda spotted, the fruit we almost died trying to retrieve. We’re going to enjoy it together, okay?”

      Cade laughed. She was patient enough to watch a dozen pots come to boil. “I’m game. You know I am. So, is that it then? You blindfolded me so we could eat some fruit? I’m still not getting it, am I?”

      Satemi reached out a hand and cupped his shoulder. “If we waited around to explain everything you don’t get—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Cade shot back. “But seriously. What is it?”

      The warrior woman glanced to Ketzal, who was sitting farthest away. With a nod, the demoness reached behind her and lifted a leather sack. Then she threw it to Cade.

      It struck him in the chest, the object inside heavier than he’d originally thought. He gave them all a quizzical look but only pursed smiles were granted in return.

      Looking inside at last, Cade gasped.

      He pulled it out, and as people have done for generations, he showed them his gift. Which is a weird thing to do, he thought. They know exactly what they gave me.

      It was a helmet. Thick, scaled hide wrapped around the side and rear of the skull. The front fell to just above the brow. A circlet of steel, melted down from remaining armor taken from the Silver Guard most likely, ran around the top. Three threads of steel fell from the brow and joined together to bolster the bridge of the nose. And rising from the circlet around the crown, four horns protruded upward.

      “Evil. As. Fuck, you guys!” Cade announced, and the girls all patted their legs in excitement. “This is a big deal! Thank you, but shouldn’t Gemma be here?”

      Minda rolled her eyes. “She’s coming. Or at least she said she was. Has a surprise of her own she said, though she of course helped in forging this. So, Gemma’s here in spirit.”

      “Doesn’t quite feel right still,” Cade said, fumbling with the helmet. “As long as she’s coming soon, I’m good. This feels like a big deal though, guys. Thank you.”

      Minda extended one of her feet and poked him in the thigh. “Put it on, Cade. Don’t pretend to be so damn modest. We want to see what the Archon looks like with his crown on.”

      Rather than squabble or hold off any longer, Cade inspected the helmet, then placed it on his head. He read the information as he worked it in place, making it as comfortable as possible.
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        Nilgathi Battle Crown

        Quality: Superior

        Description: Provides moderate protection against slashing, piercing, or blunt damage to the head.

        Mods: Nilgathi Hide - Grants a slight boost to battlefield awareness. Tanrial Steel circlet - when fighting beside all four of your champions, the party gains a similar awareness of one another’s locations and intent.
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      It fit perfectly. He glanced around at the women before him, and saw they were pleased.

      “You look wise and handsome, Cade,” Ketzal cooed.

      Minda giggled and added, “It isn’t hurting your appeal. Almost as much of an improvement as when you grew taller. Still need to thank those Kotani Apes.”

      I laughed, recalling the Kotani blessing I’d been given for having returned one of their sacred artifacts. I’d been a little over six foot before, but now I was a solid six and a half feet, if I were to guess. The girls had all enjoyed the change, and I even noticed the other villagers glancing at me with more admiration.

      Having a helmet might be a great improvement. So far, he’d only had a single haircut since coming to Antinium, and he’d done it with a dagger, using the reflection in their pool as guidance. To say it was botched would be an understatement.

      “The Mods are incredible. Finally found a use for that Nilgathi Hide, eh?” Cade asked, looking at the woman who’d forged the item.

      Satemi nodded sagely. “Yes, and I have other projects in mind for it as well. It takes forever to tan, and the poor bastard who took on the Tanner Occupation is loaded up with work for a month straight. I might have bumped the Nilgathi leather up the list a bit. After all, we can’t have our fearless leader looking like a fool all the time.”

      “Wouldn’t want that. So, looks cool?” Cade asked hopefully.

      Ketzal nodded solemnly, Satemi just smiled, and Minda answered by growling at him. Okay, so the girls enjoy the whole authority and power thing. I can’t say I’m upset to hear that.

      Suddenly feeling awkward, he brought up the topic of his latest level gain.

      “I can’t be the only one who gained a level after that fight. Anyone else?” The girls all nodded. Taking down a Level 8 creature and then one that was Level 12 after made for a nice pot of XP.

      Ketzal smiled coyly. “We’ve already allocated our Attributes and chosen our new skills. We’ll tell you when we’re through. What about you though, Chimera Lord? Any new available traits?”

      Cade examined his choices as saw one that was worth reading aloud.
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        Orthoptera Core: Adopting the core strength of the legendary locust, your aerial combat abilities improve, allowing you better chances of remaining in control when performing leaps, rolls and dives. If this trait is chosen, your evasive skills will increase as will your Strength by a total of one Attribute Point.
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      “I have other good options, but I think I want this one. In a weird way, maybe it will honor the Kotani who fell victim to the ether clouds. Thoughts?” Cade asked, still aware of how Minda was eyeing him with his new helmet.

      Satemi, of course, was the one who felt the pragmatic topic worthy of consideration. “Evasion is always a keen combat strength to have. I say you go for it.”

      Selecting the Trait, the following skills became available. He read each aloud, his eyes flickering with excitement.
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        Locust Leap: When skill is activated, your body becomes temporarily powered by the strength of the locust. You may leap up to fifty meters in any direction. Upon landing, your empowered body releases a small shock wave. Shock wave causes minimal damage but causes a Minor Knockback effect. Minor Knockback: Stops or slows any creature for .5 seconds. 10-Minute Cooldown.

      

      

      
        
        Grasshopper Gallop: When skill is activated, your legs become imbued with the ability to increase your top running speed by hopping every other stride. Total movement speed increased by 100%. Ability to traverse dense jungle increased greatly. Chances to evade attacks increased by 50%. 10-minute Duration. 1-hour Cooldown.
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      “As much as I’d love to see you hopping your way around Camp Casmeer, I think you’d better choose the first one, Cade. We are far from done fighting here. Would be useful to be able to bound around a battlefield like that,” Minda said offhandedly, her own interest perking up at last.

      “I think so too,” Cade admitted, selecting the new skill.

      It was a rare situation. Three of his lovely women were looking at him at the same time, and he had 5 Attribute Points to spend. He could ask them their opinion on the matter, or he could enjoy their reaction if he did so on his own.

      He stuck with the same tactic he chose last level with one exception. He placed a point in Wisdom and one in Intelligence. Satemi had the highest Wisdom in their group, but he couldn’t rely on her for her battlefield savvy all the time. And the Intelligence was mostly needed to increase the charge rate of his blast axe.

      Then he dumped three in Charisma and finalized his selection.

      In unison, three sets of lovely eyebrows rose.

      Cade grinned like a fool, not only enjoying the flush of power coursing through his mind and body, but basking in the adoration being beamed at him so intensely he might get sunburned.

      “By the fallen gods of Antinium, I love it when you do that,” Minda growled, her voice having dropped an octave.

      Satemi only moaned her agreement and Ketzal wet her lips unconsciously.

      Reviewing his Character Sheet briefly, Cade was pleased with his progress thus far.
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        Name: Cade

        Level: 7

        Strength: 18

        Constitution: 19

        Dexterity: 20

        Intelligence: 19

        Wisdom: 13

        Charisma: 24

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nilgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness, Eel’s Bite, Ape’s Aptitude, Hale as the Horde, Orthoptera Core

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath, Alpha’s Call, Electric Touch, Earthen Assault, Spider’s Kiss, Locust Leap
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      Okay, that was a success. Better finish this while there’s still time to think. “All I have left is my weapon,” he said. “Should be fun.”

      Satemi gave him a sympathetic look. “After Level 6, your soul weapon doesn’t upgrade in the same way. It increases total damage percentage, like always, but no new skills. Those come every other level. I was very angry when I found out. I’m so sorry, Honeycomb.”

      Cade was amused and upset at the same time. Honeycomb? Frowning, Cade shook the distraction from his mind and scanned Mr. McGregor to confirm. Sadly, the woman was right. He scanned the upgraded weapon and noted the few small changes.
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        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 7

      

      

      
        
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 100% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge, Herculean Hammer, Mana Spear, Ratcheting Reach

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn

      

      

      
        
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 100% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 14 seconds (Intelligence score 19)

        Mods: Slug Shot, Double Tap, Explosive Shot, Armor Piercing

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn
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      “You’re right, Satemi, as usual. Well, my recharge rate dropped by two seconds and my weapons are both finally at 100% Max Damage. There’s that at least,” he said, finally dismissing his UVS.

      When he looked up once more, he noticed his companions had gone quiet. The air was thick with an unmistakable tension, and he realized the time for intelligent thoughts and actual conversation had come to an end.

      “Let’s have our treat now,” Minda insisted, gesturing to the table where the yellow liquid looked as if it had finally cooled.

      Cade shrugged and made to take the helmet off. After everyone had complained, Satemi outright slapping the back of the hand that was reaching to remove the battle crown, he relented. “Fine, I’ll wear it. But not when we go to sleep.”

      A great many improvements had been made in Camp Casmeer in the three weeks the refugees had come back with them. Not wanting to wait on more Town Interface summoned structures, the new villagers had been busy building animal cages, additional sleeping quarters, and downright proper furniture.

      On this list of luxuries were utensils. Spoons, really, but very good spoons. The hand-carved wonders were a big improvement from the bamboo chopsticks that had otherwise become the staple.

      Cade was handed a spoon now, a special one carved by a friend who thought the world of Minda. That woman could make friends with a pack of starved hyenas without getting bitten once.

      Each of their close-knit group had a strength that was indispensable. Ketzal seemed to connect to the quiet, the weak, the old, and of course, the animals among them. Satemi’s brash humor and tactical mind made her a favorite among the guards and warriors.

      Gemma naturally connected to the hunters and all those who preferred the quiet of the forest to boisterous society.

      Minda, however, got along with almost everyone in Camp Casmeer. She was an invaluable glue in their new society.

      Taking the implement from the beastkin woman, Cade took a mouthful of the yellow liquid, which had begun to firm up. Its texture was like a pudding, but it tasted… it tasted richer than chocolate, brighter than honey.

      “Sweet Christ on a Christmas Tree!” Cade exclaimed, his mouth exploding with a multitude of impressions.

      Satemi took the spoon from his hand, and he barely noticed it. The girls giggled, distantly, and he didn’t pay them any attention. For as soon as he’d tasted the Chorba Beans, his world had turned over.

      Cade pushed the viscous food around in his mouth, enjoying the fatty texture. His mouth grew numb at first, but then seemed to heighten in its sensitivity. He realized that he was massaging his teeth and gums with an eager tongue, enjoying every second of it.

      The “experience” traveled down his throat, filling his chest with ecstatic lava, and pooling in his gut. From there, in moments, each of his limbs were vibrating with profound potential.

      Cade knew he could climb the rock face above their camp, scale the impossibly sheer stone and somehow survive. He could sprint for an hour and not tire. He could fight a pack of raving monsters, though why anyone would choose to fight when they felt like this was beyond his understanding.

      The sound of his own laughter, hearty and unrestrained, tugged at his attention. Then others joined in, the women in the tent around him, he realized. They all laughed together, and he saw them for the beautiful souls they were.

      Suddenly, his mind seemed too clear. His focus came to a fine point, and he looked from one of his beloved companions to the other. They grew silent and held the moment together in honor and respect. This is fleeting, his mind reminded him. Like all wonders of this world, this moment will soon be gone. Do not waste a second of it.

      No discussion followed, for words were slow and cumbersome things.

      Instead, Minda moved toward Cade and crawled into his lap. Her skin and fur stoked a thousand brush fires across his skin, and he gasped at the heat of it. She smiled, and he noted the plump outline of her lips, the slight dimples in either cheek, and the gleaming curve of her fangs.

      Then they kissed.

      No tangle of tongues was necessary. They simply pressed their faces together and felt the Chorba Beans pulse within them. Breathing became a wonder. He tasted her breath on his, and they both pressed into the other with a gentle but fierce resolve. His hands slowly traced her back, sliding over the leather of her vest and skirt.

      Behind, Cade saw Satemi and Ketzal had wisely begun to remove one another’s clothing. Brilliant, he thought. It is for the best.

      Ketzal, leaning forward and kissing Satemi’s long neck, waved her tail behind her. It was undulating with his own soul, and he found he could feel them as well. Distant as they were, he felt Ketzal’s mouth kissing his own neck, felt Satemi’s hands gliding along the demoness’ soft thighs.

      Minda had grown wise, and tugged at his shirt. He raised his arms and allowed her to remove it. They invested a few precious moments in ridding themselves of the encumbrances of clothing.

      Once more, Cade thought to take off the gift they’d given him. Looking to his partner, however, when he gestured, she shook her head. Okay, he thought placidly. You’ll have your Chimera King for the night. I won’t deny you anything, lover.

      When she smiled, a bright and magnificent display of joy, he knew that though she didn’t understand his precise thoughts, she’d intuited their meaning.

      Then she straddled him once more, and she moved around and above him.

      Minda’s skin was a vast map, and Cade noticed each and every one of its amazing features. He found the valleys at the joint between her hips and thighs, and lost himself there. Then the peaked ridge of her spine fascinated him as he worked up towards her neck.

      Below the base of her head, he dove into the soft, fur-lined gully there. She giggled, and he realized he’d been a bit too eager in his exploration.

      They pulled apart a moment, and Cade spent a lifetime looking into the gemstones of her eyes. Gemstones? Her skin was a map? Dear Lord, that fruit was well worth collecting, he laughed to himself. She laughed too, shaking her head, her braids moving around her head.

      Her smile faded, and she reached between them. At that point, his arousal was undeniable.

      Time slowed. Minda put her hand beneath him, slid her fingers back and forth an imperceptible fraction of an inch, and yet Cade felt like she was stoking a fire within him.

      Her mouth parted. Eyes locked to his. She lifted him to meet her. Pressing, a warmth and endless joining.

      Cade’s heart surged, feeling truly at one with the woman who moved over him.

      They embraced, and he held her back, chin resting on her shoulder as Minda rocked.

      His gaze fell on the others. Satemi’s legs were spread wide, Ketzal’s hands busy and loving between them. The demoness had moved from her neck to her breast.

      Cade saw Satemi watching him in return, and again, he felt the pleasure Ketzal was applying to her willing body. Warmth spread like a wave through Cade’s groin, matching his own impressions, and suddenly he could feel the demoness kiss his own nipple.

      The synesthesia pushed the boundaries of what Cade considered to be his own mind and body, yet so focused he remained that not even a moan felt fair to utter.

      As if feeling his own desire, Satemi voiced his pleasure. A clear and resonant cry of arousal came from her mouth, and Cade looked down to see that Ketzal held an orb of glowing power in her hand. The demoness was coaxing it, encouraging it to grow. Satemi’s eyes went wide as her lover at last pressed it into her, cupping her sex, and releasing the force into the warrior’s body. She shuddered, her core tumbling with the climax.

      At the same time, Cade felt Minda seize around him.

      Focusing back on her, Cade watched her open mouth trying to express what she was feeling. Her hands gripped his back, holding him like an anchor as she was lifted up by an enormous wave. At last, the woman found her voice too. She moaned wordlessly. Warmth seeped down his legs from where her own waters had released. Still, she moved above him, the ecstasy that had taken her refusing to let go.

      “I love you,” he whispered. And she closed her eyes, unable to contain it any longer.

      The town of Camp Casmeer knew Minda’s pleasure, knew its extent and quality. Cade couldn’t have cared less.

      Everything stilled around them, and he saw their collective celebration had come to a momentary standstill.

      Cade saw Ketzal kissing more of the life source back into Satemi’s lungs.

      Minda slumped against him, breathing softly. She seemed so small and sweet. He hugged her to his chest, smelling her hair. Then his own body felt an inexplicable urgency.

      He couldn’t sit by and wait any longer.

      Looking at the woman’s delicate nape, her vulnerability and the innocence of how she rested against him, spurred him to immediate action.

      Cade stood, lifting the woman with him. He deposited her atop the furs and pushed her legs open.

      On his knees, he gripped Minda by the waist and lifted her up and onto him. Hair draping below, she let her arms dangle backward. “I’m yours, Cade,” was all she said, and he pressed himself back into her eager womanhood.

      Satemi had pushed Ketzal off of her, and now the demoness was on her knees, bent over, heavy breasts pressed to the furs below her. She moaned as Satemi worked behind her.

      Feeling his voice return to him for the first time that night, Cade could only growl. His throat vibrated with power as he announced his needs. He held Minda’s hips in his hands, and surged forward to clash with her again and again. He felt Satemi and Ketzal watching him as he bathed in love.

      The myriad golden threads that the Chorba Beans had woven through his flesh began to retract. Starting with his fingers and toes, the glow pulled into him, collecting in his palms and feet until those concentrations overflowed. Tumbling next up his arms and legs, it seemed like the world was alight. The yellow of the cooked fruit, the burning gold of the sun, everything was bright around him.

      A reservoir swelled in Cade’s abdomen.

      He was a mountain lake, filled to bursting at the end of a monsoon season.

      He was the lake, and the last drop of water to fall from the sky.

      He was the mountain and the moon above.

      Yet, despite how vast he felt himself to be, he knew he couldn’t contain it all.

      Cade broke, and he cried out his pleasure for the world to hear and to witness.

      Then someone cleared their throat, and a small and mildly drunk voice asked, “What is going on, you guys? And… why didn’t you wait for me?”

      Cade opened his eyes and saw Gemma standing there with the tent flap held open. He was still holding Minda halfway off the ground, and she had her hands pressed to her mouth in an expression of subtle embarrassment. The girls were beside them, covered in sweat and seduction, both looking to Gemma as well. Chagrin was the color of the season, it seemed, and to make matters worse, Cade realized he was still wearing his stupid battle crown.

      Someone walked by outside, and spoke in a harsh whisper loud enough for anyone to hear. “Have some decency! I mean, good on them, but did he need to scream it?”

      “Uh…” he intoned, hoping someone else might help him out.

      “Yeah, we were…” Minda followed.

      Then they all laughed, and Gemma shook her head. Holding up a platter of something large, she added, “I brought you a gift, Cade. I hope you’re still hungry.”
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      No surprise, the town was abuzz with gossip the following morning.

      Poor Gemma, it turned out, had forgotten which hunter held the prize she’d meant to have cooked for Cade that night. Then she’d needed to beg one of the cooks who’d just called it a night to throw the apron back on and cook her special dish. By the time she’d found them, an hour had passed, and… well, the rest of their crew had been quite indisposed.

      The gift she’d so thoughtfully given turned out to be a heart. The heart of an oversized crocodile, which to Gemma, was the most respectful and loving gift someone could give. To Cade, it amounted to eating over ten pounds of stringy meat, all by himself, and feeling a bit sick when he was done.

      All the while, Gemma watched, reminding him of a grandmother who’d prepared her favorite spaghetti. There was just enough of the Chorba Beans after for Gemma to get her share, and everyone made sure she felt just as appreciated. It was well past midnight by the time they’d all passed out together, their normally organized furs tossed to every corner of their sleeping structure.

      Ronden woke them in the late morning, evidently quite pleased by the state of their dishevelment. “Wake up! Town to run and things to kill!”

      Satemi had refreshed his memory regarding her fine store of profanity, but they’d all dressed and rolled out of bed.

      Breakfast was an awkward affair. Those who were still eating gave them looks that ranged from ostracized to amused. A few seemed downright jealous. When they were done, they took turns up at the waterfall, washing away the debauchery.

      “What’s with you, Minda? First the nectar? Then this fruit? If I didn’t know you any better, I’d assume you were a druggie?” Cade teased, splashing her with a handful of water.

      “You liked it. Don’t lie. And so what if I prefer the natural and enhancing effects of hallucinogens over the sleepy drunk everyone else prefers with alcohol. Besides, ale and mead will give you a belly, Cade,” Minda warned, giving his waist a pinch.

      Thanks to the Last World regimen of non-stop work, battle, and… the distraction the girls provided, there was no risk of Cade gaining a pound of excess fat.

      Instead of arguing as much, Cade pushed out his gut and bumped it into Minda, knocking her back. She tried to fight back, but after he pulled back and bumped her again, she retreated, laughing all the while.

      Satemi pulled on her leather armor and then belted on her swords. Then she walked up and interrupted the horse play. “If you two are done, we are due for another happy talk with Cha. You ready?”

      Cade groaned. Cha had become such a pain in such a short amount of time. The tasks for the day were important though, and he was excited to see them done.

      The group met with the rest of the Council of Five in front of the large shared housing. Cha stood near Havasham, and Mole sat on a log nearby, awkwardly trying to ignore them. Arranged in a half circle nearby, Ronden stood speaking with another group of the town’s best fighters.

      Holding his hands out to either side, Cade called out in what he hoped might be an obnoxious display of kindness. “Hey, everyone! Thank you so much for your time. Sorry we were a little bit late, but had to wash up!”

      “Yes, after a night like you all had, I’m sure there was plenty to clean,” Ronden said, giving Satemi a punch to the shoulder.

      Cha reacted as Cade thought she might. Her face twisted into a scowl, as if she’d bitten into a lemon. “Please, let’s just get this over with. Today we summon three new structures, and send two teams to the second floor of the dungeon. Do you still insist on going yourself, Cade?”

      “I do. And I’m guessing you’d still prefer if none of the council members go?” he shot back.

      She smiled, her handsome features stretched into something closer to a rictus. “It is only reasonable. Satemi is a fine warrior, but she has also become a leader. My compromise is reasonable though. Can we agree?”

      “Yes, we agree, Cha. So Havasham has his team chosen?” Cade said, wanting to speed things along.

      “Of course, I have chosen Pomre, Vrin, and two of his best men,” Havasham said, holding his hand out to those who’d been selected.

      Cade was pleased with the selection. Though it was obvious Cha and Havasham were trying to pull Vrin’s loyalty toward their end of the camp, Cade knew the man was firmly on his side.

      “Good, and in order to honor the compromise, Satemi and Ketzal will stay back this time around, and I’ll be heading in with Polde, Sholl, Ronden, and Dan. Agreeable?”

      Cha eyed Cade’s choices who’d come to at his sides. Rather than give any verbal consent, she merely nodded.

      Satemi coughed in a fist, and approached Cha. She walked so close that the other council woman took a step back. “And let me be clear, Cha. The whole you versus us system isn’t going to last. We are all on the same side. We all want to survive. So the next dungeon run, I will not be sitting on the sidelines. Understood?”

      Cha adjusted the hem of her shirt, fidgeting a few moments, but finally mumbling out an agreement.

      Cade spoke up once more, hoping to bridge the gap that continued to form between the divided parties. “Also, your reasoning is sound in many ways, Cha. But we should remember that the dungeon is about to reset again in less than a week. I say we have a large group of lower-level fighters head through to clear the first floor again. That will ensure that many of us gain power, and not just a few. I’m sure that is your intention, yes?”

      “Precisely,” Cha said, snatching at the chance to regain footing. “Now, I hope you are all quite careful. We don’t want to lose any of our prime fighters. Good day.”

      The woman turned on her heel and strode away. Havasham glowered at Satemi, but remained quiet. He was a tall man and could look down on Satemi if he wanted. Whether or not he could defeat her in a duel though, was not at all decided. Besides, with Ronden, the biggest thing in camp, and Dan, very much the tallest, he wasn’t likely to try anything.

      To avoid any further squabbles, Cade clapped his hands and announced, “Okay, gang! Let’s get on down to that dungeon. This should be a lot of fun.”

      Satemi chuckled at his false levity, then walked away with Ketzal at her side.

      The two groups walked side by side, keeping a comfortable distance between one another, of course, and were in the Town Interface room in no time.

      Cade made sure to distribute Healing Tinctures, Scorching Poultices, Blast Sticks, and even an Acid Bomb to both parties. “I’m guessing that you all brought miscellaneous equipment? Food stores, plenty of water, rope, and torches?” he asked Havasham.

      To his relief, the tall councilman nodded solemnly. His beef with Cade had been pushed away for the time being. And just in time. There was little room for such nonsense when they were all about to enter an unknown dungeon floor. The first floor had been very challenging as well. If this one was even slightly more challenging, they were all in for a treat.

      “That’s good to hear,” Cade said, then asked them all to spare him a few moments alone with the Town Interface.

      He strode over to the elaborate machine and rested a hand on one of the columns. He’d activated the Auditory Communications setting previously, so it wasn’t strictly necessary, but Cade wanted the demon AI to feel his presence.

      “Good morning, Micah!” Cade said in a cheerful voice. “How you been, buddy?”

      Micah replied immediately in his usual monotone. “Good day, Interface Controller Caderick Shelby Clarke.”

      “Please, just call me Cade. I’ve come to make another few upgrades to the town.”

      “Excellent. What would like to select?”

      Cade repeated what the town had voted on. A long list of specific choices had been made previously, which had been argued over by the Council of Five at length, and then the town meeting had been the best way any of them could think of breaking up the dissent. So when the townsfolk asked for a Forge, Cade knew the Council had agreed upon which type of forge would be best for their society.

      “The first structure we want to erect is the Arcane Forge. Then I want the Intermediate Domed Greenhouse and the Primitive Clothier’s Hut. That’s all for today, thanks!”

      Micah processed the request instantly, and asked, “Would you like to confirm and summon these buildings now, Interface Controller… Cade?”

      Did Micah just hesitate? I think my insistence on informality is irking the poor guy.

      Ignoring the sentiments, Cade pressed on. “No, I’d like confirmation that the allocated areas are cleared. I’ll be summoning Pablo to do so. For now though, can I confirm how much of our Mana Shard Reserves will be left after the purchase?”

      “After allocated funds are deposited, Camp Casmeer will have approximately 33% remaining in Mana Shard Reserves.”

      That seemed a bit lower than expected. Shaking his head, he pried. “Why so low? The council was estimating somewhere between 45 and 50%.”

      Micah’s response was chilling. “Normally, the net percentage of Mana Shard Reserves continues to build over time. However, the connection to the main power source below Tanrial remains severed. Each building you have summoned has a Mana Upkeep. The Shield that protects Camp Casmeer is the most costly, but even the housing structures will continue to drain your Reserves.”

      Glancing over his shoulder at Havasham, he saw the councilman looked as harried as he felt. There was little use in coming to rely on structures that would eventually become obsolete. Shrugging, Cade asked again, hoping for a bit more information. “After our most recent purchases, and assuming we keep all structures in place, how long do we have until we run out of Mana?”

      “A total of 23 days.”

      Havasham gasped behind Cade and stepped closer. “Ask it what percentage the Shield Barrier is consuming on its own.”

      Cade sighed, knowing exactly where this was headed. Instead of arguing though, he looked to the councilman and nodded. “Micah, please tell us the relative percentages of each of the allocated structures.”

      “The Shield Barrier consumes a total of 38%. The Gathering Stoves and the Arcane Forge each equally consume a total of 15 %. The other structures each equally consume a total of 8%.”

      “38%! Cha will hear of this. We have known the barrier was a vanity all along. And now we know it is also bleeding us dry,” Havasham spat out and walked back to his group of fighters.

      Shit. That is just what I need, Cade thought.

      In an attempt to salvage the moment, Cade turned back to both parties. “We will have an emergency council meeting as soon as this run is over with. For now, we will make the purchases and hope that more resources, more Mana Shards, can be found in the dungeon.”

      Then, not wanting to waste any more of the day, he called out, “Pablo! I need you, little man.”

      “Little demon to you, Caderick. What is it?” the purple dragon replied, appearing on Cade’s shoulder.

      “We are purchasing new structures. Can you head to town and make sure nobody is present?”

      The demon sighed, purple smoke trailing out of his scaled snout. “Sure. No problem. That’s all I’m assuming?”

      Cade thought a moment and decided it was worth a shot. “Actually, do you know if Mana Shards can be found in the dungeon? Can we harvest them somehow? We might be running low soon.”

      “It’s been a long time since anyone has harvested this dungeon. However, if you clear it completely, you can reset many of the dungeon’s settings. The difficulty levels, types of monster present, and of course the loot rewards. Just need to get down to the bottom and kill that final boss!” Pablo said cheerfully, launching himself in the air and hovering before Cade.

      “Great. So, we can change it all, but only after we clear it? How does that make any sense?”

      “Precisely! And, it does make sense in a way. The previous Interface Controller apparently didn’t want their settings messed with, so they moved the Dungeon Interface to the bottom floor. Sorry!”

      By the way he answered, Cade doubted the demon was sorry. Still, if Pablo could change it, he would. “Can you scout ahead? Tell us what we’ll be facing and the loot. Or is that forbidden too?”

      Pablo shook his head regretfully. “Caderick, this isn’t what you want to hear, but this training facility is cloaked. I can’t even go inside let alone scout it out for you.”

      “Fine,” Cade said, throwing his hands in the air. “Just tell me when the town is clear, please. We’ll find out on our own.”

      In a blink, Pablo had teleported away. A few moments later, he reappeared and gave Cade a nod.

      “Micah, finalize and summon the structures, please!” Cade commanded at last.

      Assuming the act was done, Cade turned to the group of villagers and smiled. “Who wants to take a look at the second level of the dungeon?”

      Ronden slipped his war hammer from its sheath on his back and pointed it to the sky. “About damn time! I was about to take a bleeding nap. Let’s kill some monsters!”

      A cheer rose from the other warriors, and Cade felt a momentary thrill run through his body as well. But when his eyes met with Havasham’s, he knew there was a different sort of fight brewing when they returned.

      “Micah!” Cade hollered aloud. “Unlock the second floor of the dungeon!”

      The fighters all parted as he strode toward the descending stairwell. He didn’t feel like screwing around any longer, and he’d been dancing on egg shells too often lately. It was about time he had a good fight.

      “Second Floor engaged, Interface Controller Cade,” Micah intoned, and the group jogged down the steps.

      Passing the first floor, Cade recalled the dryads and the crazy boss fights they’d encountered there, the golden minotaur and angel making a strong impression on his mind.

      What sort of grab assery do I have to look forward to this time? he wondered, his brain skimming through the many fantasy monsters he could recall. Goblins, werewolves, creepy vampires? Or something less cliche?

      The stairs ended, and they walked out into a wide antechamber. As before, a door stood at one end of a long hall and the same low benches lined the sides. This place was designed for a good many people to run through, and he wondered, when he gained access to the Dungeon Interface, what he might be able to achieve.

      Playing dungeon master would be pretty damn epic. I can’t say I’d pass up on the opportunity if one was given to me, he mused.

      He stopped before the doors, two plain steel slabs with a simple latch handle to either side, and faced Havasham. “You’re in charge of your group, and I won’t interfere, I promise. But if shit goes sideways, follow my lead. Understood?”

      After a few moments of glowering, the tall councilman bowed his head in a formal acknowledgement of Cade’s authority that was surprising. “You are the Archon.”

      “Thank you, Havasham. Again, I won’t give any commands to your men unless I think we’re all in serious danger. Last time, things got intense very quickly. I have no idea what to expect, so let’s just go slow. We can remain as one large group if the layout allows, split up if needed, or leap frog when possible. That way, both groups will get plenty of experience.” Cade paused his pump-up speech and locked eyes with each of the villagers who’d come with them. One by one, he confirmed they were all on the same page, the same team.

      Nothing like combat to shove the pettiness of politics aside!

      Without further delay, he pulled open one of the doors, and moved aside as Ronden and Dan charged inside.

      It made sense to have the tanks roll in first. They’d be able to stand against a wave of enemies if push came to shove. Yet, after they moved in, and Cade followed behind beside Sholl, no sound of struggle or combat filled the air.

      They all stumbled into a large spherical chamber, big enough to play a legit game of baseball in, and blinked around at the metallic walls.

      Like the doors, every inch of the walls looked like classic stainless steel. Only a subtle pattern could be discerned, mimicking the wires running across their reflective surfaces. The floor felt like it was made of rubber. It was spongy and easy to keep your footing on. And in the very center of the room, illuminated by the single, vibrant source of light, sat a three-foot toggle jutting up from the floor.

      Pure white light fell onto the switch, making it the obvious focal point.

      Scanning the room thoroughly, Cade saw no doors, no alcoves, nothing further to move on to. Havasham’s group jogged up and stood opposite his own, and looked equally non-plussed.

      Then, turning back to the less-than-subtle trigger, Cade laughed.

      Havasham and a few of the others looked alarmed. “What is it?” the councilman asked incredulously.

      “Sorry, it’s just kinda cheesy. Everyone get ready. The mother fucking hammer is about to fall,” he answered, walking over to the toggle and placing a hand on it.

      The room suddenly filled with more light as hidden lamps came to life.

      With a crazed grin on his face, Cade pushed the lever to the side. The geometric lines along the walls lit up ether blue, and doors opened up all around them.

      As the group waited for whatever beasts would be thrown their way, the heavy silence was broken at last by a high-pitched buzzing that sounded like the pure and unfiltered essence of anxiety, if it were given a voice.

      Their foes shot out and swarmed around them, in no way falling short of expectations.
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      Cade’s mind flicked between a mindless minion’s battle screech and a swarm of massive insects. What emerged from the tunnels was unlike any threat he’d faced since coming to Antinium.

      They were the size of basketballs. And they were made of steel.

      Color-coordinated steel apparently.

      Dozens of buzzing machines rolled out, spheroids hell bent on destroying them all. Some were red, others blue, and the final few rolled out glinted a metallic green.

      The red ones were the most numerous, and their attacks immediately became a nuisance. Bullet-sized lasers flew out of tiny barrels in bursts of three. Their accuracy was somewhat lacking, but considering that hundreds of the projectiles were littering the air, the rounds began finding their targets.

      Cade yelped as one sizzled into the meat of his thigh. Bouncing on his toes, he dodged a few more, and strode toward the nearest of the machines.

      “Cut them down!” Cade barked, nudging his fighters into action. Ronden especially seemed unsure of what to do against such diminutive enemies. When Cade launched an explosive round into a red spheroid, blasting its metal carapace open and exposing a mess of smoking wires, he finally hefted his hammer and started to lay into their foes.

      The blue bots revealed their weaponry when they got within a dozen paces. In a synchronized chink sound, twin blades burst from either side of the machines, and slowly, began to rotate. After just a few seconds, they’d gone from sluggish to full-on blenders capable of cutting down trees. One shifted its course and veered toward Cade.

      He jumped over it and swung down at the machine with his hammer attachment. His weapon impacted solidly, and threw his enemy into a tight wobble.

      Its disturbed path took it spinning into a green sphere beside it.

      Then they all learned what the green ones were about.

      It exploded, and a cloud of green gas filled the air around it. Some wafted toward Cade, and when it touched his skin, he felt it boil and begin to peel away. “Stay clear of the gas!” he bellowed, fighting the urge to grip the back of his arm. It would most likely only pull off a portion of his skin, something he’d prefer not to undergo.

      A few explosions sounded behind Cade’s group, and he had to fight the urge to check on Havasham’s progress. Instead, he looked to his own.

      Polde and Sholl were fighting side by side, keeping the red and blue bots at bay. Sholl’s spear darted out cleverly, keeping the distance they needed, and Polde would dart in and destroy one of their foes at a time, taking no more than a second to do so.

      Ronden and Dan stood a dozen feet apart, laying waste. Already, a pile of the machines were piled up before both of them, but the problem was, more were still coming, and a clump of the greens were headed their way.

      “Ronden, Dan! Can either of you give us some space? We need to thin them out and fall back!” Cade bellowed in his best battlefield command voice.

      Ronden lifted his war hammer high, and it shone with cobalt energy. When he dropped it back to the ground, striking directly before his feet, a shock wave erupted outward in a c-shaped blast. Almost twenty of the machines shuddered to a stop, crystals of ice forming around their edges. Another twenty or more sped around these, and came on as fast as before.

      What Dan did in response came as a most pleasant surprise.

      Previously, he’d been using his soul weapons that attached to the backs of his hands. When activated, they turned into long blades that extended a foot from each finger.

      In sweeping attacks, he was proving to be a devastating ally.

      But when he pressed his palms together, and began to form a ball of crackling lightning between them, Cade knew the lycan had some serious game.

      A second later and the ball lightning released, flowing into the oncoming tide of mechanical spheroids. Their metallic surfaces lit up with lightning that arced from one to the next. Half the room fell still as their foes were stopped dead in their tracks.

      Taking a brief moment to inspect the deadly can openers, Cade discovered what the red ones were called first.
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        Terror Bots

        Level 6

        Dungeon Mechanical Minion
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      Terror Bots sounded right. The way their endless bullets had fried a half dozen holes in his hide and armor justified such a title. The blue ones were titled Savage Bots and the greens Acrid Bots.

      All were Level 6, but the green ones still terrified him. If the group were to be caught in the middle of a few of those clouds, they could all die in seconds. Dan and Ronden had finally retreated to stand alongside Cade and the others, and he removed a Boom Stick.

      Making sure Havasham’s group was well out of the way, Cade chucked the explosive, aiming it for the center of a cluster of frozen Acrid Bots.

      The resounding blast left him reeling, his ears ringing so loud he had trouble hearing Havasham cursing the day he was born. But the effect had been worthwhile. A tiny crater lay in the middle of the floor, and all around, a thick cloud of green gas. The other bots inside quickly melted away, killing all of those that had been frozen in Ronden’s stunning skill.

      Havasham, a surprisingly astute tactician, kited the few dozen bots that plagued him and his men into the gas.

      One by one, the rest fell.

      The room went still and silent.

      Cade’s ears still rung, and he summoned a Healing Tincture from his Inventory and downed it. At once, the burning on his arm subsided slightly. All around, his companions did the same, their minor wounds recovering.

      A loud click made them all flinch and fall into defensive stances. But all that followed was the sound of a fan activating, the remaining green gas siphoning up and out of the room through vents. “Round One down, guys. I don’t think we can fit down any of those passages, and worse, I doubt this room is done with us. Everyone okay?”

      Each warrior present grunted or hollered their response.

      Soldiers, one and all. They were made for this. Not everyone can dunk their head in a bucket of fucked up like that and come out on the straight and narrow, Cade thought, admiring those around him.

      The sound of every passageway snicking shut and the grinding of a huge portal in the far wall opening, announced the beginning of Round Two.

      Ronden helped them all out by screaming. It was a terrific scream, as battle-chants go, loud, wordless, and full of spittle. Mysterious setting, check. Badass allies and plenty of foes, check. Rage boner, thank you, Ronden, check.

      Another whirring filled the air, louder and a higher pitch than before. Cade held his axe to this should, ready to fire a round into anything that came in sight. Explosive Shot had been helpful so far, but as a cloud of flying bots swarmed out of the doorway, he knew he’d have a tough time even hitting one.

      Inspecting the purple newcomers before he no longer had a chance, he was surprised to see that although these were smaller their level had increased.
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        Buzz Bot

        Level 7

        Dungeon Mechanical Minion
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      He was aiming, trying to get a shot off in the rare times when the bots converged in a cluster, when a deep rumbling gave him pause.

      Two bulky mechanicals rolled into the room on spherical wheels. Each was as big as Ronden, but obviously much heavier. Their bodies, no surprise, were bulbous spheres as were their heads. No arms could be seen.

      Cade dodged a flight of buzz bots, dropping the same red laser as their red bot cousins but also wielding tiny swords, hence the purple. But the others were already thinning their numbers effectively, so he decided to try something out on the heavy hitters.

      Utilizing Armor Piercing, Cade aimed for the chest of the foremost mega bot. He fired, and his bullet slammed into the machine, piercing its exoskeleton easily.

      The bullet flew out its back and burrowed into the wall behind.

      Rather than show a sign he’d damaged the machine, its middle opened up, the top half rising up a few inches. The bot’s four sphere legs rolled out from under it, making the bulk of its body crash to the ground. Then as a port within its torso opened, revealing a sizable barrel, the wheels telescoped into long legs.

      Lifting off the ground, the—Mega Bot, really? I mean, I literally guessed that—scanned the room in an instant.

      Then the barrel within its torso began to glow red.

      The second mega bot posted up beside it, opening to deploy its gun as well. Both had a golden patina, so he figured they would utilize the same tactics.

      This seemed hopeful until the first shot was fired. Streaking through the air and destroying three of its buzz bot allies, the first mega bot blasted Ronden with a direct hit.

      The big man was struck in his chest, and although the crimson laser didn’t pierce his body, it crackled across his skin and caused him to fall to the ground. He only barely managed to catch himself on hands and knees, but Cade could see the hulk’s arms shaking with the effort to remain upright.

      Holy hentai! New tactic: take out the fucking mega bots!

      “Take out the fucking mega bots!” he echoed himself, then sprinted forward, slashing out at a rogue buzz bot and cutting it down.

      The next laser fired, this one knocking down one of Havasham’s men. The discharged weapon moved so quickly, Cade doubted any one of them could evade it.

      The first bot fired once more, this time aiming at Polde. His assumption was proven wrong as she deftly performed a roll, just avoiding being struck.

      It would have been convenient had the bot continued to focus on their one party member who could dodge its attack. But its head spun to the side, finding a new target with whatever hidden eyes it possessed, and fired once more. This time, it was Sholl who collapsed to the ground.

      Ronden had gotten to his knees, but already, his body was covered with an array of lesser wounds, the buzz bots cutting and blasting into him freely.

      So that is their tactic. Stun us, one by one, and then whittle us down with the cloud of little shits. Have to stop the mega bots. Have to do so now.

      Cade screamed out an Alpha’s Call, buffing everyone within reach, then he used Earthen Assault, approaching the first of the mega bots.

      He felt the dense reinforcement of his axe take hold, and heard a few gasps of surprise. The buff was effective, and would increase everyone’s output by an additional 20% blunt damage. He only hoped it might help bring down the big guys.

      Havasham cried out an order, yelling at Vrin to join Cade in his assault. Then he yelped and Cade saw him fall as well, overcome by the stunning laser.

      Cade reached the first of his opponents and swung a heavy overhead strike. The hammer side of his axe plummeted down, crashing through the external shell of the mega bot. A crack tore through its surface. In a moment, the top half of its domed upper body fell away.

      It had only been a shell, and beneath, a myriad of moving parts was exposed.

      Spotting the threat, Cade watched as the barrel spun and sighted in on him. He jumped and landed on the mega bot’s clockwork guts, avoiding the shot by a fraction of a second.

      He figured he might as well remain where he was and smash the thing with a few more strokes of his hammer until the machine’s arms made an appearance at last.

      Three appendages shot out toward him. One glanced off his breastplate, but the other two found their marks. Skewering him like chopsticks, the telescoping limbs stabbed through his thigh and bicep.

      Cade grunted, and pulled away. The appendages retracted and shot out once more. Its aim was uncanny, and though the wounds were small, only a quarter inch in diameter, they were effective.

      Another pierced the skin on the side of his neck. The second and third shot out at Polde, who grunted as one found a vulnerable patch in her greaves.

      “Figured you could use some help,” she said, a wry smile on her avian face.

      “Thanks!” Cade shouted, and focused on his enemy once more.

      Possibilities spun in his mind.

      If he gave the thing more room, its laser cannon would have him down in no time. Then he’d be useless. Ronden was looking like a piece of hamburger by now, his skin covered in hundreds of tiny wounds. If they all ended up like that, this would be a sad day for Camp Casmeer.

      He thought of trying Spider’s Kiss or Culling the Pack, but those skills seemed more effective against biological enemies. He doubted he could paralyze a machine with venom.

      And there was Electrifying Touch. This was the most promising ability, but it had a long cooldown, and he didn’t want to ruin their chances of taking down whatever might follow.

      Then he saw it. A marble-sized ball in the upper network of its machinery. Wires converged from all sides, feeding into a cube-shaped base. Atop of it, swiveling around rapidly, was the mega bot’s little brain.

      Processor or computer might be more appropriate terms, but Cade could care less. Without ceremony, he lifted his right arm and pointed his ring at the component.

      The mega bot’s arms erupted once more, and he grunted as one pierced his abdomen.

      Thankfully, he hadn’t fired yet. He gripped the spike running through his middle and steadied himself. Then he fired the ring’s base attack.

      A glob of acidic ether sprang from his hand and struck the little sphere, coating it in viscous fluid.

      For a moment, nothing happened, only the pain of the machine’s limb retracting from his guts, the sound of his own grunting in response, and the whir of dozens of remaining buzz bots.

      Then the mega bot fell to the ground. Whatever powered its legs quit, and it collapsed, sending him and Polde rolling away.

      Cade stood up, holding the wound in his gut. A few buzz bots flew overhead, strafing him with their tiny lasers. The added pain was minimal compared to his stomach wound.

      He wanted to fight. To stand up and help finish this mess, but blood poured from his abdomen, and he realized his abdominal aorta must have been nicked. Had it been completely severed, he most likely would have passed out already, seconds away from death.

      Either way, he was out of the fight.

      But it seemed it didn’t matter. Even through his haze, he heard Havasham barking orders. The exoskeleton of the second mega bot was shattered and Vrin’s body began emitting an eerie glow. With a well-aimed spear thrust, the weapon’s tip melting through the tiny sphere in charge of moving the mega bot, the second mega bot was brought down.

      Instantly, the remaining few dozen buzz bots went silent. Whatever mechanism drove their flight gave out and they plummeted to the ground.

      All around him, the metallic thunks of a score of defeated bots announced the end of the fight.

      Cade held his stomach, trying to stem the bleeding as well as he could. His worst fear was watching the room produce some boss mob, but instead, a robotic voice announced, “Congratulations. You have completed round one!”

      Then the large passageway ahead closed and two more opened to either side. Two ways to leave this hellish arena, but their party seemed in no hurry to move on.

      “We need—” Cade tried, but then one of Havasham’s men put a hand on his shoulder.

      “You need to be quiet. Lie back. Polde, help me,” the man said quietly but with the indisputable authority of a medic.

      Cade complied, feeling the wound in his belly pour out more of his life blood in response to the movement.

      “Scorching Poultice?” Cade suggested in a whisper.

      The man shook his head and placed his hands over Cade’s belly.

      Heat, like a gust from a cooking oven washed through his body. Condensing in his wound, the heat burned brighter and brighter. Yet somehow it felt good. Cade groaned as it scorched away the pain of his wound, and in moments, he could breathe more easily.

      “Thank you…” Cade tried to think of the healer’s name, but couldn’t recall it.

      “Fenian. Name’s Fenian. Now drink some water and get something to eat. Polde and I will start patching up the others. We were mostly unharmed.”

      Cade nodded and watched the man go. He was a big man, nearly as broad as Ronden, but more hunched over, as if self-conscious of his size. He’d been quiet the whole time, and now, without thanks or formal request, he’d healed Cade.

      Fenian is now getting a thank you card, he thought. Better yet, maybe I can commission a pair of armor or a specialized weapon.

      Wanting to regain his strength as quickly as possible, Cade sat up and drank deeply from a water skin. When he was done, he summoned a pile of fruit from his Inventory. He needed to replenish his blood, and though his Lycan Metabolism would help out quickly, fuel was needed.

      After eating a few pounds of fruit, he found himself capable of standing. He walked first to Ronden, who’d received the same healing from Fenian. Cade handed the big man a Healing Tincture, then a pile of plantains.

      “Eat, brother. You look like shit,” Cade said, encouraging a laugh from the giant.

      Hearing Ronden’s ever-infectious mirth broke the tension in the room. A few other chuckles could be heard from all around. Cade sighed, feeling the weight of their encounter slip away at last. Then he hobbled from warrior to warrior, handing out tincture and fruit.

      After another half hour, the group ate jerky as well, knowing the more substantial food would help them fully recover.

      There were no time limits on how long they could spend before moving on to the next room, and Cade wanted the two groups as strong as possible before they did so.

      Having received healing first, Cade felt the most capable of completing the other task on their list before moving on. He had to loot over a hundred hunks of metal.

      Cade walked over to a mega bot first and placed his hand on its exterior. Though it still smoked, and was completely inert, he winced as he did so anyhow. But it didn’t whir to life, didn’t aim another laser cannon his way.

      He looted it and grinned as he inspected the list of items available to scavenge.
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        10 Scrap Metal Alloy

        10 Metal Alloy Sheeting

        2 Quarts Hydro Fluid

        5 Multi Use Cogs

        15 Universal Screws

        1 Large Bore Cannon Barrel
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      He gawked at the list, ecstatic, mystified, and eager to speak with Satemi.

      “Havasham!” he called out, and the councilman walked over.

      “What is it, Cade? The loot?”

      Rather than answer, he summoned the items back from his Inventory and arrayed them on the ground.

      The man was, in many ways, still his enemy. Havasham’s alliance with Cha was no secret in town, and yet, they’d just fought side by side, and Cade felt a strong desire to share in his enthusiasm.

      He watched as Havasham’s eyes widened. The two smiled at each other, letting the bullshit drop, at least for now. “This could mean…” he began. “It could mean many things, I suppose, but I will be pleased to speak with Latsi as soon as we return. She may know what to do with these.”

      “Latsi?” Cade asked, unfamiliar with the name.

      Havasham gave him a critical look. “For Archon, there are too many people who you have yet to introduce yourself to. Latsi though,” he admitted. “Is a bit of a recluse. She has a Mechanical Technician Occupation, and might be the only one in town capable of using these resources.”

      “I will amend my oversight then, as soon as we are done with this.” Then, wanting to cement whatever thread of goodwill he’d forged with this man, Cade extended his hand toward Havasham.

      The man examined the offering but a moment before accepting. They shook and shared a more solemn smile.

      “This does not change everything, Cade.”

      Nodding appreciatively, Cade responded. “I know, Havasham. But it might also be the start of something good.” Gesturing around the room, Cade added, “You are a fine leader. I can’t imagine we would have survived had you not brought your team in with us. Thank you.”

      When the moment faded, Cade called out, “Let’s loot these things thoroughly. I’d like a summary of every part or piece that is found. Seems like Latsi will be having a nice Christmas present when we return. Then I think we should continue. The floor is obviously not finished, and though that last battle was… trying, I think us capable of completing what we started. Anyone disagree?”

      A few shook their heads, and a handful more looked to Havasham. The councilman waited till all the others had a chance to speak up before speaking himself. “I am in favor of your plan, Archon. Let’s see what else lies in wait for us.”

      Cade’s suspicion that a bridge had been formed between them, tentative and fragile though it may be, was confirmed.

      The XP was vital. Already, he was almost halfway to the next level, and that split between ten fighters. The loot promised to be game-changing. Who knew what they could build with these mechanical parts?

      But the most valuable resource they’d found in this dungeon was the beginning of a true alliance.

      Camp Casmeer needed to become a place where everyone felt comfortable, welcome and wanted. Cade knew Cha didn’t have that luxury. For what reasons, he had no clue. But if Havasham, who worshipped the ground she walked upon, could be brought into a friendship, then there was hope she could be appeased as well.

      Cade looked about at the men and women who walked around the room, placing their hands on the remaining bots and looting them one at a time. These were his people, and though he struggled, he would find a way to lead them fairly.

      Then as the task was finished, Cade exchanged a look with Havasham, and both parties strode toward the nearest of the two paths. What lay beyond, none of them knew, but they’d face it as allies.
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      Havasham sent Vrin ahead. As agreed, both groups would leap frog for as long as possible.

      That turned out to be a lot shorter a period of time than any of them had imagined. Vrin stepped forward down the path, and a large, hidden pressure plate sunk into the ground audibly.

      The well-trained soldier crouched in preparation to dodge some trap, but the only thing that happened was the passageway sealed shut.

      He looked back, and everyone gave the universal look of confusion.

      Vrin backtracked, walked over to the second passageway, and the same thing happened, sealing the portal before he could move forward.

      “Damn,” Cade cursed, upset at how effectively the dungeon design had split their party.

      “What is it?” Ronden asked, his own mental acuity shining in the heat of battle more so than with the application of puzzles.

      Havasham explained, his voice a growl. “It wants us to split our forces. My guess is that the pressure plates will nullify one another as long as both paths are taken simultaneously.”

      “Exactly,” Cade said. Then, shrugging, he said in as easy a manner as he could summon, “I’ll take the right!”

      With Sholl in the lead of their party, both groups began walking down the corridors leading further into the dungeon.

      As expected, the pressure plates held the doors in place, and in moments, Cade’s group emerged into another chamber, alone.

      This room was a perfect cube. The walls were blank, and nothing stood in the center of the floor except for a small pedestal. Cautiously, they strode towards it. Confirming a hunch, Cade noted that it was a puzzle.

      A simple one too, though that by no means meant easy.

      A picture had been scrambled, a grid of squares with a single square missing allowing for the pattern to be shifted.

      “Okay, so we move this around until a picture emerges, and then something awful happens,” Cade observed.

      Polde came up to stand at his side. Her feathered hands moved to the board, seeming to do so instinctively. She pulled back and glanced to Cade.

      “No, by all means. I hate puzzles. If you have any aptitude, please, do us all a favor.”

      As soon as she touched the game board, additional lighting flared to life throughout the chamber. Ronden and Dan stood back to back, guarding the front half of the cube while Cade gave Sholl a meaningful glance. They guarded the rear.

      Behind them, the swift clicking of tiles moving about was the only thing that broke the heavy silence.

      After perhaps five minutes of patiently waiting, Cade nearly turned around to inquire about her progress. But a ratcheting sound filled the air. He spun on his heel and saw Polde’s surprised expression. One quarter of the board had been solved, and the image of a golem made entirely of interconnected spheres was displayed.

      And here comes our host, Cade thought dryly, looking back to the walls around them as two large doors opened to either side.

      “Dan, Ronden, hold that side. Yell if you need help!” Cade commanded, squaring off with the golem that entered from their side.

      Ronden barked out a laugh loud enough to kill a bird in flight. “You call us when you need help. We’re fine!”

      They’d faced lasers, spinning swords, acidic gas, and mega cannons. When the golem picked up its hefty fist and swung at them, Cade was as surprised as he was relieved.

      A melee fight, that we can handle easily enough. Wanting to make the most of the fight, Cade shouted an Alpha’s Call followed by using Wyrm’s Wrath. He’d need to avoid damage at all costs, but his increased movement speed and power would make up for that easily.

      Sholl side-stepped the first attack and scored a hit on the golem’s face. His spear struck dead center, but glanced off. It left little more than a scratch.

      “Keep it busy! I can do some damage while you dance,” Cade said, grinning savagely.

      Behind them, Ronden roared, the sound of his hammer striking metal ringing through the room.

      Ignoring the others, Cade focused on the enemy before him. Sholl dodged another blow, this one a two-handed slam that would have killed any of them on the spot.

      Cade experimented by using Culling the Pack. His hammer struck the golem, denting in part of its center sphere. The skill failed to take hold though, and it spun on him with terrible speed.

      As I’d feared. Most of my skills won’t work on the mechanicals. Brute force it is then.

      He only managed to partially dodge the golem’s counter attack. Its great fist grazed the side of one of his greaves, knocking him to the ground.

      Rolling to the side to avoid another two-handed slam, Cade bounced up. His ears popped at the shock the impact sent through the air. He couldn’t afford another close call like that.

      Instead, he made the thing pay. He waited for the golem to attack Sholl once more, and when its hands crashed to the ground, Cade leapt up on top of them. Jumping off the minion’s hands, Cade targeted the golem’s head.

      He slammed his hammer into the top of its spherical skull with the force of a thunder storm.

      The machine’s head cracked, and whatever drove it to action within was destroyed. The golem powered down and grew still.

      Cade grinned at Sholl, then called out. “Still having trouble over there, boys?”

      Ronden answered by smashing what was remaining of their golem to bits. A few hunks of metal skittered across the floor in all directions.

      “Not likely. Ours is in more pieces, so we win, Cade,” the giant pointed out.

      Sholl made a rare display of bravado by responding, “But ours was down faster. Try to keep up, will you?”

      Polde gasped as another piece of the puzzle fell into place. They all looked this time and saw the image of a hound. It appeared in every way to be a normal canine, long ears, tail, mouth full of teeth, but it was made of black metal.

      The previous portals closed, and two new ones opened. A moment passed, fraught with tension, when two packs of metal hounds charged into the room.

      Again, Cade ignored the urge to inspect the creatures. With so little time to react, it would only serve as a distraction.

      Instead, he used the skill he’d been holding back, knowing its effect would be most devastating against numbers.

      Triggering Electric Touch, Cade spun into the mob of hounds. Each time his hammer fell, crackling electricity ran over their metallic hides.

      Disturbingly, the beasts yelped when struck, and even fell to the ground flailing.

      Cade kept hammering away, however, knowing that his skill only lasted 30 seconds. Sholl made great use of his spear by sticking the creatures in their glowing, crimson eyes, putting them down.

      Each hound was affected by Spasm, the debuff that caused them to shake on the ground uncontrollably. In moments, the last hound was dead.

      They both spun to mock the other two but were confronted by cocky-looking assholes who stood amid a pile of twisted steel. “We win this time,” Dan said in his deep and humble voice.

      Boasting was endearing to see coming from the lycan. It was so obviously against his nature that it made him seem almost more modest than he already was.

      But the competition was far from over. Cade winked at Sholl, and they prepared for another assault.

      The third portion of the puzzle clicked into place.

      Cade expected another animalistic machine, a cloud of bots, an over-sized golem. What he didn’t expect was an image of a waterfall.

      “What does that mean?” Vrin asked, voicing everyone else’s question.

      Havasham opened his mouth to answer when a stream of water fell on the man’s head.

      All around the room, water spilled from openings in the ceiling. At first, it was annoying. The water was ice cold, and immediately sent a chill down Cade’s spine when some of the water hit him as well. But then the nature of the third trap became evident. Already, the floor had six inches of standing water, and if anything, the rate at which it fell was increasing.

      Polde made a high-pitched keening noise, and Sholl darted to her side. “You can do it,” he told her. “You’ve gotten us this far. Okay? Don’t worry, just keep working with the puzzle.”

      The bird woman nodded and worked the final piece frantically.

      Seconds tumbled away, and Cade felt his body struggling to fight the cold. The ice-water was waist high in a matter of minutes, and he knew that hypothermia was as much of a concern as drowning. He searched the room, looking for any sort of opening, air holes, or grates. It was perfectly smooth everywhere he looked.

      The prospect of standing about and relying solely on Polde’s savvy was foolish. Cade fastened his axe in place in its back sheath, then ordered the group to search the room. “We can’t just wait about. Touch the wall panels, push, shove, punch anything. There might be some other way out of this. Let’s go!”

      Once more, he discovered the quality of these people who were willingly serving under him. Everyone was as cold as he was, just as afraid, and yet, there they were, wading through the room toward the walls.

      The sound of splashing water, hands shuffling along the paneled walls, and muffled curses covered up the tense silence in a way Cade found most agreeable.

      The texture of the walls came as a surprise. They felt more like plastic than steel. He searched along with the rest, convinced he was simply doing something to prevent himself from panicking. But then he felt it. A panel in the wall shifted slightly.

      He pressed on it harder, and at last, it clicked inward slightly. Looking at the ledge that was exposed, Cade saw tiny holes that he assumed might act as drainage.

      Testing his theory, he scooped a handful of water and poured it into the grate. Slowly, it drained away.

      “I found something! Search for panels that push inward. Might not be enough to stop it completely, but could buy us some time,” he shouted, moving along his own wall more quickly, seeking another temporary reprieve.

      By then, the icy death had climbed to Cade’s ribs, and when he looked to see how Polde was doing, he noted she was working with her hands and arms submerged. A few others shouted, saying they too had found similar drains, but as the water was finally high enough to reach the drain vents, it only served to slow its advance, not stop it entirely.

      “Hurry! We will die in here if you don’t finish soon!” Ronden roared, most likely feeling as impotent as the rest of them. Polde winced in response, her focus slipping.

      Sholl told the giant exactly how far he’d overstepped his bounds, and thankfully, the man apologized. Yet the tension remained. They had less than a minute before they would all be swimming. As it was, Polde could barely work the puzzle any longer.

      Cade dove, sweeping his hands lower on the wall than he’d checked before. After a few breaths, he found another panel, this one down on the floor. He rose and commanded everyone to do the same.

      Soon, a half dozen more drains had been opened, and the water level stopped increasing.

      As Cade and the others continued their search, Polde produced pitiful noises of anxiety and pain. His own hands were completely numb, so what the woman was enduring to still use them in such a dexterous manner was difficult to imagine.

      More drains were discovered, and the water began to recede slowly, that is, until a massive spout opened directly above Polde. She squawked indecorously as the chilly water soaked her. Sholl ran to her side, but wasn’t tall enough to help shield her. He looked to Dan for help.

      The tall lycan practically towered over Polde, so when he strode toward her and hunched his back over hers, she was given some reprieve from the deluge.

      Still, the water rose rapidly, and Cade felt they were nearing a breaking point. Polde gaped for breath and ducked under the water to work the puzzle, gasping for air in between.

      Cade was underwater himself, holding his breath and preparing to take over the puzzle work should Polde fail when it happened. A minute click passed through the liquid around him, and a final image appeared. Mercifully, it showed a blank cube. In seconds, spouts stopped pouring down and the water drained away through opened grates in the floor.

      The transition was so violent that they all lost their footing. When it was over, they lay sodden and freezing cold, gasping for air. “Thank you so much, Polde!” Cade groaned. “I’ll make sure Sholl marries you within the year.”

      “Better make it a month,” she replied, coughing after.

      Sholl laughed, and then they all did, relief fueling their mirth more than anything.

      When they managed to stand up again, and had regained some semblance of order, Dan passed out a handful of peppers. They were spicy as hell and after consumed, released a magical property. Within moments, everyone had stopped shivering.

      “Onward then?” Cade suggested, and the group walked through a door that had opened up in the far wall.

      As they moved cautiously forward, Cade’s group was soaking wet, beginning to feel the effects of fatigue, but hanging in with remarkable poise. What was bothering Cade though, and he was sure the rest felt the same, was that the dungeon they were in gave no indication regarding their progress. Instead, they had to trust it would eventually come to an end.

      Trust is something hard won, and at this point, Cade had few reasons to trust the dungeon itself.

      Cade wondered how Havasham’s group had fared, and whether or not they’d experienced the same set of challenges. There was no way to find out, and when they entered the next chamber, no clues were given.

      Again, they were left alone to face an empty room. This one was long and featureless, even the walls were composed of a solid piece of unbroken metal. It had a half moon shape, the wall to their left running flat and unbroken the entire length.

      Behind, the door hissed and snapped closed. It was the sound of finality.

      But nothing followed. No puzzle presented itself, no doors or panels to be touched or activated. It was empty, dimly lit, and felt like little more than a coffin.

      “What do we do?” Sholl asked, anxiety sharpening his tone.

      The others looked to Cade, and not for the first time since coming to Antinium, and especially upon taking the mantle of Archon, Cade felt the weight and responsibility of leadership.

      In the service, he’d been an E4. Some civilians thought that to be a rank that came with a moderate degree of responsibility. Yet in his experience, and from the many soldiers he knew, E4s were often in charge of either themselves or a few other soldiers. And if so, those situations were rare.

      He’d been a machine gunner. That alone merited great responsibility, but he certainly wasn’t the one making any of the important calls. Cade gave input when he noticed something off, he screamed or slammed around whatever numb-skull Iraqi was blundering the wrong way, and when push came to shove, he rocked the fuck out on his 240B. But he wouldn’t have called himself a leader.

      Clearing his throat, he shouldered the responsibility, knowing they were here because of him, for him. “We search the walls and the floor. Touch everything and try to find some key or switch to activate. If we can’t find anything in fifteen minutes, we take an official break. Who knows, it might be triggered by time or by the progress of Havasham’s group.”

      “And if we trigger some poisonous gas or a flood of endless water?” Polde asked, her eyes betraying how much their previous trial had taxed her.

      Sholl put a hand on her shoulder to soothe her, but she shrugged it off. It wasn’t an unkindly gesture, but Cade could understand. Some people didn’t want to be comforted in times of duress. They wanted to improve their understanding.

      “Well, that’s a good point. On the first floor, we walked through a series of tunnels. It was dark, dank, and filled with dryads. At the end though, we were presented with a series of obstacles, three bosses lined up one after another. It felt an awful lot like a trap back then, but the dungeon was honest.

      Each boss could be defeated, we just needed to figure out how. And when they all died, it let us go,” he finished, glancing to all of them so he knew they felt the impact of his speech. “Though it doesn’t feel like it, Pablo did say the dungeon was placed here to aid the citizens of Antinium, not harm them.”

      The bird woman nodded, a humming in her throat emanating softly that somehow seemed to indicate she’d been pacified. Then they set out to do as Cade had ordered.

      They searched the walls first, and the floor after. Ronden and Dan conducted a final sweep of the walls, checking higher than anyone else could reach. But after a quarter of an hour, nothing was found.

      Cade offered to take the first watch.

      That only meant that he remained standing, his blast axe held in his hand like an M-4, the head of the axe tucked into the pocket of his arm and shoulder. If anything popped out and went boo, he’d slap it in the face with a Slug Shot. The rest sat down and either ate a little more of their provisions, or in Ronden’s case, snored like a cabin full of lumberjacks.

      The waiting reminded Cade of a theory he’d had. Pulling up his UVS, he saw he’d been right. A quest had been made as soon as they entered the second floor of the dungeon. He read the description now, hoping to learn as much as he could. He might even be able to discover some clue as to how they were supposed to progress.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quest: Two, a Task Divided

        Difficulty: Moderate

        Reward: Unknown Items, XP to all members of Camp Casmeer

        Description: By unlocking the second floor of the dungeon, your township has been offered a priceless opportunity. In clearing the second floor of all minions, bosses, and obstacles, the entire population of Camp Casmeer will be rewarded. The difficulty of the second floor lies not in the potency of the enemies you will face, but rather in how you choose to defeat them. Likewise, without relying on the exponential benefits of teamwork, none will survive the attempt.
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        * * *

      

      Well, if that doesn’t make me feel all kinds of Christmas in my heart, Cade thought sourly. He puzzled over the wording though, paying close attention to the heavy emphasis on teamwork. The name too, seemed like a nudge in the right direction. Two, a Task Divided. How are we supposed to work as a team if we’ve been divided?

      The answer to that question would get them the hell out of here.

      He walked over to tell the others about the quest. He doubted any of them had thought to check. They were still very new to the idea of the system populating official quests, and though he’d accidentally handed a few out since becoming Archon, it just hadn’t caught on yet. But before he uttered a word, the lights in the room flared brilliantly.

      “On your feet!” Cade belted out, but his command proved unnecessary. In seconds, his team was standing, their weapons ready.

      A series of whirs and clangs came from the walls and the ceiling above, them, yet other than the lights doubling their output, nothing changed. Unsure of where to face, Cade ordered them in a ring facing the walls around them. In moments, however, they discovered exactly where the danger would be coming from.

      In the center of the flat wall, a crack formed. Two massive slabs of metal began to retract, revealing a writhing terror.

      A ball of twitching steel flashed before them. Long tentacles shot out as soon as the wall was clear, forcing Cade and his group back.

      The boss monster, and oh hells yes, this was a boss monster, consisted of dozens of long, mechanical tentacles, all attached to a spherical base. The tentacles were tipped with blades. Within the mess of moving parts, thin barrels protruded, and before anyone had time to wonder what the structures were for, laser fire erupted towards them.

      At this distance, it was not exactly easy, but possible to dodge all of the incoming attacks.

      Cade waved everyone back until they stood close to the half-moon-shaped rear wall. From there, he surveyed the scene more clearly.

      Behind the octobot, Cade noticed a second wall retracting in pace with the first. It was as if two screens were being opened to expose an inner chamber that contained the boss. Not wanting to keep calling it an octobot, Cade examined the creature.
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        Reticulating Gorgon

        Level 14

        Dungeon Mechanical Boss
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        * * *

      

      More interesting than the beast’s name was the appearance of Havasham and his party standing fifty feet away, pinned against their own wall.

      They’d found their missing party members at last, and though the situation looked hopeless, Cade was certain the way forward was through this many-limbed monster. If any of them wanted to get out of the dungeon alive, escape to feel sunshine, taste jungle wine, or breathe sweet Antinium air once more, they’d have to team up.

      The only question remaining was how to do so.
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            Between the Chicken and the Pita Bread

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What a delightful shitstorm!” Cade shouted over the buzz of machine gears and flailing, metallic tentacles. The lasers had ceased firing, perhaps programmed only to target anything within a certain range. He was certain they’d start up again as soon as they approached the gorgon though.

      Ronden stood beside him and pointed his hammer at the creature. “Let’s kill this thing and be done with it. What are we waiting for?”

      Cade laughed, shaking his head. “I don’t think we’re gonna be able to take that thing down. Its core is double your height, Ronden, and it has two of its bladed tentacles for each of us.”

      The central chamber containing the Reticulating Gorgon was heaped with rubble. Components to machines, levers, gears, and scrap metal piled atop itself, and morbidly, pale bones were scattered in between it all. There was no order to the mess, not that Cade could see at first glance.

      “Ah! Come on, let’s just go for it!” the big man pleaded, spinning his hammer in his hand.

      Glancing to the rest of the group, Cade shrugged. “Okay, but we’re only going to probe this thing, okay?”

      Cade barked out an Alpha’s Call, and they fanned out and walked forward. Havasham’s group was doing the same, and in moments, both groups clashed with the gorgon. Sparks filled the air and the massive blades were blocked or dodged. The machine moved with incredible speed, and Cade could barely manage to avoid being skewered. The blade was leaf-shaped and only a foot long, but it moved with such force, that he nearly dropped his axe after blocking it.

      Grunts of surprise and pain erupted from all over the room. “Hold here! See if you can at least damage one of the tentacles!” Cade shouted, deciding to fire an explosive round into the machine’s core. The blast erupted amid the gorgon’s center of mass, but did little other than discolor the bright steel with black smudges.

      In answer, the lasers focused on Cade, and he was forced to backpedal rapidly, dodging one and then blocking another of the tentacles. It didn’t like that one bit, he mused, wondering how they might use the machine’s shifting attention.

      As he was retreating, something caught Cade’s eye amid the rubble. Perfectly round, roughly an inch high and a foot across, Cade noted what looked like a prototypical button resting in the floor not two dozen feet away. Hoping to figure out exactly what the button triggered, Cade called out a few more orders. “Ronden, Dan, move to one side and draw its attention! Polde, on me!”

      When the tanks of their group had moved sufficiently far away, Cade showed the bird woman what he’d seen. Her eyes grew wide in recognition, and she nodded. “As soon as it’s distracted, do your thing.”

      Then he ran over and told Sholl what they were about. By that time, Ronden had already charged, his hammer ringing off the incoming tentacles with a psychotic bell. Sholl and Cade moved in after and pulled a few more of the tentacles away. But when Dan sent an arcing flash of lightning out toward the machine, all of the attention fell on him.

      He used another skill, swiping his soul weapon claws out before him in quick arcs. When he finished, the area between the claw marks began to glow, forming into a solid shield. The tentacles crashed off its electric surface for several seconds while the lycan retreated.

      Polde needed no bigger opening.

      She sprinted forward, vaulting on her hands over the single unoccupied tentacle that remained, and landed on the button with both feet.

      The gorgon blared in distress, its screech coming out like an air raid siren.

      Lasers aimed at the retreating bird woman and every tentacle veered toward her. Whatever the button did, the machine didn’t want. That was all the assurance Cade had wanted.

      He ran to her aid with Sholl at his side. They swatted away a few of the blades that came close, and Ronden and Dan did the same from the other side. Polde finally fell back far enough to be safe though her feathered skin was smoking from dozens of laser strikes.

      Then she yelped in surprise. Cade turned to focus on what new threat might have attacked her, but saw instead she’d simply run into a thin cable draping down from the ceiling. Hanging on the end and wobbling from having been disturbed, was a sphere the size of a tennis ball.

      “Everyone pull back!” Cade bellowed, and moved to inspect the results of their initial efforts.

      After confirming the cable hadn’t been electrified, Cade picked up the sphere in his hand. He moved it closer to his face and saw it had a myriad of tiny pores along its surface. He sighed in frustration and then everyone in the entire chamber knew what the thing was. The sound of his own breath whooshing across the sphere blasted from hidden speakers in the walls.

      It was a microphone.

      And then he knew why it was here.

      “Havasham!” Cade called through the device. The opposing leader moved to see what Cade was up to. He motioned with his hands to indicate he was listening. “Can you find a button on your side. Foot across, one inch high, and way too close to the gorgon?”

      After a few moments passed, Havasham looked back up and nodded. “Okay, well, set up a distraction, we will do the same from this side, and then send your fastest fighter in to trigger it. You’ll get a nice microphone too. Okay?”

      The councilman nodded once more, and Cade saw his mouth moving as he ordered his men about.

      Dropping the mic, Cade told his people to do the same. He wanted to get the thing’s attention quick, so he produced a Blast Stick, the smaller of the two explosives he’d made. The blast didn’t truly harm the machine, but a few of the laser barrels were skewed to one side, and more importantly, nearly every tentacle on the thing whipped around and shot out toward Cade.

      He triggered Wyrm’s Wrath and ran as quickly as he could. With increased speed, he managed to avoid all of the incoming attacks… but one.

      The blade that sunk into his back pierced him effortlessly. It slid between two of his ribs and out the front of his chest, not even slowing as it tore through his leather armor. The machine retracted and sent another of the weapons at Cade. Ronden’s huge hands were wrapping around him, hauling him to his feet and away from the barrage.

      Cade felt his left lung fill with blood, and he coughed up a mouthful.

      His soldiers, his friends he realized, surrounded him, all looking concerned. He held up a hand. “I’m not dead yet. Just need—” he tried, but coughed and vomited more blood on the ground. Ronden held a Healing Tincture to his lips, and after he’d drank it down, shoved a handful of herbs in his mouth.

      The damage was internal, so the Scorching Poultice would do nothing. Even so, the minor effects of the tincture and herbs served to stabilize his condition somewhat. Despite that, he knew he’d be done with the real fighting for the day. Pointing, he asked wordlessly to be set down near the microphone.

      He might not be able to fight, but he could still command.

      As soon as he gripped it, he heard Havasham’s voice echoing around him. “We’ve done it. Are you okay? I saw you get run through.”

      Cade grinned, blood spilling from the corner of his mouth. “Can’t get rid of me that easy, Havasham.” He paused to catch his breath, grateful only that his lung seemed to be bleeding less profusely. “I’ll still be there to argue with you and Cha, if we can finish this thing at least.”

      “I would have it no other way,” Havasham replied after a brief pause. His words were filled with emotion, and Cade was happy to see another depth of the man he’d been so opposed to in the past weeks.

      Holding the microphone to his mouth again, Cade asked, “Any ideas what to do next? Need to work together. Read the quest information. Our only ticket to freedom is teamwork.”

      Havasham replied, “I did already. Yes, I agree. All we’ve noticed is that there seem to be matching components littered among the materials near the gorgon. They all have a similar bluish cast to them. If you keep that in mind, they become more obvious. Vrin thinks he saw a barrel. Might be a weapon.”

      “Only one way to find out. We’ll distract again, and be more careful this time,” Cade finished, and called Ronden closer. The big man leaned down and Cade told him his plan.

      In a handful of moments, Ronden was grinning like a… well, like a murderous giant holding fistfuls of explosives and Acid Bombs. After giving him a nod, Cade spoke through the microphone. “Remember, store the materials in your Inventory. You can sort them later. It’s go time.”

      Ronden, in traditional berserker form, screamed at the top of his lungs before he engaged.

      Then he threw three full-sized Boom Sticks at the gorgon. Each rattled the room, making everyone clutch their ears. Half the tentacles swiveled his way and tried to reach him. In response, he tossed as many Acid Bombs into their midst and chaos reigned.

      Only one of the bombs made it to the core, and it splashed across most of the remaining laser barrels. They warped and ceased to fire. The other two were dashed by the incoming tentacles, sending the acidic goo flying across the room in all directions. Most fell smoking to the rubble beneath, but some did damage the tentacles themselves. The lanky appendages seemed to lose flexibility at some of their joints.

      Cade figured there must be a way to bring down the huge machine, but it would require a large amount of materials to do so. Besides, they didn’t even know if its current form was its final manifestation.

      That thought made him want to lose his breakfast, so he pushed it aside.

      Instead, he watched his plan progress.

      Ronden had stepped just within range, so after the second barrage, nearly all of the tentacles focused on him. Dan stepped forward and formed another electrical shield before the giant, and Sholl darted in with Polde at his side.

      Their mission was to see if they could find any items that matched, as Havasham had mentioned. A half dozen more tentacles followed them, leaving Havasham’s side temporarily open. Through the clear wall that separated the two sides, Cade caught glimpses of Vrin, Havasham, and the others sprinting through the piles of materials.

      Perhaps twenty seconds passed by the time Dan’s shield fell. They’d fallen back by then and Sholl stood near Polde, panting.

      Cade waited to hear from Havasham.

      “I think we’ve got it. Damn, the parts are even labeled. It’s… it’s a cannon, Cade. Give us some time to assemble it. Did yours find anything useful?”

      Polde ran up, her feathered cheeks pulled back in a grin. “We have the controller!” she yelled into the microphone, then summoned the parts they’d found on their search.

      One was the size of a lunchbox, with a wide gap at the bottom and a hole at the top. The next was an antenna, its cork-screw shape and threaded base giving it away easily. The final piece was a block, one end protruding slightly.

      Cade threaded the antenna in, and pressed the block into the gap in the first piece. It clicked into place and the remote lit up with ether-blue lights. The lid opened, and a single button protruded. “Damn this dungeon. It has a fetish with buttons! Well, I think our side is good,” Cade said. “Let us know when yours is assembled, Havasham.”

      His body was still in ruins, and as the adrenaline of his ordeal began to wear off, pain hammered through him. He slumped to the ground, suddenly overcome by a wave of dizziness. When he did so, his lung burbled within him and he turned and coughed out more blood.

      Seeing he was struggling, Sholl brought out the last of his own Health Tinctures, and gave him another. The effect was diminished after the first had been applied so recently, but it helped a little. The second mouthful of herbs he began to chew did more. Still, he didn’t feel like getting back up, so Cade lay there on the ground, staring up at one of the lights above them.

      Strangely, his thought went back to Earth, to his previous life.

      Once, when he was a child, he’d torn a hunk of muscle and skin from his leg while playing. After the shock of what had happened, he’d managed to find his dad, show him the mess he’d made of himself.

      His dad had lost his shit.

      So, rather than calm little Cade, he’d scared him half to death, confirming every fear he’d thought up.

      Afterward, at the local hospital, a young doctor had flushed the wound with iodine, the yellowish brown liquid looking like rotten blood. Then, unceremoniously, the man had dug around in the wound with the tip of his index finger. Cade had screamed, his head falling back as he nearly swooned, and above him, a bright ER light shone down in his eyes.

      So much had happened since then.

      Polde shook Cade as she saw he was closing his eyes. Slapping his face, she called to him. “Stay with me, Archon! Do not close those pretty eyes, okay?”

      Cade grinned, and turned to Sholl who was standing nearby. The lizard man looked terrified. His neck scales had gone deathly pale, almost as much as they had when he’d been ether sick. “Hear that, Sholl?” he muttered. “She thinks I’m pretty.”

      Sholl laughed nervously. Cade could see the man struggle. He seemed happy Cade was joking still, but scared at how close he was to the edge.

      Then Havasham’s voice echoed around them. “It’s complete! We’ve assembled the cannon. Ready when you are, Cade.”

      Behind the many-limbed mess of the gorgon, Cade saw what looked to be a mortar tube, propped up by a frame made of the same blue steel. Its barrel was six inches wide at least, and pointed straight at the pesky boss. It was time to end this thing.

      Cade handed the remote to Polde, who slammed her fist down on the button.

      Cade’s head was resting in the woman’s lap, so he could see most of what followed. Movement across the room. Long barrel as thick as Ronden’s thigh. White fire and a ball of smoke rising. The Reticulating Gorgon boss mob bursting open like an orange thrown to the ground.

      Somehow, it didn’t sound very loud, but he could smell its innards burning.

      He thought of that faint odor of plastic and copper when you burn out the motor of some electric piece of shit. It disgusted him and was appealing at the same time. Cade opened his mouth to make some joke about a priest, a nun, and a Rastafarian walking into a Radioshack, when everything went black.

      The delicious burn of a healer’s touch woke Cade from his slumber. At first he was angry. Just let me keep sleeping. I’m a little tired, that’s all. But when he heard Havasham’s voice, he opened his eyes.

      Above him stood the ragged band of fighters who’d plunged themselves into the dungeon not knowing the consequences. “Okay, I’m back. Sorry. Did we kill the thing or what?” he asked, trying to sit up.

      Polde held him from behind and Sholl handed him a waterskin. He didn’t fight this treatment. He knew he’d been close to dying, and though Antinium always felt like a game—XP, quests, and leveling—if he died here, there was no coming back.

      When he’d drank half the skin’s contents, he felt his head begin to clear. Having this healer around was really quite incredible, especially considering that the man was also adept with a sword. Cade thanked his crew and slowly stood up on weak legs. He looked from one of them to the next, making each glance meaningful, then warned them all. “If any of you tells Satemi, Minda, or the others, I’ll kill you.”

      Laughter rang out in the otherwise-silent chamber. Sholl slapped him on the back, teasing him in return. “That is, if you are still alive after they find out.”

      “Good point. Good point. But hey, what are we all doing, guys? Let’s loot this bitch!”

      Cade’s remark was met with high praise, and everyone set out by not only looting the hulking boss but whatever bits of scrap metal were usable within the rubble as well.

      As they did so, Cade glanced to see that a stairwell had been exposed in the far wall, opening a passage up as well as more stairs running down. The prospect of continuing deeper into the dungeon was madness. The second level had been a hard nut to crack. What mysteries, challenges, and badass beasts lay below, Cade could only guess at.

      But not all was lost. He’d gained a level, and a portion of his XP gauge had filled after. Considering that overlap wasn’t allowed, he had to assume the 26% XP gain had been because of the completed quest. And I’m a lot higher level than most of Camp Casmeer’s citizens. How many gained a full level outright? he wondered. The group would be returning to a very grateful village.

      The boss dropped a ton of loot. Foremost, Cade noted a single stack of items that was highlighted. It was the quest reward.

      Just reading the label explained what the item’s function was, but he read the description anyhow.
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        Soul Weapon Enhancer

        Quality: Rare

        Description: Can be applied to any Soul Weapon. Provides a significant modification, upgrade, or enhancement. Results vary according to individual characteristics of Soul Weapon.
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        * * *

      

      There were five of them in all.

      Just one more thing to squabble over, Cade thought bitterly. He showed Havasham the item as well, and for an instant, a little of the old rivalry surfaced in the man’s eyes. The councilman knew it as well; there’d be a talk about who received these invaluable items. And it would be a long one.

      But then, thankfully, the man nodded to Cade. “We can handle it later. For now, let’s enjoy our victory.”

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Cade replied, and they set about looting the rest of the gorgon.

      More of the same components as before had dropped. Barrels, cogs, rods, and hundreds of pounds of scrap metal. They had to split it among all of their Inventories to carry it all, and still, the weight increase was significant.

      Something more valuable dropped as well, though. No less than fifty Mana Shards had been left behind, most likely what had powered the gorgon. It wasn’t enough to solve their problem, but it would alleviate it for a time. If only every level of the dungeon dropped Mana Shards, they’d be flush. It wasn’t enough to make a huge difference, but given the discussion he was returning to—whether or not the ether-sapping shield barrier was worth the ongoing expense—he was grateful to have a little sugar to add to the bitterness.

      Upgrading his Attributes and selecting a new trait was exciting, but he could wait till they were all back in camp with food in their bellies.

      When every piece of rubble had been turned upside down, the ten fighters left the dungeon, a single group again. The sky was black when they emerged. Their struggles had taken the entire day. What time it was, Cade couldn’t tell by the stars, but a few peals of laughter came down the hill from Camp Casmeer.

      The villagers were still awake, and apparently celebrating.

      He couldn’t think of a better way of returning to his people.
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            The Limitations of Day Drinking
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      The villagers were in full swing by the time Cade and the others made it back. Hearing their fellow citizens celebrating the victory they’d earned put everyone in a good mood. Havasham looked as close to happy as Cade had ever seen him, and when the others entered the throng of cheering Antinians, the councilman approached him.

      “Today was a great victory,” he said, reaching out and clasping Cade by the forearm. “And I will happily say that without the wits and courage of you and yours, we might not have made it out of there.”

      Cade nodded, grateful for the further mending of the breach between them. “I agree. That healer who came with you especially. I believe I would have died twice without him. Fenian, am I right?”

      “Yes. He’s a good man. Quiet and no man more humble. I assume you saw him fight as well?”

      “I did. I’m nervous about the whole thing, Havasham. What must the lower levels be like if this one was so hard?” Cade asked, changing the subject slightly.

      Shaking his head, Havasham smiled broadly. “Let’s worry about that after we get half drunk and enjoy ourselves. I’ll have Cha in my ear in minutes, so I think I’ll see how much I can drink first.”

      The two laughed, and when their mirth settled, Cade could see that the man knew as well as he that their division had not been permanently healed. Cha was another force to contend with, one that had a great deal of influence behind her words and actions.

      Before he joined the fray, Cade singled out the healer who’d pulled him through. No doubt, as soon as the women in his life found out about the man’s generosity, he’d be inundated with praise. But Cade wanted to do this in person if he could. He found the big man shoulder to shoulder with Dan. Tessra had just pressed huge wooden mugs into their hands, and was pouring them mead.

      “Fenian, may I have a word with you?” Cade asked, feeling suddenly embarrassed.

      “What is it,” the man replied.

      Cade went for blunt and simple. “Thanks, man! Thanks for being kind enough to look beyond the squabbles that separate our village. Thank you for giving me a chance to see my women again. I owe you.”

      Fenian laughed, his broad face cracking in a handsome display of humor.

      Cade observed the man’s features and realized he wasn’t exactly human, not in the Earthling sense at least. Fenian’s skin was a subtle shade of blue, and when he smiled, Cade saw his teeth were all pointed. His bald head also lacked any stubble, and Cade wondered if perhaps his race simply didn’t grow hair on their heads.

      Holding out one massive hand, Fenian answered easily. “I will take the debt you so freely give, Cade. I’m sure I’ll be in need of a favor some time soon enough. But I would have done so for any of the Casmeer villagers. You know this.”

      “Yeah, yeah, but where I’m from, we do like to repay our debts. Just let me know, okay? Anything you need,” Cade emphasized with a clap on the shoulder and the two parted ways.

      Cade looked about, hoping to spot one of his girls when a flash of white fur caught his eye. Minda bowled into him, her face burying into his chest as she crushed him in a fierce hug. Then, of course, she pulled away and punched him in the arm.

      “I hear you almost died today! Twice! You are not going on the next dungeon dive, you hear me?”

      Rather than accept her admonishment with good graces, Cade made things worse by laughing. The abrupt change in her mood had simply been too much to contend with.

      After another punch, in the same exact spot, he relented. “Okay, I’m sorry. Yes, there was a mishap, but I’m fine, okay?”

      “Mishap is a word for stubbing your toe when pissing at night. You almost died,” she said again, this time her eyes flashing up at him with fear instead of anger.

      He calmed her by returning her gaze, smiling softly and nodding. “I understand.”

      Then, after a few more seconds of tension, Minda rebounded into another mood, one Cade could tell she’d been repressing. Hopping on her toes, she opened her arms wide. “What do you think? Can you believe it? A shirt!”

      Taking the beastkin woman in once more, Cade saw what he’d missed at first glance. Instead of a leather vest or a fur-lined coat, his lover wore a soft and pliant garment that hugged her shoulders as simply and conveniently as any t-shirt he’d ever seen. There’s no breast pocket, he mused. But then again, if there was, I’d see only gorgeous nipple winking up at me.

      He made his face and eyes do the appropriate level of surprise and satisfaction. “Wow! Tessra made that, I assume? It looks amazing. How does it feel?”

      Minda performed a shimmy that made her look more adorable than ever. “Like a bit of heaven. It’s so light and cozy. I have one for you too! Are you free?”

      “Well, I’m hungry as hell, and I did want to allocate my Attribute points. I gained a level, so—”

      She crushed his hand in a feverish grip and tugged him away. Shouting over her shoulder, Minda informed him of his changed plans. “I’ll ask someone to bring you a pile of meat to our shelter. You must try on the shirt first, Cade. It’s simply divine!”

      He allowed himself to be carried along. Giving a few nods along the way, Cade made sure to shout hello or you’re welcome to the few villagers they met. But soon, Minda had tugged him into their sleeping quarters, lit a few lamps, and pressed a bundle of cloth to his chest. He watched her a moment, enjoying the way her eyes flitted between his own and the prize she’d given him.

      Suddenly impatient, she urged, “Oh, come on! You know I’m excited. Put the damn thing on.” Her hands were tugging off his leather armor and discarding it roughly to the ground in no time.

      Cade didn’t make her wait any longer. He slipped the shirt over his head, and sighed. The woman is right. Sweet Christ, how I missed t-shirts!

      “Well? What do you think?”

      “I think I am glad we gave Tessra a proper place to work. It’s so silky. Reminds me of back home,” Cade admitted.

      Then Minda was kissing him. Her hands pressed against his chest, her lips eager.

      Pulling away after, Cade asked, “What’s that for? Miss me?”

      “I just missed normal clothes, and sure. Maybe I’m a little happy to see you back and not dead,” she answered and kissed him once more, this time thumbing one of his nipples through the cloth garment he’d just put on.

      A rumble split the building tension, emanating from Cade’s stomach. They laughed, and Cade shrugged. “I’m sorry. It’s how I’m built.”

      Minda opened her hand and summoned a handful of grapes. Then, shoving him down on his backside, she straddled him and began to feed him with fruit. “You can wait for something more substantial,” she said, already grinding against him. “I can’t though.”

      When Gemma walked in shortly after, Cade was already groaning with pleasure.

      She, too, was wearing a shirt. It hung over her otherwise-naked torso awkwardly, and Cade realized it was the first time he’d ever seen the tigress with any article of clothing on.

      Gemma grinned and approached the two. “I arrived at the perfect time,” she said, leaning down and running her hand down Minda’s back.

      “I thought you didn’t need clothing,” Minda panted, keeping her rhythm perfectly.

      The tigress laughed. “I don’t, but don’t tell Tessra that. I wanted to feel what it was like. So far, the best thing about wearing clothes,” she said deviously, “is taking them off again.”

      She did so after, exposing her lithe torso to the orange glow of the lamplight. Gemma’s hair began to ignite as well, her arousal illuminating the darkness around them. Minda slid off of Cade’s thrumming excitement and lay beside him. Grabbing his hand, she guided him to her ecstatic sex even as Gemma mounted him.

      All thoughts of food, mead, or companionship faded away as the two extracted every bit of pleasure they needed from the man.

      Cade, for one, wouldn’t hold it against them.

      The next morning brought back the responsibilities Cade had deferred. He’d leveled up once more, and waiting around without using his newly acquired Attribute points or picking a new trait and skill were foolhardy. He’d learned that lesson early on in Last World.

      Normally, he’d run it by one of the girls, preferably Satemi as she had a keen mind for tactics. But after grabbing breakfast and having a cold rinse in the waterfall, he decided to ask the first friend he’d had in this world. Settling down into the crook of a sun-warmed stone, he cupped his hands over his mouth and called, “Pablo! How’s it hanging, buddy?”

      The demon appeared in a swirling cloud of purple vapor. Flapping his dragon wings rhythmically, Pablo landed on one of Cade’s knees. “What is it, mighty Archon?”

      “None of that. Just figured I might be able to ask your advice. Have another level to deal with.”

      Pablo’s eyes fluttered dramatically. “And you thought you’d ask me? It’s been so long since you did so. Surely, someone as wise as yourself doesn’t need advice?”

      Rolling his eyes, Cade bulled past the demon’s sarcasm. “Satemi is the wise one. Now, will you help or not?”

      “Of course, Caderick. Shall we discuss the Attributes first?”

      “Yes, that seems logical. I’ve been stacking most of my Attributes into Charisma, as you can tell, and it’s been invaluable in buffing up those around me,” Cade explained.

      As he’d hoped, Pablo’s attention got whisked up in the game of analysis. “It’s a good strategy, but I think Intelligence could use a bit of catching up. Your Wisdom is low as well. Relying on Satemi might lead to your downfall. Regarding Strength and Constitution, I believe you’ve done well to avoid them. You don’t fight like that savage Ronden, so no need.”

      “Okay, so 2 Attribute points into Intelligence, 2 into Wisdom, and 1 into Charisma?” Cade suggested.

      “Why not?” Pablo conceded, then moved the issue forward. “Now, what about that weapon of yours. Your latest mods should be exciting to consider.”

      Cade held up a hand. “Hold on. I’d like to select a new trait and skill first. Then I’ll know which weapon upgrade will better suit my character.”

      Pablo laughed bitterly. He crawled down Cade’s leg and up onto his chest. “This is why you should continue to beg for my help at every occasion possible. When you turned Level 7, did you notice your weapon upgrade was skipped? Or did it slip your mind?”

      Pushing the dragon off of him roughly, Cade sat up. “I noticed. Why? Let me guess, no trait this time?”

      “Precisely. The levels alternate now. One weapon mod, one trait and subsequent skill. After level 12, it gets even more sparse. That is the system here in Antinium.”

      Sighing, Cade rubbed his face, still a bit frustrated by the change in progression. Then he shrugged and pressed on. “Nothing to do about it. So, let’s take a look at those possible weapon Mods.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        1 Available Upgrades Point

      

      

      
        
        Etheric Polearm: Your existing Mana Spear is enhanced even further. The spearhead is transformed into a two-sided polearm blade which allows for slashing as well as piercing damage. The weapon’s overall reach is extended an additional twelve inches and all damage is increased by 50%.

      

      

      
        
        Impact Rod: With the addition of a mechanical Impact Rod, your battle axe has the ability to increase damage output by 50% on any attack performed by the axe or hammer segments of your weapon. The Impact Rod does not increase the damage of Mana Spear or Blast Staff functions.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, both are game changers. Seems like either way, I’ll be packing a bigger punch,” Cade mused. “I know where I’m leaning, but do you have any thoughts?”

      Pablo had landed on a rock of his own and had closed his eyes to better absorb the rays of the sun. He cleared his throat and answered. “Impact Rod. Your fighting style is already quite diverse. Adding new forms would lead to some issues, I think. Besides, the Ratcheting Reach already allows you increased range.”

      “I thought so too. Alright,” he said, finalizing his first choice. “Let’s see what upgrade the pig will get.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        1 Available Upgrade Point

      

      

      
        
        Burst Clip: With the addition of a sequence of quick-release batteries, your blast staff will be able to charge up a total of 20 Mana bullets. Each bullet takes five minutes to recharge, and cannot be modified by Intelligence Attribute. Each bullet causes 25% less damage than base.

      

      

      
        
        Recharge Booster: With the addition of a secondary charging unit, your blast staff will be able to recharge much faster. All specialized attacks and basic Mana bullet recharges in 50% of normal time. Continues to compound with Intelligence Attribute.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, hell yeah! Pablo, you reading this?” Cade shouted, standing up and gaping at the information displaying on his UVS.

      Pablo shook his head in disappointment. “Caderick, I know your first instinct is to—”

      “Nab the fucking machine gun, yeah!”

      “But you must consider the potential of the Recharge Booster. I think it represents—”

      Again, Cade cut him off. “Not a chance, buddy. Sorry, but what is the purpose of living again if I can’t drop a level gain on making Mr. McGregor into a damn machine gun? It just doesn’t make sense!”

      Pablo slumped back against his stone, giving up on the argument. “It will have a very high burst damage output, I’ll give you that.”

      Cade finalized his choices then examined his upgraded weapon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 8

      

      

      
        
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 110% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge, Herculean Hammer, Mana Spear, Ratcheting Reach, Impact Rod

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn

      

      

      
        
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 110% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 10 seconds (Intelligence score 21)

        Mods: Slug Shot, Double Tap, Explosive Shot, Armor Piercing, Burst Clip

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, Pablo. Think about it this way. You did talk me into adding more Intelligence than I would have. That lowered my recharge rate from 14 to 10 seconds. Next level I will get the Recharge Booster, I promise,” he finished, hoping to cheer up the demon.

      Pablo turned to him, a single scaled brow arcing. “You’d better. Until then, do you have any further inquiries for me? I just love giving advice that’s ignored.”

      “Wanna go test out the Burst Clip?”

      The demon sighed, and his form dissipated as his breath rushed out.

      Examining his weapon, he saw a strip of clear crystals had been added to the shaft. The one at the very bottom slowly pulsed an ether-blue, as if it were recharging. Oh well, I’ll have something to look forward to this afternoon then.

      Before he went about the rest of his business, Cade brought up his Character Sheet to survey his improvements. He was impressed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 8

        Strength: 18

        Constitution: 19

        Dexterity: 20

        Intelligence: 21

        Wisdom: 15

        Charisma: 25

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nilgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness, Eel’s Bite, Ape’s Aptitude, Hale as the Horde, Orthoptera Core

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath, Alpha’s Call, Electric Touch, Earthen Assault, Spider’s Kiss, Locust Leap
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        * * *

      

      The girls will be happy. What will Satemi say about my axe now that it can go fully auto? he thought, imagining the look on the warrior’s face.

      His imagination was stopped dead in its tracks as a rage-filled roar split the air.

      Cade was sprinting through Camp Casmeer, headed toward the sound. Others followed behind him and some simply moved to find shelter. The hell is this thing? Another amalgamation?

      As he turned a corner, Cade caught sight of Ronden standing face to face with Dan. The lycan tilted back his head and opened his mouth wide. Fangs gleamed in the midday sun, and an answering roar exploded from the wolf man. This time, the roar had a more wild, canine pitch to it, but was similarly powerful.

      Coming to a stop before the two giants, Cade screamed, “What are you two on about? Scaring the village half to death?”

      Ronden turned enthusiastically and promptly ignored Cade’s question. “What do you think, Cade? Be honest now. Who has the greatest battle cry?”

      Dan swung his head as well, intent on hearing their chosen judge’s answer, and then a wall of heady fumes struck Cade full on in the face.

      The bright signature of honey and the paint-stripping burn of alcohol assaulted Cade’s senses as the two huge men panted at him from unknown exertions. “You two dumbasses are drunk? It’s not even noon yet!”

      “To drink under the kind eyes of the sun is an act of worship!” Ronden responded, half offended and half inspired by his own ridiculous claim.

      Dan felt it necessary to defend their cause as well and held up his hands. “I know of no such custom, but, I do think if you join us, Cade, you’ll agree it is quite pleasant.”

      A moment of tension hung between the three, the villagers looking on in shock and dismay. Then Cade laughed at the absurdity of it all. The two juggernauts were encouraged and joined him. As Cade was wiping tears from his eyes, trying to collect himself, Ronden sobered enough to ask once more, “So who was the loudest, do you suppose?”

      “Oh, you are both equally loud and obnoxious, I promise you,” Cade responded.

      When he looked up and saw the look of disappointment on his two friends’ faces, he knew something had to be done about it.

      “Surely, there is something else you can compete over?” Cade questioned, thinking of an appropriate solution.

      Dan turned to his opponent and suggested, “Maybe we should fight? I am not very steady on my feet, but I do think I could beat you. Unless you are immune to lightning.”

      Ronden scoffed at the suggestion and gave the wolf man a shove in his muscular chest. “Not a chance. I could crush you with a single strike of my hammer. I wouldn’t even have to use a skill!”

      The two began huffing and puffing, and as Ronden unclasped his great weapon, Dan flung down his hands, the soul weapon claws extending in a flash.

      “No! Nope! You can’t do any of that,” Cade said, pushing between them. “You’re both too valuable to the village and too dumb to be trusted not to kill one another.”

      Offended, the men turned on Cade, looks of outrage forming on their features. “We aren’t—” they began in unison, but Satemi, having come out of nowhere, slapped first Ronden and then Dan on the sides of their thick heads.

      “Yes, you are. What little wits you had, you’ve drunk away. And I’m sure you didn’t think how much of the villagers’ store of mead you’d wasted on your premature reverie?” she asked them, staring them down without any fear or concern.

      The men towered over her, Ronden double her weight and Dan well over a foot taller. It would have been an amusing sight if it hadn’t also been a little terrifying.

      But their resolve crumbled in a heartbeat, the warrior woman too firm in her conviction to deny. “Sorry, Satemi, but Dan said he was taller, and it’s true, so I had to show him how much stronger I was. We started with the mead, and both finished it equally, and then we tried roaring. How else am I supposed to prove I’m stronger?” Ronden pleaded, his words producing an authentic tear that rolled out of the corner of one of his eyes.

      Satemi folded her arms and put on her commander’s face.

      Oh boy! I think these two will regret this when she’s done with them, Cade mused, falling back to stand near Minda.

      Finally, Satemi nodded, as if making a decision. “We’ll have an official competition. Three events. Winner of two out of those three takes the prize.” Turning to those standing in a wide circle around them all, she added, “And anyone can join. Who knows? Maybe if someone else beats these two idiots, they’ll realize that size isn’t everything in a fight.”

      Then she strode away, irritation still evident on her features. Before she disappeared, leaving the crowd and the two disgruntled champions to themselves, she shouted, “Games begin at two hours past noon! I suggest you two switch to water!”
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        * * *

      

      Satemi had claimed a portion of the earthen ramp that wound up towards Camp Casmeer from the cave that held the Town Interface.

      The blockade Cade had helped the woman build so many weeks ago were now substantial defenses. What had begun as palisades had been interwoven with the dryad vines taken from the first level of the dungeon. After Minda had enchanted them, they’d grown into knotted walls of dense wood. When they’d finished growing, the villagers had fashioned platforms that defenders could stand on, hiding their upper bodies behind the structures, and of course, ladders that led up.

      When viewing Camp Casmeer from below, the staggered walls were quite impressive. Just as Satemi had foreseen so long ago, an invading army would have to fight to get around each of the fortifications, ruining their chances at a headlong assault.

      To make things more difficult, the first of two large gates was now under construction.

      When finished, each gate would need to be overrun or knocked down to bypass. The chances of any force doing so seemed slim.

      Between each wall was a thirty to forty-foot-wide patch of grass. Satemi claimed one for the competition, and after claiming several workers, had denied anyone else to see what she was about.

      A few hours later, and the almost-sober Dan and Ronden were feeling more than a little embarrassed about their position. The rest of the villagers had forgiven them entirely, however, and only looked forward to seeing the two giants compete in whatever contests Satemi had designed for them.

      A crowd had gathered by the time Minda gave the go ahead, Satemi signaling her from behind the fortification. Everyone milled forward, curious to see what had been arranged.

      When Cade moved in after most had made their way into the makeshift arena, he noticed a few things at once. One was a pool of water, still a little muddy from having freshly been dug. A handful of waterskins rested nearby, and a few workers panted beside it, worn out from having carried the water all the way from the pool. It must have taken more than half a dozen trips by the looks of it, and they all seemed a little grumpy.

      Across the way, and attached to two posts buried in the ground, was a large target. A few spears rested against it. And along the back of the fortification itself, between the three ladders, were several stones of varying sizes. Next to each stood a stump half buried in the ground. The top of each was hollowed out slightly, giving them the concave surface of a shallow cup.

      Okay, I think I get what’s going on here, Cade thought, rubbing his chin. But what is up with the pool of water?

      Satemi stepped before the crowd, hands up and a smile plastered to her face. “Thanks for coming everyone to the very first Casmeer Games! Two of our contestants have already announced themselves. Do we have any other takers?”

      After a short pause, Vrin raised his hand, along with a handful of other hunters and fighters. Tessra, of all the possible contenders, practically sprinted forward, her eyes wild with excitement.

      Gemma and Ketzal stood shoulder to shoulder, a look that shouted hell no written plainly on their brows. Cade considered joining when Minda called out. “I’m in!”

      Grinning, Satemi waited a few more moments before saying aloud, “Okay, so competing today we have Ronden, Dan, Minda, Vrin, Shoorna, Bremen, Holtha, Tessra, and myself!”

      Ronden’s eyebrows betrayed a bit of surprise, but he soon recovered himself.

      Satemi continued. “Since I wish to participate, I must ask for a master of ceremonies as well as a judge. Any volunteers?”

      Cha raised her hand, stepping out from a knot of villagers. “I’ll be the judge. If this nonsense must take up so much of our precious time, I will be responsible for deciding who wins.”

      The next shock of the afternoon came when Ketzal cleared her throat and asked, “May I be the master of ceremonies? And by that, I assume you mean who calls out each contest and the rules?”

      When her position was secured, Satemi crossed to the demoness and spoke for a time in her ear. It was clear Ketzal was both nervous and very excited. How much she’s grown since I first met her. She used to be afraid of speaking and now she’s going to announce a public event!

      Filing away that information for later, and promising himself he’d encourage her when they next had a moment alone, Cade asked the one question that seemed unanswered. “What are the stakes? What does the winner receive? Or what of the losers?”

      The grin that spread over Satemi’s features made Cade glad he hadn’t volunteered. “The first-place winner, or winners if it comes out that way, will earn a special dish from the cooks tonight as well as honored seating in the Town Hall for every meeting. The latter privilege won’t expire until the next Casmeer Games are held.”

      She paused for effect and surveyed the crowd around her. For the hundredth time, Cade admired her social prowess. Satemi wasn’t the social butterfly that Minda was, didn’t have the disarming grace of Ketzal, but she could command a crowd of strangers to pull a badgalmander’s taint hair if she wanted them to.

      She was a general.

      After the perfect pause, Satemi finished. “The losers, however, will not only have to clean up the arena, bury the boulders and fill the pit, but each loser will owe the winner a single task of their choosing. If the stakes are too high, say so now. If any of you is afraid of losing, you are permitted to back out.”

      Dan and Ronden exchanged looks, the comment obviously aimed toward them. After shaking their heads, the other contestants did as well. Only one, a short and stocky woman named Holtha, backed out. She was one of the most interesting-looking villagers. A beastkin whose features most closely resembled a toad’s, she backed away into the crowd, grateful for the chance to back down.

      At last, Satemi summoned Pablo and spoke to Ketzal and the demon for an extended period of time. When she was done, the warrior crossed to stand beside Ronden.

      Ketzal blushed, magenta flooding her purple cheeks in an adorable display of humility. But soon she’d mastered her embarrassment, and announced the first competition.

      “The first task is as simple and as old as time itself. It is a contest to see who can hold their breath the longest. To ensure none of the contestants cheat, you’ll be required to plunge your head in the pool of water. Whoever remains below the surface longest, wins,” she explained, gesturing to the tepid pool beside her.

      Dan sighed, staring in mute terror at the muddy water. Ronden didn’t look much better. Poor bastards probably thought they’d be arm wrestling or tossing logs. Good luck, boys, Cade muttered in his mind. He didn’t envy their position, not even a little.

      A moment later, and the group of athletes were kneeling before the pool, their asses high in the air. It was an awkward posture to say the least, and more than a few of the gathered crowd were giggling.

      Ronden’s cheeks were flushed a deep crimson, but Dan wore a look so fierce it looked like he was preparing to maul the puddle.

      “Begin!” Ketzal shouted, her arm lifting in the air.

      Splashes followed, and everyone waited for the inevitable gasps that would follow.

      Watching Ketzal, Cade noted that she too had an article of woven clothing. She wore a flowing skirt over her greaves, the crude leather armor discarded. A thread of wind moved through her hair, and sunlight glinted off the curve of her elegant horns.

      How do you like that? Cade mused. At first I thought they were weird, then I found them a little sexy, and now I think she just wouldn’t be the same without them. I never knew I’d been one for a woman with a tail and upscale horns.

      She caught him gazing at her and smiled, lifting one of her eyebrows a fraction of an inch. Yeah, girl! I fucking see you.

      An explosion of water broke the tension and Ronden gasped for air. He fell back to his back and panted shamelessly. “Did I get close?” he asked.

      Nobody answered, just let the giant look for himself. Soon after, Dan sputtered up. His own emergence from the pool was a good deal more graceful, and a cascade of contestants failing followed. Minda next, then Vrin, Shoorna, and Bremen simultaneously.

      Water dripped from the heads and shoulders of the defeated contestants. They all exchanged looks of mild amusement, but then everyone focused back on the single villager whose head was still plunged into the murk.

      It was Tessra.

      Her tail twitched rhythmically from side to side and a small trickle of bubbles floated to the surface. The squirrel woman’s curvaceous behind was proudly on display, and Cade noticed that she was gently bobbing her head in beat with her tail swishing. Rather than laugh, he coughed into his fist. Ketzal got the hint and moved over to pat the winner on the shoulder.

      Tessra emerged, her big eyes blinking about the water. “How did I do?” she asked at once.

      “Tessra wins the first challenge!” Ketzal declared in what Cade was coming to know as her announcer voice.

      The squirrel woman sprinted in place for a second, her feet thrumming the turf below her. The sheer speed of her celebratory dance convinced Cade that if there’d been a foot race, she might have won that too. “I win! Oh, that is something. I never win contests, though, this is the first I’ve ever competed in. I won!”

      Dan grinned wide as he watched the woman fall into dance. He wasn’t the only one. It was nice to see how many of the Camp Casmeer villagers appreciated the joy of one of their own.

      Taking in the crowd anew, Cade noticed dozens of garments spread throughout the ranks. No wonder they’re happy she won. She is single-handedly clothing the entire population.

      Not missing a beat, Ketzal strode toward the next stage in the competition. “If you’ll all follow me, I’ll explain the second trial in the Casmeer Games.”

      Everyone did so willingly, Tessra somehow finding herself walking beside the towering Dan.

      They were an odd couple by all physical standards. Her fur was bushy and caramel brown in the sunlight. Her long and bushy tail twitched behind her as she padded along. Dan stood over two feet taller, his entire chest, shoulders, and head looming above the squirrel woman. His body was angular and harsh where hers was soft and yielding. Even his fur was a study in opposites. It jutted out from his elbows and joints, the wiry hair shining like polished threads of steel making hers look all the softer as it whirled around in an endless sequence of cowlicks.

      A short distance way, perhaps a third of the way across to the opposite wall, Ketzal stopped before the massive stones.

      Gesturing with a flourished hand, Ketzal explained. “This competition is easy, and will favor brute strength above all else. The task is simple. Hoist each stone into the cupped surface of its accompanying log. Just in case we have more than one winner, this event will be timed. Who wants to go first?”

      Ronden and Dan both raised their hands enthusiastically.

      Ketzal chose Dan, and after a few curses, Ronden backed away.

      Dan prepared himself for the bout by hunching over, curling his spine and then shaking himself. Am I the only one that just sees a huge dog walking on two feet? Cade wondered, but kept his observation to himself.

      “Begin!” Ketzal shouted, and the wolf man darted forward.

      With infinite ease, he plucked the first stone from the turf, a stone the size of a basketball, and plopped it into the log that stood above.

      Moving along the line, Dan lifted each of the stones easily, but slowed as he went along. The second-to-last stone was bigger than a microwave, and as the lycan growled, struggling to tilt the stone over his knobby knees, a few of the villagers involuntarily took a step back. He was a terrifying sight, and quite determined.

      After thirty seconds of struggle, he finally began to rise with the great stone and dropped it into the cup-shaped log.

      The final stone refused to do more than wobble as he attacked it from all angles. After a minute of this, he finally stood and sighed. Looking to his huge friend Ronden, Dan nodded. “I cannot lift it.”

      Ronden took his place eagerly, and again, Ketzal called out, “Begin!”

      The giant man made the first three stones look like foam props. He stood somewhere around six foot ten, if Cade’s guess was right, but his broad body and limbs were twice as thick as Dan’s. The term barrel chested was misguided. Ronden had a broad chest with muscles that were more disturbing than handsome to look upon. The only part of him that was barrel-shaped was his gut.

      Rippling with twitching rows of muscle, Ronden’s cut bulged outward like a powerlifter’s. His neck was hidden in a forest of trapezius muscles, and his waist was non-existent. Yeah, this is definitely his event, Cade observed, thinking of the Strong Man competitions he’d watched on television as a child.

      The fourth stone did manage to slow Ronden down, but only just.

      Methodically, he ratcheted the stone up and over his knees. Then he rested a second before rocking back once more and standing. He set the stone down and moved to the last.

      Giving his big wolf friend a wink, Ronden gripped the edge of the huge rock.

      By the looks of it, just over three feet in diameter, the stone must have weighed hundreds of pounds. It would have been a mystery how it had been moved there but for the boar tracks nearby. Bellows had done his part in preparing for the Casmeer Games as well. He’d need to be rewarded with some extra rations.

      Thinking of the great battle boar, Cade wondered where the brute had gone off to that morning. He’d finally stopped growing and was a sight to see. The horns on his head embellished his impressive size, but even at the shoulder, he stood perhaps fourteen feet off the ground. Each leg was as thick as a palm tree, his hooves as wide and dense as the middle stone in the game. Moving the rock that Ronden was currently struggling with would have been like rolling a ball across the ground with his snout.

      Ronden produced those ear-splitting air noises that lifters use to push their bodies to the limit. In a few short bursts, he’d managed to lift the stone to rest on his knees.

      They trembled with the effort of it, and he nearly dropped the stone. After another few moments, Ronden’s eyes went wild, and his arms bulged. The faint glow of ether around his frame gave away the skill he’d used. Roaring like a crazed savage, Ronden lifted the boulder up, crushing it against the lip of the log. Finally, he heaved a final time and it teetered over the edge, falling into the cup.

      It was so heavy that the log shifted a few inches, but thankfully, it didn’t spill over.

      “Complete! You finished this obstacle in one minute and thirty-eight seconds!” Ketzal shouted, and the crowd shouted their approval.

      Cade was expecting the big man to out-scream them all, to make some display of brazen self-adulation. Instead, he turned toward Dan and the other competitors, placed his massive hands over his thighs, and bowed formally. What the shit? Now Ronden’s modest? Maybe he’s finally sobered up from this morning.

      The others that followed were obviously less impressive. Tessra failed to lift even the first stone, and smiled shyly before backing away. Only Vrin could lift more than the first stone, but stopped dead in his tracks on the fourth. He was a strong man, but his lean body was built for long hours of combat not short bursts of strength.

      Minda had waited to go last, and before she began, she walked up to Ronden. Touching the big man on the arm, she smiled and gestured. When he leaned down, the beastkin woman whispered something in his ear. Ronden’s cheeks went red and a scowl formed on his face. He remained silent though.

      To her credit, Minda picked up the first stone. Her body was tiny, weighing an ounce or two above a hundred pounds. But her thigh muscles knotted, and she adopted the same tactic the bigger men had. She lifted the boulder to her legs, hugged it once more to her chest, and rocked back as she lifted it up and set it in its place.

      She even growled a little as she did so, her sharp teeth flashing. Cade was both amused—I mean who in the world could be so cute—and a little turned on.

      Turning to the next boulder, Minda sighed. Thinking she’d given up, Ketzal raised her hand. But a fierce look from Minda cut the demoness off. Minda walked over to where she’d set down her soul weapon. With a shake, she extended it into its full staff length, the end shining with stored power.

      Then she spun on the remaining stones. Casting some spell Cade had never seen before, Minda’s outstretched hand and staff burst with green light.

      The ground shook slightly, and then a massive pair of white roots burst from the soil. They coiled around the second stone like pale fingers, lifting it in the air and depositing it into the cup.

      The third and fourth stones went just as quickly, and when the roots wrapped around the fifth stone and began to lift it as well, the only sound that rose above the slight trembling of Minda’s spell was an odd groan of defeat spilling from Ronden’s lips.

      When the fifth stone was in place, Minda broke the spell and the roots retreated. The ground was torn, and every Casmeerian stood in mute shock. But the villagers exploded with applause a moment after.

      Minda bowed several times, her lithe frame taut with excitement.

      Ronden still stared at the huge boulder that had so easily been set in place. Only when Dan approached from behind him and patted his big friend on the shoulder did he snap out of his reverie.

      “The final game is a spear throw,” Ketzal shouted, trying to quiet the ruckus Minda had caused. “The contestants each get three spears and must make their throws from fifty paces. The distance has been measured and marked already. Who volunteers to go first?”

      Vrin stepped forward, a confident grin on his face. “If it’s spears we’re playing with, I would love to go first.” The guard’s severe features were lit up with a handsome smile. The others parted for him and he took one of the spears.

      Weighing it in his skilled hands a moment, Vrin’s casual expression evaporated. Suddenly, he was the dauntless warrior once more.

      Taking his shift in mood as a cue, the crowd parted moved to either side of the range.

      A hush fell and the wind played across the knee-high grass. Vrin took several steps back from the line, a furrow dug, no doubt, by the lovely Bellows. He breathed deep, the spear held gently in his right hand. Then he darted forward, and in one smooth motion, he launched the spear through the air.

      It sailed gracefully.

      Only a slight wobble disturbed its passing, and it struck the target hard.

      The tip of the spear sunk into the packed straw, shuddering a moment as it hit the planks of wood behind. Satemi had made a few of the targets a while ago, a way to help the villagers practice and improve their skills.

      Vrin’s first attempt struck a foot off center, and by all standards, was a splendid throw.

      Twice more, he drew back and let his spears fly. The second landed a few inches wider than the first, but hit with just as much force. The third managed to hit the edge of the bull’s eye. The center of the target was painted with red clay taken from the bank of the stream and mixed with berry juice. It was a foot in diameter. If Vrin had thrown the spear at a man, all three of his attempts would have killed or maimed him.

      Villagers clapped and Vrin nodded tersely.

      He put on a good show of it, but Cade could see the man was disappointed.

      Dan shrugged and pushed to the front of the line. “I’m no good with a spear. Let’s get this over with,” the lycan said.

      Sure enough, two of Dan’s throws missed the target entirely. The third hit though, and to everyone’s astonishment, it landed just an inch from a bull’s eye. The wolf man blinked a few times and then laughed, just as dumbfounded as the rest of them.

      One by one, the others took their turns. Tessra tried a single throw but lacked the strength to use the weapon properly. When her spear landed halfway between her and the target, she gave up. Minda got hers closer, but though her core and legs were incredibly strong, she was too dainty to be effective. Her third toss sunk the spear into the wooden base of the target. Taking this as a victory, Minda performed another dance and stepped out of the way for Ronden.

      The giant treated held his spear like it was a piece of kindling. After trying to grow more comfortable with the light weapon, he shrugged and chucked the spear.

      The crowd gasped as the weapon flew straight, surprising even Ronden. But it was thrown with such force that it sunk into the embankment above and behind the target.

      Ronden was good enough to laugh at his own mishap. The next two weren’t much better, and he stepped back after missing three times in a row, clapping as Satemi strode forward to finish the competition.

      She didn’t stretch or crack her neck. She didn’t sigh or noticeably focus like Vrin had. Satemi took the first spear, took a single step back, then launched forward.

      The spear streaked through the air like a lightning bolt, thwacking into the target. It shuddered in place, three inches from the bull’s eye.

      Satemi picked up the second and repeated the process. Cade marveled at how her body moved. She was grace and economy, every gesture and motion both necessary and carved back to minimum effort. The woman looked as if the motion took no strength at all, yet the crash of steel piercing straw and wood told otherwise.

      This second attempt struck dead center. Refusing to celebrate or even grin, Satemi took the last spear and let it fly.

      The shaft didn’t wobble; the point flew towards its target in a blur. It landed between the first two.

      After a moment of silence, the crowd began to cheer, and Satemi turned to face Dan and Ronden. Cutting through the raucous applause, she called out in a voice of steel and stone, “If either of you thinks to fight one another again, for any reason, I’ll cut you both down. Understood?”

      Only when both of the big men had nodded solemnly and given their word, did the woman crack a smile. “Good!” she cried, her face melting into a lopsided grin. “Then I think I’ll be ready for my first request then. Which one of you boys wants to go first?”
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            Before and After the Morning Blowie
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        * * *

      

      Satemi had a hard streak, but she wasn’t cruel. She’d extracted her “favor” from Dan and Ronden right then and there. The warrior queen had demanded that the two apologize for making such a fuss earlier that day, agree to help collect the necessary ingredients for the brewers to replace the veritable vat of mead they’d consumed, and go work for a single day on her next pet construction project.

      The other losers, she’d told off, not begging a favor from them at all.

      Minda had asked a single favor of one of the losing contestants but refused to say it aloud. When Minda had whispered the request, the woman smiled and nodded enthusiastically.

      Tessra, the other contestant that had scored a single point, didn’t say anything at all. She just turned back to town, tucking a few bits of fruit into her mouth she’d produced from her tail.

      “Odd little thing, that one,” Cade muttered to himself.

      “Watch it. I think she’s sweet,” Minda said defensively.

      Nodding, Cade agreed. “Won’t argue there. Everyone is in love with her clothing too. But storing food in her fur like that. I mean, don’t ants come around? She has an Inventory like all the rest of us.”

      Minda gave him an eyebrow so he dropped it. Curiosity drove him in another direction though. “What did you ask for? The favor I mean.”

      “Shoorna is a crafter. She usually works with vines or plant fibers to weave baskets and the like. I asked if she’d work with me and see what we can come up with,” she explained, then elbowed him playfully. “By the way, did you enjoy my latest skill? I’ve been keeping it a secret until I could unveil it properly.”

      “The root thing? Yeah, fucking epic. How does it work exactly, and what do you call it?”

      She folded her arms, obviously pleased with herself. “It’s called Mycelium Mastery. Those weren’t even roots, not properly. I can enchant the fungal networks within the earth or any decomposing material, and cause it to grow, shift forms, do basically whatever I want. The skill is my most powerful so far, but only lasts a minute and has a twelve-hour Cooldown.”

      Cade considered the implications. “Still, sixty seconds of that and you could crush an entire front line of enemies. I’m impressed.”

      “Why, thank you, Archon. Your approval is all I need in this world. Better get going though, yeah? Don’t you have a meeting again tonight?” she reminded him.

      He sighed, not wanting to think of the inevitable confrontation ahead. “Yeah, Cha is bound to be hungry. I’ll see you at the cooking pits after though.”

      She kissed him on the cheek and before she could retreat entirely, he snatched a handful of her always-bouncy butt cheeks. Minda squealed and slapped his hand away, but when she turned around she was grinning.

      The meeting progressed as usual. Cha, rather than seeming volatile and ready to fight at every move, was almost cheerful.

      It scared the shit out of him.

      “Yes, I agree, the Casmeer Games sounds like a pleasant way in which to encourage further bonding and cooperation amongst our citizens,” she finished, voting to approve Satemi’s proposal.

      Pursing her lips, the warrior stared at her fellow Councilwoman like she was about to bite her. “Okay, does everyone else agree? I was thinking once a month might be a fun way to keep up morale.”

      Cade nodded, and so did the others.

      “The other item I wish to present is the amalgamations. Yes, Gemma and her hunters have done much to clear out the surrounding areas. But how long will that last. Their appearances are becoming more frequent. I move to make their destruction more of a priority,” Satemi pressed, her gaze hard as she looked to her fellows to respond.

      Havasham answered, looking only briefly to Cha before he did so. “Yes, this makes sense. Perhaps we can organize a larger hunting party to head out soon. I don’t think any less than six should go out at once.”

      “I think six is a good number as well. But since we agreed to push forward with the dungeon expeditions, perhaps only one group of hunters should leave at a time,” Cade suggested.

      They discussed the possibilities for a time, and concluded that six to eight hunters, under the guidance of Gemma, would leave tomorrow to see if they could make some progress in thinning the ranks of the mutated beasts.

      At last, the chatter died down, and a muted silence fell over the group.

      “Good. So if there isn’t anything else we need to talk about,” Ketzal said. “Maybe we should call it done.”

      Cade pressed his palms down on the tops of his thighs, preparing to stand.

      But then he saw it. A pained look passed through Havasham’s eyes.

      Cha held up one elegant finger, her blunted claw gleaming softly. “I believe we have one more item to discuss. The Shield Barrier and the issue of Mana Upkeep. Havasham had some ill news to share with me.”

      “Yes, it is unfortunate,” Havasham followed. “I know we’ve just concluded our most peaceful and productive meeting, but ignoring this issue won’t help. Both Cha and I agree that the cost of Mana Shards is too high. We need to drop the shield and secure our safety with mundane methods.”

      Satemi ground her teeth, and Ketzal glanced between the opposing sides nervously. We have the majority, and they know it. Still, if they bring this to the villagers directly, the town can vote to do whatever they like. That will only leave our position weakened, Cade thought bitterly.

      “Well, let’s discuss a potential compromise then,” Ketzal suggested. “Surely, we must all agree that the safety of Camp Casmeer is important. But it does seem that eventually we might run out of Mana Shards anyhow.”

      Cade cut in, knowing his own response would be preferable to Satemi’s. “We have yet to explore the depths of the dungeon. We did recover a small amount of Mana Shards on our last delve, and that was only on the second floor. Perhaps deeper within…”

      “That is no guarantee!” Cha snapped, finally coming out with the venom she displayed so often. “And what of the dangers. If our very own Archon nearly died on the second level, how much risk is appropriate?”

      Satemi finally let fly. “Why didn’t you start with this. Hiding your fangs all the while until the last minute? Yes, the dungeon is dangerous, and so are the psychotic amalgamations and every other beast in Antinium. By dropping the shield, we give all of that free and easy access.”

      Cha bristled, her ruff rising from the back of her neck a few inches.

      It was Havasham who stood up, hands to either side. He eyed Cade and seemed to ask for a bit of trust. Cade gave a subtle nod, and listened to what the man had to say.

      “I am with Cha. This is not due to any prejudice. Yes, before I dove into the dungeon with Cade, I thought him—” he stopped and looked at Cade directly. “I thought you were an arrogant prick who only cared about tying down as many women as you can. But I saw that you care for those around you. I saw your own dedication to this society. And, quite frankly, I’ve come to like you.”

      Cha scrutinized her only ally in the room harshly. He’s off script. They didn’t talk about this at all. Let’s see what Havasham’s cooking then.

      The Councilman shook his head and continued. “I’m sorry, Cha, but I think I have a compromise. Let’s agree to take down the barrier shield. It is too costly to maintain, and you all know it. But to do so immediately is foolish. Let’s consider ten days to prepare, to build fortifications, train our guardsmen for the shift in security. We will press on into the dungeon, as we should. If we find untold stores of Mana Shards, we may reconsider. If not, then we have no choice.”

      Sitting back down and ignoring the crackling anger that fumed up off the wolfkin next to him, Havasham sighed deeply. He seemed pleased with himself and relieved to be done with the difficult task.

      The arguing wasn’t finished for the night, but the worse of it had been burned away. Satemi, thankfully, kept her tongue under control. In a way, this had been a win. Agreeing to drop the shield in ten days, but having the chance to avoid doing so should more resources be found, was all they could hope for.

      Additionally, a larger task force of villagers would be sent down for another run as soon as possible. The exact numbers were yet to be decided on, and a balance between the hunters would need to be struck, but the dungeon runs were moved up a notch in priority. Cade also, begrudgingly, agreed to sit the next one out. He couldn’t argue though. If everyone was to have a chance to level up, they’d all need the opportunity.

      They adjourned and separated, each seeking dinner and a cup of wine to settle their thoughts. A few jokes were made at Ronden and Dan’s expense, but everyone did seem happier. The competition had boosted everyone.

      Cade found Gemma sitting with a few of her hunters and he told her what the Council had decided. “We will leave the exact number up to you. You may have anywhere from six to eight villagers, and you must stay together. But you’ll need to press on further than before and find the source of this mess if possible.”

      “We will. Seven should be enough. Seven is the sacred number after all, and it will grant us luck,” Gemma said plainly, one of her hunters nodding behind her as if she’d stated a simple fact.

      He left her to the planning of the expedition, which began immediately, and sought the solace of his shared shelter.

      Cade slept deep and hard that night, his dreams a swirling mass of various tasks to perform.

      When he woke to piss, he found his furs covered in sweat. Gods, I need to find a way to relax. I was not born to be this kind of a leader, he noted. But as he looked up at the silver moon above, and then around at the peaceful village still growing and beginning to thrive, he remembered what was at stake. It’s worth it, he told himself. All of this is worth it.

      The chill of his furs being removed woke him a short time later.

      At first he thought it must be one of the girls waking to relieve themselves. Sleeping amid a pile of assorted furs and long-legged women made such interruptions inevitable.

      But when he felt deft hands tugging down the new pair of woven boxers Minda had given him before he’d fallen asleep, he knew something was different.

      It was dark inside the hut when he opened his eyes to see who was undressing him. No lamp burned and only a sliver of dark-gray light pierced the hide flap entrance. Yet all about him a subtle orange glow suffused the air. The light was coming from Gemma’s hair.

      She was aroused.

      “Hey—” he tried, but she pressed her palm over his mouth.

      Shaking her head, she shushed him softly and finished unveiling his manhood.

      With a wicked grin, Gemma moved lower to engage in a practice the woman had come to love. Cade would never be the kind of psycho who discouraged such hobbies. If she wanted to go down on him three times a day, he’d pencil her in. And it wasn’t as if she was growing obsessive.

      Rather, Cade could see that she enjoyed the pleasure it gave him as well as the sense of power it seemed to give her.

      Plus, under the creative tutelage of Minda, Gemma had grown skilled. Cade had a hunch that she enjoyed it so much because she was good at it, could bring him to the brink in a few short minutes if she wanted or else string him along, pinging like a race car’s engine under the summer sun.

      Okay, then, he conceded. If given a choice, I’d definitely choose this over a little more sleep anyhow. Maybe this is her way of saying goodbye before she departs for the hunt.

      Her mouth was so hot it nearly burned him. As with any part of Gemma’s sleek body, she radiated an infinite fount of heat. She was a drop of lava made human, given a form most elegant, and he was the lucky man who was capable of enjoying it.

      Considering how the woman treated the brand scar, Cade had come full circle regarding his “bond” with Gemma. Like any hot-blooded American, Cade had thought being marked and claimed by his woman was insulting and more than a little disturbing. But he’d been wrong about it. It wasn’t her way of pissing on him like he was some fucking fence post in a field somewhere. The act was more sincere, intimate, and loving than that.

      Cade sighed as she took the tip of him in her mouth, her hot tongue rasping underneath. She clutched him in one hand and ran the other up his chest. Finding the handprint there, she held it, as if recommitting herself to their bond once more.

      All of his girls did this occasionally. The hand mark scar had become a site of their affection, a physical reminder of why they loved him, why they chose to be with him.

      Another benefit, of course, was that the buff the branding had granted allowed him to make love with Gemma in the first place. Oddly enough, though the other women lacked the shared scar Gemma and Cade wore, they had all been a part of the wedding ceremony. Their inclusion granted them the ability to withstand her heat as well.

      It was more than convenient. It allowed them all to intertwine as they wished, making love as a group, at least when all were available to do so.

      The tracing of Gemma’s fangs down his shaft made him gasp. Expert indeed, he mused. Only Gemma and Minda could give a fanged blowie and make it feel good.

      Cade felt the flames of his pleasure rise, matching the intensifying heat and light of her hair. Now, her mane burned a deep orange and red, like the stoked coals of a long-burning fire. She increased her pace, using both hands to ply his manhood, her mouth making the motion feel complete and unbroken.

      He closed his eyes and dreamed of the scorching sea between her legs. Each of the women felt different, as such matters go, but in a way, Gemma’s sex remained the most remarkable. She could burn him like a furnace, but rather than produce pain, it registered as an additional sensation.

      Sensing his impending collapse, Gemma ceased her ministrations.

      On all fours, the woman crawled over him, every bit the tigress.

      He grinned, groaning a bit, and she huffed out a suppressed laugh.

      The task of remaining quiet during the entirety of their sport was somehow appealing. It reminded him of stolen afternoons of love in high school, or after when he’d had to “respect” his roommate.

      Gemma kissed his mouth. Pressing her lips against his, he stared up into the lit coals of her eyes. She held the embrace for several seconds, eyes studying his, then she pulled away and resumed her business as briskly and efficiently as a professional.

      This time, Cade couldn’t stifle his gasp as she fell onto his sex. Grinding into her, Cade chuckled softly. “Gods, woman.”

      “Shh. Hush or I’ll finish by myself,” she whispered above him, her response only stirring up more laughter. When she pressed the points of her claws into his chest and clamp her thighs around him, he found himself capable of a more subdued expression of pleasure.

      Gemma moved faster, pressing into his pelvis. Then something shifted within the tigress’s ember eyes. She tilted forward and pressed her feet to the ground on either side of him.

      Crouching over Cade’s building excitement, Gemma growled quietly, biting her lip and glaring at him. Her eye pulsed a few times, and as he felt his own tenuous control slip away at last, she burned out in a slow undulation.

      The woman rested there, holding him inside her for a few precious moments. The still of the morning and a few villagers beginning to stir the only sounds other than their companions’ rhythmic breathing. Then she kissed him once on both cheeks and rose to dress. As she opened the shelter flap to depart, Gemma turned back and told him farewell and that she loved him with a single heartfelt gaze.

      Cade sighed, lying there, damp and exhausted. No reason not to fall back asleep, he thought, as he found the edge of a fur and tugged it toward him.

      His attempt to find sleep once more was frustrated as Satemi rolled over and leaned against him. With sleepy eyes, she greeted him silently. And for the second time that morning, he found a woman moving down below his belt line.

      He sighed, giving up all prospect of sleep, and enjoyed himself as the warrior woman urged him back into a state of arousal.

      It didn’t take long. One benefit of Lycan Metabolism was his infinitely rebounding stamina. He could hike all day, eat a plate of meat, and roll in the furs with Minda, Ketzal, or both all night. So after a few minutes of luxuriating in the gentle warmth of Satemi’s mouth, he pushed her away from him and onto her back.

      When he climbed atop her athletic form, she grinned. The sun was brighter now, a dull silver, and bird song began to pester the morning’s sacred silence.

      I’ll not be the only one disturbing the peace then, he thought as he kissed her neck and collar bone.

      Satemi moved beneath him, eager for everything he could give her.

      They played like lovers for half an hour, touching each other’s bodies with gentle expressions. Their passion mounted as inevitable as the rising tide, and soon, he dove into her depths.

      Ignoring the same strict caution Gemma had displayed, Satemi moaned. Her intonation was deep and satisfied as he moved within her. She gripped his hips with strong legs, urging him to take what she was offering.

      He didn’t disappoint her.

      Cade felt the muscles in his back and chest begin to burn with the intensity of his exertions, his loins glowing with pleasure. Having already dulled his own senses, it was no surprise that Satemi climaxed first. She pestered her sex with one hand while he bucked between her legs. And then she broke, her groan turning into a more vocal response.

      Had Cade not been close to finishing himself, he would have been embarrassed. As it was, Satemi’s mewling turned him on even more. He finished shortly after, his body shuddering with pleasure once more.

      He collapsed to the furs, pulling them atop his tired body. His stomach growled, announcing it too had needs it wished to be met.  Satemi laughed and pushed her butt against him, curling up to sleep as well.

      A bout of giggles made him glance over to where Minda and Ketzal were rising from their places. Wiping the sleep from their eyes, they whispered to one another, obviously still enjoying the unbidden show they’d received.

      Ketzal left the shelter first, and Minda turned around. In a voice just above a whisper, she said, “I know you’ve already had a busy morning, Archon, but your duties await. If you aren’t up in five minutes, I’ll come back for you. We’ve a dungeon raid to plan, and you are expected.”

      She winked and left him to the confusing mixture of emotions the morning had evoked.

      Twice pleased and feeling the wave of sleepiness that such efforts tend to exude, he was as happy as any man had a right to be. But knowing he had a full day of playing the chief for a village of people who needed his guidance… well, that just sucked.

      Rather than allow himself to halfway drift off to sleep only to be woken up minutes later, Cade sat up and began getting dressed. And not for the first time did he wish Antinium had a plant a little stronger than simple tea leaves.

      Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a mug of flaming hot coffee, blacker than the endless abyss, he thought, and emerged to see to breakfast and a day laden with responsibility.
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        * * *

      

      Only an hour had gone by and already Cade was feeling a headache coming on. A large group of fighters had assembled near the side of the warehouse, all adding in their own requests and suggestions for the next dungeon run.

      “I know the dungeon may again insist on splitting up our group, and if so, we will have no choice. But I rather doubt it,” Vrin explained. “From what you’ve reported about the first floor, and our experiences on the second, we have no reason to believe there will be much repetition. So yes, we must have assigned groups, two at the minimum, and a contingency planned if a third group is required, but I suggest we enter as one squad. We start together and finish together.”

      Havasham was nodding sagaciously, lending Vrin’s words additional authority.

      The Councilman’s change of affiliation wasn’t complete. He still deferred to Cha’s judgement often, and Cade knew that they spoke about everything together. Yet, the man was no longer opposed to those villagers who naturally sided with Cade. It was a good change, one that very well may ensure the success of Camp Casmeer.

      Cade raised his hand, beckoning to speak. It was a simple but effective means of organizing each group, and most of the others had been given ample opportunity to say what they needed.

      Everyone turned to Cade and he finished with what he hoped would be a rousing enough speech. “I’m pleased with the group we’ve gathered. You are a diverse collection of fighters and support members. This time we’ll have two healers. Each will be guarded by a damage dealer whose sole occupation will be keeping those healers alive. And remember, though everyone has skin in the game down there, let the tanks do their job. The gods of Antinium made Ronden and Dan’s heads thick for a reason.”

      This last produced a few chuckles for which Cade was grateful. What he had to say afterward would only add to the high-pressure situation. “Finally, you must balance two priorities equally. One, every villager is worth more than a mountain of gold. Don’t let a single one of your fellows fall down there. We simply can’t afford the loss, and nobody here wants another of their friends to die. Two, we need to take the dungeon. These two points seem opposed, but not if you consider it another way. Yes, we must and will take the dungeon. But if we do so carefully, and with all planning and precautions in mind, it should be possible without a tragedy occurring.”

      Several nods passed through the ranks, and Cade observed the next round of delvers with great respect.

      Ronden and Vrin would lead one of the teams, Fenian as their healer and five more warriors at their back including Satemi and Minda.

      In the other team, Dan and Polde would lead Sholl, Ketzal, and a handful of others; the woman from the day before, Shoorna, would be their healer. Two teams of eight, a total of sixteen villagers in all, would brave the dangers of the dungeon.

      The group walked behind Cade as he made his way down to the Town Interface. As Interface Controller, Cade needed to be present to open the next floor. Their progress was made quietly, only the occasional clatter of armor and weaponry rising above the trodding of their feet.

      Many changes had been made over the weeks. No time was taken for granted. Satemi had helped facilitate much of the construction, but her own skills were less specialized than they needed to be. She acted as the camp’s foreman, supervising, encouraging, shoving people about to fit in where they needed to be. One of her pet projects that she’d helped advance thoroughly was that of battle readiness.

      Only one villager had Weaponsmith as an Occupation, one other had taken up Armorer. Both were given the collective aid of a handful of others who had one or more Occupations like Tanner, Smithy, Woodworker, Craftsman, and the like. Those were less specialized, but were necessary in order to produce the raw materials to create more complex pieces of equipment.

      As the delvers strode along, the sound of newly forged scale mail, leather or steel pauldrons, refitted breastplates, and everything in between, was a fine music to Cade’s ears. It sounded like near a month of hard labor. It sounded like dedication and a more protected and empowered society.

      It sounded like the articulations of war.

      Though they were moving in a loose clump, the song of shifting equipment and clinking weapons still brought Cade back to one of a hundred road marches.

      In some ways, by the time Cade had been trained as an infantry soldier, the staggered road march was an archaic and outdated practice. A too-heavy ruck on his back and a machine gun weighing down his arms, the practice was both painful and mindnumbingly boring.

      Yet as they plodded along, he began to notice that the soldiers in his unit were learning an ancient language. Ensuring the spacing between each soldier was even, listening for the sound of ambush or a shouted order in the distance, the marches taught them all to operate in a way that relied more on instincts than the refinement of language or society at large.

      Cade led the way into the cave, and sighed deeply. Already, this location had provided him with plenty of memories. Each trip he took here would always be laden with emotion.

      When the group stood above the winding staircase, and Cade had ordered Micah to open the next level of the dungeon, he regarded the villagers once more. “I’m not going to paint my face or talk about sacrifice or glory. But keep your fucking eyes open and protect one another. You’re not just Antinians now, you are all members of Camp Casmeer. Sixteen go down, and sixteen return, understood?”

      Unwittingly, Cade had filled his voice with the granted authority of the Archon. His battle crown no doubt lent his words more weight, as did his absurdly high Charisma score. So when the group arranged around him replied, their voice was united and thundered in the chamber.

      Cade gave Vrin and Polde a look, both of the team leaders in charge of the two divided groups, and let them take over.

      Polde outranked Vrin, by level and experience. She took her team down first, and then Vrin’s followed. In moments, Cade found himself alone in the room containing the Town Interface. He took the time to check on their Mana Reserves, and was sad to see it had again dipped. Time was ticking, and he only hoped the next level in the dungeon could provide more Mana Shards.

      Most of the rest of Cade’s day was taken up by various administrative tasks. He began by dropping by the expanded stables. They were on the way back from the cave, before the first of the defensive walls. Built on the same ground where Satemi, Minda, and Cade had trapped Bellows when he was still growing, the stables were a relatively grand structure now.

      A few more of the battle boars had been gathered since the fall of Tanrial. Most were still growing, not nearly so large as the impressive Bellows, but having been locked into the companion bond, they were growing just as quickly as he had.

      Ketzal and a few assistants kept the stables cleaned, the animals fed, but as she had agreed to take on the duty of today’s dungeon run, he offered to complete her duties for her.

      After a half hour of shoveling the world’s most impressive dung heaps, he finally set down the crude shovel and washed his hands in a basin of water. Nothing like scraping up mounds of shit to make a leader feel truly powerful, Cade grumbled to himself, but knowing the task was not only necessary but beneficial, he suppressed his complaints as much as possible.

      Then he fell to the task of feeding the beasts. They were so large that once a day Bellows was tasked with taking the pack out for a run. They would sprint away from town past where the hunters would roam and dig up tubers, knock down fruit trees, and generally harass the countryside for as much food as possible.

      But in the mornings, the villagers had been able to supply their battle mounts with additional nutrition.

      Cade summoned a pile of collected fruit for each of the juveniles along with a pile of sugar cane. This last had been a serious improvement in the animals’ diet. The cane grew over a foot a day, so after Minda had blessed the patch of cane, they’d been able to rotate the harvesting of the plant to ensure a consistent source of carbohydrates for their livestock.

      Protein was more difficult to come by, but after finding out how much meat could reliably be harvested from the surrounding jungle, the council had agreed to feed the boar a few pounds of raw meat a day.

      Cade summoned the steaks last, scratching each of the Brimstone Boars on their snouts as they ate.

      They’d only trapped four more at this point, but by all calculations, they were already at the limits of the resources they could provide. No sense in raising mounts that would grow malnourished under their care, so any further expeditions for the boars would be in the harvesting of more food.

      Cade fed Bellows last of all. The huge beast towered above him and snuffled in delight as he deposited enough calories to feed the entire village for half a day.

      “How are you, buddy?” Cade asked, scratching the beast behind his huge ear. “I’ll bet you miss your girlfriend, eh? Or was that just a fling?” he asked, remembering the boar Bellows had chased off into the jungle when they’d stayed with the Kotani Apes.

      Of course, the brute didn’t answer, just chomped through a mess of sugar cane as happy as ever.

      Before Cade turned to his other duties, he noticed a streak of crimson on the back of the boar’s right flank. Moving around the side of his enclosure, Cade gasped as he saw a long gash, the dark red of drying blood covering several feet of Bellows’ tawny hide.

      “Damn!” he cursed, inspecting the wound more closely. “What in all of Antinium screwed with you?”

      Cade saw a single streak of claw marks had ripped across four feet of the boar’s hide. To make matters worse, a few mangled bones protruded. How Bellows was still standing, let alone happy, was beyond his reckoning.

      Ignoring the potential danger, Cade ducked in through the side of the enclosure to take a closer look.

      Holy hell. They aren’t bones at all, Cade realized as he touched one of the protruding spikes. It’s a quill!

      He headed immediately to see if he could find any other healers about. The boar would most likely need to be knocked out somehow. Minda’s herbs and botanicals had flourished, and Cade himself had made a medicine capable of putting anyone to sleep. Enough of the drug should do the trick.

      On his way, he ran into Mole.

      “Thank god. Hey, so Bellows needs some serious attention, and soon. Something attacked the mounts, probably last night. It must have been too dark for the handlers to notice when they returned. He’s fine, but I’m afraid infection might set in,” Cade explained to the councilman. “Can you find any healers or someone stupid enough to perform surgery on the beast?”

      “Something attacked Bellows?” Mole asked incredulously.

      “I know, right? Yes, something equally huge or more so. I thought only the Kotani Ma could challenge the boars, or the dragons that live in the distant mountains. They don’t come this far though.”

      Mole nodded, and after exchanging a few more details, scurried off to handle the matter. Before he was out of sight, Cade shouted back, “Please, find me when the deed is done. I wish to take a good look at one of those quills!”

      Trying to push the feeling of anxiety rising in his gut, Cade next visited the makeshift brewery that had been fashioned from one of the old structures they’d first built for the Casmeer villagers. Now that more suitable sleeping quarters had been purchased through the Town Interface, several structures had opened up.

      Cade discovered that Ronden and Dan had lived up to their promise. The brewer had enough supplies to make mead and ale for a fortnight.

      “What of the distillery. I don’t really care to see anyone wasted on the stuff, but alcohol can have many uses,” Cade inquired, knowing the more advanced process would take a good deal longer.

      The brewer smiled and waved him deeper into their laboratory.

      Further in, Cade met the small woman in charge of turning the strong jungle wine into something like brandy. “Tell him, Cally. He should know.”

      “Fine. Nobody likes surprises anymore. Wants to share the news at next Town Hall. Fine,” the woman mumbled, glancing up from a pile of powdered reagents.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you. And if you want, I’ll keep the information to myself and the Council of Five only,” he offered, hoping to appease the grumpy woman.

      She batted the air with her little hands, and Cade noticed that her race might be something like a mousekin. “Never minds. I’ll show yous and you tells everyone. I know. I know.”

      He didn’t bother to argue, but instead, settled in wait for whatever news the Distiller had to offer. She rifled through a rack of small clay pots until she found the one she was looking for. Then she wove around Cade and headed out of the structure.

      “Where are you—” he began before deciding that conversation with this creature wasn’t the most productive. Instead, he followed her back out.

      She walked all the way to the edge of the pool, finding a patch of moist clay and turning to face him. “Safer here. Must be safe. I show why.” Sniffing the small pot she’d brought with her, she poured the liquid out onto the ground.

      “Brandy. Nothing fancy. Tastes terrible. Must be filtered and aged. But I have secondary Occupation of Chemist. I find special herbs from the Minda,” the woman said, producing a small pouch from a pocket in her apron.

      She stepped well away from the pool of brandy, already soaking into the soil, and drew out a pinch of fine powder.

      After winking at Cade, she turned and tossed the powder onto the patch of liquor. Rather than catch in the wind and puff away, the powder seemed dense, almost like metal shavings. It fell onto the liquor, and after a half second, burst into angry flames.

      From what looked to have been less than a quarter cup of brandy, three feet of roaring flames shot up and out in all directions. The explosion of fire lasted but a second until the fuel was extinguished. When it died down, the clay embankment stood smoking, black char marking where the fire had been.

      “Fred fucking Savage!” Cade exclaimed, blinking away the white afterimage that clung to his vision.

      “Strange man speaks of savages. Impressed or no?” the distiller asked.

      “Yes, of course I am. We’ll need to figure out how to do so, but I think we can make some nasty weaponry with that stuff. Well done.”

      The woman smiled, a thin and chilling gesture. Then, without ceremony, she tucked the pouch back into her apron and departed for her laboratory.

      “She’s a bit strange. Please, forgive her impolite behavior, Archon,” the brewer offered, looking embarrassed.

      Cade shook his head. “I honestly don’t give a damn. Please, just tell her to make as much of the brandy and powder as possible. And keep everyone away from the stuff. We have greater need for explosives than we do booze.”

      The brewer agreed and said goodbye.

      A few more things to check on, Cade thought as he strode toward his next destination. And then maybe I can have a little fun with my own Occupation.

      Though he’d spent a few days dickering with his Apothecary and Alchemical Engineering, Cade hadn’t had time to invest in the Occupations like he knew they deserved. Both had incredible potential to change everyone’s way of life.

      Cade spoke with the guard in charge of town security for a while, Vrin’s second in command, and then he spent an hour hearing the lead botanist complain about the need for fertilizer other than boar dung. He did his best to calm the man down. Apparently, boar dung was too susceptible to fungal growth, and though it was excellent substrate for their mushroom farms, caused more harm than good with their vegetable crops.

      After calming the man and ensuring they’d come up with some other form of fertilizer soon enough, he made his way to check up on the cooks.

      Cade was halfway to the kitchen when he nearly tumbled over a tiny, furry figure.

      “What’s the deal?”

      “Sorry, Archon Cade! Sorry, I must speak with you though!” Tessra cried, her face a knot of worry.

      Cade sighed, reaching deeper for another ounce of patience. He didn’t want any further distractions, and the issue with Bellows still bothered him. “Okay, what is it? And please, be quick.”

      “I must show you. Come!” the squirrel woman said and then practically sprinted away.

      She moved in bursts, looking about in all directions before continuing on once more. There is nothing that doesn’t shout squirrel about this one, Cade thought, suppressing a laugh. In a town as diverse as Casmeer, getting caught up on racial differences wasn’t wise.

      He found her waiting on the front step of the Clothier’s Shop. She ducked inside and beckoned him in.

      At first, the shop looked like a hopeless mess, balls of thread and half-sewn clothes littered the work bench and the racks that lined the walls were filled with fabric of all kinds. It had an order to it, though. Hard to discern, sure, but an elegant chaos had taken hold of the shop, and Cade felt he understood a little more of the woman’s mind.

      He took a seat and waited for the woman as she ran to a backroom, promising to return immediately.

      A moment later, she came back bearing a small wooden box.

      “You are Archon, leader of this place. In my world, we have Shamans to lead us. I plan to marry, but need your blessing as leader. Will you do this for me?” she asked, opening the box and removing a strip of decorated cloth.

      Cade took the piece of cloth in his hands and admired the work she’d done. It was embroidered with various colors of thread, and when he opened it, he saw it was a picture. Two tails intertwined to make one column of colorful fur. One tail was a caramel brown, the other a metallic silver.

      “Dan. You wish to marry Dan?”

      She nodded furiously, her eyes glancing to the front door. “Please, not so loud. Should another female hear of my plans, she may move to thwart me.”

      “I will give you my blessing, but Tessra, Dan can marry who he chooses. Have you spoken with him about this?” Cade asked, trying to keep a straight face.

      “Of course not. Don’t be foolish. Will you bless the marriage cloth or not?”

      “Sure. It’s blessed, Tessra. Go get your boy. But, if he refuses, there’s nothing I can do, okay?”

      Tessra growled, baring long front teeth that seemed equally good for crunching through seed husks as they would be for biting off fingers. “You must do more than say the blessing. You must breathe life into it!”

      When Cade stared at her mutely, she took the cloth back, held it up to his mouth, and explained. “If you bless my choice of life mate, breathe life into the cloth!”

      Leaning forward, and feeling ridiculous, Cade huffed out a lungful of his breath into the fabric.

      Tessra’s scowl retreated, and she tucked the cloth away into her prodigious tail. “Thank you, Archon! Thank you! Now, please go. I have much to prepare!”

      Having performed his shamanic duty, it seemed Cade’s presence was no longer required. He was promptly pushed out of the Clothier Shop.

      He stifled the string of curses that rose to his lips. At least he could finish his duties and head to get some food.

      Cade turned to head to see the cooks once more, but found Mole standing in his way. “Flying fucks, Mole! You scared me half to death. What is it with people ambushing me in my own town?”

      Mole’s expression stilled his outrage though. More chilling still was the long quill he held in his hand. “This, I think, is a little more frightening than little old me,” the Councilman said, holding the quill up in the air between them.

      Cade took it, disturbed by the sheer weight of the thing. On one end, the quill was still covered in boar’s blood. A barb as long as his hand protruded from its side. The quill was black as night, and hard enough to pierce leather with ease.

      Glancing to his friend, Cade swallowed down a lump of terror that rose from within. The barbed quill had been buried deeply in Bellows’ side. When Cade had seen it, only half its length remained visible.

      It was over four feet in length.

      “What kind of beast has quills this large?” Cade asked in a hoarse whisper. Only an amalgamation of immense size could explain the phenomenon.

      His thoughts fled to Gemma and her hunters, miles away from the safety of the shield dome. If anyone could survive an encounter with such a beast, it was her. But despite his attempts, Cade could do nothing to quell his growing fear.

      Something was out there, rampaging through his jungle. Something strong enough to wound Bellows. And Cade knew that there was little to no chance it would go away peacefully.
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      “Freezing cold. Soaking wet. I mean, I’m glad I had a few extra furs with me. The floor wasn’t particularly challenging, but we might have had a worse time of it without the extra warmth,” Satemi explained, heads bobbing in agreement all around.

      Ketzal spoke up next, resting a friendly hand on Dan’s shoulder. “If we wouldn’t have walked in with a lightning storm, who knows how challenging things would have been. But we were lucky.”

      The lycan shuffled his feet, obviously embarrassed by the praise. To make matters worse, Ronden came up behind him and swatted his friend on the back. “Puff up and take it like a man. Or a wolf at least. You saved our asses a half dozen times.”

      “So they were all water elementals?” Cade asked, wanting to get the story straight.

      Satemi gave Cade a wink, and narrated with her arms. “Pretty much. There were a few stone golems at the very end in support of the boss. Almost as big as Ronden, but not nearly tough enough to withstand his hammer.”

      The giant blushed more furiously than Dan had when hearing Satemi’s praise, but the warrior woman didn’t stop to notice. “The boss, though, was a Typhoon Elemental. Windy as anything. Glad Minda was standing far enough away. She almost got blown away as it was! But after Dan sent another round of lightning at it, quieted down easy enough.”

      Everyone was in high spirits, everyone but Tessra, who had bristled the moment Ketzal had touched Dan’s shoulder. Don’t worry, lady, I’m pretty sure the demoness is spoken for, Cade thought, wishing he could ease the squirrel woman’s anxiety.

      They’d met in the Town Hall to discuss the dungeon raiders’ success, and it was obvious that everyone was becoming restless. No free round of XP had been distributed this time as a quest reward, but a few enchanted reagents and another 50 Mana Shards had. It was a win, however, especially as it meant they were one level closer to claiming the dungeon.

      Havasham shouted to be heard above the hubbub of the crowd. “I’m sure you all have much to discuss, and congratulations to all of those who succeeded on today’s dungeon dive! But we have some business to handle first. Tomorrow morning, we are sending down another team to clear the next level. Anyone who didn’t go today that wants to give it a try?”

      The hunters being gone, only a few of the remaining Casmeer villagers raised their hands. Ketzal and Satemi chose to remain behind this time as Cade was planning on joining, and though the healers and tanks remained the same, a few others signed up to make the run.

      Summarizing the choices, Havasham declared, “Then another sixteen shall enter the dungeon shortly after first light. Cade will be in charge of the expedition and his team of eight, and Polde will be the leader of the second team. If anyone has any further comments or issues, please meet me out near the cook stoves. I’m starving and want to try out the new ale the brewer has been bragging about.”

      His final words caused an uproar of applause, and the villagers emptied out of the Town Hall in moments.

      Cade stayed to chat a little while longer with Satemi, Ketzal and Minda, then joined the feast.

      Among the common spoils was a trove of fish and an item called Squid Cube, a block of solid jellyfish meat that was apparently quite delicious when roasted. From the smell of everyone who’d entered the third level of the dungeon, the elementals had been filled with various sea life.

      The girls are going to need to take some extensive showers tonight, or I won’t be liable for the jokes I have to make, Cade thought ruefully, knowing it wise not to even mention the thought.

      They all ate together, and Cade was pleasantly surprised at how delicious the new source of meat was. As a group, they’d collected over three hundred steaks and nearly as many large fish. Being stored in the Warehouse, the food would supplement their supplies for weeks to come.

      The ale was as good as everyone claimed as well, though Cade and the others who’d signed up kept it to a two beer limit. There was slaying to do in the morning, and though he knew it would be hard work, and dangerous, Cade was excited.

      He rose at first light and prepared himself with an ice-cold dip in the waterfall. His senses were thrumming with life, and he spent fifteen minutes making sure that all relevant supplies were being brought with them. Medicinal herbs, a stronger Moderate Health Tincture he’d finally perfected, and a Stability Tablet that a fellow Apothecary had made, were all packed away.

      This last, the Stability Tablet, didn’t heal the body, but instead acted to nullify shock, bleeding, and other ongoing physical damage. If someone was burned, for instance, they could take the tablet, and the continual damage the burns caused would either slow or stop completely depending on severity.

      Finally, Cade made sure that everyone brought a Delver’s Kit, as Satemi had called it. A length of rope, bundle of torches and fire building tools, extra water and dried rations, and fur-lined parka that Tessra had labored on with a handful of assistants through the night.

      They trudged toward the dungeon together, and Cade found an opportunity to share a sweet and private moment with Minda.

      He reached out and held her hand as they walked.

      Instantly, her face brightened, and her steps became chipper and full of life. They chatted briefly, but fell silent along with the others. This early in the morning, talking always felt wrong somehow, and he sensed she thought so too.

      But clutching her tiny hand, the velvet fur smooth to touch, he reflected on how much he’d grown to love and respect this woman.

      That first night in the old village, before Vormer had it destroyed by a pack of abyss cats, she’d “claimed” the rights to sleep with him. He chuckled to himself at the thought, thinking the moment absurd and absolutely sweet. As if a woman like her had to claim me? I’d take a roll in the sheets with her even if she was covered in fleas.

      She glanced up at him, a question on her brow. He answered with a slight shrug. If he even mentioned fleas to her, Minda would no doubt skin him alive.

      Again, Cade led them through the cave, and called out to Micah to open the next floor of the dungeon. Each time he activated the stairwell, 5 Mana Shards were consumed, but considering how much the dungeon was giving them in return, it seemed a good trade off.

      Cade jogged down the steps ahead of the rest of the party, and when they emerged on the fourth floor, they found a single slab of granite at the end of the usual hallway. It was crude, as if pulled from the earth and not cut. Gesturing to Ronden, Cade stepped back and prepared to enter as the big man used his might to open the door.

      After he’d begun moving it, the door slid sideways into the wall easily, and he unsheathed his own hammer in a flash. Ronden nodded and walked into the chamber beyond. Cade moved behind him with Sholl and Fenian to either side.

      The group was better equipped than the last he’d gone down with, and his own leather vest had been augmented with steel plating. No more getting stabbed through the chest, at least he hoped. It was impossible to cover every part of the body and still be light enough to move around with grace.

      Besides the additional armor, four of the delvers had been given the Soul Weapon Enhancers. Ronden’s hammer had grown by 10% and all of his skills were increased by the same degree. The best part was that the giant could move the huge weapon around without any additional effort.

      Most of the villagers had figured Cade would claim the treasure for himself, but he felt it wise to avoid the obvious self-privileging. Instead, he suggested they give it to Minda. Others agreed happily, and now as she walked behind him, her staff glittered with more light and power than ever. Her skills had more punch, their Cooldowns reduced and active durations increased, all by 10%.

      Polde’s daggers had been given the same treatment as well as Dan’s claws. Polde was a natural choice for the upgrade as she was such a high level, nearly Level 12 at this point, that she often did as much damage as two others combined. Dan had originally tried to refuse, but as the backup tank, Cade and Havasham both agreed it would be a smart decision. After the success of the fourth floor, everyone was happy he’d been given the Soul Weapon Enhancer.

      The final one fell to Fenian, whose healing abilities were increased, benefiting all.

      “If we find more,” Havasham had insisted, “they must go to you, Cade, as well as the other healer.”

      That comment had earned him a sharp look from Cha, but the councilman kept a cool balance between his loyalties to the lycan woman and to the tribe itself.

      The first chamber was a mess. A roughly hewn pocket of earth stretched wide around them, flickering lights falling down from a high ceiling. Dust motes hung in the air everywhere, and one of the delvers coughed. Everywhere on the floor, rubble lay in piles. Cade imagined that once columns of stone had stood here, but it looked as if Ronden had gotten drunk by himself and hammered the rock to bits.

      “Anything over there,” Cade called to Polde, her team having moved to the opposite side of the chamber.

      She shook her head tersely.

      Cade looked around to the others as well, and nobody looked to have found anything of note. “Okay. Then let’s keep moving. The way seems obvious from here.”

      He gestured for Ronden to continue down the tunnel beyond, a gaping hole like something a worm had burrowed through, roots dangling down. The giant made it to the beginning of the tunnel when his huge foot sunk into the ground a few inches.

      A mechanism clicked into place, and bright lines of etheric energy lit up the room.

      Each was leading to a pile of rubble.

      “Surround the stones!” Cade screamed, rebounding away from the nearest heap of rock, already shifting and clacking together to create some as of yet unknown form.

      He didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      Each pile of shattered stone had assembled itself into humanoid monsters that ranged from five to seven feet tall in a matter of seconds. They were golems, good, old-fashioned golems. And there were twenty of them.

      Thankfully, the groups were spread out, and they were only slightly outnumbered. The issue remained that each golem was a match for Ronden. Even the shorter ones swung their stone fists with such force that attempting to block the attack would result only in shattering your arm. A shield would do little but diffuse the force. Already blunt instruments that relied on incredible force, the golems were forces to be reckoned with.

      Polde was shouting orders to her team, attempting to get her fighters to pair off with the nearest of the magically powered creatures.

      “Minda, see what your root spell can do, but hold off on the Mycelium for now!” Cade shouted. “Who knows if we’ll need it later!”

      As Cade squared off with a six-foot pile of dense stone, its eyes glowing eerily from amid a shifting mass of fist-sized stones, he activated two aspects of Mr. McGregor. First, he used Ratcheting Reach, a skill that extended the overall length of his weapon significantly. He wanted to be able to land a hit while not getting so close. It was the perfect opportunity to do so. Then he used his most recent acquisition, Impact Rod.

      The axe whirred in his hand as the ability came alive. No other discernible changes were made though, and when he darted forward to strike, he wasn’t sure what might happen.

      As the head of his hammer struck the side of the golem, he felt the weapon hitch a second time, and a burst of power shot out and into the creature’s body. Stone chips scattered in all directions, and a large section of its middle stone crumbled away.

      Shit yeah, Cade cheered internally. Just need to land one of those on its head and it will be lights out.

      The minion reacted quickly, spinning both its arms around its reduced trunk wildly. Cade back-pedaled quickly. Sholl leapt up, clearing the attacks, and thrusting the tip of his spear into the golem’s ether-filled eye.

      A loud clink resounded, and the golem went stiff for a moment. It shuddered briefly before falling to the ground in pieces. “One down!” Sholl bellowed, giving Cade a confident grin.

      “Three actually,” Polde responded. “Not all of us need to brag as they fight.”

      “I have three more!” Ronden roared.

      Cade pulled away to survey the situation. Polde had her group split into three. She and Dan were working like savages to take apart the golems, starting with the smallest and working their way up. The other two groups of three were fighting defensively, keeping the golems at bay but not going in to cause much damage. It was a cautious and effective strategy.

      His own team had dissolved somewhat. Ronden was going berserk on anything that moved near him, Vrin had the others engaged with two of the largest golems, and of course Cade had Sholl at his side.

      The healers were tucked against the cavern walls, waiting to step in should anyone get hurt. Even as he watched, one of Ronden’s reckless attacks brought him too close to a golem who repaid the man with a stone fist to the chest. Ronden fell back, looking stunned. The healer cast a spell, beginning to heal the man, but Cade moved to act. The giant was in trouble.

      “Sholl, kite that golem, but keep your distance!” Cade ordered as he sprinted to intervene. “Vrin, shift your teams. One defensive, one offensive!”

      As the fighters moved to follow his instructions, Cade hurled his hammer headlong at the head of the golem above Ronden. The big man was getting to his feet, but already the golem had its hand held up for a slamming attack. Cade’s hammer smacked it in the side of the head, and though it didn’t destroy it completely, the creature did seem dazed.

      Ronden rolled away and retrieved his fallen hammer, then roared once more, his hammer igniting with ether. He spun, ducking under the attack aimed at his head, and slammed his weapon into the golem’s chest. The resulting force was so powerful Cade had to shield his face as rock exploded outward.

      Finding his own weapon nearby, Cade decided to use his blast axe to good effect.

      Turning the weapon around, Cade selected Explosive Shot and fired into the golem’s face. His shot was more accurate than he’d hoped for, and the huge bullet penetrated the creature’s eye and launched fragments of stone everywhere.

      By then, Vrin’s offensive team had pulled down another of the large golems, and Polde’s two more.

      “Okay, you’ve had your fun, Ronden. Now pull your shit together and go help out Sholl.” When the giant made to complain, Cade screamed, “Now!”

      Reluctantly, Ronden ran to help out his fellow. Cade decided to join the defensive team, and he assumed control of it when he did so. Commanding them to back him up, Cade laid into another minion, cracking its body apart with his hammer, one blow at a time.

      Within a few more minutes of ear-splitting battle, the last of the golems had fallen.

      Cade looked around, dust making the air nearly unbreathable, and surveyed the group of delvers.

      Bruises were common enough, and one of Polde’s team had broken an arm. After the healers had worked their magic on the woman, however, and Cade had followed the treatment up with a Moderate Health Tincture, they were back in order. The rest recovered with water and a few leaves of medicinal herbs.

      “Loot!” Cade said, keeping his commands clipped. Everyone was coughing occasionally, and the less he opened his mouth the better.

      Laying his hand on a nearby golem, Cade received the following items.
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        12 Slabs of Living Stone

        6 Semi Precious Crystals

        1 Golem Core
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      Who knew what the villagers could do with the materials. With as many Occupations as there were people, the prospects were high that these Slabs of Living Stone could work wonders. What tugged at Cade’s imagination, though, was the core.

      Summoning the item in his hand, he took a closer look. The Golem Core was the size of a baseball, and though it weighed no more than any other stone its size, it shimmered and vibrated with power. I wonder if this thing powered the creatures. If so, this could be some kind of magical battery. Or maybe it acts to give the thing purpose or crude intelligence.

      He didn’t have the capability of finding out more, so he stored it away in his Inventory and proceeded to loot several other minions.

      When they’d finished, the group headed down the tunnel Ronden had originally tried for.

      The passageway grew dim, the overhead lights less brilliant here and only coming once every few dozen paces.

      Ronden stalked before them, his hammer held up, ready to attack anything that moved. The way was littered with broken stone, so Cade expected another mechanism to trigger and awaken a slew of golems at any time. Nothing happened though.

      That is, until Ronden bumbled into a different kind of trap.

      And he might have died if not for a stroke of luck.

      Ronden was stepping over a particularly large boulder when his foot slipped on a handful of loose gravel. It shot out and kicked another stone that rolled forward a few feet. A hidden plate clicked down, and hundreds of pounds of stone fell from the ceiling.

      The rubble crushed Ronden’s leg, but missed the rest of him. Before the dust settled, a golem twice the size of the ones they’d faced before rose above their fallen tank.

      Poor Ronden screamed, in pain, no doubt, as much as in fear of the huge creature still standing on his shattered leg.

      Cade aimed his blast axe at the thing’s face and was about to fire an Explosive Shot when Polde flew past him. “Hold on, Cade!” she shouted, and vaulted into the air.

      Activating a skill he hadn’t seen used before, the rogue’s daggers lit up an icy blue. She slammed them into the golem’s chest, and spikes of ice burst out from the impact site. The golem froze solid, its chest crumbling apart as the ice spread through its body.

      Dan had rushed forward, and to help his friend avoid further injury, hovered over Ronden as the golem collapsed. The showering stones bounced off the lycan’s back.

      The group was forced to take another break to first free Ronden from the stones, and then to heal his injury. Thanks only to the magnitude of the giant’s bones was he able to continue. His leg was broken, but cleanly, and after ten minutes, had knit back together.

      Polde took the lead afterward, and several times as they burrowed deeper and deeper into the mountainside, she would spot the minute mechanism.

      By surrounding the Mega Golem, Level 12 minions as they turned out to be, they were able to destroy each one quite easily.

      “Thank god you’re here,” Sholl said to his love. “Dan would have to keep saving Ronden otherwise, and I do believe the healers have a limit to what they can perform.”

      The giant man grumbled but remained quiet. Cade spoke for him. “He’s right, Polde. If we didn’t have you to spot these traps, the going would be much more dangerous. You might have saved a life today.”

      The bird woman bowed at the waist. She didn’t respond verbally, however, so Cade suggested they press on.

      Eventually, the downward sloping tunnel leveled out, and slowly, the walls to either side stretched wider.

      A huge chamber rested ahead, four pillars of light falling onto a gravel-strewn pit. In the center stood a small hill.

      “And that, everyone, is the boss,” Minda said, pointing to the hill.

      “I wish I thought you were wrong,” Cade responded, giving hand signals for the group to spread out.

      The stones before them were each as tall and wide as small cars. A single blow would kill any two of them. Cade chewed his lip, trying to figure out how to solve the problem in his head before they triggered the beast to life.

      “Ronden, you have to be careful, okay? I have some explosives, but I don’t think they are large enough to make a difference. Anyone have any suggestions?” Cade asked.

      Polde just blinked in obvious confusion. A rogue like her couldn’t stand a chance against such raw power. Finally, she said simply, “I have no clue. But I used my skill. A trip mechanism is just over there a few feet from the side of the mound.”

      Thankfully, Vrin added his own thoughts, forming an idea that seemed almost logical. “We figure out how to wake the damn thing up. Separate into four teams of four, and keep the creature moving. Nobody gets closer than they have to, and somehow, someone hits one of its eyes. Your explosives might be too small to blow it all up, but not an eye. Maybe that will take it down.”

      Not having any other ideas, Cade nodded. “Okay, we try that. But be careful, and if anyone gets too close, someone else needs to draw the thing away. Think of it like a huge bear, and each of us, our groups at least, will be a hound.”

      Polde scoffed, ruffling her shoulder feathers. “Speak for yourself, Archon. I’ll not consider myself a canine. Ew.”

      Dan growled, sending the woman a nasty glare that she studiously ignored.

      Shaking his head, Cade gave the go ahead.

      Forming four distinct groups, the Casmeeri villagers prepared themselves for the worst. For the third time in their crawl, Cade shouted out an Alpha’s Call, and wanting to be quick on his toes, followed it with Wyrm’s Wrath.

      His body trembled with amplified power, and he felt ready to burst in flames when one of the support members used a similar party buff. Checking his stats briefly, he saw that his Constitution and Dexterity had risen by an additional 10%. As Polde walked closer to the trap, his mind wandered exactly where it didn’t belong.

      What would fucking be like this juiced up? Would the girls be able to handle it? he considered. Better yet, could my manhood withstand them?

      Shuddering, Cade shoved a string of terrifying images aside and wielded his blastaxe. He’d start by firing an Explosive Shot up into its eye. If he was lucky, that might cause significant damage.

      Polde triggered the trap and sprung backward on her hands, coming to stop near Sholl.

      Similar to the first chamber, thick lines of ether shone around the room. Their faces were lit up an eerie blue as the power fell from a huge node in the ceiling and coursed down the walls. Racing in to power the sleeping golem, the hillock before them animated.

      Piece by piece, the creature stood. It grew to thirty feet high, and opening hands big enough to cradle Ronden, it called thick shards of crystal out of the ground.

      Gripping the weapons like twin swords, the golem roared.

      Ethereal light poured from its gullet and eyes.

      On instinct, Cade examined the boss, curious at least to know the name of this terrifying beast.
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      As if wanting to live up to its name more than ever, the golem flexed its torso and spikes of blue crystal exploded out its back and shoulders.

      “Well, good bye dreamless nights. Let’s get this horror show on the road,” Cade grumbled to himself, launching an Explosive Shot up into the creature’s eye.

      The resulting blast sent fragments of stone showering down on them, but it didn’t do more than mar the elemental. Worse, it turned its head and looked directly at Cade. Somehow, he could feel the penetrating gaze land on him and him alone.

      The only thing he could think of next was to pull out two large Boom Sticks. Laughing like a madman, Cade prepared to hurl the explosives.

      Then Minda was stalking forward, her staff glowing bright. The golem regarded her curiously before lifting one of its shard swords high into the air. Before Cade could shout to tell her to back away, before Ronden could hurl his great hammer or Polde could dart in and save her, and well before the golem could land its attack, Minda cast her most powerful spell.

      The chamber shook for a split second before a column of white mycelium erupted from the stone and the walls around them. It plunged toward the golem, eating into its dense core.

      Thrashing around, the golem severed many of the strands that clutched at it. The crystalline swords cut through the mycelium easily. Yet each time it did so, another blossom of threading white fingers would emerge, consuming the golem at an incredible rate. The boss bellowed in impotent rage.

      It dropped its swords first, and then the great arms fell off one at a time.

      When its massive head tumbled to the ground, its empty eye sockets filled with white mycelium, Cade knew the fight was over before it had truly begun.

      The group stood in mute astonishment as the last of the boss’s frame crashed to the dungeon floor. Then Ronden’s half-psychotic laugh split the air and dispersed the tension. Minda bowed, her staff collapsing to its smaller size, and everyone crowded around the beastkin woman to congratulate her on the victory.

      Cade just watched with pride as she accepted the praise with grace, sending him a loving glance in between hugs and handshakes.

      That, everyone, is my mother fucking girl.
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      The belch that left Ronden’s mouth was so loud and impressive that even Polde laughed.

      “You’re a freak of nature, Ronden. I swear, you might have defeated the golem by yourself had you just done that,” the rogue said, standing up and walking well away of the lounging giant.

      Ronden chuckled, self-satisfied as ever. “Jealousy doesn’t befit one so strong. I’ll forgive you though. I hear even the gods are envious of noises I can make.”

      Cade stood up as well and dusted off the seat of his pants. “Okay, before anyone provokes him into proving his point, what are we going to do? It’s only been a few hours by my estimate, and none of us are injured. We heading back, or…”

      Minda stretched out on the boulder she’d been sitting on, her feet shaking in the air. “Let’s keep going, Cade. Admit it, that’s what you were really trying to say.”

      “She has a point, Cade,” Dan mumbled, rousing himself from where he’d slouched against the chamber wall. He picked something in his teeth and added, “I would like to continue as well. The quest rewards were good for this floor, but I am upset that the little one took most of that XP.”

      “If I hadn’t, you’d be ground dog meat right now,” Minda shot back.

      Cade held his own tongue. The golems throughout the dungeon provided plenty of XP, and with the addition of the boss, they’d all have gained a level. But Minda had killed it by herself. Cade had scored a tiny hit on the thing, so he’d gained another 2% toward his next level, but Minda had shot up. The worse part was that any given battle could only raise an Antinian up a single level, so although Minda was already close to leveling, all she did was jump up another 23%.

      Rather than get bitter at the woman he cared so much for, Cade reminded himself she was right. The boss had been so overpowered that their chances of winning were far from guaranteed.

      “She’s right, Dan. No fighting. Let’s just make it a vote then. Who wants to keep going, raise your hand?” Cade said in his best Archon voice.

      Sixteen hands lifted at varying speeds and degrees of enthusiasm. Still, it was unanimous.

      Grinning, he ushered them up off their asses. “Let’s do it then, guys. And by the way, did I tell you all I love you?” Before Ronden could send back something lewd, Cade shouted, “Micah! Please open up the stairwell to level five!”

      “Of course, Interface Controller Cade. Proceed to the exit. An optional stairwell will be provided,” the demon intoned, his voice as robotic and chilling as ever. In fact, coming from the echoing chamber, directionless, Cade developed some serious goosebumps.

      Everyone stored their waterskins in their Inventories, finished whatever they were eating, and retrieved their weapons. As one, the dungeon raiders walked out of the fourth floor and toward the stairwell that was still descending into the stone.

      “Did I ever tell you the story about the priest and the baker’s wife?” Ronden asked, taking up the rear of the formation.

      “Gods, no. Not another one,” Polde pleaded.

      A few more groans were heard, but the giant plodded ahead regardless. “They became good friends. It’s true. The woman flat out adored him and he her. But do you know why?”

      “Why, Ronden?” Cade asked, wanting to get the dirty joke over with. Ronden only had one kind of joke, and they’d heard a dozen since entering the dungeon. Apparently, if you didn’t give the man something to kill and deprived him of his best friend Satemi, he couldn’t shut up.

      “Because every time her husband was away to market, the priest gave her everything she kneaded.”

      More groans were heard and Ronden laughed, pleased with himself. Poor Dan stopped dead in his tracks and turned to his friend. “I don’t understand. Isn’t that a good thing? What is the funny part?”

      This of course spurred Ronden into another fit of laughter. Wheezing, he managed, “The problem was, Dan, that though she spent all afternoon kneading, when her husband came home there wasn’t any bread to speak of.”

      “I don’t—” Dan tried once more, but Cade cut him short.

      “Never mind it. We’ll get a lonely girl to show you when we get back to the village, okay? For now, keep quiet and get your heads back on straight.”

      Like the one above, the level seemed to have an earthen theme. Everything was made of stone, but unlike the fourth floor, the fifth was anything but dusty. It seemed clean, almost sterile.

      The stone walls and ceiling were etched with striated patterns, grooves coursing along them in a mesmerizing fashion. At the end of the staging area, a shimmering wall of opaque material stood. It looked almost like clouds, or white paint spilled into a pool of water, milky and ever-changing.

      Their tactic of having Ronden go first had proven less than effective before. Having discussed a different approach, Sholl and Polde moved to the head of their formation and were first to probe the screen.

      As Sholl’s spear touched what passed for dungeon doors, a faint sound drifted through, almost like pure white noise. It was muted though, and gave them no further clues. Removing it, the sound ceased. That the spear wasn’t plucked from his hand or didn’t melt, seemed a good sign. So the lizard man strode forward with his lover at his side.

      They pressed their faces through at the same time, and again, that whooshing sound.

      Polde continued forward slowly, but Sholl retreated and called out, “Wind! No danger yet. Come through everyone.”

      Glancing up at the elegant stone ceiling, Cade noted why they were familiar. This was what rock looked like when carved by endless wind.

      Giving the signal, the group followed Sholl and Polde through.

      As soon as Cade passed beyond the screen, a torrent of wind pelted his face and ears. It was roaring, so loud he had a hard time orienting himself. Were it not for the two walking serenely before him, he might have turned back. But after a few more steps, the wind abated somewhat, allowing him to focus.

      Ahead, a wide stone platform stood, lit up by a sunny sky. Trees grew all around what appeared to be the world’s largest zoo enclosure. Blinking up at what appeared to be the actual sky above them, Cade shook his head. “How in the world is this down here?”

      “Only the gods of Antinium know,” Polde responded. She was taking in the scenery as well.

      The chamber was so large that its opposing end was too far away to make out. It was lost in a thick bank of mist. Jungle plants grew all around, ferns and palms of immense size ringing the chamber. Below the wide platform they stood upon, a series of descending platforms fell away deeper into the dungeon.

      Turning around, Cade saw where the gale-force winds were tearing across the stone walls, taking a curtain of leaves and debris along with them in an endless display of power.

      “Well, at least it’s pretty,” Minda pointed out, craning her neck up to see the cloudless sky with all of them. “But how do you think they managed to put the sun down here in the first place? Very strange if you ask me.”

      Thinking of his only basis of knowledge for the dungeon, Cade suggested his singular theory. “Back on my world, we had electronic games. Sometimes you’d enter a new level or dungeon, and it was considered an instance, a distinct realm or dimension. Maybe each floor of the dungeon functions in that way. So we might simply be in a dimension outside of Antinium, or within it, I don’t know. But I doubt that is the same sun we’re used to.”

      Minda was wearing her scientist face now, and Cade wished he had a white lab coat to give her. Maybe a pair of glasses would be appropriate as well. A nerd this hot should have all the trappings.

      “Might be right. No way to find out though. Anyway, we going down or what?” she asked, pointing to the huge step-like platforms that fell away into the chamber like the entrance to a grand valley.

      Nobody had anything else to suggest, so they walked to the edge of the platform and stared down at the one that followed. It was a thirty-foot drop, and though the stone was notched and easy to climb, Cade ordered them to take out their ropes and descend with as much sense as possible. In two groups, they climbed down one at a time, Sholl and Polde remaining to untie the ropes after. They climbed down quick and easy, their Dexterity so high they made the task seem enjoyable. Ronden and Dan stood below, ready to blunt their fall regardless. Thankfully, the precaution wasn’t needed.

      As they walked out onto the next platform, still no enemies came to bother them. The lack of obvious threat made their progress fraught with tension, and Cade found himself wishing whatever minions were in this huge terrarium would pop out and fight them already.

      Occasionally, a sound could be discerned, coming from one of the roaming banks of mist around and above them. A harsh flapping like a pile of papers tumbling along with the wind.

      “Definitely wings,” Minda said after another such fluttering passed. “This is an air-themed dungeon level, and the bad guys seem to be flying about us. The only question is when they will decide we’re a threat.”

      Unfortunately, the answer to that question arrived after they’d begun descending to the third platform.

      The wind had shifted dramatically, clouds above obscuring the false sun and throwing the landscape into shadow. Cade was halfway down the rope when an explosion of wings assaulted him. Four of their group had made it to the bottom already, and he was shimmying down beside Vrin.

      Suddenly, he felt razor-like claws tear across his skin. The streaks of pain made him nearly release his grip on the rope, so sudden and painful they were. Instead, he settled for growling and redoubling his pace.

      Again, fiery pain lanced down his back. All he could see were the shadows of whatever creatures were attacking him. Turning to get a better look, he glimpsed only a pair of frantic white wings.

      For some unknown reason, the creatures that dove at him endlessly seemed unperturbed by the armor he wore. A dozen slashes across his back and shoulder made his body throb with pain. Finally, he was close enough to jump off the rope and fall the remaining eight or so feet. Vrin landed beside him, and the two produced their weapons as quickly as possible.

      Ronden and Dan were already engaging the enemy, a shifting cloud of small winged beasts that moved as one. It had the warping and beautiful quality of the droves of swallows Cade had seen on nature shows in his past life. Yet here, it was terrifying. Ronden swung impotently and his hammer would pass through the air, his attackers having already moved away from him.

      Dan sent out one of his standard lightning bolts, and half a dozen of the things fell to the ground, sizzling.

      Glancing at one of the fallen minions, Cade analyzed it.
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      Insects! No shit, and to think I left my can of insecticide at home.

      Cade tried a few swings with his axe but missed as terribly as the tank had. Trying a different tactic, Cade fired an Explosive Shot into the center of the cloud. The mana bullet passed through a hole the moths created too fast to register. It erupted a few seconds later further down the platform.

      Shouts and noises of struggles came from the top where more than half their numbers still remained. Cade saw one of Polde’s daggers slice through a moth, and he noticed that though they were fighting the same swarm of insects, it was attacking them from two separate points. It looked like a shifting, two-headed beast.

      Trying another tactic, Cade used his spear point, hoping to get lucky and stab another of the beasts. The cloud pulled back and then shot down toward them again. He stabbed into their midst, almost blind by the endless flurry of wings. More wounds lanced down his arms, but when the group retreated once more, a single moth twitched at the end of his spear.

      Still, despite the moderate success, Cade knew their plight was hopeless. There must have been hundreds of the moths, each with a wingspan of ten or so inches.

      A gust of ethereal wind erupted from above, and a cloud of glowing leaves ripped through the swarm. Dozens more of the huge bugs fell dead. Minda had used her wind attack, but its cooldown was too substantial to count on. Worse yet was the second shadow that swooped toward them, moving at inhuman speeds. Great, Cade groaned. Now there’s more of them.

      Then an idea occurred to him. They needed an area attack, and other than Dan’s or Minda’s leaf storm, they didn’t have many options.

      “Dan, I need you to use another lightning spell. Do you have one ready yet?” He shouted.

      The wolf man sliced another few moths from the air with his claws, and Cade saw a few thin lines of blood form across his already-matted pelt. “Another two minutes and I’ll be ready!”

      “Okay, Ronden, still have that Boom Stick I gave you?”

      The giant looked over his shoulder and a ragged smile formed on his lips. After giving him a nod, Cade told him to have it ready. Then, knowing it would be a hellish trip otherwise, Cade backed away from the small cliff he’d just descended and activated his jumping skill, Locust Leap.

      His legs exploded with power, and he nearly dropped his blast axe. The ground flew away from him in a blur and Cad hurtled toward the other portion of the dungeon divers. Landing with a gust of discharged ether, all of his companions turned toward him, weapons held as if he were some new and terrible threat.

      “Sorry, it’s just me. I have a plan!” he screamed, trying to have his voice carry over the endless susurration of wings tearing at the wind.

      Minda organized the defenders to form a ring around Cade and Polde. And in a few moments, he’d told her what to do.

      By then, the second group of moths had joined the fight, and things were turning desperate. Minda summoned a group of ether daggers and sent them flying through the group, and dozens more of the insects fell. Likewise, Sholl triggered a new spell that turned his spear into a whirl force and purple arcs of power launched up into the enemy swarm. More bodies plummeted to the ground, sizzling on impact.

      At last, Dan roared above the din. “Ready!”

      Cade pointed to the center of the mass of moths, not either head, as he’d come to thinking of them, the snapping jaws where the moths lashed out and engaged them, but the whirling core. “Now!” he bellowed. Throwing his own Boom Stick first, a half dozen other explosives rose above them, all falling somewhere near the cloud’s density. The creatures predictably dodged the attacks, reacting with supernatural speed.

      But when a forking bolt of lightning struck one of the bombs, they all ignited in a chain reaction that shook the sky. The villagers had fallen to the ground, shielding themselves from the blast.

      Cade’s ears rung, and the sound was so profound he was disoriented for half a second.

      Please, he pined, hoping their ploy had achieved some measure of success.

      He could only grin as a moment later the patter of limp bodies falling to the ground sounded like the beginning of an obscene rain storm.

      Rolling over, Cade saw that a portion of the insects had risen up and were winging away from them at great speeds, heading deeper into this level of the dungeon. The air was filled with dust, a sparkling fog of moth wings and blasted body parts, all those unfortunate monsters who’d been close to the eruption. And all around, bodies of disoriented or dead moths continued to fall.

      The group might have celebrated but for the general state of ear ringing that afflicted the parties. Herbs and tinctures were had all around, and the multitude of lacerations that had begun to wear them down healed. Their actual healers were forced to use skills to negate the party’s collectively damaged hearing. When the ringing finally abated, they took a few minutes to collect themselves before deciding their next move.

      “I’m okay with moving in further, but want to know one thing first,” Polde demand. “Why wasn’t our armor effective?”

      Cade considered the question and remembered the minions’ name. “They’re called Shriek Mothlings. I didn’t hear anything other than their wings, but maybe they simply emit a higher pitched noise. It could somehow penetrate our armor. I have no idea, Polde, but we should rely on other means of protecting ourselves in this level of the dungeon. Else we might be in for a lot more trouble.”

      A few other theories were passed around, until the general consensus remained that though they couldn’t understand the source, they did know their armor was useless.

      Some of the defenders, Polde at their head, suggested they might remove their armor and store it in the Inventories. That way, the weight would be massively reduced being held in the pocket dimension.

      Ronden, along with a few others, felt otherwise.

      “They have a point, Polde. We don’t know what else we’ll face. Insects and windy things no doubt, but what if the others can’t do what the Shriek Mothlings could?” he questioned, and the team leader quieted down.

      Deciding to progress further, the group made their way down a few more platforms.

      The deeper they went into this level of the dungeon, the gloomier it became. Soon, the sun was a distant thing, still shedding light on the plants and wide stone platforms, but with decreasing effectiveness.

      Twice more, clouds of the killer moths approached, each time filled with a new variation of the insect. Shadow Mothlings came first, a dense blackness that produced an odd terror that defied reason. Still, Cade had called for an alternating attack with the Boom Sticks, and again, the beasts were blasted apart.

      The final attack came from Mothling Brights, and though they were again devastated by the blasting explosives the dungeon divers threw at them, an unforeseen side effect nearly resulted in tragedy.

      At the center of the minion’s elegant and glowing wings were small crystal, apparently channeling the ether from the dungeon and giving them their signature brightness. When blown apart, the crystal turned into a thick cloud of shrapnel that pelted Cade and the others.

      In a flash, the moths were destroyed or retreating, and everyone was writhing on the ground in pain. Some escaped with only one or two tiny cuts, but most were seriously hurt. Fenian, however, seemed to have drawn the short stick. His bulky frame had been shot through with crystal fragments, and he was so injured, he couldn’t even speak. Instead, the man stared blankly up at the sky, his life’s blood leaking from him too quickly.

      “Stability Tablet, now!” Cade commanded, and the nearest of them crawled over to the healer and summoned the chalky pill. It was the size of a quarter and thick, so they had to pour water down Fenian’s throat to get him to swallow it. The task still might have proven futile had the tablet not had an effervescent quality. It fizzed to life within his mouth and the liquid drained away.

      Cade poured another few mouthfuls of water into the man’s open throat, watching the tablet shrink each time.

      The bleeding slowed to a crawl, and though his voice remained mute, Fenian’s eyes found Cade’s. The shock had been held at bay, and the remaining healer was given a chance to act.

      Using their most powerful skill, one with a 48-hour Cooldown no less, the healer was able to restore Fenian to a stable condition.

      The close call sobered the group further, and a serious discussion was had about going back.

      “It must be miles up now though, and what if more moths keep coming? I don’t know what we should do if another cloud of those last attack again. Besides, how many more explosives do we have?” Sholl asked, his scaled neck turning an anxiety yellow.

      Everyone counted the remaining explosives and the answer was telling. Three Boom Sticks and six Blast Sticks. It was enough for two more attacks at best, and that was relying on the smaller grenades a little too heavily for Cade’s taste.

      “I say we march on. Turning back will only cause us to have to retrace our steps later. Let’s just hope we are close to the end,” Cade said, before listening to a few more concerns.

      In the end they agreed to proceed.

      The dungeon at last leveled off, and though more platforms linked together to take them further in and down, they only dropped off a few feet at a time now. The ropes were stowed away, and the party moved forward, wary of ambush.

      Ahead of them, a great mist continued to build, further blocking out the sun, but when they came close enough, Cade noticed they were entering the mouth of a vast cave. Others pointed this out as well. Minda added a different observation. “Smells like shit, guys. Smells like the droppings of way too many creatures.”

      They didn’t have to wonder long whose feces they were smelling. After another few minutes and two more platforms, the floor of the cave came in sight. It was huge, spreading out in all directions, and over its entire surface clung a faintly glowing material. Guano, baby. Nothing better for your tomatoes, Cade wanted to say, but he held his tongue. The mood was foul enough without his antics.

      Trodding through the muck wasn’t pleasant, but Minda handed out two leaves to each of them. They were brightly colored things, canary yellow, and pungent. Rolling them up and tucking one in each nostril, Minda gave them a valuable solution. Having the eye-watering herbs buried in their faces would have been torture had the alternative been any less disturbing.

      As it was, Minda became quite popular.

      After five more minutes of marching into the cave, a brighter glowing light emerged from the mist. The light came from several shapes, they saw at last, the form of each becoming distinct soon enough.

      They looked like eggs.

      Massive things, each large enough for several men to fit inside. And even as they watched, the nearest began to shake. Sure enough, a tear formed, and a cloud of Shadow Moths emerged in force.

      The same terror filled Cade’s heart, but he screamed the order, “Explosives!”

      Boom and Blast Sticks were tossed in their midst, lightning followed, and half the cloud evaporated. The rest was disoriented, and though a few of the moths came close enough to attack, spitting out tiny gobs of black acid, they were largely defeated. Minda sent her daggers through their midst and Sholl used his spear attack once more, shattering the remaining group’s resistance.

      Yet all around, more eggs began to shudder.

      Before they were overrun by a never-ending supply of bugs, Cade reacted.

      Pulling the corked flask of brandy from his Inventory, Cade threw it out above the cluster of massive eggs. A second later, he fired his blast staff, breaking the ceramic container to bits. The liquor sprayed over the eggs in a fine mist. Then, darting forward, Cade threw a handful of the reactive powder.

      A roar of flame swept over the area, scorching the eggs in a pillar of flame.

      Moths erupted from the egg sacks, but their thin wings caught on fire, adding to the mess. “Throw the rest!” Cade screamed, and the remaining handful of explosives were tossed into the chaos.

      Ten seconds later, and only the crackle of silken egg sacs could be heard.

      Cade laughed, his relief catching on as the group fell to near hysterics. They’d done it, destroyed the nest of nasties that had plagued them for the better part of the day. It was over, and now they could go home and tell the rest of the village of their bravery and hard work.

      Cade was wiping a tear from his cheek, exchanging a look of gratitude and relief with Minda, when a primal roar tore through the fragile sense of peace.

      In a heartbeat, Cade fell to a knee, pointing his blast axe in the sky, searching for the terror flying above them.

      Gusts of wings buffeted them, and a vast creature descended.

      The boss had finally arrived. And it was related to mother fucking Mothra!
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        * * *

      

      When the mega bug landed, a wave of moth shit roiled toward them. Cade cowered behind his arms, holding his breath, and when he looked up he was facing an insect the size of a jet airplane.

      The creature’s eyes sparkled in an array of colors, and its wings stretched wide above them. A long proboscis extended like a spear, and the beast shuddered with some primitive emotion.

      Where is a lightning-shooting giant lizard when you need one? Cade thought, realizing that even Bellows wouldn’t stand a chance against such a creature.

      A long moment of tension stretched out as the party waited to see what the boss would do. Minda summoned her daggers, and Polde triggered a skill over her own. The rogue’s daggers became coated with ice, and then she slashed them into the air before her. Twin razors of magical force shot at the boss’s face, followed by all nine of Minda’s daggers. One after another, the projectiles landed, sinking into the insect’s flesh, and the most surprising thing happened.

      Each attack caused significant damage.

      Like tissue paper reinforced with balsa wood, the moth flinched at each attack.

      The beast roared again, a deafening sound, then it crouched before them. An aura of rainbow-colored light pulled up from the cave floor and wrapped around its body. At once, the wounds began to heal themselves.

      “Let it rain!” Cade screamed, and a shower of other skills flashed out at the boss creature, fighting against its intense healing powers.

      Ronden’s hammer crushed through its torso, and the moth fell to one knee. Dan let his lightning scorch the beast’s hide, and the smell of burned moth dust filled the chamber. Cade couldn’t wait any longer. Launching an Armor Piercing round first, the bullet ripped through the moth’s frame like a heavenly bolt, exiting its back and continuing on up towards the ceiling.

      Then he triggered the skill he’d been dying to try out.

      Burst Clip activated, his blast axe transforming in his grip. The staff shortened into a thick barrel and the glowing batteries shifted to form a drum. He lifted the machine to his shoulder, spread his feet wide, and fired.

      Round after round, the bullet chuffed out of his blast axe, one per second. The kick was similar to a twenty-gauge shotgun, enough to let you know it was there, but given the slower rate of fire, easy to control. Mana-condensed bullets ripped through the moth’s eyes, blowing chunks of its delicate body away.

      Getting caught up in the extent of his own badass self, Cade did the only thing a reasonable warrior of Camp Casmeer would: he screamed.

      The moth shuddered and fell, both front legs collapsing as Sholl launched his spear into the boss’s chest. The last few bullets from Cade’s blast axe cracked home, burrowing ever deeper in their enemy’s skull. Ether smoke trailed from the blunt barrel, and Cade stood panting, watching in delight the fruits of his divine destruction.

      With a final screech, the boss fell to the cave floor.

      More of the rainbow light still seeped up into its frame, trying in vain to heal itself. Polde dashed toward it and put an end to its misery. Racing up one extended leg, the rogue triggered a skill, lighting her daggers up crimson. Cade thought of Satemi’s sword skill, and though the rogue’s blades didn’t extend as hers did, they certainly became more powerful.

      Cade’s machine gun attack had torn away enough flesh to make the six-inch cord visible. It pulsed with the absorbed rainbow ether, giving away its weak spot. Polde flipped over the top of the beast’s neck, twirling around to bring both daggers across and through the knot of its exposed spine.

      As soon as she landed, the ether began to evaporate, and the beast went still.

      After a brief celebration, most screams and jeers sent echoing through the expansive cave, the group decided that the lingering smell of moth shit made the location unfit for a satisfying party.

      They looted the boss, as they had with all the other moths along the way, and received a near endless stack of usable materials. Cade surveyed their material gains with keen interest.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        413 Mothling Wing Scraps

        292 Mothling Hide Scraps

        72 Insect Crystal Shards

        153 Insect Shadow Shards

        81 Insect Shriek Shards

        1 Ultimate Proboscis

        23 Refractive Eye Panes

        15 Gallons of Natal Ectoplasm

        1024 Units of Mothling Guano
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        * * *

      

      Cade already knew much of it would be handy for crafting. Where each material could be used, he had no idea. Only the Natal Ectoplasms registered to his Alchemical Engineering skill as an official reagent. He’d need to examine it further when they returned.

      The Guano might be a godsend as well. Talking with the gardeners had given him a better understanding of the limits of pig shit. The addition of moth droppings would most likely make the green thumbs in their village happy.

      What excited him the most were the 5 Soul Weapon Enhancers that dropped from the boss monster. He’d get to see Mr. McGregor level up after all. Another batch of Mana Shards was a nice gain as well, but this time, only 25 dropped.

      Fed up with the stench, and exhausted, the group trudged toward the back of the cave.

      Sure enough, an exit was found after another ten minutes of walking, a staircase leading back up to the surface within.

      Confirming their suspicion of a separate dimension, the group only had to climb five floors till they reached the Town Interface room once more.

      Topside, the sky was darkening, and a scattering of voices carried down the slope from town.

      Not the rambunctious display of an entire population celebrating at once, but a typical night. If anything, it was a good deal quieter than usual, and that made all the sense in the world. Sixteen members, nearly half their numbers, were walking home, flanking Cade on either side. He hoped Gemma had returned by now, but knew also that if she hadn’t achieved her mission, the hunter would still be out there somewhere, hard at work.

      Sure enough, when he walked toward the cook fires, only ten Casmeeri villagers huddled together. He could see they were nervous. They were sitting closer than necessary, in an attempt, he thought, to distract them from the fact that their numbers were so low.

      But as the delvers came in sight, a cheer rose up to greet them.

      Dinner was passed out, freshly roasted ribs and fried plantains, kept warm in the bowels of the cook’s Inventory.

      Cade ate his fill and observed those around him with quiet satisfaction.

      Taking a pull from a mug of ale, he was interrupted by a familiar voice. “No near death experiences this time?” Satemi asked, pulling up a stool.

      Grinning at her jibe, Cade answered. “Not unless you count Fenian. The poor man got it bad. Was shot through with fragments of crystal. Were it not for the Stability Tablet, he’d be gone.”

      “His sacrifice was worthwhile though. Only two more levels and we can gain control over the dungeon,” she said, her attempt to remain positive endearing as it was against her typical nature. Squinting, she asked, “What of the Mana Shards? Any more?”

      He smiled. “Just 25. And that was for both levels.”

      The woman cursed. “Blast it. I was hoping since no XP was granted that the quest would have given a lot more. What were the rewards then? And what of the loot?”

      “A huge pile of materials for building. Little else. We will see though. Perhaps they’ll be more valuable than I think. 5 Soul Weapon Enhancers too,” he added with a bounce of his eyebrows. “As for the quest, the fourth level gave us an Etheric Golem Heart. I’m hoping I’m right about what it might produce. The fifth rewarded us with XP, but it only extended to the party members. I’m sorry. Since it came after the boss fell though, I did raise another 60% towards the next level. Crazy if it would have been two levels in a row. Still, I have yet to choose a new trait and skill. Care to advise me, lovely?”

      The warrior dipped her head. “Of course, Archon. What choices do we have?”

      “Well, first things first, I figured I’d copy what I did for my last level regarding Attribute Points. Two for Intelligence, two for Charisma, one for Wisdom,” he suggested.

      Satemi scrunched her face a moment, then shook her head. “You must remain with us at all costs though, Cade. I know Intelligence is important, but you haven’t added Strength or Constitution in far too long. Please, put a point in each of those instead.”

      Taking her suggestion at face value, Cade did so, then finalized the choice.

      The familiar and enthralling burn echoed through his mind and body, telling him how much he’d grown in a second. His muscles bulged slightly, and he felt refreshed and invigorated. The Wisdom gave him a clearer view on the day’s events, and he felt more positive about the great trove of materials they’d gained.

      Satemi admired his enhanced physique a moment, her smile more than a little charmed.

      Knowing his weapon wouldn’t be up for another mod yet, he told her of the two traits he’d been considering.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lepidoptera Legacy: Charged with the same fount of power as the great moth beasts below, this trait will enhance your life force significantly. All passive healing increases by 15%. Benefit stacks with other healing traits. Constitution will improve by a total of one Attribute Point.

      

      

      
        
        Golem’s Grip: Utilizing the near infinite power of an earth golem, this trait will improve the power of all melee or unarmed combat attacks. Your grip will become sturdy enough to ensure that you never drop your weapon. Only unconsciousness or death are the exceptions. Strength will improve by a total of one Attribute Point.
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        * * *

      

      “You are so lucky, Cade. When you first began, I admit, I doubted your choice in class. But now, it seems you might eventually move on from the Chimera Lord class and become a true Chimera King,” Satemi said, eyes sparkling with the same enthusiasm he was feeling. “The Golem’s Grip will be a great addition to your arsenal, and were you not in a leadership position, I’d recommend it.”

      Nodding, Cade agreed with her unspoken proposition. “Lepidoptera Legacy it is.” He selected the trait and finalized the choice. Then read aloud the two skills offered.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Moth’s Mania: Adopting the fury of the moth horde, all movement speed is increased by 100% for 60 seconds. The increased velocity of all attacks increases damage by 10%. Chances to evade attacks entirely increase significantly. Cooldown: 24 hours.

      

      

      
        
        Mana Amelioration: Adapting the restorative abilities of the moth boss, you are able to heal yourself from otherwise-fatal wounds. Skill will also reverse most physical or mana-induced negative conditions like Burn, Bleeding, Poison, or Infection. No attacks can be made while skill is active. Cooldown: 72 hours.
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        * * *

      

      “You must choose Amelioration!” Satemi insisted, standing up as Cade finished reading the skills description from his UVS. “Should anything happen to you, Cade, something serious, this could be your way of staying alive!”

      “The Moth’s Mania though,” Cade argued, teasing the woman a little. He agreed the second, though the Cooldown was limiting, would be the better choice. Still, he couldn’t resist the chance to egg her on.

      Pointing a deadly finger at him, she said in a stern voice. “None of that. I know what you’re on about. Choose it now and give us all a little peace of mind.”

      Satemi wouldn’t calm down until he did so, then quirked a smile and sat back down. She sighed and asked a question that had been bugging Cade since arriving back to town. “Where is Gemma, do you think? I’m worried.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I just hope they’re on their way back. Maybe they found the source of the problem and had to kill a lot of the amalgamations,” he suggested, and she chewed her lip.

      She reached out and placed her hand in his. “I’ve already called upon Pablo. He can’t find the group. None have summoned him directly, and he said he’d already searched. The demon said it was as if they were being hidden by some force.”

      There was nothing they could do. He squeezed her hand in return and tried to cheer the woman up. “It is Gemma we are talking about. I think she is fine. Let’s have faith in our girl, yeah?”

      Satemi smiled, seeming to appreciate his attempt. Then she pushed their minds along a different path. “You gonna use the Soul Weapon Enhancer yet? Or just toy with it all night?”

      He grinned back and summoned the item. Everyone had agreed that Cade would get one of the rare items should they happen upon more. Closing his eyes, he thought about using it and felt it trigger.

      It disappeared from his hands and his blast axe, leaning against his seat, began to glow ether-blue. He picked it up and watched in wonder as it grew in length, an intricate swirl etching along the soul steel. The shaft grew more stout, and the simple grace of the battle axe morphed before his eyes. The edges of the blade flared out dramatically, and the opposing side, the blunt-faced hammer, thickened and formed a diamond-shaped spike.

      The weapon was beautiful to behold.

      From what he’d seen of the others who’d used the weapon enhancers, the items took on randomized effects. Most commonly, all skills and attributes, including attack speed and damage, increased by 10%. Others focused on particular skills or qualities.

      Curious to no end, Cade brought up the weapon in his UVS.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 9

      

      

      
        
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 120% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge, Herculean Hammer, Mana Spear, Ratcheting Reach, Impact Rod

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn

      

      

      
        
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 120% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 10 seconds (Intelligence score 21)

        Mods: Slug Shot, Double Tap, Explosive Shot, Armor Piercing, Burst Clip

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Soul Weapon Enhancer Options Available:

      

      

      
        
        1- Blooded Battle Axe

      

      

      
        
        Choosing this Enhancement option will focus all of the improvements on the Primary Weapon System, the Battle Axe. All attacks, attack speed, and skill effects increased by 10%. Adds 25% chance to cause Bleed effect (with axe or mana spear) or 25% chance for Contusion (with hammer).

      

      

      
        
        2- Burning Battle Axe

      

      

      
        
        Choosing this Enhancement option will focus all of the improvements on the Primary Weapon System, the Battle Axe. All normal attacks cause an additional 25% Fire damage. Adds a 25% chance to cause Incinerate Effect to enemy. Incinerate will cause an additional 70% base damage over 10 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        3- Blistering Blast Staff

      

      

      
        
        Choosing this Enhancement option will focus all of the improvements on the Secondary Weapon System, the Blast Staff. All attack damage increased by 20%. Increases recharge rate by 10%, and adds a 20% chance of causing an Incinerate Effect to enemy. Incinerate will cause an additional 70% base damage over 10 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        4- Barking Blast Staff

      

      

      
        
        Choosing this Enhancement option will focus all of the improvements on the Secondary Weapon System, the Blast Staff. Enhancing your most powerful skill, the Barking Blast Staff Enhancement will increase Burst Clip capacity by 100%, and future recharging will occur two rounds at a time. An additional 25% Blast damage will be added to each round.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes!” Cade shouted, lifting the weapon up in the air, knowing his choice automatically. “I rocked a machine gun in my previous life, and I’ve been given one in Antinium too! Thank you gods of Last World!”

      “Please help us,” Satemi groaned, rubbing her temples with the tips of her fingers. “I suppose you won’t choose Blooded Battle Axe then? The increased attack speed alone should be enough for you to decide. And then of course the Blistering Blast Staff would improve your recharge rate and overall damage… but no, you’re gonna go with the last one, am I right?”

      “Mo fracking right, I am! I’m going to be this world’s one and only Chimera Lord gunner. Just you wait and see!”

      Selecting the choice, he watched as the weapon transformed once more. The mana batteries that ran up the staff split and formed two rows. He now had 40 rounds available. Even cooler, he noticed a portion of the axe blade’s underbelly formed into a distinct and familiar shape: an elegantly curved halfmoon.

      No more willing his blast staff to operate, now he had a proper trigger for his booger hook.

      A few of the Casmeeri villagers threw him concerned glances, so he quieted down and lowered his weapon. Admiring it a few more minutes by himself, Satemi patted him on the shoulder, kissed his cheek, and let him adore his new and improved toy.

      The night was winding down, and a few of those who’d gone on the dungeon run were yawning fiercely. More than a few of the villagers would be sleeping hard tonight. Cade thought it was a fine idea himself, when a clear and desperate voice shattered the relative peace.

      “Attention! I need everyone to pay attention, please!” Tessra cried from atop one of the unused cook ovens.

      Someone gasped, and Cha strode forward, no doubt to reprimand the squirrel woman. “What are you doing? Get down!”

      Tessra ignored her, and cast her gaze around in near panic. “Attention, please! I will use my favor now, as promised as reward as one of the winners in the Casmeer Games!”

      Satemi leaned close to Cade’s ear and whispered, “I don’t know what this is, but it’s going to be delicious.”

      “Enough! What are you—” Cha tried again, but Tessra stamped down on one of the councilwoman’s grasping fingers and hissed.

      “Archon! You blessed my wish. And, Satemi, you made the promise that all winners could choose a favor. Did you not?” Tessra asked, trying to regain some semblance of control.

      Nodding to Satemi, Cade let the woman speak for both of them. “Yes, Tessra. What is it you want? We’re listening.”

      “I ask a favor of the entire village. I wish to marry this night.  Will you give me one of your sons?”

      “Son? What is she on about?” Satemi said under her breath.

      Feeling like he knew a little too much of what was passing through the woman’s frantic mind, Cade stood up, and answered for the village. “Yes, Tessra. You may wed one of the villagers, but only if he finds you an acceptable mate.”

      “As is the way of the gods themselves!” Tessra replied, her eyes sparkling with wonder and unshed tears.

      “The woman’s mad,” someone muttered, earning a punch to the arm by Minda.

      Cha stalked away, nursing the finger Tessra had so rudely stepped on.

      Tension built, and Cade noticed Tessra was glancing his way. Is she waiting on me to do something? She should have told me more of my lines, damnit. Clearing his throat, he improvised. “Uh… we hear you, daughter. Which one of our sons do you wish to marry?”

      Satemi snorted beside him, but the squirrel woman looked ready to burst with passion.

      “I choose Danhrranrrhrim, also known as Dan, the brave and handsome warrior mage!” she exclaimed, locking eyes with the lycan who stood fifty feet away near Ronden’s shoulder, a cup of ale held frozen to his lips.

      The villagers gasped and laughed alike, some falling to gossip immediately. This is going to be the best thing we’ve seen since coming here, Cade thought. Drama always wins out in the end.

      Another lull stretched before them, and now both Dan and Tessra were looking to Cade. He shook his head and winged it again. “What say you Dan, oh brave and handsome warrior mage? Will you wed Tessra?” he said, his voice adopting an accent he might use while staggering drunkenly through a Ren Faire.

      The wolf looked ready to faint. His face hung slack, and he lowered his mug, the liquid spilling to the ground unnoticed. Ronden, a true friend it seemed, pulled the wolf to him and whispered in his ear. After a half minute of their private conversation, Dan’s eyes began to focus once more, and he looked up to Tessra.

      Then he nodded.

      After a forceful shove, the wolf stumbled forward, and answered properly. “Yes. I’ll do that, Tess.”

      Applause burst from the villagers on all sides, and Tessra beamed down at her new husband-to-be.

      A few hands were held up to help the squirrel woman down, but she continued to gaze lovingly at the tall lycan who’d given his consent.

      The chatter died down as it became clear the show wasn’t yet over.

      When it grew quiet, Tessra said in a lusty voice, “Then let us commence the Love Ceremony!”

      By the time Camp Casmeer had calmed down and begun to process what was happening, Tessra and a few of her, previously selected, friends, rushed out to adorn the clay earth before the burning cook ovens. A thick mat of reeds was set down first, bunches of aromatic herbs and beautiful flowers strewn about.

      An oil lamp was lit at the foot and the head of the bed, and a few musicians fetched their instruments upon request.

      Dan looked to have been poisoned, and he stood staring at the intimate altar that was being erected for his sake.

      “What do you think she’s gonna do to him?” Minda whispered to Satemi behind Cade’s shoulder. “She might eat the poor guy.”

      “I do think she’ll be tasting him. That much seems clear,” Satemi replied.

      Turning slowly, Cade regarded the warrior woman. “You don’t mean she’ll insist on them—”

      “Oh, yeah. I have no doubt. My tribe had a similar ritual. The fertility of the couple will be blessed if all members see and approve of the union,” she explained. “Or at least that’s what the belief was for us. My tribe was chaste compared to some. Our newlyweds only blessed each other’s sex orally before retiring to complete the deed in private.”

      Minda’s eyes widened, and Ketzal drew near as well. Her sumptuous form moved with more grace than usual. It seemed that Minda wasn’t the only one turned on by the display.

      In half an hour, Tessra and Dan had been decked out in flowers, their bodies draped in a garment that resembled a toga. The wolf seemed ready to sprint for the wood line, but when Cade looked into his eyes, he saw Dan was as excited as his diminutive bride.

      Music began, and Tessra looked once more to Cade, the great Archon of the village. She smiled at him, a gesture so heartfelt and eager it melted him. He nodded back, channeling whatever fatherly instinct he had in him.

      At Tessra’s instruction, wine was poured in a circle around the white sheet that was laid on top of the wedding mat. Its red stain left little to the imagination as to the nature of its symbolism. Dan kneeled where she guided him, and then Pablo appeared in the form of a four-winged bird, a creature from Tessra’s world, Cade imagined.

      The demon spoke, reciting the marriage rites. “Two will join to make one. One daughter and one son joined to become mother and father. May the union be cleaved in the sight of all!”

      A few flowers were tossed in the air as the demon finished the simple ceremony, and the music intensified.

      Cade sat between a squirming Minda and a sweaty-palmed Satemi and watched as Tessra moved toward her new husband.

      She stood, head just barely taller than Dan’s when he kneeled. Kissing him on the tip of his snout, the squirrel took out two lumps of food, berries if their crimson hue was any indicator, and pressed them to his lips. Dan ate them, his eyes showing equal parts confusion and arousal.

      Then the squirrel woman attacked the knot that tied his garment in place at the shoulder.

      It fell away, and his naked body shone in the firelight. Sinuous muscle and shining metallic fur made him a ferocious sight. Minda leaned across and made a comment about the lycan’s manhood, and Cade gently bopped her on the top of the head. “Hush. No man needs commentary at a time like this,” he said wisely.

      Tessra unfastened her own garment, and her heavy breasts hung before her, chestnut nipples pursing in the night air. Her thighs were thickly muscled, her fur growing fine and becoming almost bald as it ran up her torso and breasts. She strode forward boldly and straddled the wolf who was more than eager to receive her.

      She gasped as he pierced her, and the villagers grew quiet, witnessing the first moments of a sweet and vulnerable coupling.

      The air practically crackled with tension. Nobody coughed or laughed. A few let tears roll down their cheeks as they saw Tessra’s brown eyes, wide with the wonder of her expanding heart. Dan gripped her ample hips, growling quietly as they moved together. His gaze was molten, and Cade knew his affection for her was equally dear.

      Minda reached out and held Cade’s hand, and Satemi did likewise.

      It was an odd mixture of feelings that assaulted him. His eyes brimmed along with many others, but he felt his sex stiffen as well.

      The newlyweds moved with increasing passion, Tessra beginning to emit a trilling purr in her throat. Her haunches twitched in response to her growing arousal, and soon she was practically vibrating over Dan.

      Then his eyes grew distant, his teeth baring in the firelight. He bit the side of her neck, holding her in his deadly mouth. Yet she didn’t cry out in pain. No blood traced down her neck. He simply held her like prey, something he had claimed as his own.

      Dan’s shoulders and back rippled with strength. His growl grew louder and blended with Tessra’s trill. Her tail arced up behind her, her thighs and backside quivering with ecstatic energy, and then she gripped his arms tighter than before, her pelvis grinding away as she came.

      The wolf’s musculature flexed as he seemed to resist his own pleasure.

      When she finished moving atop him, he pressed her to her back, still holding the squirrel woman by her throat. He drove himself into her, each thrust eliciting a high-pitched moan. And then he too fell to pieces.

      Dan hunched over his bride and bucked a few more times. His body finally grew still, and then he released her throat and licked the fur of her neck a few times.

      A moment of awkwardness passed as the two recovered themselves, Tessra looking proud and Dan embarrassed. Hoping to help his friend, Cade stood and cheered. “To Dan and Tessra!”

      Everyone picked up the cheer and in moments, wine was being poured and the musicians had adopted a new song. Sitting back down, Cade shook his head. “That was insane.”

      “That was amazing,” Minda amended, then slipped a hand between his legs.

      He coughed in his fist, a flush creeping up his neck into his face.

      “I think we should go congratulate the new couple,” Ketzal purred. “And then we should head back to our shelter.”

      Satemi laughed, a low and sultry thing. “I agree. It’s time Cade renewed his vows… to each of us.”

      Cade swallowed hard.

      He was still tired from having battled all day, traversing two levels of the dungeon, and staying up to watch the most bizarre ceremony he’d ever seen.

      But somehow, he knew he would be up to the task they’d set for him.
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            Before the Levy Breaks
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        * * *

      

      “On your world, Cade, did you have the technology to record images? And then play them back again?” Minda asked, throwing her thigh even further over Cade’s belly.

      “We did. Called them video. Why?”

      She snickered to herself and bit him gently. When she let go, she answered. “I’d give almost anything to watch every detail of what passed last night. It was wild… and sexy.”

      “Poor Dan,” Satemi said, rolling onto her back and stretching one long leg up above her.

      Cade laughed at that. “Poor Dan indeed. I don’t know if I could’ve… performed so well were the tables turned.”

      Ketzal stood up from her own pile of furs, naked and glorious. “Yes, you could have. You might not be as tall as Dan, but you’re certainly as well equipped. And you’ve never failed us before.”

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence, Ketzal. Still, it must have been a challenge.”

      Minda reached up and kissed Cade’s cheek before sitting up herself. “No doubt about it. So, any thoughts on what the day holds for us?”

      Lying back with his hands behind his head, Cade watched as Ketzal pulled on trousers.

      Robust thighs and a devilish ass made her a study of feminine beauty. She caught on to his gaze, of course, and sent him a wink, her inky purple tail lashing the air between them. “Have a few more duties to attend to, Archon? Or did you need another lesson in demonology?”

      “No, I’m good, actually. I think I need to recover,” Cade admitted. “No man could please you entirely, Ketzal. I’m just happy I have help.”

      Satemi laughed and threw a fur over her shoulder. “Be about it then, all of you. I haven’t slept in for over a week. I think I deserve it.”

      So Cade rose with the others and shimmied into his garments. He bent over and “accidentally” bumped into Minda who caught herself on the wall of their shelter. She repaid him with a punch to the arm then sauntered out to breakfast.

      “I’m heading to see the boars. Bellows is recovering nicely, but I figured I could give him a little extra rations since we found so much in the dungeon,” Ketzal explained. “I’ll see you later, okay? And Cade, try not to worry. We’re all thinking about her too.”

      The kiss she gave him lingered on his cheek long after he left the shelter behind. He waved to the villagers he passed and accepted his meal from the cooks. All the while, he thought of Gemma.

      Where could she be? Will she come back today? What will I ever do if she doesn’t? The last thought sent a tremor of fear shimmying up his spine. But it wasn’t a helpful thought, not at the moment. Besides, he’d already spoken to the girls about it. If she didn’t come back by tonight, they would head out in the morning and search themselves. The dungeon could wait if Gemma’s life was on the line.

      After bathing in one of the now-private waterfall shower stalls, Cade headed back into town to meet with the brightest mind in Casmeer.

      Latsi had taken the Mechanical Technician Occupation despite being cautioned against it. The Occupation was useful, of course, but required so many other supportive Occupations that it was impractical. Yet, after the riches discovered in the mechanical level of the dungeon, she’d been making some serious progress.

      The forge had been called on to make the tools she needed, and after endless toil, the woman had apparently come up with a breakthrough. She’d asked Cade to drop by first thing in the morning.

      When he entered her workshop, a converted portion of the Warehouse, he found her staring at a piece of parchment stretched across the way. Several mind-numbing calculations were displayed, and obscure designs for individual components to something larger. Cade could decipher almost nothing from the blueprints, but had to trust in the woman’s savvy.

      Havasham had introduced them shortly after finishing the second level of the dungeon. When they’d deposited the mountain of scrap metal and mechanical components, the woman had nearly gone into shock.

      She’d thanked them both then pushed them out of her work space, eyes already lost in thought.

      “Hey there,” Cade said, knocking on a nearby bench. “You asked to see me?”

      For a moment, Latsi continued to stare at her work, then after Cade cleared his throat, she turned with a nervous smile. “Sorry. It’s hard to let go of a thought… thank you for coming.”

      The woman was of average build, and seen from behind, looked quite human. Her eyes though, and practically everything else about her, shouted insect.

      It wasn’t as if she had six limbs, and not being from Earth, the woman couldn’t be considered an insect at all. But the plates of stiff exoskeleton along with her diffuse and clustered eyes gave her a bug-like appearance.

      Awkwardly, she held out her hand, all eight fingers trembling somewhat. “Shall we shake?”

      Cade took her hand and they performed the requisite up and down motion, only once, before she released him. Sighing, and obviously relieved to have the social interaction done with, Latsi spun and faced something in the corner of the room. Pointing, she told him, “There. That is what I have to show you.”

      A bulky object lay hidden by a thin sheet of leather hide.

      Crossing the room, Cade unveiled the big surprise.

      The suspense had been deserved.

      “Holy howitzer!” Cade exclaimed, marveling at the sleek display of mechanical prowess. How such a machine could have been made in Antinium, and with the crude tools Latsi had at her disposal no less, was a mystery to Cade.

      “I call it the Casmeeri Cannon. Please, Archon, tell me what you think. Is the design flawed to your eye?”

      “No, at least I don’t think so. It’s beautiful,” Cade replied immediately. And he meant it.

      The cannon was made with the recovered barrel they’d looted from the dungeon. It was perhaps five feet long, the barrel as wide as a tennis ball. Its base was held up by a large tripod. Around the front a shield made of thick sheet metal stretched, providing cover for the gunner, and twin grip handles were set a foot apart. The base of the cannon was set on a ball socket, shining with grease.

      Latsi was as lost in admiration as he was, but one question remained. “Does it work?” he asked, biting his lip in fear of the answer.

      The technician sighed and glanced to Cade. “That is undecided. The moving parts function nicely, but the final results will be up to you. After all, I have no other Alchemical Engineer at my disposal. You do plan to continue pursuing your own Occupation, don’t you?”

      “Yes, of course. I set aside all of this morning to do so in fact. I’ve been grinding away at the basic recipes I’ve happened upon, most relating to medical treatments,” he said defensively, feeling his pride wounded slightly.

      She smiled at him, her lips spreading to expose the razor-like plates that made up her teeth. “Good. Let us begin at once. This is my challenge for you, Cade. I hope you are wise enough to accomplish your goal. This,” she finished, handing him a cylinder of polished steel.

      Inspecting the item, he saw at once what it was. An empty shell, just waiting to be filled with munitions.

      “I have developed this also. But the Combustion Powder you can currently produce is not potent enough to fire the round,” she said, handing him a second lump of metal. “I have designs for others that will contain fluid or powder in the tip. If you happen upon something that explodes, a stronger acid, or anything else nasty, we can see about devising more advanced munitions. But for now, let us begin with the basics.”

      Cade held a slug in his hand, a massive lump of metal that had been honed and shaped to rip down the cannon’s barrel. Yet, as she’d said, the bullet couldn’t fire itself.

      The sight caused an evil grin to creep up onto Cade’s face, and he shared a moment of Occupational glee with the woman. Then, of course, they got to work.

      Latsi, for her part, was already designing a second device, something smaller that would fire javelins. It was only in the design stage, and so she spent the majority of her time running numbers.

      Cade, however, used the more advanced equipment the villagers had provided him in the weeks they’d been building up the town together. The first thing he did was examine his Occupational Menu.
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        Alchemical Engineer Occupation Menu

        Occupation Proficiency: Level 4

        Chemical Recipes Known: 7
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      Staunching Poultice (Requirements: Powdered Scorching Sweet Potato, Tincture of Rinan Root)

      
        
        Viscous Acid (Requirements: Glow Shroom Paste, Phosphorescent Cave Algae Paste, Tincture of Niyan Grass Shoots)

      

        

      
        Combustion Powder (Requirements: Tincture of Sulfur Herb, Tincture of Saltpeter Mold, Distillation of listed Tinctures)

      

      

      
        
        Combustion Powder Advanced (Requirements: Tincture of Sulfur Herb, Tincture of Saltpeter Mold, Distilled and Powdered Natal Ectoplasm)

      

      

      
        
        Powdered Bright (Requirements: Insect Crystal Shards, Cohesive Slime Mold, Powdered Rinan Root)

      

        

      
        Shriek Gel (Requirements: Insect Shriek Shards, Cohesive Slime Mold, Tincture of Rinan Root)

      

        

      
        Shade Shards (Requirements: Insect Shadow Shards, Cohesive Slime Mold, Boiled Rinan Root)
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        * * *

      

      Suddenly, the world seemed a quieter and more logical place. Cade found himself diving ever deeper into the prospects of what glory he could achieve by creating such perfectly foul chemicals. The first thing he’d have to commit himself to was the Combustion Powder Advanced.

      The Occupation system in Antinium was amazing. He didn’t have to study books for hours on end, learn the theory behind what he had to do. Rather, if he chose an Occupation, and had access to the right materials, he could make something. Whether or not he would succeed in the attempt depended on his relative skill level. As he focused on the Combustion Powder Advanced, he knew right away that at skill level 4, he had a 50% success rate. That would have to be good enough for now.

      Not only was the powder more important at this point, but it would give him a chance to level up his skill. The Shade Shards were more advanced, and he only had a 10% chance at succeeding. Considering the limited supply they had of those materials, he would make sure he was more suited for the job before attempting it.

      He began to work at once, his body guided by instinctual knowledge. Having more suitable equipment at hand, he moved with greater speed and precision than ever before.

      Glass was still too advanced a substance to produce in Camp Casmeer, but the sophistication of pottery had come a long way. Cade Summoned a large stack of the Sulfur Herb at once, and set about the process of turning it into a tincture. The easiest way to do so was to grind the herb into a thick paste. When he was done, his hand covered in foul-smelling green juice, Cade summoned a large bottle of the Distiller’s Brandy.

      Working from within the town’s Warehouse was infinitely convenient. Not only were the items stored within immune to degradation, but he could summon anything held in the Warehouse’s Inventory space with a thought.

      He placed a wire mesh screen into the top of a clay jug then filled it with the mashed herbs. When he was done, he spent several minutes slowly pouring the alcohol through the herbs. The process drew off much of the active ingredients within, leaving a slightly blanched lump of pulp remaining. Cade squeezed it out and set the jug aside.

      Completing the same steps over again for the Saltpeter Mold, Cade made sure to finish the second step in the process at another table nearby. The chemicals within the mold and the herb were reactive, and though they wouldn’t explode without finishing the process, he knew intuitively that they would heat up and potentially cause a fire. That was the last thing he wanted to do in the middle of one of the town’s most important structures.

      Finally, Cade summoned the Natal Ectoplasm. Confirming his suspicion from the name of the reagent, he saw it was the goo that had encased the mothlings within their eggs. Some of the viscous liquid had splashed out during the fire, and he recognized it at once.

      Cade found a wide metal pan the cooks had abandoned, too shallow for their needs, and poured the ectoplasm inside. He took it to the forge and found a way to heat the pan slowly, preventing it from boiling over. The best method so far was to hold it above one of the open-air forges and fanning the bottom to ensure the heat was evenly distributed. The Natal Ectoplasm bubbled slowly for half an hour till it turned first into a thick tar and then dried out enough to become a powder.

      He walked back to the Warehouse and scraped the pan, grinding the chunks of dry ectoplasm until the powder was smooth and free of chunks.

      It was only by adding the ectoplasm powder that he was able to mix the two reactive tinctures without fear of burning the house down. It mixed almost instantly into the Sulfur Herb Tincture, and after stirring it for a time, he poured that into the second Tincture.

      All that remained was for the alcohol to evaporate. Obviously, the hotter it was the faster it would evaporate, but there was inherent danger involved. Boiling flammable-ass booze above a forge was a recipe for disaster. Instead, Cade placed a few flat stones in one of the forges, and stoked the coals for a few minutes. When they were hot, he set them on the ground, amid a patch of very green and very moist grass nearby. Then he put the large pot that held the caustic mixture on top and stirred it.

      Aside from the fumes, the job was as enthralling as every other task he’d completed so far. He reflected once more that the Occupation system must interact with the mind in some way, for though each step was simple and repetitive, he found it mesmerizing as well.

      When he was done, he was left with a few cups of gray and chalky dust. He knew it would work. Though there was a 50% chance of failure, the powder had the right kind of coloring and texture that he’d expected. Glancing at his Occupational Menu once more, he was pleased to see his skill level had been raised to 5. There was now only a 35% chance of failure.

      The prospect of packing the shell with powder and firing the great cannon made his heart race. But there was little point in doing so yet. Rather than pull Latsi away from her work, he completed four more batches of the powder. The second one he attempted failed, but the third was another success. His skill level rising to Level 6, and the chances of failure dropping to 20%, he made a gamble and tripled the batch size.

      This final process took much longer, but when he was done, Cade had enough powder to pack over a dozen cannon shells.

      He’d skipped lunch in his fervor, and of all people, it was Latsi who pulled him away from the work bench. She took a tiny pinch of the Combustion Powder Advanced, winked at him, and walked toward the cook fires.

      When they arrived, the two told the cooks to back away and she tossed the powder amid the flames. A quick, flashing whoosh ignited the dust, and they were both pleased to see how effective it was.

      “It burns,” Latsi said, “but we must still see how well it performs in the shells I’ve designed. Worst case, I can decrease the weight of the round.”

      Taking a seat beside the woman, Cade ate like a savage, drawing out a laugh from Latsi. She ate precisely and cleanly, one thin slice of meat at a time. It was, of course, very bug-like, but considering his own manners, he was loath to complain.

      Belching, Cade slouched in one of the comfortable chairs that had been erected around the general dining area. Latsi was telling him her hopes for the smaller weapons she was designing. “I think I’ll call them Pocket Ballista. They will still be relatively large compared to a bow, and will rely on the same mechanism to generate force, but I’ve devised a few modifications. You see, each end of the bow will connect to a pulley system. When the bow flattens out after it is fired, the javelin will have one final push as the pulley system accelerates.”

      “Sounds like a compound bow,” Cade noted, impressed. “We use them in our world to hunt with. Some are so small and efficient that even Tessra could fire one.”

      Latsi’s face wrinkled in disappointment. “Yes, well, miniaturization, on any scale, is challenging. Though more materials will be required, it is easier to build one of these than to apply the same principles to a bow.”

      The woman continued to chatter, going into the potential ammunition they could develop, and Cade felt the initial wave of a well-deserved nap coming on. If I just close my eyes and doze off, will she get the point? he wondered. Or is she going to keep on rambling regardless of what I do?

      He indulged himself, closing his eyes, but listening and nodding occasionally. His plan was working wonderfully so far, yet he did fear he was close to passing out.

      But a distant cry made his eyes pop open in surprise. “The hunters!” someone shouted in the village. “The hunters are back!”

      Cade squeezed Latsi’s shoulder, as if to tell her he was sorry, and then he turned and sprinted toward the entrance to town. Weaving between stray people and buildings alike, he soon found himself shoulder to shoulder with Satemi. She smiled at him and they raced on faster.

      They burst out into the open and came face to face with a terrifying sight.

      Gemma stood with only four of the six hunters who’d set out on the expedition with her.

      Two were missing.

      Those who had returned looked a mess. One clutched the bloody rag that wrapped around her missing arm. Another had a stomach wound that seemed to still be bleeding. Yet another was unconscious, being dragged forward on a make-shift stretcher.

      The lead huntress, Cade’s wife, stood covered in dried blood.

      He ran toward her, inspecting her body for further signs of injury. She looked exhausted but stood strong enough that his worries fled soon enough.

      Minda and Ketzal ran up to either side of her, both stopping short when they saw the look on Gemma’s face.

      Raising her hands in the air, Gemma summoned a monstrosity.

      A ragged and severed head tumbled to the ground, pulled from her Inventory. The twisted face of an eagle, scales mixed in with feathers, stared up at them all.

      “We found the source of our troubles, and we killed many. But the greatest of them, a massive beast like I’ve never seen before, is still out there,” she said. More of the villagers were approaching, all wearing masks of fear, masks that matched Cade’s own grim expression. “And though we tried our best, we believe it followed us. The beast, and a group of rampaging amalgamations, are destroying the Waterfall District as we speak. I’m afraid they will find Camp Casmeer soon enough.”

      Gemma received embraces from the women in her life, wincing as she did so, then a group of healers swarmed the hunters and escorted them away for care.

      Cade stood dumbfounded as he regarded the massive bird head, the beast’s beak large enough to take off one of his arms. Satemi came and stood beside him. She sighed, expressing the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. Every time we get a little closer to finding peace, something else goes wrong.

      “Looks like we will be holding off on another dungeon run,” she said plainly, hands crossed over her chest.

      Cade smiled grimly, pushing at the macabre trophy with a foot to get a better look at its design. “Yeah, I suppose so. Whatever that thing is, it’s just too damn big to ignore. At least we’ll have a few new toys to help us take it down.”

      The warrior looked him in the eye and asked him in a quiet voice only the two of them could hear. “Think we’ll be able to? If even Bellows wasn’t a match for it…”

      Spitting on the amalgamation’s head, Cade turned back toward Camp Casmeer. “Yes, we will. The only trick will be trying to do so without losing any more lives. Besides, I think I know just the toy we’ll need to help us do so.”
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        * * *

      

      Camp Casmeer turned into a beehive of activity. Trouble had found them again, and it wasn’t conveniently locked away in a dungeon.

      Some were busying themselves preparing rations and supplies. Tessra had a squad of crafters working on repairing or refitting clothing to withstand the rigors of combat. And everyone who wasn’t doing something to prepare for the inevitable assault, was drilling with their weapons.

      Cade only had two tasks he needed to see to.

      The first involved Satemi. He met her in her workshop. The woman was covered in a sheen of sweat as she worked on a few more suits of armor, ensuring that the group that left town was as large and formidable as possible.

      “You wanted me to see the new breastplates?” he asked, gesturing at the stack of unfinished armor.

      “No, not really. I had something more exciting to show you,” she answered and summoned something from her Inventory. It was bulky, a series of bamboo tubes strapped together with two loops of leather attached.

      Studying it a moment, he took a guess. “Some kind of backpack? Why not use the Inventory?”

      Satemi showed him her teeth, a gesture that looked more like a snarl than a smile. “A kind of backpack, yes. It isn’t complete yet. Needs a little love from you. When it’s done, I suggest we call it a Blastpack.”

      Cade’s eyes went wide as he imagined what she had intended. Each of the four tubes were larger than the Boom Sticks he’d made so long ago. Combined, they would be enough to knock down a tree, or a handful of trees for that matter. “I think you’re crazy,” he whispered. “And I fucking love you.”

      “I don’t really want to pack the Combustion Powder in it myself, so… if you aren’t too busy,” she finished, summoning three more of the bulky packs.

      Then Cade sighed, seeing the flaw in her design. “I don’t know, Satemi. I have a few people putting together a half dozen Boom Sticks as we speak. They are always useful, but even if I use all of the powder, it won’t be enough to finish even a single one of these.”

      The woman chuckled, shaking her head. “I am a sneaky woman, Cade. You aren’t the only one with a profession that can create explosives. Remember that guano you brought in? Well, we have a villager who is a Bio Chemist. They usually just help Minda develop new uses for her herbs, but when the guano came in, well… she approached me and asked for some. Did you know you can make explosives with shit?”

      Scratching his head, Cade laughed. “Nope. So you’ve got a heap of shitty explosives for me to pack in these things then? That’s what you wanted to tell me.”

      “Yes, and of course, I did want to give you this,” she finished, and summoned one more item.

      The set of armor she produced was not only strange-looking, but beautiful.

      It had a breastplate of glinting steel, the outline of a man’s musculature etched onto its surface. Attached were two small pauldrons. Both were sculpted to look like the mouths of beasts, one a snake, and the other a wolf. Extending down from these, two full arm bracers hung. Each upper arm and the forearms themselves were covered in cleanly carved stone. The hue and texture looked familiar.

      Finally, a pair of greaves that would cover his thighs and shins, both with sleek plates of the chitinous material they’d looted from the fallen Kotani.

      Everything was held together by a light-gray material, stretchy by the looks of it, and hopefully tough, though he couldn’t tell by looking.

      Cade smiled at his lover who seemed as proud as he’d ever seen her. Then he inspected the armor one piece at a time.
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        Chimera King Breastplate of Power

        Quality: Unique

        Description: A masterful piece of armor that combines hardened Tanrial steel with the tough mesh of the mothling wings. By harnessing the inherent qualities of both materials, this breastplate provides excellent slashing, piercing, and blunt protection to the chest and torso and moderate slashing and piercing protection to the ribs and underarms. Grants +2 Strength.
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        Chimera King Pauldrons of Insight

        Quality: Unique

        Description: A masterful piece of armor that combines molded Tanrial steel, crafted to idealize the multi-faceted aspects of the Chimera Lord, with the tough mesh of the mothling wings. By harnessing the inherent qualities of both materials, these pauldrons provide excellent slashing, piercing, and blunt protection to the shoulders and upper arms and moderate slashing and piercing protection to the neck. Grants +2 Wisdom.
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        Chimera King Bracers of Fortitude

        Quality: Unique

        Description: A masterful piece of armor that combines the earth-shattering power of the golem with the tough mesh of the mothling wings. By harnessing the inherent qualities of both materials, these bracers provide excellent slashing, piercing, and blunt protection to the upper arm and forearms and moderate slashing and piercing protection at the elbow and wrist. Grants +2 Constitution.
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        Chimera King Greaves of Grace

        Quality: Unique

        Description: A masterful piece of armor that combines the flexible and boundless power of the grasshopper with the tough mesh of the mothling wings. By harnessing the inherent qualities of both materials, these greaves provide excellent slashing, piercing, and blunt protection to the upper and lower leg and moderate slashing and piercing protection at the groin, knee and ankle. Grants +2 Dexterity.
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        * * *

      

      Cade was dumbfounded. How did they manage to complete this in such a short amount of time? And why do I deserve all of this?

      Satemi seemed to sense his qualms, and she came closer, placing a hand against his shoulder. “Not only do I love you, Cade, but most of the blasted town does too. You might not realize it, but you’ve given us everything. We earned our part, of course, but you stand at the front. This is just the outfit you’ll need to wear now, at least when we must fight, and believe me… everyone will feel better if you do.”

      He wiped the tears that rolled down his cheeks. There wasn’t a distinct moment when he realized he was close to expressing his emotion, it simply roiled over like a pot over a hot fire. He laughed, at himself, and for the ridiculousness of the situation. Antinium had taken him in, given him a new life, and taught him to love and care for others. And now the hardest part was accepting that in return.

      Nodding, he pulled the woman into an embrace.

      They kissed, briefly, and shook himself. There was much to do yet, and he couldn’t afford to lose momentum, regardless of how intense his emotions were.

      Finally, after storing the armor away, Cade took the four Blastpacks and the sacks of explosives and stored them in his Inventory. He would take as long as he needed to make sure they were ready for deployment first thing in the morning.

      Staring the warrior queen in the eyes, he told her honestly, “I love you, Satemi. I love you more than you’ll ever know.” Then he kissed her once more, holding his lips to hers a few long moments until she giggled. Taking that as his queue, he left to find Ketzal.

      The demoness was at the bottom of their happy glade, the sound of her labors audible even before he’d gotten past the second fortified wall. Catching a glimpse as he rounded another of the walls, Cade saw the boars at work. Bellows charged at the head of a spear-shaped formation. He was decked out in a refined set of plate armor. They’d reduced the armor’s weight significantly, wanting him to be able to move gracefully. Additional mesh filled in weak spots where the plates couldn’t protect.

      Most impressive were the shoulder and hip spikes. Blunt for strength but sharp enough to pierce flesh, a single spike protruded out from the boar’s shoulders. Similarly, each of his bony hips had a similar weapon, allowing him to slam against an enemy and cause significant damage.

      But he wasn’t alone.

      The other smaller boars in his pack raced alongside him, their armor shining just as impressively. Though none were as large as he, even the smallest was seven feet at the shoulder. Each had handlers of their own, villagers who’d chosen a second Occupation to match Ketzal’s skill. They weren’t as advanced as she was, but all were capable of steering the boars around with ease.

      Cade watched for a few minutes, resting in the tall grass until the group took a break.

      Catching sight of him, Ketzal waved and jogged over. She was sweaty, out of breath, and absolutely gorgeous. “How did we look? Been at it for a couple hours. I’m glad this wasn’t our first practice, but now that the stakes are high, I wish we’d have taken more opportunities in the past.”

      “Better than I thought. They’re pigs, Ketzal, fat and ugly. Yet you’ve managed to make them seem like proud horses. Well done.”

      His praise perked up the corners of her mouth once again. “The boars need a rest, but do you think you’re ready to go for a ride?”

      Cade flashed his eyebrows enthusiastically. “Honestly, I can’t wait.”

      After the boars had drunk their fill from the stream, Ketzal gave the signal. The other boar riders called their bonded mounts and climbed up. Ketzal too pulled herself up into the saddle atop Bellows, taking a seat at the base of his neck. She gestured to Cade, and he climbed up the wooden rungs of the rope ladder that had been built into the beast’s elaborate armor.

      When the saddle was considered, it was made to both help hold the armor in place as well as reinforce it. Otherwise, the boars would have been strung about all over with straps and ropes. The huge saddle could hold ten riders, two on either flank and six on the back. The design had been reworked a dozen times since they’d first attempted it, and though it remained imperfect, it was reliable.

      The other boars had saddles that could accommodate six apiece, though only the largest of the beasts would be taking so many. The smallest would ride with four. All boasted the side mount design Satemi had first thought up, a way to keep eyes out in all directions as well as to ensure a quick dismount. Yet, the danger therein was obvious. Running maneuvers was necessary. Should two of the boars collide, their riders would pay the price.

      As a secondary measure, the side mount riders had been trained to dismount or leap atop their boar should something happen. It was still a dangerous business.

      Though Ketzal sat in the driver’s seat, Cade was given the apex view. He rode head and shoulders higher than anyone, which allowed him to command the battle. Satemi would ride behind him, ever his general.

      “You ready?” Ketzal asked, a gleam and excitement in her eyes.

      Cade shook his head, throwing off his analytical thoughts. “Yes, let’s do it.”

      The first few runs were slow, turning the beasts around the glade at a slow trot. But after they’d warmed up again, Ketzal took the group into a full charge.

      The soil groaned as the beasts’ massive hooves tore it to shreds. They galloped along, and Cade had the impression he was riding within or atop thunder itself. Who or whatever they were riding against must indeed be a big and terrible beast. For it had attacked Bellows amid his own pack. Yet then, the boars hadn’t had the advantage of armor, and most importantly, didn’t have all of Camp Casmeer at their backs.

      It was exhilarating.

      Ketzal’s hair streamed back and he could smell her, the ever-burning altar of her skin, like sacred incense slowly smoldering. The air whipped through his hair and his heart charged with Bellows, the crashing of the boar’s great hooves making his body sing.

      And because he rode atop a pack of loyal beasts, outstripping the wind, because he was filled with a longing for sweet revenge, and because, at his core, Cade was still part boy, he whooped for joy. Ketzal turned and laughed. Encouraged, he cried out, “For Casmeer!” In a mock battle cry that brought them both to laughing once more.

      The rest of the day fell short of the thrill and freedom of that singular moment.

      Busy work, dinner, and then a full town meeting followed.

      The Town Hall was packed with every member left to them. Their numbers lower than before by two. Yet, despite the inherent dangers, all agreed to send the largest force they could muster. Even Cha was on board, her behavior oddly repressed while they contemplated who to send. The combative councilwoman spoke only once, a short speech on how the town needed to rid itself of this danger. After that, she deferred to Havasham.

      For some reason, her approach to the meeting only left Cade feeling nervous. It seemed like an act. What other game is she playing, he found himself asking. And does it involve the rest of us? Or is she just trying to recover from her growing reputation as a shit starter?

      When the meeting was finished, a team of twenty-four fighters was agreed upon. All of the best warriors and hunters combined, leaving only a skeleton crew back in Casmeer. Some, like Tessra, though capable of defending herself, were simply more valuable in town. The head cook, one of the gardeners, and a few more who were either too old or disinclined to fight, found themselves taking up the duties of the entire town of Camp Casmeer. They too, would feel the strain of the raid.

      But all agreed it was worthwhile. If two hunters went missing every once in a while, their numbers would dwindle before a year’s time.

      So everyone separated, returned to their beds, and tried to sleep as best they could.

      Cade and his girls were mostly unsuccessful. It wasn’t a night for lovemaking, but as they lay in the rigid silence of their shelter, all were busy imagining the actions that would follow the next day.

      It was well past midnight when Minda finally broke. “Gemma, are you still awake?”

      The huntress laughed bitterly. “Yes. I am exhausted and yet… I still can’t relax.”

      “What was it like? Can you tell us? I know you mentioned some of the attack during the meeting, but is there anything else you can remember?”

      Gemma sighed, the sound of her shifting in the furs filling the silence after. All waited though, filled with that patience one receives when speaking in the dead of night.

      “At first, they were like the others. Mutated beasts, fierce and deadly, but in all ways, things we could manage. We slew a large group and came away with only a few minor wounds. After looting the beasts, I nearly called a return to camp. But then further off, towards the jungle between the Waterfall District and Tanrial, we heard a screeching roar. It was so loud it shook the leaves around us, and we must have still been over a mile off.”

      She paused, her final words coming out with a tremble. Cade heard Ketzal shift closer to the woman, and he pictured her holding Gemma close, giving the woman the support she needed to continue.

      When Gemma pushed on, her voice was firm again. “There were three more hours of daylight left, so I thought we could approach and at least get a look at the beast. But as we came nearer, other monsters found us. These were larger, and when they attacked… it was like they had one mind. I can’t explain it any other way. They fought like an army.”

      Again she paused, and Ketzal’s whispered encouragements were the only sound Cade could hear. He rubbed his face, angry at himself. The emotion was useless and futile. He couldn’t have done anything the tigress couldn’t have done for herself. But he’d been the one to send them.

      No, even that is vain. The council voted, and we all agreed, and Gemma went willingly, he reminded himself.

      Satemi brushed up against his back, her soft body a familiar comfort. “You don’t have to speak more, Gemma,” she said, her voice filled with battle-won wisdom. “But if you can tell us anything of the great beast, it might be helpful.”

      “We fought until we were ragged, and at last broke whatever will was urging the monsters on,” Gemma said at last. “And by that time, night had fallen. We found a shallow cave and hid inside. We’d found the shelter just in time, too, for the monster crashed through the tree line. It… it was the tree line, or a swath of it at least. It was dark, so all I saw was a section of trees fall, and a huge shape emerge. It had a rounded back, and all over spines protruded. Yet its face or any other features, were obscured by darkness. When it passed, we left the cave and fled all night. By the time we felt safe enough to turn back toward Casmeer, we were far to the north in the grasslands.”

      “That’s why it took you so long to return then?” Cade asked, grateful she’d at least been wise enough to escape another battle.

      Gemma mumbled out a yes, and she wept quietly. Ketzal, he knew, would give her the strength she needed. He was just happy that the fierce tigress had a place to grieve.

      They spoke no more that night, and eventually, Cade heard the even rhythm of deep breathing. When the others had at last given in to sleep, he focused his efforts on doing the same.

      Cade rolled over and wrapped an arm around Satemi’s hip. Burying his face in her hair, he breathed in her scent and cleared his mind. After all, he’d be no good to anyone if he didn’t get a little rest.

      The assault team was assembled in the morning. Cha had volunteered to remain in camp, an odd choice given the crucial nature of the mission. Yet none denied her. If the other members of the Council of Five and the Archon fell in battle, having one leader survive would benefit the village.

      The rest lined up behind the battle boar they’d been assigned to. Bellows took seven, including Cade and all the women in his life. Vrin and Fenian rode with them.

      Calliope and George, the second and third-largest boars took five apiece. Havasham rode with Dan, another healer and more of the dungeon diving team while Ronden rode with Mole on the other. The final two boars held four and three respectively.

      Climbing into place was easy. Waiting for the rest of their party to do so was hard.

      Untrained, many of the villagers were nervous about riding into battle atop the boars. Yet when given the choice to run beside them, all refused.

      Finally, Cade stood up in his saddle and removed his battle axe. He selected an Explosive Round and fired the mana bullet ahead of them. It erupted in the still-empty limbs of the trees the Earthen Apes once inhabited. All fell quiet and turned to look at him.

      “Listen to your team leaders, heed your boar handlers, and keep your head on straight, and most of all, guard one another’s backs.” The creak of leather straps and the morning breeze stirring the tall grass filled the pregnant moment that followed his words.

      Cade felt both proud and a little embarrassed by his incredible gear. The pauldrons shone in the sunlight, as did his etched breastplate, and the mothling gauze that held it all together clung to his frame like a second set of skin. The bracers made him feel strong enough to punch his fist through stone, which, he supposed he might be able to, if he only had a matching pair of gloves. In all, he’d gained more Attribute Points from his new armor than he would if he gained another level. Putting it on, piece by piece, made Cade feel like a mechanical warrior, slowly powering up as he did so.

      He only wore his linen shirt and trousers beneath, and for the first time since wearing armor in Antinium, he felt truly comfortable, capable of anything.

      Yet those around him were well, if not equally, outfitted. On all sides, he saw men and women wearing the armor they’d forged together. Ronden and Dan wore sets of golem armor, slabs of living stone covering their bodies and making them look fierce enough to face down a dragon on their own.

      The rogues and lithe fighters among them, Minda included, had been given mothling mail, a pure and breathable mesh that went under their existing leather vests and bracers. And though plenty of soul weapons bristled in their ranks, the Casmeeri forces were equipped with dozens of backup spears, bows, and short swords. They might ultimately fail in this endeavor, but they would not do so unequipped.

      Knowing he had to give them a little something more, Cade held Mr. McGregor aloft for all to see. “I am asking everything of you. Life and limb and loved ones. But I will do the same. We march against an unknown enemy, one whose strength we don’t know. And I cannot promise we’ll all return. But me and mine will be with you all till the very end. I promise!”

      A cheer rose up amid the troops and from those who stood to see them off.

      Cade’s body was covered in goosebumps, and he fought to keep his emotions in check. He loved these people, and if he needed, he’d die for them. But they had miles to trek and monsters to kill when they arrived. So he screwed his head firmly back in place and sat back down.

      Ketzal shouted, her once-cowed voice cracking out across the glade with the force of a whip. The chatter died down as the villagers focused on the battle ahead.

      And like a pack of hell raiders, the Casmeeri forces moved as one.

      Gods, pity those who we meet today, Cade thought grimly. For we won’t be pulling our fucking punches.
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      The initial charge out of the glade quickly fell away to a typical convoy. Bellows went first, and Calliope, his prospective new mate, pulled up the rear.

      Cade told Ketzal that a hundred meters would be a good distance between boars. It felt like a lot, but moving at speed, the distance was only a few seconds of a gap. If anything happened, a creature ambush or one of the boars turning a hoof, for instance, there would be time to react.

      Bunched up was always a good way to make things worse.

      Cade thought about his time in Iraq. Roadside bombs were the issue there, but even the practical matters of braking too hard had to be considered. He chuckled to himself as he imagined the perfect metaphor for the situation. If the shit is going to hit the fan, do you really want to make the fan run faster?

      After they entered the region of the jungle that neared the Waterfall District, the convoy slowed considerably. A massive boar walked as fast as any humanoid jogs, so they ambled through the dense foliage, sticking to the trail that had formed over the past weeks. Hunters taking trips to and from Camp Casmeer made an effect, but the boars themselves were responsible for most of the destruction.

      As they moved through the dense canopy, Cade kept a channel of silent communication between the warriors around him. Satemi sat directly behind, and he knew that anything she saw or perceived would be instantly reported. Minda rode on the left flank saddle, and Gemma on the right. Both of the spry women were perfectly suited for such positions. Every once in a while they’d make eye contact, checking in with one another.

      Fenian rode behind Satemi, the healer being guarded by the rest of them. In all, Camp Casmeer only had five villagers with a class capable of healing. Four had come on the journey.

      The rear seat was positioned to face backwards, and Vrin sat vigilant as ever.

      All around, the jungle spoke its primal language. Insects moved within the foliage, clicking, buzzing, and moving constantly. Occasional scurrying beasts would draw the attention of the convoy. Monkeys howled and sang in the distance, always hidden from view. And birds chattered in their own tongues, lending a variegated and ever-changing quality to the atmosphere.

      As had happened so many times since coming to Antinium, it was when the vibrant forest went silent that they knew something was wrong.

      Only a few minutes later, they first encountered opposition.

      A streak of color flew down from a towering tree. At first glance, Cade thought it a parrot of some kind, yet its size troubled him. The bird had a wing span of ten or more feet, its body thickly muscled. As it got closer, Cade noted the creature’s legs and belly were covered in fur.

      “More ahead,” Satemi called in Cade’s ear and he glanced forward to see five more of the beasts.

      Shrill shrieks rippled through the uncanny silence, and when the birds wheeled round, their talons flashing, it became apparent they were anything but peaceful.

      He was too far away to inspect them, so he did the next best thing, he fired his blast axe at the nearest cluster, using Double Tap in hopes of knocking down more than one.

      The bullets erupted from Mr. McGregor, the first tearing a hole through the bird’s chest. The second round clipped another, its wing injured enough for its flight to be disturbed.

      Before Cade could make a command, Minda sent a cloud of daggers flying at them, and three more birds fell. Then Gemma fired a series of energy arrows at their attackers. The minor assault had been thwarted in seconds. Feeling proud of their quick and efficient response, Cade made to thank Minda and Gemma. Another shriek quieted him though, this time, coming from their right flank.

      Branches cracked and leaves scattered as more of the avian beasts dove at the Casmeeri forces. “Contact! Three O’clock!” Vrin screamed, his voice loud enough to alert the entire convoy. Immediately, arrows and throwing spears were directed at the incoming threat.

      As the mutated monkey bird creatures were cut down, Cade felt a thread of pride at how well he’d trained his troops. One of the first things he’d insisted on was learning to call out contact. The hours in any given day didn’t exactly match to those back on Earth, but it didn’t matter. Anything directly to the convoys right was three O’clock. The rear was six, the left nine and dead ahead twelve O’clock. Every member of the assault team had memorized the simplified clock Cade had carved into the dirt the day before. Now it had paid off.

      Knowing Vrin had been facing backwards when he made his call, gave the warrior even more credit.

      Cade stood and waited for his blast axe to recharge. Seconds ticked by as the birds dove toward the middle of the convoy. Over a dozen had emerged at first, and already, half had fallen.

      The flock moved in a pattern that surpassed simple coordination. Each time they veered to one side, they did so in perfect timing. It was as Gemma had said: the beasts were moving with one mind.

      Finally, the timer ran out on his recharge. Cade aimed and fired an Armor Piercing at the lead bird, knowing the denser round would carry better through the intermittent canopy. The weapon kicked, and a blue bullet lanced through the air like a magical tracer round. It missed the bulk of the bird but tore through one of its rear legs. Ripping through the creature’s lower quarters, the wound was still fatal.

      A few others tossed spells and arrows fired, and the second wave was defeated.

      Silence crept in again, and Cade nearly called for the column to continue. Dismounting, even to loot the potentially valuable creatures, seemed foolish.

      Movement flitted through the undergrowth ahead, however, and he waited, poised to attack, for several more minutes. When it was clear that no more attacks were forthcoming, Cade issued the command for the convoy to pick up its progress.

      They moved at a half pace. It felt like a crawl, but was still at least five miles an hour.

      A thick patch of ferns lay ahead, and beyond, Cade could hear the rushing of distant falls. They were nearing the Waterfall District.

      Emerging shortly after, a series of streams came into view. They were shallow enough to be crossed, so Ketzal commanded Bellows to do so. Fish and amphibians of all side scattered in all directions, terrified by the abrupt intrusion.

      Beyond, a sprawling tumult of grassy hills led up to the side of one of the great waterfalls. Towards the east, Cade’s right, the hills climbed until they joined with a bedrock plateau. Unsure of where to go at this point, Cade told Ketzal to merely head straight into the center of the valley. If they had any luck, they’d run into something along the way.

      Movement to mother fucking contact, Cade moaned internally. Nothing so boring, and nothing so damn scary.

      Thinking back to the weeks and months he’d spent overseas, Cade couldn’t help but be reminded of their endless convoys. Usually, their platoon would patrol the city alone. Only four Strykers at a time, Cade’s platoon would drive around until something happened. The tactic was mind-numbingly stupid, yet often the most effective means possible.

      If a bomb was planted in the city, it was better to have it go off during a random patrol than during an important mission. Furthermore, if the US forces were to remain buttoned up inside their FOBs, waiting for legitimate intel, then when they emerged the chances to encounter even more resistance would rise. So they drove around Mosul, every day. Some days they’d have two or three patrols in a day.

      This incessant grinding presented its own dangers.

      Expecting soldiers to remain sharp, attentive, and observant, even though they’d driven the same route dozens or hundreds of hours, was unrealistic.

      Thankfully, for the Casmeeri forces, this was their first real patrol.

      So as they roamed up and over the hundreds of hillocks, they were sharp enough to shave with.

      In the open, Ketzal had called for a mild increase in pace. The boars trotted gracefully in a line, their armor clanging against their rock-hard hides.

      Cresting another tall hill, Cade saw the silver gleam of a large lake he hadn’t noticed on his previous visits to the Waterfall District. Checking his map, he saw that it was the largest of its kind here. The body of water was nowhere near as large as the many lakes that stretched across the land north of the great waterfalls.

      Several rivers coursed into the lake and then bled out the opposite side.

      Pointing, Cade told Ketzal to take them along the east bank, but warned her to keep well away from the shore. The hills continued to roll up into a foggy high country that was constantly being doused by the falls’ unending mist. Perhaps there, they would find resistance.

      A shout from the rear of the convoy made him swivel in his seat.

      Someone was pointing from the fourth boar back. Glancing to where they were indicating, Cade saw a pack of swift-moving monsters, racing over the grass towards them.

      The first thing he thought of were raptors. Moving with jerking head thrusts, the reptilian creatures sprinted upright. A volley of arrows leapt out toward them and one fell. The rest, even some that had been grievously injured, kept coming.

      “Turn around! Flank them if you can,” Cade said, knowing Ketzal was close enough to hear him, even over the building din of the battle.

      “Dextram!” she screamed, her voice guttural and wild.

      Bellows banked right, and began loping around in a tight arc toward the rear of the convoy. Impressively, the boars behind him did the same.

      They’d only practiced a few maneuvers, and this was one.

      In sync, the boars rumbled around together, all giving one another the space they needed to make the turn. Torn turf flew in the air, and the beasts chuffed out their frustration. And ahead, the pack of monsters came on.

      The creatures were close enough now that Cade not only could make them out, but could inspect them.
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      Reading the information, Cade noted the oddly rounded bellies to the beasts and the feathers that inconsistently littered their torso. How some poor grouse had been mixed with a basilisk lizard in the first place seemed like a cruel joke. Yet the efficacy of the amalgams as they leapt from the ground and flew toward the Casmeeri forces was undoubtedly frightening.

      Again, he recognized the perfectly synchronicity of the attacking animals. They didn’t move like the boars had, practiced yet flawed in dozens of minute ways. The front line all jumped at the same instead, their feet pulling back and revealing sharp talons.

      Crashing into the rear boar, several more of the basilisks were skewered on spears held defensively. The boars’ armor had been made with spear sockets built into the saddle itself. So when the monsters hit, they killed themselves more powerfully and decisively than even a throw from Satemi could.

      Each of their foes was roughly five or six feet tall, and of that, they were mostly neck, legs and tail. Yet they were moving at break-neck speed and must have weighed over a hundred pounds.

      Cade gasped as another of the creatures landed, a spear punching through its ribs. Despite having killed the monster, the spearman was struck so hard by the beast’s body that he nearly fell to the ground.

      Ronden plucked the unhappy man from the air and reseated him, then turned and smashed another basilisk with his great war hammer.

      Twenty more amalgams raced behind, but by that point, the flanking boars had reached them.

      Cade fired an Explosive Shot at the feet of one beast, then triggered his Ratcheting Reach. Relying on the added impact of Bellows’ charge, Cade chose not to use Impact Rod. He wanted his blow to be precise and well-timed. And when the axe struck another lizard, it cleaved through its neck cleanly.

      A few more fell to precision strikes and arrows, but the majority of the pack was run through or trampled by the boars themselves. Nothing like a ten-ton bulldozer running over twenty miles an hour to ruin your day, Cade thought, enjoying the grimly satisfying crunch of bones and the screams of their fallen foes.

      Ketzal called for the convoy to swing around in a wide circle, and they reorganized themselves in a few minutes. Once more, Cade refused the temptation to loot.

      Instead, he pointed to the plateau of black bedrock that jutted out from the cliffside ahead. It was perhaps a mile away, and would provide them with a good lookout. If no further beasts were encountered, they could always come back and loot the basilisks then. No doubt, they would provide valuable materials for the village, not to mention food.

      As they came closer, the hill grew steep, and more than once, Bellows slipped.

      The turf was overgrown with such thick moss that it made for unstable climbing. The added weight of the plate mail alone, each set adding up to at least another thousand pounds, and the boars were suddenly a hazard.

      Cade looked to Satemi and told her his plan to gain the high ground. She agreed and also confirmed his fear of one of the boars getting hurt in the climb.

      Turning to Ketzal, he gave his orders. “We stop here. Everyone dismounts but for a handler and one fighter. You lead the boars around the front of the plateau. If anything comes, charge it but stay close.”

      “Dismount! All but two!” she shouted, Vrin taking up the call next. On down the line, the order was repeated, and in a minute, fourteen Casmeeri fighters were on foot.

      They trudged up the steep incline. Even for a human, the way was treacherous. Cade did what most of the others were forced to do: he sheathed his blast axe and sprinted up on all fours. Gemma, being the badass shifter she was, bounded up in tiger form and came to the top of the plateau first.

      It was only a thirty-foot incline, so in moments, Cade was standing beside her.

      Shifting back, the tigress looked to him, panting. They both stared into the roiling mists beyond, the edges of palms and sprawling trees barely visible. “I would say it is beautiful, but I am suddenly afraid. This is a defensible position, but… we are not alone, Cade.”

      He swallowed down a lump of fear. No, you have to stay cool, Cade. Or nobody else will be.

      Cade called the group together and told them his plan. “The cliff defends our right flank, and that slope should be enough to cover our rear. But Gemma feels we might have trouble ahead. The boars will guard our left, and we hold the high ground. Should anything attack, form two ranks. Melee to the front, and ranged, support and healers to the back. Understood?”

      There were no jokes dropped, no indecision, only loyalty and determination. He grinned savagely and pointed. “Ronden, Dan, to the front. Movement to contact. I’ll march front left and keep any eye and ear out for the boars below. Let’s do this.”

      The two tanks jogged forward. Dan extended his sharp claws, the Soul Weapon Enhancer having made them a few inches longer, a bit thicker, and gleaming with blue, etheric energy.

      Likewise, Ronden’s enhanced hammer made for a sight that encouraged the others. When walking behind a four-hundred-pound ape like Ronden, who swung a legendary hammer around like it was made of foam, courage began to blossom like daisies.

      The boars grunted below, and began to match the dismounted fighters’ progress. Cade gave a wink to Ketzal, who smiled back. Though he was walking thirty or so feet higher, she was about the same distance away horizontally as well. If he had the inclination, he could hit her with a casually tossed pebble.

      Ahead, Ronden swaggered beside Dan, the two tanks solemn and quiet.

      Mist began to wet their faces and bodies. It was cloying, making the air seem filled with powdered silver.

      A feeling of anxiety spread through Cade’s body. Here we go. Something bad is coming.

      And unfortunately, he wasn’t wrong.

      Fifty feet ahead, a bobbing and weaving shadow moved towards them. When it came within twenty feet, Cade saw it was a type of cat. The beast froze, hunkering closer to the ground. Unlike a cat, the creature had a ridiculously long and puffy tail. And its legs were strange as well. Its front elbow pushed up above its back.

      Inspecting it while he had a chance, Cade learned what two poor beasts had been blended to form its body.
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      Ocelot and lemur! No way. If the circumstances were any different, I think I’d want one for myself.

      Even as he considered the beast, thinking it rather cute—with massive eyes and round, tufted ears—it did the most disturbing thing possible. It lifted a small hand, and with too-nimble fingers, pointed at them.

      The Ocelemur’s ruff lifted in a ridge, and it let out a chirping call.

      Then from behind, rising out of the mist like an army of fluffy terrors, scores of amalgams answered.

      “Form ranks!” Cade bellowed, running to stand at Ronden’s side. He was the leader, but his class deemed him a front-liner, at least at first contact.

      Eight Casmeeri warriors lined up, spears, hammers and swords held ready to thwart off the oncoming beasts.

      Knowing a tough engagement was upon them all, Cade cried out an Alpha’s Call. Following his lead, several more party buffs were applied by the support classes.

      In moments, Cade’s body and mind had transformed into something more potent and terrible than it had ever been. His Strength, Constitution, and Dexterity were through the roof. He could feel his heart racing to match the increase in power, and most glorious of all was the clearing of his mind as his Intelligence and Wisdom perked up as well.

      No sooner had they completed their line than the animals crashed into its center.

      Ronden swung and sent three of the cat creatures flying. The giant’s movements were sped up and amplified, making his hammer blur in the air as quick as if it had been a simple dagger.

      Dan roared, his fangs flashing in the air as he dropped a chain lightning that fried a half dozen more. Even the intensity of his skill had been enhanced. The lightning burned brighter than before, and lanced through the hapless creatures’ bodies with ease.

      The brief reprieve lasted less than a second. Thanks to the sturdy shields Satemi had provided, the monsters’ claws failed to find purchase. Still, one front-line fighter was knocked backward, two of the beasts slamming into their shield at the same time. Satemi stood at the far end and swung one of her great swords to great effect. Fighting in a line prevented her from using both with as great effect.

      Cade saw Gemma’s arrows streaking over his shoulder, embedding in the few cats that got close enough for him to consider swinging at.

      Frustration sought to overwhelm his better judgement, but if the woman wanted to protect him from the rear, it was her right to do so. After all, what else were support fighters for?

      The battle was going well. Each ocelemur was not much bigger than a full-grown dog. Cade had no illusions as to how effective their incredible claws would be on unprotected flesh, but with the two tanks in the front, and the others with shields, they were safe enough as it was.

      But the tide of enemies didn’t show any signs of slowing. In fact, after firing a Piercing Shot through two of the beasts and squinting ahead, Cade saw other forms in the mix. Larger ones.

      A wave of screeching bodies rushed at the Casmeeri forces, perhaps a hundred in total.

      Knowing he’d kept a wild card up his sleeve, one that would work best in just such a situation, Cade decided to lay it all down on the line.

      He took a knee and leaned forward, pulling the axehead into his shoulder. Then he fingered the lovely trigger that had grown when he used the Soul Weapon Enhancer.

      Bullets began to fly.

      Rather than let loose with a forty-second burst, he found a nice rhythm with five to seven-second bursts. The bullets sounded and felt different than the last time he’d used his soul-bound machine gun. Louder than before, and with the tiniest bit more kick, the bullets leapt from his blast staff with greater speed.

      The most notable difference was the added 25% blast damage. The first round that struck cracked open the chest of an ocelemur, dropping it like a bar fly on a Monday morning.

      His reign of terror was precise, rewarding and devastating. A clump of the beasts was cleared away from his first burst alone, their bodies sliding to stop before Ronden’s feet. More and more came, and each wave met with more of Cade’s wrath. Despite bursting, the bullet fragments continued past their initial victim and shredded the bodies of those that came behind.

      None of the creatures, even the new ones he had no time or desire to inspect, had unarmored bodies. Under the application of a well-aimed automatic weapon, they were no more than bullet sponges.

      A full minute ticked by, and finally, the last burst of mana bullets careened through a pack of goat-like beasts. They fell, shrieking in pain, their hooves pawing at the air. Only a handful more of the creatures came on, only to be hacked down by a warrior.

      Silence fell again, thick and loud after so much chaos.

      Cade panted, and wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow.

      Then he stood up and glanced to his soldiers. They were all staring at him. Ronden, chief among them, ogled Cade like he’d never seen him before. “You are insane. It was one thing with the moth. We were all hitting it. But you just killed dozens of beasts by yourself.”

      The awkwardness that followed was broken by Ronden’s roaring laugh. He crossed to Cade and punched him in the breastplate, heedless of the effect the hardened steel might have on his knuckles. “Now that is an Archon I can follow!”

      Cade accepted the praise but held up a hand. “Thank you, but please, we should—”

      He stopped talking as he heard a squeal from the boars below. The trouble wasn’t over yet.

      Giving a few hand gestures, Cade and the others sprinted to the edge of the plateau. Below was a disconcerting sight. Bellows had his tusks buried in the side of another boar, half his size, one whose form had been warped. Two more of the Casmeeri boars were crushing another, this one larger, but with so many twisted tusks goring its body, it was dying quickly. One final amalgam boar was trying to fend off attacks from two sides. Though it seemed the fight was well in hand, Cade wasn’t willing to take any chances.

      “Fire at will!” he shouted. “Take out the last one standing!”

      Arrows and spears fell onto the odd-looking beast, and Cade inspected it.
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      Armadillo, he guessed, was what had given the monstrosities the curving plated armor over its back. A formidable combination, for sure, but against superior numbers, and having the huge Bellows fighting for the good guys, the amalgams had no chance.

      A few spears clattered off the remaining boardillo’s back, and arrows seemed similarly ineffective. Cade fired a Piercing Shot that tore through the beast’s chest. Blood spurt out on the other side, but rather than die, the beast went into a frenzy.

      Reckless, it charged the smallest of the Casmeeri boars. Gritting his teeth, Cade could only watch.

      Gemma, however, had other plans.

      Drawing her bow, she activated a new skill, one she must have earned on her last deadly foray. The arrow glowed bright white and lanced downward. Rather than aim for its chest, as Cade foolishly had, her arrow fell into the boardillo’s eye. It stuck there, burning for a few seconds, until the entire shaft erupted.

      The last enemy tumbled sideways, and its body rolled down the hill.

      A feeling of relief passed through Cade’s entire body.

      Bellows tore himself free of his huge opponent, and the other two trotted away, finding a place at their great leader’s side.

      Raising a hand, Cade hailed Ketzal, grateful she’d survived. The demoness gave a few orders, and the Casmeeri boars began to form up. They’d need to loot this time, and from the devastation around them, the threat had been neutralized.

      By Gemma’s expression, however, Cade saw she wasn’t convinced. The tigress continued to eye the horizon and scan the lakeside in turn. She’s expecting something else, something more. By her description, that big-ass boar wasn’t what she’d seen at all. And what of the quills in Bellows’ side?

      A mute splash pulled his attention back to the lake. The fallen boardillo had at last reached the bottom of the hill. Its rotund form had allowed it to roll further than it otherwise would have. Its front leg dangled in the water, and what was left of its skull stained the lake crimson.

      The blood spread out like a foul blossom.

      Ronden made a crack at Dan, and the wolf took it in stride. Cade heard Satemi throw an insult back at the giant, but Cade wasn’t hearing any of it. He too, like Gemma, was staring into the depths of the lake. For though he couldn’t make it out, he could swear that something huge was rising to the surface.
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      It was more like watching a piece of the earth rise to the surface. How a single beast could be so big, Cade simply couldn’t understand, and yet, mountains just didn’t move like that.

      A few dozen yards out into the lake proper, a vast dark circle rose, its form becoming more and more distinct by the second. Satemi caught on soon after, and Cade heard the quick gasp Ronden gave off beside her. They all saw it too, so at least he and Gemma weren’t hallucinating.

      “Ketzal! Move away!” Cade shouted, and the demoness turned to see the source of his fright. Thankfully, the woman was well disciplined. Instead of falling victim to shock and staring idly at the surface of the lake, which now bowed upward, water and mud streaking off the monster’s back in waves, she snapped her heels into Bellows’ flank.

      The boars turned and began to retreat back south, the way they’d first come.

      Yet when the new threat finally erupted from the water, the smallest boar had been caught close to the edge of the shore, and was trying to scramble over instead of around the bulky corpse of the fallen boardillo.

      That was its undoing.

      Despite the slow and dramatic rising, when the amalgam broke the surface of the lake, its huge head nearly the size of Bellows himself, it snapped out at the fleeing boar with terrible precision.

      Like a snapping turtle, it launched its head forward, its mouth clamping down on the rear of the boar. The unfortunate spearman who sat on its back was cut in half in the blink of an eye. As the handler screamed, turning about and sinking a sword into the vast mouth, the monster bit once more. It took another two feet of the boar in its mouth, the handler’s arm with it.

      A river of ice filled Cade’s gut as he watched the water fall away from the beast’s back. It was smaller than he’d originally imagined, the mud billowing off its shell making it seem nearly twice its actual size. Yet in all, the creature they faced was no less than a hundred feet long, from snout to bristling tail.

      “Fire at will! Aim for the eyes and neck!” Cade commanded, hoping to give the handler just a little bit of spare time to escape.

      The boar screeched out a death cry and blood poured out its mouth and nostrils. Falling to the ground, the handler crawled with one arm a few feet before growing still, the gouts of blood that had pumped from their severed shoulder ending them in less than a minute.

      Cade fired a Piercing Shot, clipping the huge beast in the top of the head, hoping to damage its brain in some way. The bullet zipped through reptilian flesh but seemed to have no effect. Frustrated and terrified, Cade inspected their enemy.
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      An elder, huh? I wonder if the porcupine or the turtle had been ancient before they were fused, he wondered, but dismissed the curiosity. How they would kill the damned thing was a sight more important.

      Cade considered having the boars charge its exposed flank, but the monster’s shell was covered in innumerable quills, all three to five feet long. Drenched in mud and reeds as it was, the turtle had a putrid smell that wafted up the hill, and it had the look of something covered in worms.

      He had only one plan forming as to how they might hurt this terror.

      “Assemble the cannon!” Cade barked, and immediately, Ronden, who’d been carrying the heavy barrel in his Inventory, set down his hammer and obeyed.

      Watching the progress of the Casmeeri fighters, Cade spit out a plan with Satemi. When he was done, he turned to the group and shouted his orders. “Satemi is in charge of this position. Heed her commands. You are to fire at will with the cannon, aiming for vital areas. Should the turtle charge, drop this in its path, and retreat if necessary. Those of you who aren’t firing at the monster, stand guard. More amalgams may attack.”

      Squeezing his general’s hand, Cade turned his back on Satemi, who fell to shouting her own instructions, ensuring the cannon was assembled as quickly as possible.

      Then, he flagged down Ketzal and began to run along the ridge of the plateau. She was a few hundred yards away, the remaining boars standing in formation facing the turtle. He needed to reach her as quickly as possible, so he activated Wyrm’s Wrath. In combination with the few buffs that still lingered, Cade sprinted like a cheetah over the ground. He reveled in the rush of it, but turning back to witness the vast monster as it ate, Cade suppressed the emotion.

      The beast had started in on the fallen boardillo now, the smaller Casmeeri boar and its riders nowhere to be seen.

      When Cade was a hundred strides away, he activated Locust Leap and propelled himself down the hillside. Landing in a whoosh of ether discharge, Cade jogged the rest of the way and leapt up onto Bellows’ back.

      Cade whispered the plan into Ketzal’s ear, and she nodded.

      The demoness called off two of her diminished cavalry and sent them back further to protect the southern approach. If anything managed to get through and attack during this ridiculous boss fight, their losses would skyrocket.

      As if their precautions had triggered some plan, a few dozen lizard amalgams emerged from the distant tree line and darted toward them.

      Trusting that the two boars with their riders and handlers could manage the modest threat, Cade turned back to the major battle ahead.

      A rock-splitting crack sounded from atop the plateau, and pale smoke rose up. Well, the fucking thing works, he mused, grateful once again for the genius mind of Latsi. But will it do any good at all?

      A spray of blood fountained up from the turtle’s neck, painting the sky red. A gaping hole that Cade could easily see even from a few hundred feet away had formed in the sagging folds of the beast’s neck. The shells Latsi had crafted were no more complex than a simple bullet. A chunk of metal hurtling at great speed, however, could do massive damage, especially when they’d been designed to split and spread out.

      The woman had made Last World’s first hollow points.

      Arrows fell like pins, and Dan sent a crackle of lightning out that danced across their enemy’s face.

      The roar that emanated from the turtle shook Cade’s very bones. It sounded like someone had plucked a nose hair from a mountain god, and even stout Bellows nearly balked away from his charge.

      Ketzal calmed him with a few words, and the boar continued forward.

      Another crack split the air, and again, blood was spilled.

      The turtle swatted away the remaining corpse and roared once more. A green energy suffused its neck, and Cade watched in horror as it began to heal itself from the grievous wounds. “Why do so many of these fuckers have healing skills? This isn’t fair!”

      After a few seconds, and another received cannon shot, the monster began to move forward. It clawed further from the water, and closed the distance that remained between its destructive mouth and the fighters that stood atop the plateau. The high ground would offer some protection, but Cade knew that the amalgam elder could and would climb over the lip of the rock.

      They couldn’t let it do so.

      “We don’t have time for both. Call off the other,” Cade said.

      The noise of the beast’s thundering hooves was too loud to bridge the distance between the two. Not for the first time, Cade missed the convenience of being able to speak mind to mind with Ketzal. Her power had continued to dwindle, however. Where once she could shout in the other boar handler’s mind, she was now impotent.

      Yet, they’d prepared for this eventuality.

      Ketzal turned back and gestured for the following boar to veer aside. The handful of gestures the handlers had learned once again proved invaluable.

      Then Cade waited for the perfect moment. Bellows charged ahead, aiming for the diminishing gap between the elder amalgam and the plateau.

      At first, he’d thought to thread the needles, to have the boars plunge through the gap, but the beast was moving too quickly. Ketzal noted it too, and looked to him with concern etched deeply on her features. “Just get close, then wheel around. As close as possible, okay? But watch that thing’s head!”

      Nodding, Ketzal urged Bellows on while Cade prepared the attack.

      They might not get another attack such as this one. The cannon shots were enough to disrupt the beast, and given a great deal of time and more rounds than they had at their disposal, maybe even kill it. But time was short, and already, the monster was only a dozen paces from the base of the plateau. It craned up its head and roared again.

      Satemi answered it by dropping a round down its throat. This attack alone seemed to cause the monster a great deal of damage, and it stopped in its tracks.

      Then two things happened at once. More of the green energy poured out of the turtle, healing its newest wound. The process was slow but inevitable. And another skill seemed to be activated as dozens of its quills began to vibrate, glowing with an inky blackness that looked unnatural.

      It lifted its body a few feet from the ground, its massive paws straining to do so, and then it let itself crash back to the ground.

      A ripple of power shot outwards in all directions, and behind it, dozens of quills followed. A few clanged off of Bellows’ plate armor, but one pierced his neck.

      The boar squealed and bucked.

      Ketzal shouted, “Fiery Regrowth,” and their mount calmed as healing fire raced across his body and concentrated on his wound.

      More of the quills peppered the ranks that held the plateau. Cade saw a few careen off of shields or stab through thighs. One sunk into the chest of a man who’d been preparing to throw a spear, however, and he tumbled down the incline toward the beast.

      With no other window to do so, Cade squeezed Ketzal’s arm. It was time.

      Bellows turned hard, their speed and momentum taking them within twenty feet of the turtle’s shell. Exposing their flank for a few seconds, Cade only hoped the beast wouldn’t launch any more quills. If so, they’d be broadsided.

      Summoning two of the Boompacks, Cade threw them, one at a time, as hard as he could. The first fell before the turtle’s right front leg. The second he aimed at its rear leg that had just climbed free of the water.

      Both landed hard, but thankfully, didn’t explode. Turning away at last, Bellows sprinted to safety, and Cade bounced along behind him. He turned and held up his blast staff.

      Vrin remained in his seat, guarding Bellows’ rear, but flattened himself down to accommodate Cade’s shot.

      Then, selecting Explosive Shot, Cade fired at the Boompack near the turtle’s rear leg.

      Two explosions issued forth. The first was small, the second enormous.

      A wall of flesh and bone burst out toward them, and Cade cowered. When he looked up, he saw what had saved them from a morbid shower, if not death. Vrin was spinning his spear, the weapon moving so fast it had formed a vibrant shield of energy. The carnage splashed against it, but failed to pierce the barrier.

      After another ten seconds or so, Cade asked Ketzal to turn back so they could see the damage.

      Now just a couple hundred feet away, the cavernous wound was obvious. The amalgam’s rear leg had been stripped to the bone, and a portion of its shell was fractured. It was a terrible blow to the beast’s condition, yet it wasn’t fatal.

      As he’d hoped, Satemi had ordered the other Boompack targeted.

      Even as he watched, another blast rocked the beast, fire and blood ripping outwards from its front right shoulder. The fighters over the ridge, commanded to take cover it seemed, looked largely unharmed if not bathed in gore.

      Cade pulled closer to Ketzal’s ear so she could hear him clearly. “Time to take a gamble. Let’s see what a Relentless Gore and Cinder Breath can do at once. Take us back and ram the beast’s rear wound. I’m gonna jump off when we get closer and rejoin those on the ridge.”

      Ketzal gave hand signals to the three remaining boar handlers. She told them precisely to hold the line, then turned and shouted for Bellows to charge once more.

      The wind picked up and buffeted Cade’s ears, their momentum increasing until they were moving at the boar’s full speed. It felt like they were flying toward the turtle, but their true speed must have been something like thirty miles an hour. Observing the turtle before them, Cade saw its healing ability was fully taxed. The wounds were too intense to be fixed so easily. And yet, it looked far from being finished with the fight.

      It clawed forward, lifting its head up toward the ridge. Opening its mouth, the monster activated another skill. A thick beam of power shot out from its jagged maw. Thankfully, the troops had scattered to either side at the first sign of the sickly green energy. Still, it splattered across a few who were too slow to get clear, Ronden among them.

      The substance acted like a sticky acid, and the Casmeeri fighters screamed in pain.

      Cade observed this distantly as they drew toward their target. A hundred feet out, he shouted to Ketzal. “You need to jump too. Or you’ll be skewered on the quills!”

      She nodded to him, and they shouted to Vrin to follow their lead.

      Then all three leapt from Bellows’ back, rolling away in the soft soil of the lakeside.

      Ketzal cried out, and Cade saw she was gripping her arm to her chest. His own head spinning from the violent dismount, he looked up just in time to see the boar, its massive tusks extended with his rampaging skill, crush into the turtle’s wounded side.

      Just in front of the still-bleeding rear leg, the boar’s tusks, all eight ether-infused feet of them, rammed into the snapping turtlepine. Bellows hit so hard that his face pressed in even further, buckling a section of the elder amalgam’s ribs. Immediately after, as obedient as ever, the great boar opened its maw and released the full blast of Cinder Breath. Fire erupted from the boar’s mouth and pressed into the already-gaping wound.

      The turtle boss felt it.

      Roaring louder than before, the huge monster shook all over, the quills on its back rattling like a thousand spears.

      Bellows pulled back, tugging his twisted tusks free. Buckets of blood poured out and painted his face crimson. Ketzal whistled loudly, and he turned at once to speed back to them.

      Faster than Cade could account for, the turtle twisted on its ruined legs and swatted its tail toward Bellows. The boar was fast, but the tail, covered in sharp quills, clipped him on his rear leg. The boar tumbled to the ground, shrieking in pain. A half dozen of the quills shook from his twitching muscles.

      The injury was serious. Not only was his hind leg stuck through, but a few of the quills had punctured his abdomen as well.

      Ketzal shouted in dismay and began to sprint out towards the fallen boar. Cade tried to hold her back, but she was too determined. Instead, he sprinted ahead of her and used his Locust Leap to bound up to the top of the plateau. He used Wyrm’s Wrath to increase his speed, and raced along the ridge line, hoping to outpace Ketzal.

      Cade waved his hand, flagging down Satemi. “Fire again! Kill the fucking thing!” he screamed impotently.

      The warrior woman was of course doing just that, and even as he watched another cannon round slammed into the beast’s ragged chest. Rather than die, however, the turtle went berserk.

      Roaring incessantly, the monster charged the plateau, bashing the bedrock with its head. The jutting stone the Casmeeri fighters stood upon shuddered, and Cade saw a crack forming a few feet to his right. If it does that a few more times, the entire shelf is going to crash down.

      Sensing the same danger, Satemi ordered the troops to retreat.

      Again, the turtle bashed the rock, and a few more fell, one even tumbling over the edge.

      Glancing down below, Cade was relieved to see that in its frenzy, the turtle had left Bellows and Ketzal alone. All Cade had to do was find a way to kill the damn thing, and they might be able to salvage this shitshow.

      He had two more Boompacks. He considered tossing one down immediately, hoping the heavy impact might detonate it alone. But the villager who’d fallen, though limping heavily, was still alive. He would have to wait.

      Cade finally made it to the retreating forces. “Satemi! Let’s pull back a ways and form a second line. This thing looks intent on climbing up here, or at least knocking this shelf down. How many rounds do we have left for the cannon?”

      The woman grimaced and shook her head. “That was the last one! Sorry, Cade. Boompacks?”

      He nodded back, and watched as the Camp Casmeer villagers ran. Glancing back to the turtle, he saw that it was indeed lifting itself up above the incline. The slope would surely slow it down, but considering the state of its mood, it wouldn’t be a permanent obstacle.

      It snapped its mouth, and Cade considered a morbid option to end the fight, one that would undoubtedly work. Will they be able to forgive me if I jump in head first? With a couple Boompacks on my back, I’m sure it would finish the thing off.

      Not exactly relishing the idea, he contemplated throwing the pack in. It would be a hell of a toss, and if he missed, the explosion might kill him anyway.

      “Incoming!” Satemi bellowed behind him, and he looked to see another pack of monsters charging in from the mist-filled north. The timing couldn’t be worse.

      Making a snap decision, Cade aimed his rifle and waited for an opportune moment. He would help fend off this new pack of amalgams, and then do what he had to with the Boompack. Aiming at the first, he saw the distinct form of an ape clambering over the grass. Others followed.

      Something seemed different this time. And then he realized it was because this new threat didn’t move as one organism. The apes ran as individuals, a unit with one purpose, but each with their own timing, gait, and pace. They were also heading toward the turtle and not the Casmeeri. As the biggest of them emerged from the mist, Cade saw it was their old friends the Kotani.

      A cheer rose from the villagers, and Cade turned his rifle back toward the turtle. Despite knowing it would amount to little, Cade fired an Explosive Shot that burst inside the turtle’s mouth. He checked his rifle after and saw several of the automatic bullets had recharged. It would be a lot longer until his entire Burst Clip was ready again though. So he summoned a Boompack and went to assault the turtle with the aid of the Kotani tribe.

      As he neared the beast, it at last succeeded in pulling itself up onto the shelf of the plateau. The rock shelf cracked away, and the turtle hoisted its shell forward a dozen feet. A few more thrusts like that, and the thing would be up on high ground with them.

      Again, he considered throwing the Boompack, but the Kotani were closing in. The apes each held long spears. Entire tree trunks, Cade saw, tucked under their arms and sharpened at the tip.

      Like some jungle-themed medieval army, the apes crashed into the turtle’s side, their spears striking any available exposed skin. From its neck to the folds around its legs, the turtle was filled with the long spears. A few sunk in deep too. One such was a small palm tree that was bore by two alphas. It sunk in a dozen feet at least.

      The turtle roared.

      Quivering quills announced another barrage. It charged its skill, and Cade fell on his chest, preparing to hide beneath his arms when the cloud came.

      But before he did so, the Kotani Ma leapt up on the turtle’s neck. Instead of a tree, it bore a large fragment of black stone. It shone in the sunlight, looking like an arrowhead forged for a giant’s bow. In a fit of rage, the Kotani Ma used a skill of its own. Shuddering with gouts of ethereal power, the great ape hoisted the stone and plunged it into the back of the turtle’s head.

      The quills stopped moving, and the turtle spasmed, its body going stiff. At the same time, its head shot up by reflex and crushed the Kotani Ma against the sharp edge of its shell. The ape’s chest struck the stone in the action, and it sunk even deeper into the elder amalgam’s brain.

      After a few tense moments, the turtle went limp.

      Its head slammed to the ground, a gale of air escaping its huge lungs.

      The Kotani Ma tumbled to the ground after, looking small and fragile compared to the elder turtle.

      He was bleeding heavily, and though his chest continued to rise and fall, Cade saw the wound would be fatal.

      A chorus of cheering voices split the air as their foe grew still. The Casmeeri villagers ran toward the thing, passing Cade on the way. He could understand their jubilation, the rush of victory thrumming in his own veins too. But the cost had been dear.

      “Quiet!” he screamed. When confused silence fell he gestured ahead of them. “Can’t you see, a great general has fallen. He gave his life for ours. He deserves respect!”

      Satemi looked relieved. Her own face was scrunched up in a deep scowl. She’d been about to do the same.

      Rather than explain himself further, Cade jogged forward. He doubted the healers could heal the ape, and already, his breathing grew ragged. Before he could get to the Kotani Ma’s side, another ape bounded up. It was huge, larger than all the others besides their fallen warrior. When he came to stand at its leader’s side, Cade recognized the beast.

      It was Chandi, the Kotani Ma’s own son.

      Cade watched as the two shared a few moments of silence together, communicating with their eyes alone. Then the Kotani Ma stopped breathing.

      Tilting his head up to the sky, Chandi cried out his rage and heartache.

      It was as terrible to hear as it was inevitable.

      It sounded like the cry of a son losing his father, like the end of an era.
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      Recovery was a bitch.

      The healers were in over their heads. Every root, herb, and poultice was called upon to help where they were too limited. Not only were the fighters injured who’d stood off wave after wave of amalgams, but there was the poor bastard who’d nearly tumbled onto the turtle itself.

      Surprisingly, the man lived. A quiet foxkin who had a thin saber for a soul weapon, Cade only knew he was one of the villagers who often helped Minda with herbs.

      He’d broken an arm and several ribs in the fall. Thinking quickly, he’d eaten a heap of healing herbs, some potent enough to hold him together as he crawled away from imminent death. Despite surviving, the man was still in rough shape and had been entirely too close to a nightmare to not be affected mentally.

      Furthermore, the two boars and their riders who’d held off the final wave of lizard amalgams were worse for wear. The beasts had been different than those the Casmeeri had faced earlier in the day. When they neared, instead of rushing in blindly, they swarmed around the boars until they found a weak spot. In this way, they’d nearly overwhelmed the Casmeeri.

      A few of the Kotani Apes were wounded as well, most having been so by the time they arrived. Speaking with Chandi for a long while, Ketzal discovered that the tribe had been on the hunt for some time. Continued attacks at their village had made them desperate enough to seek out the heart of the trouble, just like Cade and the villagers had. Having heard the blasts from the Boompacks and cannon, the apes had come as fast as they could.

      Amazingly, the villagers who were hit with the acid and quill attacks had all survived. By the quick reactions of their comrades, all were stabilized. Ronden and the others injured would all sport some terrific scars, but they would live to fight another day.

      Then there was poor Bellows.

      By the time the battlefield was won, the boar was getting close to a critical stage. Ketzal was lying on the flat side of his snout, whispering to him softly. Her only hope, she’d told Cade, had been to keep the beast calm. If he’d have tried to stand up and walk, the quills would have shredded his insides.

      Fenian had used a powerful skill that put the boar to sleep. They had to cut the quills out, a trying task even for the healers. Bellows was still wearing his armor, and one of the quills had literally pierced a plate. The others had found gaps between the armor. Both situations made the removal of the heavy armor impossible. Instead, they had to cut through the base of the quills first, then strip the boar down, and at last, begin the excision.

      Having no skill to lend a hand, Cade left the boar after giving it a fond rub down. The big boy gave everything he had in every confrontation. He was the perfect pet. Who the fuck needs a dog? Cade thought as he forced himself to turn away and focus on what he could manage.

      Chandi wished to speak with him briefly, and when Ketzal translated, he said simply that the apes were leaving. They were going to come back with their women and children, and were going to follow Cade home to Camp Casmeer. It seemed the ape was asking for permission, but the desperation and force behind the request were obvious.

      Knowing the battle might have gone differently without their allies made the decision easier. Still, he doubted the council would have voted otherwise given the history of the Kotani tribe as dependable allies. Many of the Casmeeri villagers were terrified of the huge beasts, but more remembered it had been those beasts who’d helped save them from Vormer.

      So Cade agreed, and watched as Chandi led his warriors off through the mists once more.

      It was mid afternoon already, so he figured the apes would arrive at sunset. He just hoped they came back safely. Their war party had killed hundreds of amalgams, but how many beasts had been transformed by the noxious clouds that blew away from Tanrial, nobody knew.

      A roaming guard was set, three of the four remaining boars stalked a wide perimeter around their makeshift camp. They decided to stick to the wide open plateau, pushing up against the cliff face for additional cover.

      Trying to head back now was foolhardy. They simply couldn’t afford another engagement. Two were dead and half injured, some so bad they couldn’t walk. So instead, they erected field tents, and sent an expedition to fetch a large amount of firewood. They’d keep it burning bright throughout the night, and along with the help of the Kotani Apes, should be safe enough.

      When a vast pile of wood had been found, others were sent to loot as much as they could carry. Even with expanded Inventories, it seemed unlikely they could bring back everything.

      If only we could access the Warehouse directly, Cade thought. We would be set for six months on food alone. And who knows how many building and crafting materials we could scavenge?

      Still, they began at the greatest treasure: the elder amalgam that still sat against the edge of the rock shelf like a morbid reminder of their nearly disastrous end.

      When Cade set his hand on its shell to look the beast, he gasped. The sheer volume of materials was outrageous. Aside from thousands of pounds of Turtle Meat, Elder Turtle Shells, and Elder Turtlepine Quills, a collection of seemingly rare materials dropped as well.

      Cade focused on those, knowing they would need to be selective with everything else. He could have the others come back and take as much meat as they could carry, but since they all had to eat what they harvested, a variety of food would be preferable. Surviving on turtle meat alone for months would make them all miserable.

      Having sorted through the rarest items, Cade glanced at the list, considering each.
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        1 Eye of the Turtle God

        5 Soul Magnifying Crystals

        10 Elder’s Teeth

        1 Gallbladder of the Turtle God

        1 Heartstone of Unending Life
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      Though he wasn’t sure what each of the components did, the smaller numbers of each hinted at potential higher values. Also, any mention of God, Elder, and Unending Life seemed enough to clue him in on rarity.

      He focused on storing the items in his Inventory, and gasped as he felt the extra weight crash down on him. Even with the reduction of weight, it suddenly felt as if he were carrying a backpack full of bricks. Experimenting, Cade summoned the 10 Elder’s Teeth, and a pile of massive and serrated teeth clattered to the ground before him. His burden was diminished just enough to allow him to ignore the strain.

      Could I carry it back if I was riding on Bellows though? Yeah, I could handle that. The return trip is only a few hours. So he loaded the teeth back into his Inventory once more and added Turtle Meat stacks a few at a time until he was at his veritable maximum capacity.

      Walking back to the tents, Cade unloaded everything that wasn’t perishable into a pile beside his tent.

      Calling a meeting with Satemi, Cade had the others do the same. If everyone brought back their maximum load, harvesting the lizard, jungle cat, and other amalgams as well, and then deposited half back at their temporary camp, they’d be able to quickly load up in the morning and head out. If the Kotani could carry more with them, they could get the lion’s share of the spoils at the very least.

      A few hours drifted past as everyone toiled at looting the corpses. It was grisly work too, for though it could be performed with a thought, the bodies of the fallen would appear in various states of butchery when done. A couple hundred half-gutted beasts were littering their periphery when they’d finished, and the smell was anything but desirable.

      Minda approached Cade with the perfect solution. “We start the fire now, at least a small one. I have a few things to toss in that will make camp tolerable.”

      He smiled to her, observing the lines of fatigue in her face. Despite the battle, and her own injury, a deep gash along her ribs from a launched quill, the woman seemed just as cheerful as ever. “Good idea, Minda. Oh, and I’m not sure if I told you yet.”

      “Told me what?” she asked, her eyes taking him in patiently before she turned to her duties.

      Shrugging slightly, he responded, “That you’re beautiful. And I love you.”

      The grin she gave him was more refreshing than spring water. When she left, she had just a little extra spring in her step, letting him know he’d done good by her.

      Minda organized the building of a fire in a matter of minutes. A handful of villagers scraped away the dry grass that grew atop the plateau, giving them a wide fire circle. Then a portion of the firewood was laid down, enough to disperse Minda’s herbs as well as provide a good layer of coals for the bonfire they’d build up at night.

      She applied a fistful of Bright-eyed Bluebells, a beautiful flower that Cade had seen blooming in Minda’s garden recently. After, a few shoots of Lemon Star, a tall grass that had an amazing citrus smell, were tossed in for good measure. The combined fragrance not only pushed back the stench of battle and decay, but surprisingly, gave everyone a buff.

      Feeling suddenly clear-minded and less exhausted, Cade examined his change in status.
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        Bright Star Blessing: By inhaling the fumes of the Bright-eyed Bluebells and Lemon Star herbs, all friendly party members receive +2 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, and +2 Constitution. 2-hour Duration.
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      Damn! We should have thought of trying something like this earlier. And more importantly, what kind of temporary potions or elixirs could we be making to improve our combat abilities out here? Cade wondered. He remembered the potion he’d drunk before fighting Chandi. Without the additional Strength, he doubted he would have come out victorious.

      The possibilities were endless.

      As night began to fall, and the roaming guard was brought in, Cade set up a more stable guard formation.

      In a half circle around the camp, the four boars were allowed to rest and feed. Bellows was recovering quickly, but could still barely walk. Still, should an attack occur, Cade knew he’d still be an asset. A guard was placed on either side of their boar companions, which allowed a little more than half of the others to rest at any given time.

      The fire was built up and meat roasted in plenty. Extra had been placed on spits for the arrival of their guests, the Kotani Apes.

      Shortly after, the beasts arrived, trotting on all fours out of the mists once again.

      Knowing their arrival might be misconstrued, the first warriors to arrive stopped a hundred feet out and signaled with a series of grunts, their empty hands raised. Chandi had told Ketzal of the signal, and she commanded all to stand down when she interpreted the sign.

      Only twenty warriors arrived, some limping heavily, their wounds infected and too serious to ignore.

      Another thirty-some-odd apes came after, a few old but most females. Only six youths remained, a fact that was painful to witness. The amalgam attacks had been worse than Cade had imagined.

      Behind them came the dregs of their once-proud cavalry. Eight Brimstone Boars, all that was left of the dozens they’d seen on their last trip, were set to rest near their Casmeeri cousins.

      Having a surplus of food, the boars were allowed to feast themselves sick.

      When the beasts were taken care of, Chandi approached Cade and Ketzal helped with the necessary translations.

      Mole, Havasham, Satemi, and Ketzal held a meeting with the great ape, a few of his proudest alphas standing guard behind him.

      After waiting for a few minutes of back and forth speaking and gesticulation, Ketzal turned and addressed the four members of the Council of Five and Cade. “He thanks you for defeating the elder turtle and so many of the other amalgams. Also, he is happy we have agreed to give them shelter at our camp. Chandi said the broken beasts, as the apes call the mutations, came in large packs for weeks. They were too close to Tanrial to withstand the onslaught. He also said that the apes will carry a large amount of meat with them, and other materials from the remaining corpses, so they will not be a burden on us.”

      Nodding to the others, Cade answered, “That would be appreciated. Let Chandi know that our healers can provide some care for his wounded. Whatever herbs we have left, we can share as well. And tell him… tell him that his father’s sacrifice will not be forgotten. That without the Kotani Ma, all would have been lost.”

      Ketzal replied, the speech of the apes making the process lengthy and cumbersome. When the proud ape heard Cade’s final words, his face pulled back into a grimace. Chandi’s fangs flashed in the bright firelight, and he moved a few feet closer to Cade.

      Translating the ape’s response, Ketzal spoke directly to Cade. “Chandi wanted you to know that the Kotani Ma is no more. His father, Chinro, has died. Chandi will become the Kotani Ma this very night, and his name will be no more. Until the day he dies for his tribe, that is. And he thanks you for honoring the fallen.”

      The discussion progressed, going back and forth a few more times until both sides had satisfied the logistics of pulling guard, food, and sleeping arrangements.

      When all was settled, Chandi asked the Casmeeri to stand witness as he became the next Kotani Ma.

      All agreed, Ronden chief among those who seemed honored by the suggestion.

      The ceremony itself was short and to the point. An elder ape blessed Chandi and painted his body with mud mixed with the juice of a few herbs.

      When it was over, the lines on Chandi’s body began to glow, and he roared. Trembling, as if in great pain, the ape grew before their eyes. He’d been large before, but when he was done, he was head and shoulder taller than his fellow alphas, and was in all ways, just as formidable as his father had been.

      His name shed like an old skin, the new Kotani Ma pounded the earth with his great fists and screamed up into the night sky.

      The exhilaration of witnessing such a transformation brought Cade to the topic of his own progress. He’d gained two levels during the fight. He could only assume he’d gained the first after the initial invasion, and the second after the turtle fell.

      Before he turned to the task, he thanked the Kotani Apes once more for their help, and then set their healers to work on the injured apes and newly arrived Brimstone Boars. Finally, he took the time to speak to each of the guards, setting Vrin as Captain of the Guard once more, both to manage the bonfire and changing of shifts. Dan would relieve him halfway through the night.

      Then he met Satemi and Ketzal in their shared tent.

      Lying exhausted on his back, the unfamiliar smell of the field tent and the sandy gravel of the plateau, sleep was a distant thing.

      By the constant shifting of the other two, he knew he wasn’t alone.

      Tentatively, he probed to see how the others were faring. “Bellows is recovering nicely… still, that must have been hard for you, Ketzal.”

      The demoness sighed, and her hand reached out and touched his arm. “It was. I thought he was gone. To be honest, I thought we all were. How that thing healed, and kept coming, even after the bombs…”

      “It was a nightmare. Still, you most likely saved the boar’s life, Ketzal. And the charge that Bellows performed was most heroic,” Satemi added, her voice husky with emotion. “How is your arm healing?”

      “Fine. It’s fine. Hurt like hell, but Fenian stitched me up. Just a little sore now. Good work, by the way. You held the plateau like a general.”

      Satemi, situated opposite Cade who was lying between the two, moved closer, sandwiching them all together. She reached over Cade’s waist and held Ketzal’s hip. “Thank you. We got lucky, many times over. Poor Ronden was ugly enough before that acid attack.”

      This produced a laugh, one that was sorely needed.

      Cade remained quiet for a while, relishing in their proximity.

      Then he moved to brighten the mood further. “I know the price was high, but we’ve saved the Kotani. They will be fierce allies. Who knows, Chandi… the Kotani Ma that is, might even agree to accompany us in the lower reaches of the dungeon. We would be unstoppable.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Ketzal mused, pulling up one of Cade’s hands and kissing its palm.

      “Also, I don’t know if it’s too soon, but I gained two levels. I’m Level 11 now! And I have no idea what new traits might be available,” he added before kissing the back of Ketzal’s neck, soft and intentional.

      “No time like the present,” Satemi said, her voice more cheerful than it had been. “I’ve already assigned my Attribute Points and chosen two new skills. You should do the same, Cade. Let us know your choice of trait and weapon upgrade. Should have both.”

      “Well, I’m thinking a dash of Strength and Wisdom, then a ton into Intelligence and Charisma. As to the Weapon, I promised Pablo I’d choose one called Recharge Booster for the blast staff. It will double the rate at which my blast staff recharges. Twice as many shots fired is a game changer.”

      “And he made you promise this because you should have chosen it last time, am I right?” Satemi mused, rubbing a hand over his belly soothingly.

      Cade chuckled. “Maybe, but you saw what Burst Clip did out there. That machine gun option is great for a large number of enemies. Changed the course of modern warfare in my world. Seems like it might do so again in Antinium.”

      “Fine, just choose the Recharge Booster this time like you promised. What of your axe though,” Satemi said, her tone playful.

      Eager to find out what his axe might evolve into next, he read the two potential modifications.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Grip of the Gladiator: Your axe will be modified to ensure perfect balance and grip. You chances of dropping or slipping during attacks is greatly reduced. The increase in your ability to manipulate your weapon grants a passive increase of all attack speed by 5% and an increase of all attack damage by 10%. Chances for causing critical damage is also slightly increased.

      

      

      
        
        Etheric Polearm: Your existing Mana Spear is enhanced even further. The spearhead is transformed into a two-sided pole arm blade which allows for slashing as well as piercing damage. The weapon’s overall reach is extended an additional twelve inches and all damage is increased by 50%.
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        * * *

      

      “Tough choice, love. Are you willing to adapt your fighting style? The polearm could be deadly, but it would not be an easy transition,” Satemi asked analytically.

      Cade sighed. “I’ve already had this choice once before. I think Grip of the Gladiator is a safer path to take. Besides, though the damage potential of the polearm is significant, any increase in attack speed is preferable. I’ll choose that. Now, wanna hear what new traits are up for grabs?”

      “Wisely stated, my king,” Satemi said in a courtly voice. “And please, don’t keep us waiting a minute longer.”

      Cade scanned the long list of traits and found the three he felt were most promising. He read them aloud, using the same haughty accent Satemi had invented.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Hardy Hardshell: With the boundless strength of the elder turtle, your skin will become as hard and impenetrable as the shelled master of the lake. If this trait is chosen, your passive endurance will increase as will your Constitution by a total of one Attribute Point.

      

        

      
        Reptilian Rage: In merging with the dauntless lizards of the Niyan Highlands, you may come to understand strength like never before. By selecting this trait, your combat power will evolve and one Attribute Point of Strength shall be rewarded.

      

      

      
        
        Lemur’s Grace: By channeling the uncanny grace of the jungle lemur, your footing and balance will skyrocket. If this trait is chosen, your ability to dance through the battlefield shall become enhanced and your Dexterity will increase by a total of one Attribute Point.
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        * * *

      

      Satemi hummed for a time, pondering the traits Cade had read aloud. Surprisingly, it was Ketzal who spoke first. “I know less of tactics than Satemi, but I feel that you must choose Hardy Hardshell. The elder turtle wasn’t always warped and dangerous, I think. It was most likely a force of good. You would honor it by choosing the trait.”

      “Tactically, I suggest the same,” Satemi added. “The other two seem good choices for someone like me. But you have both a leadership role as well as ranged attacks. Besides, you could use a little toughening up.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m a total wimp. But remember,” he quipped, “who puts up with your shit. Okay, I’ll choose Hardy Hardshell then. As for Attribute Points, I have 10 Available. I’m going to go with a mix of Pablo’s advice and yours, Satemi.”

      Cade added 3 Points to Wisdom, 4 to Charisma, 2 to Intelligence, and 1 to Strength. When he finalized the decision, he clutched Ketzal by the hips and gasped.

      The usual surge of power he experienced was doubled. It felt like ecstatic fire consuming his body from the inside out. He shuddered from the potency of the experience, and the girls laughed at his display.

      “Wow, who needs sex when you can just keep leveling up,” Satemi teased, pressing herself against his body.

      She felt so good, Cade would have considered acting on his impulse if it wasn’t for the solemnity of the day’s sacrifices.

      “I still have a skill to choose,” he added, having collected himself at last. “Want to know what the options are?”

      The girls encouraged him, so he brought up the skills on his UVS and read them each aloud.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Hardshell Healing: By mimicking the healing powers of the elder turtle, you can replenish your health even while damage is still being inflicted. Heal from moderate wounds of any kind. All other attacks and skills may still be used during the healing process. 24-hour Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Hardshell Haven: Like any shelled beast, you may benefit from its inherent protection. When this skill is activated, an invisible wall of impenetrable ether is erected, protecting you or any allies within ten feet. 10-second Duration. 24-hour Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, spot on par for what we were hoping for,” Cade noted.

      “Par?” Ketzal asked in a confused voice.

      “Ignore the man’s strange expressions. This is an easy one. Hardshell Haven is the best option. You already have a healing spell, and with the loss of your buckler, you have no other form of shield,” Satemi said, a yawn sealing her assessment.

      He had to agree. The Shroom Shield the buckler once provided had been a favorite skill. And the ability to protect his friends made it even more appealing.

      “Yep, I think so too. So that is that. You two already finished your selections?” he asked, finalizing his last choice.

      Satemi nodded, placing her face against his back after.

      Ketzal however, was silent for a few moments before she squeezed his hand. Then, the demoness suddenly writhed in his grip, a moan escaping her mouth.

      Cade and Satemi laughed, knowing exactly what had befallen their companion’s delightful body.

      “There,” she said at last, after she’d ceased shuddering in Cade’s arms. “Attributes selected and finalized. I got a skill you both might approve of as well. Think I’ll keep it a surprise for now though.”

      “We look forward to it, dear. But I think my mind is at last ready to settle down. Goodnight, the both of you,” Satemi said and rolled over. She pressed her spine against Cade and fell silent.

      Cade was curious to review his Character Sheet once more, however, so he brought it up.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 11

        Strength: 20 (+2 Chimera King Breastplate of Power)

        Constitution: 20 (+2 Chimera King Bracers of Fortitude)

        Dexterity: 20 (+2 Chimera King Greaves of Grace)

        Intelligence: 23

        Wisdom: 19 (+2 Chimera King Pauldrons of Insight)

        Charisma: 31

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nilgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness, Eel’s Bite, Ape’s Aptitude, Hale as the Horde, Lepidoptera Core, Hardy Hardshell

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath, Alpha’s Call, Electric Touch, Earthen Assault, Spider’s Kiss, Mana Amelioration, Hardshell Haven
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        * * *

      

      Seeing not only the stacked Attribute Points he’d just assigned, but also the bonuses his epic armor gave him, made him have even more appreciation for the crafty woman behind him. Satemi was a queen in her own right, and that she’d dubbed him a king—in the naming of his armor at least—was a compliment he wouldn’t take lightly.

      And though he knew what his weapon description would say, he scanned it anyhow. Two pieces of information were of particular note. Not only was his new base damage up to 140%, but the recharge time between shots had been reduced to 4 seconds!

      His Burst Clip skill specifically stated that recharging the bullets was not influenced by Intelligence modifier. But when he examined it now, he was pleased to see that the Recharge Booster did make a difference. When he’d chosen to focus his Soul Weapon Enhancer on his Burst Clip skill, it had not only doubled his capacity and bumped up the damage, but the bullets recharged two at a time. With the Recharge Booster, each pair of automatic bullets took two and half minutes to replenish. He could go full auto, forty rounds of burst ammo rocking his enemies to pieces, every fifty minutes!

      The Recharge Booster had turned him into a reliable rifleman.

      As Cade’s depleted body pulled him inexorably into a deep sleep, he couldn’t help but imagine how his fighting style would change once more. He could act as a sniper, taking down enemies from over his allies’ shoulders, and then when things went sideways, step in and gun down ranks of monsters.

      Combined with his trusty axe, Cade had turned himself into the most versatile fighter in Antinium.

      All he had to do was remain focused. With this latest threat eliminated, the villagers of Camp Casmeer only had to focus on continued survival.

      And they would succeed, Cade promised himself, no matter what the cost.
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            With a Little Help from My Friends

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As expected, the journey back was trying.

      A few more roaming packs of amalgamations encountered, dispatched quickly and with incredible violence, but still enough to interrupt their progress and add a few more wounded to their already-shabby forces.

      Healers in Antinium were magic workers. As mind-blowing in their skill as Ronden with his hammer or Dan summoning a crackling ball of chain lightning. Yet they were in many ways much more limited. Their common skills helped alleviate minor wounds, stem off infection, or clean poison from one’s system. Such grandiose effects like knitting bones, regrowing tissues, or stabilizing those on the brink of death, however, had massive cooldowns.

      The Casmeeri forces, and their jacked-up Kotani allies, would be in tip-top shape again. It would just take a few days.

      Huge apes, it turned out, could travel nearly as fast as battle boars. When charging, the Kotani Ma could most likely even match Bellows.

      A few factors slowed them down greatly though.

      Not only were the Casmeeri mounts laden with wounded, several of the apes riding along as well, but their young were allowed to ride as well. The boars of the Kotani tribe had not been trained for carrying passengers, and after one such attempt, the idea was abandoned.

      That left ten of the Camp Casmeer villagers afoot.

      And humans move very slow.

      Yet as the two groups plodded along, Cade felt the struggle might have ultimately been worthwhile. An inherent trust had begun forming between the two tribes, one that strengthened the bonds forged in battle.

      If we are going to share a roof with them, might as well get used to splitting the chores now, he thought, observing the meandering progress of the convoy. Just hope we can manage to get home before nightfall.

      Thankfully, his desires came true. What had been a four-hour journey out had taken the group over ten hours to return. But even before the heaviness of dusk had begun to settle in, the war party was greeted with cheers and fanfare.

      Seeing that their companions had brought home friends made for mixed emotions of those they’d left to guard Camp Casmeer.

      Cha especially, and unsurprisingly, looked pissed.

      She grinned at Cade through bared teeth, then fell to eying the apes as they strode in.

      A feast was thrown that night. Not a merry one, but one in which a massive amount of food was cooked, consumed, and stored away in the Warehouse. Everyone ate plenty, and plenty was left over—over two months’ worth if Cade’s quick calculations were on point—but there was no mood of levity or celebration.

      An emergency meeting of the Council was held, and the apes were told to bathe in the pool and wait until a place could be prepared for them.

      Chandi, the Kotani Ma, rather, looked stiff with indignation as Ketzal told him where to wait, and Cade imagined he knew exactly why. How can a people so powerful and proud take relying on allies so easily? He would probably prefer to fight for a new home rather than be given what we deem fair. Still, his honor will hold him to the agreement.

      Mole and Havasham sat side by side in the Town Hall, the two Councilmen closer than they’d ever been thanks to being positioned on the back of the same boar. A quiet joke passed between them, one that caused a bout of laughter.

      Cha, looking on, ground her teeth in silent fury.

      Yeah, bitch. You sit one out and you’ll lose respect, Cade mused. But when he considered the woman, a feeling of anxiety churned his stomach. In all reality, he only wished they could find a way to move on and come together. Though they’d defeated another great threat, it was doubtful it’d be the last. If he could somehow win Cha over, help her feel comfortable, then he’d do so.

      With that thought in mind, he started the meeting by lending her as much credit and respect as possible. “Cha, thank you for holding down the fort while we were away. Have you been given the details of our foray yet? If not, feel free to ask any questions you might have.”

      The glint of steel in the woman’s eye told him she knew what he was after. Not having any of it, Cha countered sharply. “I hear you’ve let more of our villagers die. The gathered supplies and food stores are appreciated, but then to make our situation worse by adding the burden of a pack of beasts as well… I don’t know where to begin.”

      “Seems like you do,” Satemi growled in response. “If you do not appreciate our choice to give sanctuary to the Kotani tribe, then we can discuss and vote on the matter. But you will not hold Cade responsible for the deaths of noble soldiers. It is the way of battle.”

      “And he chose this battle, did he not?” Cha responded, her chest puffing up in anger.

      Ketzal stood, stepping between the two women. Holding a hand out to either side, she implored them both. “We have decisions to make. Please, let’s discuss the matters at hand and nothing more.”

      Watching the way in which both parties calmed, just a little, Cade realized that among the Council of Five, Ketzal was one of the few who had the potential to be a true politician. Mole had the same gift, and though Havasham was a reasonable man, Cade felt he was more suited for other forms of leadership.

      Mole stood next and cleared his throat. The round man smiled at them all in turn. “I think there is only one matter that needs our vote tonight. Cha, I am sorry, but the rest of us remain unanimous in supporting the Kotani. Have any of you changed your mind since arriving?”

      When none of the others spoke up, he continued. “So we must decide where to put our fine guests. Allies who, as I am sure you’ve already heard the tale, sacrificed their own in slaughtering a mighty foe. Any suggestions?”

      “There is space along the far bank of the pool,” Havasham noted. “They might be more at home there as well. From what you’ve told me, Cade, the apes prefer to build their homes with clay?”

      Cade nodded, but held his tongue for the time being. For whatever reason, it was his presence that incensed Cha the most. He could do with a bit more silence if it helped them conclude this meeting in a timely fashion.

      Ketzal spoke up after. “There is plenty of space between the wall barriers. We could give them one or even two of those clearings to live within, at least for the time being. And really, as I can’t see any other options, we might even want to ask them where they’d prefer between the two locations.”

      “Maybe we should just give them our own sleeping quarters,” Cha said, her voice bitter with mockery. “If we’re to give them a choice, then why not begin with the Archon’s own shelter?”

      “That’s enough, Cha,” Satemi said, her tone like a blade of naked steel. For once, the other councilwoman looked somewhat cowed.

      Who can resist the general? Cade thought, regarding Satemi as she continued to glare at her opponent.

      Switching tactics, Cha tried once more. “How about in the grove of trees outside the cave that leads to the Town Interface? If we let them live there, surely they’ll find enough shelter and plenty of food. And that way, we won’t have to worry about them getting under our feet.”

      “It is a valid suggestion,” Havasham stated mildly. “But to be fair, I think they’re too big to get under any of our feet.” When his generous attempt at humor had passed, his face grew more solemn. “Still, Cha, we must not neglect to offer them the protection we can so easily provide. Satemi and Minda built up the fortified walls for a reason. I will not vote to place them outside of those walls.”

      “Nor will I,” Satemi added.

      “Nor will I,” Cade finished, his vote adding to Ketzal and Mole’s, both of whom were shaking their head no.

      “Fine, then let the beasts choose,” Cha said with finality. “But if they foul our drinking water, I will not be the one to blame.”

      “Very well,” Cade said, trying to ignore the slight made against the Kotani. “I have another proposal. Considering the cost of rudimentary housing, I suggest we use the Town Interface, this very night, to erect shelter for the apes. I know we have limited resources, but simple hovels won’t cost very much. It might be a good reward for their sacrifice.”

      A few nods passed around between the council members, and surprisingly, Cha didn’t explode. It was Havasham that answered instead. “If we can keep the cost down as low as possible, I am for it as well.”

      When all had agreed but Cha, her lips fell into a thin smile. “I agree. It would also save the noise and distraction of watching them attempt to build something on their own.”

      “Good!” Cade said, surprised the vote had gone through so easily. “Are we through, then? I am tired, and I’m sure the Kotani Ma would like to set up as soon as possible.”

      “Not quite,” Cha replied, a cold gleam settling in her gaze. “I think I’ve been quite reasonable, Archon. Now it is your turn.”

      Cade knew all too well where this was heading. Still, he nodded to the woman to continue.

      “Since we will be spending more Mana Shards on the apes’ housing, and that housing will also increase the daily upkeep, I vote to drop the barrier shield at once,” she said triumphantly. “We did agree to do so if no significant stores of Mana Shards were discovered, and though the dungeon diving has gone well, the shards remain a commodity.”

      Havasham sighed audibly, his head drooping. When he looked up again, he was staring straight at Cade. “I am sorry, Cade, but I agree. It would be a disaster were all of our other structures to collapse should we run out of Mana Shards. If we drop the barrier shield, we should be able to sustain ourselves with the meager offerings the dungeon has been giving.”

      Satemi looked ready to eat one of her own swords, but she remained silent.

      Mole spoke next. “I feel it is a reasonable compromise.”

      “I do too,” Ketzal finished, sealing the vote.

      Though Satemi gave the demoness a harsh gaze, she held her tongue. They’d no doubt have words later, but Cade was confident that the warrior would calm down by then. As for himself, he was surprised to find that the decision made sense.

      “Okay, I am glad we have decided. We will, of course, be placing additional guards on the walls then?” he asked.

      Satemi turned, the tactical side of her winning out over her stubborn pride. “Yes, at least the top two for now. We can abandon the bottom gates until we have worked out a better system. And I’m sure the Kotani will agree to help. That will make the burden much easier.”

      A few more matters were discussed after, specifically which of the villagers were in suitable health to take the first watch. Vrin, as always, was elected as Captain of the Guard. The man was becoming indispensable, and Cade had the suspicion that he’d eventually hold a seat on the Council of Five.

      The meeting was adjourned, and when Cade headed out with Ketzal to speak with the Kotani Ma, he felt a bone-deep weariness settle over him. One day, maybe he could step down from the position of Archon. But that day was far in the future. As little as he enjoyed his responsibility, he could admit he was well suited for the job.

      Who else can keep Satemi from gutting Cha? he thought to himself, allowing a chuckle to pass his lips. Perhaps Ketzal, when the time is right. Her voice grows stronger every day. Maybe in a few years I can retire to drinking beer with Ronden and Dan.

      The Kotani Ma took the news in stride. Given the choice of the two locations, he almost immediately pointed toward the flowing stream. Translating, Ketzal told Cade his formal answer. “We will honor the waters. It is safe, and a good place for the young ones to play.”

      Glad to have found an end to the matter, Cade had Ketzal tell the ape leader that they would be constructing houses for them with magic. Explaining how the Town Interface worked seemed pointless. Surprisingly, the ape grunted his assent and agreed to keep his people away from the area until Cade summoned the housing.

      He walked with Ketzal to the Town Interface, a torch held by each. They traveled in silence, both tired, but relishing one another’s company.

      Deciding to make the most of the occasion, he held out his hand.

      The demoness smiled at him and took the offering.

      Hand in hand, they made their way down the wide path the villagers had carved through the grove of trees. The path had been made in case predators decided to enter the small patch of forest, and though none had been discovered recently, it made the journey much more pleasant.

      Entering the cave at last, Cade strode into the Interface room and spoke aloud to their AI demon. “Micah, I have a couple of requests.”

      “What is it you require, Interface Controller Caderick Shelby Clarke?”

      “Cade. Just call me Cade, Micah,” he responded, chuckling at the insistent formality of the demon.

      “Of course, Interface Controller Cade.”

      Pressing on, Cade asked the demon, “Under the options for basic housing or rudimentary structures, is there anything close to a cave? I need to build basic houses, but no doors, furniture, or bedding is required.”

      Micah’s reply came at once. “There are two structures that might be suitable. Mud Cave and Stone Cave, both of which are often used for basic storage, or in some cases, the fermentation of food or spirits.”

      Cade inquired as to the difference in price, and decided to go with the Stone Cave. Micah described the relative size of each cave, and Cade figured they would need to build six of them to comfortably house all of the apes present.

      Using a mental map of the town itself, Cade assigned each of the caves to the opposite shore of the pool. There was just enough space, with a wide patch of clay that could serve for gatherings. It was perfect.

      Finalizing the choices, Cade felt his stomach drop as he gave the second command he was here to give.

      “Micah,” he said, loathing the moment. “Please cancel the Barrier Shield. It is too costly for the time being.”

      “A wise decision, Interface Controller Cade. Otherwise, you would have run out of Mana Shards within a week,” the demon replied, then asked Cade to finalize his decision.

      He did so, but asked for Micah to wait one full minute before doing so.

      Cade and Ketzal hurried from the room and strode out of the cave. They moved through the silent grove, heading back toward town.

      The bright-blue sphere of power was visible through the branches, and as they exited at last, it shuddered briefly, and then winked out entirely. He imagined the fear this had caused those who’d grown used to the near-impregnable protection the shield provided.

      Walking through the bottom gate and around each of the fortified walls, Cade and Ketzal examined their fledgling defenses. Six guards were posted at the top of the hill, three on each section of wall. Thirty feet apart, they stared out into the near blackness.

      “How do you feel about this?” Ketzal asked simply.

      He stopped and touched her on the shoulder affectionately. Grinning, he answered as honestly as he could. “I feel as if we’ve just exposed our junk before a pit of vipers. Still, I don’t know what else we could have done.”

      Seeing his words had done little to comfort her, he pulled her into an embrace. Then he looked her in the eyes once more. “Come on. Let’s go make sure our new friends are comfortable. Then we should get some sleep. I have guard duty in a few hours.”
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            The Wine and the Coconut
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        * * *

      

      “It’s a gift, Cha. Really. I think it would be best just to accept it and say thank you,” Ketzal tried once more, trying her best to remain patient.

      The councilwoman was having none of it. “I don’t enjoy the vile jungle wine our own people make. How am I to trust this filthy brew? What sort of vile ingredients do they make it with anyhow?” Cha said, holding the wide bowl filled with the pulpy wine the apes made.

      Having tried it himself, Cade could attest to the drink’s quality. It was crude, but in its own way, had a delightful flavor. And it was booze. Nothing to criticize there. “Here, give it to me,” he offered at last. He couldn’t sit by and watch the woman make any more offensive excuses.

      Taking the bowl from her roughly, Cade smiled to the Kotani Ma and a tall female who’d accompanied him. Bowing slightly, Cade put the bowl to his lips and drank deeply.

      It was heady, especially so early in the morning, but if doing so would honor their allies, Cade was all for it.

      Luckily for him, Ronden was nearby. He waved the big man over. “Ronden, do me a favor?”

      “Anything, brave Archon.”

      Cade winked at the giant as he ambled over. “I need you to drink the rest of this wine. Can you manage that?”

      Ronden blinked a few times, his mouth growing into the world’s toothiest grin. “Why, yes! I do believe I can handle that without any qualms!”

      The man’s enthusiasm amused even the apes as he took the bowl and gulped down its contents in a handful of seconds. Belching loudly, he stepped up to the Kotani Ma and slammed a fist against his chest. “Tell him that his woman is beautiful and his drink delicious enough to satisfy the gods themselves!”

      When Ketzal had finished translating, the ape alpha puffed up, his huge chest gleaming in the morning sun. Mimicking Ronden’s behavior, he struck his own chest before turning back to see to business in his portion of camp.

      “Thank you,” Cade said, watching the ape go.

      When Ronden didn’t reply, Cade looked over only to see the giant bending over, clutching his knees. “Stronger than it tastes. My gods, it’s too early for that.”

      “That’s what I said last time,” Dan muttered as he too found something more useful to attend to elsewhere.

      Cade laughed and patted Ronden on the back. “I’d say it puts hair on your chest, but the gods have seen fit to give you plenty of that already.”

      A few more appointments were seen to, one to convene with Latsi. The woman was pleased to hear all about the performance of the cannon the day prior. “How fast were the villagers able to fire and reload? My best guess was maybe once per minute.”

      “That’s probably accurate. Though, not consistently. Satemi said the shells were insanely hot, and they had no proper tool to eject it with,” he reported, studying the woman’s reactions to his words.

      Latsi chewed the end of a charcoal pencil, yet another innovation Camp Casmeer had come up with. “I thought to develop such a tool, but instead, I think I can design the barrel to eject the shell upon firing. This would save much time. Tell me, Cade, were the rounds very damaging?”

      He considered and found the question hard to quantify. “Satemi used the cannon to shoot a beast so big it was nearly a god. Still, it did hurt the monster, even if only a little. Against something as strong as me, however, the cannon would be devastating.”

      “Good,” she crooned, steepling her fingers together like the mad scientist she was.

      Before he knew it, he was being thrust from her work space once more. He couldn’t blame her though, just laughed at the woman’s uncouth enthusiasm.

      Cade met with the cooks to ensure an increase in food production would be forthcoming. He saw Tessra, amid a massive order of repairs and replacement clothing. Cade congratulated her on her nuptials and left her to the madness of her own Occupation. Minda’s herbalists were furiously setting to tasks in their gardens. The supply of herbs had been ravished by the survivors of the battle, so the lot would be busy for a few uninterrupted days.

      Only with Satemi, sitting on a sunny log for lunch, was he able to have a calm conversation. The rest of the townsfolk were frantic, though most of the energy was positive.

      “I know you probably have your own chores, but am I the only other person thinking of the dungeon?” Cade asked, licking the grease of a turtle steak from his fingers.

      Satemi shook her head in mock disapproval. “Cade, you might not be, but you’re the only one foolish enough to voice it so soon. I say we give it a week or two. This town needs rest, recovery, a chance to heal.”

      Burying his desire to explore further, Cade asked her of the leather work she’d been crafting. She regaled him with a thoroughly detailed accounting for the armor she was fashioning for Ketzal at the moment.

      That afternoon, Cade was called to visit with the Kotani Apes. It was a request he’d been expecting, but it was delivered quite formally. A youth whose fur was still drying from a thorough scrubbing approached him with a perfect piece of fruit in his hands.

      After Ketzal was found to deliver the message, he headed straight over.

      The Kotani Ma met him outside the six Stone Cave habitations he’d summoned through the Town Interface the night before. Cade was given a tour of each of the caves, and wasn’t surprised in the least to find that each was, top to bottom, one hundred percent cave-like.

      They were uniformly designed, a perfectly round entrance about ten feet high and wide that led to a steep decline. At the bottom another twenty feet of tunnel ran underground. Because most of each cave was underground, the apes’ side of camp looked incredibly tiny and simple compared to the variegated mess that was Camp Casmeer proper.

      For some reason, the Kotani Ma wanted Cade to see the inside of all six caves. Cade was patient, and even learned a few things.

      The apes had a serious appreciation for their jungle wine, for instance. Already, several pockets of stone had been carved out, filled with smashed fruit and then water. That the fermenting wine already had a mild tinge of alcohol to its smell as well as the introduction of an elder Kotani tribesman, Cade discovered that the beasts had their own Occupations.

      Timbroo was a Brewer, of sorts, and was most proud to display his latest work.

      Likewise, the ape’s son and daughter were displayed near a patch of chopped jungle leaves, all of which had the beginnings of white mold growing on their edges. Ketzal explained that the mold would mature, and in time, be compressed into a food source. After a long while of back and forth communication, the demoness likened the mold to cheese or some other source of stable protein.

      Considering the innovation, Cade was reminded of the Leaf Cutter ants on Earth. That the apes used primitive forms of horticulture spoke highly of their intelligence. Having to rely on the constant availability of meat, even when the alpha Kotani apes were such proficient hunters, was a short-sighted strategy.

      At last, Cade met with a wrinkled old ape, so withered he couldn’t tell what their sex was. The beast, no taller than Cade by then, showed a series of unfired clay pots that were already drying. Several bunches of medicinal herbs hung from vines stretching across a nearby wall.

      They even have shamans! I wonder if that means that the apes are given a choice of class like the rest of us. Perhaps they have more limited options. As his mind delved deeper into the potential similarities in the two groups, and had made a note to ask Ketzal if she thought the Kotani Ma itself was a singularly specialized class, Cade was interrupted by another member of the tribe.

      Still deep within the shaman’s cave, Cade was approached by a lovely young female. He could tell she was young because the ape hadn’t quite grown as tall as the other females.

      He could tell she was female from her small and sloping breasts as well as the signature swollen hindquarters, the center of which was bald and slightly pink, unlike the males who had furry asses. A lot like human men, Cade joked to himself.

      The female came up and spoke at length with the Kotani Ma, who was still sitting back on his great haunches, his head nearly scraping the tall ceiling.

      When they’d finished, the great ape pressed his hand to his lips and then chest, a sign Cade had come to know as agreement or permission.

      Ketzal flashed Cade a wicked grin just a moment before the female ape turned around and presented him with a flattering offer. More red than pink, the ape’s ripe sex practically glowed with eager desire.

      Not wanting to offend his guests, Cade made sure to bow deeply, and even struck a fist to his chest like Ronden had done. “Ketzal! Tell them thanks but no thanks!”

      Backing away slightly, the female still “in position” and beginning to grow confused, Cade watched as his demoness lover helped defend his honor. And for the second time since meeting the great apes, Cade turned down a good time.

      As Cade left soon after, the Kotani Ma bid them farewell, then proceeded to indulge the young female to her heart’s desire.

      Ketzal had tears in her eyes by the time they’d made it to the entrance of the cave. Cade was laughing too but was a good deal more disturbed than she was. “You’re lucky one of the big boys didn’t hit on you, Ketzal. How would you like to wrestle with one of them? Might damage your lady bits.”

      “Actually, the apes have tiny phalluses and testicles. One alpha, and only occasional windows for opportunity for reproduction. That is what you were offered, Cade. Their leader felt you’d done something noteworthy, so he gave you the privilege of depositing a little bit of Cade into their gene pool,” she explained, sounding more like Minda than her usual self.

      “Quite the scientist these days!” Cade noted, assessing the woman from a different perspective.

      She only shook her head. “Not quite. I am only so knowledgeable in the matters of sex. Demons can’t reproduce, but that doesn’t stop us from trying like mad. And we observe other species who do the same.”

      The two crossed the stream, using the narrow bridge that had been erected a couple weeks prior. Workers were already driving posts to triple its width, and add a little strength, so that the apes could benefit from it as well.

      Evening came quickly, and another feast was held.

      The boars, all housed in the same structures down below now, ate like kings and queens. The Casmeeri villagers and the Kotani apes dined together. It made for an awkward and infinitely hilarious exchange, one that delighted the apes as well. They seemed to think the humans, beastkin, and other Antinians, were equally strange to look upon.

      Ketzal helped translate jokes, challenges, and a few compliments. Another of the boar handlers, a young man who appeared to be what humans would call an elf, began learning the Kotani language. And by the end of the night, Ketzal had an official assistant.

      At last, pooped out and stuffed, Cade retired to his shelter. He’d pulled guard half the previous night and was looking forward to undisturbed rest.

      Satemi had announced she’d be in her workshop till past midnight, and had asked Gemma to help her speed up the smelting process. Minda kissed him on the lips and headed out for guard duty.

      Enjoying the rare moment of solitude, Cade closed his eyes and lay back on the pile of furs.

      He whistled an old tune that had strangely popped into his head. It was a nonsensical song with a tropical theme, but for the life of him, he couldn’t rid it from his mind.

      The man was about to indulge himself and sing it aloud when Ketzal entered.

      Patting the furs beside him, he called her over. Rather than sit, however, the woman sat before him and held out a round, bowl-shaped object.

      Reaching over to turn up one of the oil lamps, Cade saw it was the hard shell of a local fruit. He’d liken it to a coconut if it wasn’t for the crimson husk and gauzy strands of seed guts that filled its middle. It was more like a melon in that respect, and when he inspected the item, and learned it was a Coco Melon, he almost rolled his eyes.

      “I’m full. You know I would, but I think I broke a rib tonight trying to eat as much as the apes,” he explained, pushing the shell away.

      She smiled, mischief and delight dancing in her bright eyes. Her horns glinted gold, and he knew her mind was elsewhere. “No, Cade. Take it. I would like to ask a favor of you.”

      Taking the bowl-shaped husk in his hands, he peered into its depths. Inside, the fruit had been scraped away and replaced by a pale violet, creamy substance. “What do you want?” he asked, not entirely understanding her implicit request.

      “This is Coco Melon Milk. The apes’ women gave some to us. It apparently works wonders for dry skin and hair,” she explained. “Could you rub some into my neck and shoulder?”

      “Could I rub? I don’t think you need any more words than that, sweetheart,” Cade said, perking up, as eager as he’d ever been.

      Ketzal turned around and took off her shirt, tossing the garment in the corner of their shelter.

      Shaking his head, Cade admired the sleek angles of her body. Even from behind, only her torso exposed, she was gorgeous, almost painful to look upon.

      She pulled her hair over one shoulder and took a deep breath.

      Yeah, poor girl. She really needs this, he thought.

      The request was legitimate.

      Of late, the demoness had taken on a good deal more than she had in the past. Not only had she been the head beast handler, training the new handlers and developing her own war mount hand signals, but she’d been at the forefront of the battle itself. The woman was strong, perhaps stronger than she’d ever been. Yet that kind of dedication and sacrifice always took a toll.

      Cade dabbed some of the cream onto his fingers and traced a line down the center of her back. Gathering more, he worked only to smooth the cream into her skin. Then, when her back was shining, the purple of her skin rich and lovely, he gave her a pleasant surprise.

      Few who knew Cade in his 30s guessed he’d once trained to be a masseur, a “massage therapist,” as he’d always insisted people call him. It was a valid distinction: one implied sex work more than the other, though both got wishy washy when it came down to it.

      But after getting discharged from the service, nothing seemed better than to focus on healing his own body by helping others with theirs. With a ruined L4/L5, tendon issues in both of his shoulders, and nerve damage in his feet, however, the body work ended up becoming another way of messing himself up.

      And then there were his shitty boundaries.

      After fucking a few clients, Cade soon found out that he was better suited in a profession where everyone kept their clothes on.

      Still, even years later, his girlfriends were spoiled rotten by his touch.

      Ketzal gasped as he pressed into the yielding flesh of her upper shoulders, rolling the muscles rhythmically. “Wow. I didn’t know that you—” she tried, but fell silent as he continued his patient assault.

      Moving up her neck, he worked at the tense muscles, then down the side of each arm. Finally, using his knuckles, Cade stripped down the long muscles to either side of her spine. “Roll forward, slowly,” he encouraged, pressing deeper than before. When she moved to obey, he added, “Slower. As slow as you can go, girl.”

      She tipped forward, letting her lovely head fall to her chest as he lifted up on his knees for more leverage. Pressing down firmer than before, he held his knuckles in place as they dragged down her curving back. After a few minutes, she gasped, her forehead finally coming to rest on the floor.

      “Now, up again,” he demanded, knowing she wouldn’t mind being told what to do. Sometimes, assertiveness is wonderful, especially when you’re worn out.

      The demoness sat back up and turned her head to smile back at him. “That was nice,” she said simply.

      “Do you mind if I continue?” he asked quietly.

      She shook her head, so he pulled more of the cream from the husk and, moving closer, oiled her belly. He took his time, knowing that even though the stomach tended to be soft, tension could be held there as well. Ketzal moaned as he applied every bit of skill he could manage. In fact, given his ridiculous Dexterity score, more than double what it had been in his previous life, he found he could surpass his old self.

      He moved up to her ribs, and finally her breasts. Making sure to keep the touch gentle and caring, he let his caresses blend sensuality with pure physical relief. Cade stroked the underside of each breast, and then over the top of her chest. Finally, he kneaded each in turn, both hands moving the soft tissue around in as non-creepy a manner he could manage.

      When he finished, he was breathless. Ketzal reached an arm back and pulled him closer. His chest pressed against her oiled back and squeezed her to him.

      “I think it is time to remove the rest,” he told her, and watched as she stood and turned to face him.

      She finished undressing and stepped out of her pants. Then she moved closer.

      Her eyes were filled with yearning.

      Again, he retrieved more cream and wrapped his arms around her back. It was odd to do so, but before he gleefully attacked her buttocks, he oiled and massaged her tail. It was an inch thick, and sinuous, though when he stripped his fingers down its length, he could tell she enjoyed the sensation.

      Muscles there too, I guess. Else, how would she move it?

      Finally, he lathered the rich cream into each of the woman’s tremendous thighs, down her shapely calves and even her feet. Then he ran his hands back up her legs and oiled the curved expanse of her ass.

      Both hands full with her tender backside, Cade pulled her closer. Guessing at his game, she tipped up her pelvis.

      Softly, as if kissing a girl for the first time, he kissed her mound. Unlike Satemi or Minda, Ketzal didn’t have a single hair on her body. Everywhere and all over, she was nothing but pure, silky skin.

      Cade kissed along the ridge of her mound, finding the canyons at either hip. She giggled when he was too light, so he amended his approach. Finally, he let his tongue find her sex.

      She was sea winds and salt and heady wine all in one. He loved the taste of each of his women, but Ketzal may have taken the prize. Mixed with the burned-incense fragrance of her skin, he felt his mind tumble away, falling down a chasm he didn’t care to come back from.

      The woman ran her fingers through his short hair, pulled on his ears, and shuddered occasionally when he focused his attention.

      Finally, she seemed to grow impatient. She lifted up his chin and bent over to kiss him deeply.

      Her mouth was eager, unafraid of her own taste.

      Then she pressed her hands to his chest and he eased to his back. Straddling him, the demoness lowered herself onto him.

      He was the one to gasp this time.

      She moved in tiny, subtle circles, letting the wet of their excitement spread to his inner thighs. Already, he felt himself begin to grow tense, the sensations vibrant and wild.

      Before he had a chance to do anything else, however, she performed a simple miracle. As graceful as a dancer, she spun atop him, turning round to face the other way. Most impressive of all was that she didn’t lift up more than an inch. He remained within her hot sex, her pulse mirroring his own there, as she twisted painfully slow.

      “Gods of this fallen world!” he groaned. “How the fuck did you do that?”

      Ketzal laughed, and rather than answer, began a new dance.

      Pressing back and grinding down into his cock, she rolled her ass into him. She didn’t move faster, didn’t bounce up and down like a silly girl; she moved with the inexorable force of a planet in motion. He held her tiny waist and watched the perfection of her ass curving backward and forward.

      With perfect rhythm, the demoness worked atop him. She was patient and masterful.

      Finally, the inevitable cliff loomed above Cade, and the muscles in his thighs twitched. Gritting his teeth, he fought to remain in control.

      A second before he collapsed, Ketzal reached down a hand and pinched the base of him. Her touch acted to suspend his arousal. It wasn’t snuffed out or diminished, only held there as if by magic. “Ketzal!” Cade cried. “Oh, I love you so much.”

      She laughed, and finally, increased her tempo.

      Still holding the thick base of his shaft, she churned her roiling sex around him. He groaned, helpless to do otherwise. In none of his fantasies or most private dreams had he envisioned a paradise so sweet.

      And still she moved.

      Then, something changed within the demoness. He felt her clench inside, her thighs grip him tighter. Her free hand crushed his leg, and she moaned. Her expression of joy was so sweet to his ears, that Cade felt tears well up in his eyes. She released him at last, and he tumbled skyward with her.

      Cade arched his back, pressing himself deeper than ever. She fell forward and her spine undulated slowly.

      When they’d collected their wits once more, the demoness blushed, a magenta flush running across her chest, neck, and face. “I wasn’t lying when I told you I always enjoy sex. It is pure pleasure. But that…”

      “Was your first?” he asked, as shocked and baffled as she was.

      Ketzal laughed and collapsed against his chest. “Yes. Yes. Yes,” she said, before biting one of his nipples playfully.

      “Easy there. I’m still sensitive.”

      “I am too,” she admitted, and then grabbed the edge of the nearest fur and pulled it over them both.

      They lay still, enjoying the lingering energy storm they’d stoked up together. And finally, ignoring the brightly burning oil lamp, the occasional laugh or distant voice from the outside, and the rest of creation itself, the two fell asleep.
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            Of Daggers and Dark Places
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        * * *

      

      The scream of someone dying, alone and in the dark, tore through the relative peace of Camp Casmeer.

      Cade was lucky enough to have at least pulled on his pants the night before, a chill having crept over him after he’d fallen asleep.

      So, in only a pair of loose linen trousers, his blast axe in hand, Cade ran out to meet whatever fate was befalling his dear home. Ketzal threw a fur poncho over her shoulders and ran out after him. Poor Satemi, Gemma, and Minda, who must have stumbled in after their various shifts, were still wrestling with their furs and trying to get their wits together.

      The spaces between the buildings were empty. All around, Cade could hear people waking in response to the scream. Yet, for the most part, all remained in their sleeping quarters.

      He wandered about, hoping to find the source of the trouble. When he’d woken to the scream, it was still echoing off of the cliff face above town, and shattering over Camp Casmeer. There was no way to discern its origin, not without having been actively listening when it began.

      A growl closer to the front gates was enough of a clue as to where he might be needed, however.

      Glancing to Ketzal, Cade gave her a nod and then sprinted toward the trouble.

      He arrived two minutes later to find a Kotani alpha fighting tooth and nail with a nightmare. Three more of the guards were doing their best to help out as well, each struggling with more monsters that had somehow breached their defenses.

      Seeing one of the guards cut down, Cade ran to defend the man, hoping he could stay a killing blow from the terrible beast. Cade screamed out an Alpha’s Call and followed by triggering Wyrm’s Wrath. Both skills gave his tired body and mind the boost they needed, and he leapt in to swing at the monster.

      It had the inky-black skin of any other abyss creature, but its form was entirely new. Though its dimensions seemed wrong, and it had two tails instead of one, the beast he faced looked much like a scorpion. Two pincers flared open to either side of its body. Instead of being thick, like a lobster, the pincers were sleek and pointy, curving inwards with barbed hooks between them.

      They were perfectly designed to grab hold of a victim.

      The deadly part of the beast were the tails, something Cade had just witnessed in action. After having been struck in the chest by one of the whip-like tails, the poor man had drooped to the ground, boneless.

      Without Cade’s natural resistance to poisons and venom, thanks in part because of his Lycan Metabolism and the blessing he’d been given by the Horde Spiders, the guard went unconscious immediately.

      Cade cried out and shot the abyss creature in what he assumed might be its face. A Double Tap, both rounds crashed into the hard carapace of the monster, making it jump back with a squeal.

      Turning to face him, the beast flicked out both of its tails in quick succession. Cade dodged the first and timed his counter attack perfectly. He swept his axe around and severed the second tail cleanly. With another screech of pain, the monster jumped forward with both claws open.

      Managing to avoid the first, Cade felt the burn of the other claw crush around his right knee. The barbs sunk into his flesh, but it was the bone-deep bruising the claw caused that shocked him. It felt like he was being pinched by a crab the size of Ronden.

      Pissed off and injured, Cade triggered Ratcheting Reach and Impact Rod. His axe extended and when he swung it down atop the creature, it slammed through its armored exterior with a vicious pop.

      Fluid burst over Cade’s half-naked body, but the monster went limp at last.

      After tugging his axe free from the remains of his enemy, Cade surveyed the other fights around him. Ketzal had helped the ape subdue its quarry, and only just in time. Though the ape seemed to resist the paralyzing effect of the scorpion’s sting, it had been struck several times. The beast sat on its haunches, blood spilling from several holes in its chest and torso.

      The other guards had teamed up to face off with another of the creatures. His blast staff recharged, Cade fired a Piercing Round into the scorpion, causing it to stumble. The guards finished it with their spears.

      A tiny lull fell, one in which time stretched.

      Cade heard distant screams, evidence that more of the creatures, and god knows what else, must have climbed the walls and entered. Glancing over to the other side of the wall, Cade saw a two guards lying still, a Kotani ape slumped beside them. The rest must have overrun them. Gods, I hope they are just sleeping, Cade thought, but had no time to go and find out.

      Instead, he turned to the crowd of approaching villagers, all with various weapons and gear in their hands.

      They’d arrived just in time.

      Behind him, Cade heard a growl. He spun to see a bulky creature climbing to the top of the wall. A few torches flickered above the ramparts, reflecting off the beast’s oily hide. And a clear sky bathed everything in pale silver. Still, the lighting was too poor to help him make out what he was witnessing.

      Many limbs wriggled over the thing’s body, and it hunched for a moment before pouncing. Twice the size of a Kotani alpha, the beast would have crushed Cade on the spot.

      He dodged out of the way and swung his axe to counter. Cade triggered Culling the Pack as his blade bit into its flesh. A sickly green glow emanated off the area where he’d struck, indicating it was wounded.

      Slowed by Cade’s attack, the monster couldn’t avoid the many spears and few arrows that darted out to finish it off. Though it shriveled up and died, it had only been the first of a second wave. Behind, a dozen more of the wriggling monsters, and half a dozen more scorpions, climbed over the wall.

      “Form groups of three! Bring these shits down!” Cade shouted, and switched his axe to Burst Clip.

      Having been closest to the wall, Cade found it easy enough to sprint off to one side. As the abyss creatures fell to the ground and prepared to assault the Casmeeri forces, he fired controlled bursts into each. The bullets tore through the armor of a scorpion, shattering its defenses easily. By the time it stumbled in range of the villagers, it was chopped down effortlessly.

      Rather than go full out, Cade kept his strafing to short bursts of four to five rounds.

      He targeted another of the writhing masses next, weakening it so that, again, the villagers could cut it down in no time.

      Again and again, he fired into the flank of more of the beasts, and his tactic was incredibly effective. Yet there seemed to be no sign of the monsters slowing.

      Dan’s arrival was announced by a branching lightning attack that crackled between two of the abyss creatures. Cooked on the spot, both went still immediately.

      More of the villagers arrived after, Ronden included. The giant man’s hammer became a force of destruction. He pounded in the shells of half a dozen more scorpions in a matter of moments, helping the villagers carve out an opening in the enemy’s ranks.

      Eventually, the attack began to abate, and one by one, the monsters were taken down.

      As the last scorpion died, its scream fading away, other sounds could be heard, sounds Cade didn’t at all care for.

      Screams of pain and struggle rose above the town from several locations. The echoing walls around Camp Casmeer made the sounds blend seamlessly. He couldn’t hear where anything was, but the shouts of “Help!” and “Please!” were enough to chill his blood.

      Panting, and covered in the slick blood of the ungodly beasts, Cade shouted a few commands. “Satemi, keep ten here with you and hold the gate. Minda and Ketzal, you stay with them. The rest of you, form two groups, one with Ronden and one with me. Let’s go see what kinds of nasty has infested our town. Now move!”

      Satemi counted out those who would stay with her. She barked her own orders and two groups of five emerged, heading to stand behind the walls.

      Five large Kotani alphas and five Casmeeri villagers remained, Dan and Ronden standing off to one side. All looked to Cade. “Dan, stay with me. Come on, Ronden! You’re in charge now! Take the villagers and get moving! Head to the cook fires first, okay?”

      After a half second of hesitation, the giant man shook his head and got his shit in gear. “Let’s go!” he bellowed, and the remaining villagers ran after him as he jogged away.

      Ketzal turned from the group of five she’d joined under Satemi’s lead. Speaking briefly to the apes, she helped explain Cade’s need. Facing the massive alphas, Cade smashed a fist to his chest, hoping it might inspire a bit of enthusiasm. The roaring shouts that exploded from their fanged mouths nearly knocked him over. Even Dan looked taken aback.

      Okay, troops are fired the fuck up! Now, I just have to live up to their savage expectations. No pressure!

      Raising his axe, Cade gestured for them to follow, and he ran to the north side of town.

      His goal was to see if any villagers had made it into the Town Hall. The communal building had strong walls and would be a natural defensive location.

      Before him and his group of badass banana slingers could get there, however, they passed the Clothier’s Shop on the way. What they found there was chilling.

      Several monsters huddled outside the front door. One of the writhing balls, its appendages moving about like tentacles, pried at the door. Inside, Tessra’s shrill voice could be heard. “No! Get back! I said get back!” she shouted, a long pair of shears flashing out of the crack occasionally to cut the creature.

      Dan saw what was happening and before even the alpha apes could react, flipped his gods-be-damned lid.

      A massive ball of lightning arced through the monsters, cooking half of them to their rotten bones. Then the wolf man flashed his long claws and leapt forward with a growl so intense and terrifying, Cade’s arms and neck were covered in goosebumps.

      He struck out wildly and with such aggression and speed that the fight was over in moments. All around him, the dead abyss monsters lay bleeding out.

      Cade wanted to clap, but remained professional. Seeing the look of devastation and fear on the lycan’s face as he observed how close to death his love had come, Cade ordered him to remain with her. “Hole up in the shop, and if anyone passes by and needs help, I expect you to open up for them. Got it?”

      Dan nodded, gratitude shining in his eyes. Then the two newlyweds locked themselves inside the Clothier’s Shop before Cade turned and continued deeper into the town.

      Sure enough, a crowd of black death was gathered around the front doors of the Town Hall.

      At least twenty abyss creatures, a few even larger than the two types they’d seen already, pressed into the barred doors, vying to get inside.

      The muffled shouts of villagers inside gave away what the monsters were after. Whoever had shut themselves had done so with greater effect than Tessra had. Still, the front doors were already ragged with holes, the continued strikes from two large scorpions beginning to wear them down.

      Wishing he’d had another burst of lightning from Dan now wouldn’t change the situation at all. Instead, Cade dropped an Explosive Shot in the center of the group of monsters, then shouted for the Kotani alphas to charge.

      Thankfully, the apes had their own tricks to play. As they rumbled toward the unsuspecting abyss creatures, each of the huge males dropped their shoulders. An aura of power ignited around their thick torsos, and when they collided with the rear ranks, shockwaves of force rippled off of them.

      Several more monsters were dead instantly, and a few more stunned. The apes roared and tore into the others with their long-clawed hands.

      Cade used Earthen Assault and watched as the attacks from the apes grew more powerful, their arms thickening with earth mana. Feeling the buff take effect on his own body and within his axe, he triggered Locust Leap. Landing in the midst of a clump of scorpions, Cade dropped a shockwave of his own, knocking back the enemies in a wide ring around him.

      He’d keep Ratcheting Reach activated, which was helpful, but in such a thick crowd, he didn’t want to slow his strikes. Deactivating Impact Rod, Cade instead used Electric Touch.

      In a flurry of attacks, his axe bit into the flesh of several abyss monsters, each time a crackle of electricity climbing over its body. A barbed claw clamped down on his leg but he countered, again shocking the beast with high-voltage rage.

      Knowing his blast staff was recharged again, Cade dropped another Explosive Shot in front of the Town Hall door. The two scorpions, shot through with mana-infused shrapnel, turned to find the source of their pain. That was his chance. “Come out and help! The door is clear now!” he screamed and dodged a pair of scorpion tails aimed at his chest.

      He clipped one of the monsters, less injured and faster than its companion, with Culling the Pack. This time the skill failed so he tried once more with Spider’s Kiss.

      Unsure of whether or not the venom would affect the scorpion, another creature that relied on a different type of venom, he was pleased to see it slow down as the paralysis took effect. A second later, the doors to the Town Hall burst open and a handful of villagers dove out and helped mop up the remaining monsters.

      Things were quieting down in that part of town, but Cade was afraid other threats were hiding. He strode out and began a more thorough search of the shelters.

      Cade saw Vrin amongst those who’d come out of the Town Hall. “Come with me,” he shouted. Then seeing Mole with the others, gave further commands. “Form a few more small groups. Fan out and search every inch of town. Send the apes back to their own camp when all is clear. And please, try to start getting a head count on our injured and fallen!”

      Jogging toward the cluster of housing structures, Cade found himself passing Cha’s hut. The door was open, and from within, he heard a growl.

      “Vrin, light a torch,” Cade whispered, pushing his back flat against the wall of the small structure.

      In moments, the torch had been lit, and they were ready. Cade pulled his axe to his shoulder like a rifle. He was ready with a Double Tap as soon as they entered the building.

      Vrin moved in first, holding the torch up so Cade could see. A dozen feet away, he saw Cha backed into a corner, clutching a broken spear in her hands. She was thrusting the point at a small, black creature on the floor. Without thinking, he fired. The bullet ripped through the monster’s body and killed it instantly.

      Stepping closer, Cade held out a hand to the councilwoman. Her eyes were filled with fear and confusion. “But you… why did you save me?” she asked, completely dumbfounded.

      “Because you are one of us, Cha,” he answered automatically. “Are you okay?”

      Cha stared at his hand as if it were a viper. “But you… but you hate me, Cade.”

      “No, I don’t. Listen, just come with me. We need to see if there are any other of those little guys lurking about. Okay?”

      This time, she nodded, something passing behind her dark-rimmed eyes. Cha took his hand and let him guide her out of the shelter. Vrin held the torch up and waited for them to leave the hut. He gave Cade a look that showed he was as disconcerted with the woman’s behavior as Cade was.

      Shrugging the matter off for now, Cade hefted his axe and stepped back out into the street. As soon as he did so, a massive creature smashed into his side.

      He tumbled to the ground, feeling a pair of hands pin his shoulders to the ground. A terrifying face was staring down at his, a mouth full of sharp fangs and eyes that were almost human. Yet they were inky black and bottomless. Time slowed as Cade stared into the endless abyss itself, too afraid to move or react.

      Having paralyzed its victim with fear, the monster lifted up one of its hands. It pulled six icicle-sharp fingers together, forming a sharp point. But before it could thrust it into Cade’s helpless body, something rammed the monster in the ribs.

      It was Cha. She’d rushed in mindlessly, and tackled the monster as best she could.

      Rolling toward its attacker, the abyss monster struck out and buried its hand in her stomach.

      Cha yelped and fell to the ground, her lupine ears going flat.

      Feeling strength return to his limbs, Cade stood up to fight the beast off. Vrin was on the move, however, and using an overpowered skill he must have only just acquired on their latest hunt, lunged forward with his spear. The spear point burned as if heated in the heart of a forge and plunged through the monster’s chest.

      It fell limp soon after.

      Scrambling to Cha’s side, Cade found the woman shaking, her eyes staring up at the star-filled sky.

      “Healers! Vrin, go fetch a healer! Quick!” he cried, but a strong hand gripped his wrist.

      Looking down, he saw it was Cha. Her eyes were boring into his. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t—” he tried, but she squeezed his wrist tighter, silencing him.

      “Darkness came to me. In dreams. I’m sorry. It’s had me all this time,” she said, blood spilling from the corners of her mouth.

      Cade felt dizzy with the implications of her confession. It made sense. All the weeks leading up to this point had been fraught with contention. Cha had always worked against him, but mostly, it had been the look of absolute loathing in her eyes that now made sense.

      “It’s okay. It isn’t your fault,” he said in a soft voice.

      She smiled. “Thank you. I tried to fight, but it was too strong.” The woman swallowed, her body trembling anew as whatever poison or filth the thing had driven into her took effect. Crushing his wrist with incredible strength, Cha lifted her head once more.

      Her eyes shone with unbreakable conviction. “Seven days, Cade, including this one. Seven days and Abyss will come for you all… prepare yourselves.”

      Then, still clutching him, her body growing rigid on the spot, the woman died. Her eyes remained fixed upon him, but the light that had danced within was now extinguished.

      Cade pried the woman’s hand off of his wrist and sat back on the ground.

      All around, people were rushing up. Some asked to help him, but he only gestured to the body. “Make sure she is cleaned up. Cha saved our lives tonight, and we will do everything we can to remember that.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s somehow worse than any beast. I’d rather face a dozen of the scorpions than this nightmare,” Satemi said in a muted tone.

      Staring into the sightless black eyes of the humanoid abyss monster, Cade had to agree with the woman.

      Inspecting the creature in his UVS, for the tenth time, Cade wished it offered just a little more information.
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        Hardeen Loor - Abyss Manling

        Level Unknown

        Creature Type Unknown
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      “Yeah, the whole manling aspect really creeps me out. Besides, the manner in which it killed Cha…” Cade said, his voice trailing off, unsure of what to say after.

      The arm had retained its deadly shape, even after the monster had died. Its right arm was like a normal humanoid arm, but for an extra joint between the elbow and wrist. It was also at least a foot longer than it should have been, and of course the six jointless fingers were a bit strange as well.

      On the opposite side, the fingers had somehow been fused. They formed the end of a very scary, arm-sized spearhead. In the very center, a tiny hole could be seen, which explained Cha’s blackened veins and quick death.

      Somehow, this manling bitch had poisoned her.

      “Well, I say we burn it like the others. Nothing else we can learn unless we cut it open,” Minda said, her scientist brain turning over the issue pragmatically. “That presents a myriad of other potential threats. Infection, disease, god knows what else? That thing could have eggs inside itself or some other parasite. Burn it and move on.”

      Finishing her speech, Minda turned and left the workshop. She had work to do down in the herb garden. They all had work to do, and waiting around and staring at this corpse wouldn’t provide any more answers. “Very well. Ronden, would you please do the honors?”

      The giant grumbled, but wrapped the beast up in the old fur they’d moved it here with, and draped it over his shoulder. He left on Minda’s heels.

      “The Council of Five is short a seat,” Ketzal said softly. “I don’t want to be the one to bring it up, but if we are too busy to hold a meeting now, I suggest Vrin for the job. When we survive this invasion… if I suppose, the town can have a vote then. For now, we need our government up and running as efficiently as possible. What do you think, Archon?”

      Cade nodded, agreeing not only with the need the demoness had highlighted but with her choice in representative. “Yes. I’ll tell him myself. Now, let’s get out of here, huh? I have to make another stop by Latsi’s workshop.”

      Heading out, Cade waved goodbye as Ketzal left to visit the boars. The monsters had harassed their mounts, but only one of the beasts was dead. Though it was still unfortunate, Cade was glad it wasn’t one of the Casmeeri boars. The training involved and bonding between handler and mount were not easy to replicate. The only reason they’d been able to bond so many was due to the hard work of a party of villagers who raided the cave Minda and Cade had found the Pungent Eel Carcass in so many weeks ago.

      By their report, no more of the large eels were left. They’d have to wait months if not years for the smaller eels to mature enough to allow for more mounts to be taken.

      More painful were the three Kotani apes and two villagers who had fallen during the raid. The bodies had been disposed of already, burned or buried according to custom. But their absence was felt. One of the guards who’d held the wall couldn’t be revived from the scorpion venom, and of course Cha had died. A ceremony was scheduled to be held that night around the cook stoves.

      Besides the Abyss Manling, the bodies of Abyss Scorpions, Abyss Hounds, and Abyss Reavers had been gathered up and burned in a great pile beyond the bottom wall. It was about a half mile away but every now and again, when the smoke shifted, Cade caught a stench so acrid it made his eyes water.

      The tiny being that had cornered Cha was one of a few hounds involved in the raid. They were no more than twenty or so pounds of dense flesh, but another had nearly killed an unsuspecting villager. It had launched at the woman’s legs, and when she fell, attacked the neck.

      Fenian’s timely arrival had prevented another death.

      The reavers were massive balls of tentacles, propelled along in a writhing mass. They had no poison, no mouths to be found, but were dangerous anyhow. As much as they weighed, and how strong their appendages were, it was easy to see how they could pull a man limb from limb.

      Cade stopped before the door to Latsi’s workshop and took a deep breath. Let it go, Cade. Let it go for now. I can always think of them in my dreams tonight, he thought bitterly.

      Clearing his mind of twisted bodies from the void, Cade found his favorite mad scientist hard at work in her laboratory. Latsi had her hand stuffed down the barrel of her prized cannon, her face scrunched up in concentration. By the looks of it, he might have guessed the gun had gotten a little hungry.

      “You know, there’s better ways of cleaning those things. A brush for example.”

      She turned and smiled at him, still wiggling her hand about for some unknown reason. “When it needs cleaning, I know who to call on then.”

      Finally, she sighed and plucked her arm free. It was coated with black powder. Dusting it off briefly, she asked, “So, you have come to see to your Occupational duties at last, eh? I am happy to hear it.”

      “I have a little time, yes. Any update on the shells? I was hoping to work on a few alchemical recipes today,” he admitted, looking around her work space. “My whole afternoon is clear.”

      Latsi’s smile was devious. “Excellent. And yes, Cade, of course I have. You don’t think I sat by idly while you all were away playing heroes in the darkness.” The woman crossed over to a chest lying on the ground and removed something wrapped in cloth.

      Handing it over, Cade uncovered her sneaky gift. By the looks of it, the shell was no different than the previous ones they’d made together. After Cade had finished making a small stockpile of Combustion Powder Advanced, the two of them had spent a couple of hours packing the powder and a large slug into each empty shell. The final product was crude, but in all other respects, looked like a massive bullet. It wasn’t quite large enough to resemble the huge 120-caliber artillery shells Cade had seen in the Army. But they were big for bullets, each with a rough diameter of a tennis ball.

      Turning it over, Cade saw that a small window had been cut out of one side. Within, a hollow chamber sat waiting to be filled. “So these will be specialty rounds then, yes?”

      “They will. Come with me, Cade. One of the bullets is ready to test as we speak,” Latsi said and moved past him and back out into town. Cade followed, eager to see what she was about.

      The two of them crossed the bridge leading to the apes’ encampment, and instead of turning right and heading into the Kotani village, they walked to the foot of the steep path that ran up the side of the cliff wall. What has this woman been up to? I swear, if I let her, she’d have a nuke built in less than a year.

      Rather than question her, he trudged up the steep incline. Latsi was a scientist and an inventor. She was a bit off, but Cade trusted her. Besides, anything she came up with now would only help them defend against the coming tide.

      Thinking on the countdown they’d been given, Cade couldn’t help but feel a great weight pressing down on him. The monster had attacked them in the early hours of the day, so technically, they still had seven days until the attack began. But today was already more than half over, and he wanted to be ready ahead of time. There was no good reason to trust the honor of whatever being was leading this abyssal army.

      When his companion stopped, Cade finally snapped out of his morbid thoughts. They’d marched up a half mile of the trail, and Camp Casmeer was now out of sight. Instead, the vast rolling hills and jungle beyond their camp, tall mountains behind, made for a lovely vista.

      More to his personal taste, however, was the cannon that stood propped up and mounted to the ledge.

      “You made two of them?” he asked, a grin stealing over his face.

      Latsi smiled back, happy to have already surprised him. “And this one, as you can see, has a more advanced mounting system. We will perform all tests up here, and when we are confident that our ammunition works, we can mount this atop one of the walls. I’ve already asked Satemi to build a platform large enough to accommodate it.”

      Waving her hands at him impatiently, she continued. “But you don’t give a rat’s ass about any of this, trust me. Just wait until you see it operate.”

      She held out a hand for him to do the honors. He moved forward, looking for some trigger or mechanism. On the back of the barrel was a round steel ball attached. Touching it, he earned an approving grunt from the woman beside him. Cade stared down the top of the barrel, this one a couple feet longer than the last had been, and saw two metal pins that he could line his sight up with.

      He clutched the handle that attached to the left side of the barrel’s base, and pulled the steel ball toward him. As he’d suspected, it was made tense by a hidden spring. Pulling it as far as it would go, Cade released the ball and the cannon roared.

      A broad swatch of bedrock lay exposed below, several hundred feet away. He saw the round dart out of the small cloud of smoke and land in the center of the rock. When it hit, an explosion sounded, large chunks of rock being sent in all directions.

      Even at this distance, Cade could see the hole his shot had made in the dense stone.

      “Explosive rounds, huh? That would have been pretty handy against that fucking turtle.”

      Latsi smiled placatingly. “It will do just as much good against what comes next. Come, let us return. We both have plenty of work to do before I’ll let you rest.”

      The rest of that afternoon was an endless string of tasks, all performed for the sake of improving his Alchemical Engineering skill level and producing more advanced reagents. As always, the work was enthralling, and he ground away the hours like so much powder.

      He started with the help of two assistants. With the three of them working, Cade made three massive batches of Combustion Powder Advanced. They stored it all in leather sacks created for just this purpose, and then put them into the Warehouse Inventory.

      Having done the work, Cade was pleased to see his Alchemical Engineering level rise to 6.

      The Powdered Bright was his next project. It was an advanced substance, but lower level than the other two options he had available. Surveying the recipe once more, Cade knew where he had to begin.
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        Powdered Bright (Requirements: Insect Crystal Shards, Cohesive Slime Mold, Powdered Rinan Root)
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      Each batch had a 45% chance of succeeding. That wasn’t perfect, but as he and his two unpaid interns continued to toil, his levels would increase.

      Mashta and her friend Rhionne were everything he could ask for. Both were smaller humanoids, like tiny elves or large gnomes. Neither would be much use in the battle to come, but as they worked, Cade found their talent evident. Mashta he assigned the task of preparing a large cauldron of the Cohesive Slime Mold. The ingredient had been collected in the dungeon, and they had enough to fill a bathtub with.

      He instructed her to heat the cauldron to a simmer and stir it for half an hour. Then it would be set to cool for twice that long.

      Rhionne started in on the Rinan Root. He had to peel the ingredient first before slicing it up and grinding it into a paste. Thankfully, a little went a long way with this particular recipe. When he was done, the small man left to bake the substance on a sheet until it could be broken up into a fine powder.

      While they worked, Cade moved ahead to prepare the same materials for their second recipe. The Shriek Gel had a similar recipe, with the addition of Tincture of Rinan Root. Cade prepared the root in the same manner that Rhionne had. He peeled and sliced a double portion, always thinking ahead, and set aside half for the third recipe.

      Again, he ground the root into a paste, a task that was mind-numbing and made his arms ache. It was also satisfying to see the dense pulp slowly transform to a smooth paste.

      Finally, he poured some alcohol into the pulp and waited for it to strip away the oil before straining it out again.

      While the alcohol worked its magic, Cade boiled a huge pot of the remaining root, and when it was done, removed the ingredient and mashed it up. The water was set to boil off, and in another half an hour, he scraped it free of the bottom of the pot and mixed it back in with the boiled root.

      The other villagers were having their dinner when all the preparations had been finished. His two assistants were as broken in the head as he was, however, so they agreed to see the task done.

      Beginning with the Powdered Bright, Cade crushed the Insect Crystal Shards into a fine powder. Mashta stirred in the Powdered Rinan Root after, and the clear crystals took on a ruddy cast as the root blended. Rhionne was set to stirring a pot of the Cohesive Slime Mold, now room temperature, as Cade poured the mixed powders in as slow as he could.

      In ten minutes, the recipe was complete, and even as Rhionne took out his wooden spoon, scraping the excess Powdered Bright free to fall back into the pot, the substance changed before their eyes.

      The slime mold was still moist, but as the three ingredients began to react, the moisture was somehow bonded. Heat began to pour off of the pot, and they set it down on a stone counter nearby. Cade gasped as he saw the magic begin to do its work. Like a fire spreading through a vast but faraway forest, the pot of goo turned to crystal and began to shine with yellow light.

      “It’s done! And we have succeeded,” Cade said in a whisper. He was now Level 7 as well. The chance of the next batch succeeding had increased to 55%.

      Four more times, the group completed the task, and only two of those were failures. Now Level 9, Cade completed the Shriek Gel. This recipe called, once more, for the shards to be powdered. Those were mixed into the slime mold and the substance was poured into a dozen smaller containers. The best part of the Shriek Gel recipe was that their final step was to pour a spoonful of Rinan Root Tincture into each of the containers and wait.

      Only a third of these spoiled, the goo inside turning gray and foul-smelling. The rest, however, seemed to vibrate in the air, producing a subtle resonant sound.

      They stored the successful creations away for later use, and moved on to the Shade Shards. This recipe was simpler than the last. All were liquids—or in the case of the Boiled Rinan Root, a paste—except for the Insect Shadow Shards, and even those did not need to be broken up.

      The process was simple: mix them together and wait fifteen minutes for a chemical reaction to transform the substance within.

      Their first attempt failed, but the four more that followed succeeded.

      When the group stumbled out into the cold of the night, Cade was dizzy and his eyes had trouble seeing anything further than a few feet away. They grabbed food from the cooks and headed in separate directions, agreeing to meet the following day.

      It was one thing to master an Alchemical Reagent, but quite another to implement it into one of Latsi’s cannon shells. Still, if things went well, they’d all have a hell of a show the following night.

      And it had been a very successful day. Cade’s skill level had risen to 11. Depending on what they found further down within the dungeon, more advanced recipes would likely follow.

      Gemma and Minda were up, chatting about the town’s many preparations. When he walked in, he had to try not to choke. Both were naked and had a small pot of Coco Melon cream between them. They’d found what Ketzal and he had left behind and used it to burnish their own bodies.

      He tried to focus, tried not to think of them sitting there, at least while he ate his delicious lizard steaks. They’d been served on a flat bread the cooks had learned how to bake. The meal was immensely satisfying, especially having survived on pure fat and protein sources with raw fruit and vegetables for the better part of his stay in Antinium. Yet when compared to the glory before him, he found it rather tasteless.

      “How’s everything going? Is the garden coming along?” he asked Minda, hoping to buy some time to finish.

      She grinned at him, running her hand absently over one of her breasts, cupping it gently. “All is in order. We will have replenished our supplies and added a few new ones in three days’ time. Is that really what’s on your mind though, Cade?”

      Gemma giggled and leaned forward to whisper in Minda’s ear. The beastkin woman turned to her tigress companion and nodded. “Yes, I think he will.”

      “Okay! So, Gemma, what have you and Satemi been up to now that hunting is no longer necessary? Enjoying the crafter’s life?” He tried once more, shoving the last mouthful of food into his mouth.

      The tigress nodded, her jaw slack as she stared at him with her huge, orange eyes. He could see the tips of her fangs to either side of her pink tongue. More distracting, however, was that she had let her hands drift below her waist. The shifter was turning tiny circles with one while the other gripped her inner thigh.

      He couldn’t help it any longer. Still chewing his food, Cade stood up, laughing. He swallowed a few mouthfuls of water from a skin hanging against the wall and doffed his clothes faster than a freshman at Mardi Gras.

      Turning back to the women, he reached down and gripped himself. Wielding it like the epic spear he fancied it was, Cade flashed his eyebrows. “Enough of this teasing bullshit,” he said in a growl. “Which one of you is first?”

      Minda began to purr and took a nipple between her fingers. Gemma chose instead to growl, dipping her head and staring at him with ravenous eyes.

      His mind slipping into a realm of pleasure where time, toil, and impending doom could not touch him, Cade stalked forward. He had two very hungry cats living with him, and it seemed that feeding time had arrived.
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      After three more days of solid crafting, construction projects, and improving the town’s defenses in every way possible, Cade wasn’t the only warrior itching for some action.

      And of course, there was only one place left to conquer.

      Cade led a group of sixteen villagers and ten Kotani ape alphas down the slope toward the dungeon. He was impressed to see the newly finished gate swing open on its hinges. Ten feet tall and made of foot-thick logs, all reinforced with repurposed scrap metal from the dungeon, it would be almost impossible to knock down.

      Satemi had remained behind to oversee the final few construction projects. It turned out, unsurprisingly, that she was as much a general supervising workers as she was on the battlefield. Without her help, their efforts would not have come nearly so far.

      Strolling through the grove of trees and down the dimly lit tunnel of the cave, Cade led the large group of fighters into the room with the Town Interface.

      He called upon Micah, confirmed their report on the current amount of Mana Shards, and as suspected, they had sufficient resources to keep the town’s structures running for another week. It was enough to ensure their infrastructure wouldn’t collapse before the invasion, but unless more were found, and assuming they survived, the issue would come to a head soon after.

      It wasn’t the time to consider such issues, though. Not as Cade strolled down the descending stairs, heading deeper than ever into the bowels of the dungeon.

      Cade recalled each floor they’d cleared as he made his way at the head of the formation. The first floor filled with dryads and ending in a three boss battle came and went. He recalled golems with hands strong enough to crack rock and twist steel, a puzzle-strewn floor where robots fought them with lasers and gyrating blades.

      The moth floor still stood out fresh in his mind, as simple as the foes had been, the clouds of blurring danger would forever be a part of his nightmares.

      At last, they exited the stairwell, and walked out into the staging area for the sixth floor.

      The walls were made of crystal, glowing and shimmering a myriad of different colors. Tracing a hand along it as he approached the doors, Cade had to marvel at the impressive beauty so casually displayed.

      “Let’s be prepared,” he said at last, turning to face the Casmeeri forces. “Four teams, as we discussed. Two filled with shock troops, five Kotani in each, Ronden and Dan acting to bolster the tanks, Polde and Vrin leading each team. Two more teams will act to support. One, which I will lead, is main support. All healers will come with me as will Minda and Sholl. The final team will be a specialized, high damage support. Gemma and her finest hunters will make up this group of six, all of whom can act as ranged or melee support.”

      He paused to allow the groups to form up, each leader standing at the head. Then he gave them a simple, hard-truth pump-up speech. “We must defeat whatever we encounter. Stick together and kill everything that isn’t from Camp Casmeer. There’s no choice in the matter, everyone. We will crush the sixth and seventh level simply because we have no other options. Now, is everyone ready?”

      Instead of a cheer, Cade got only three strong confirmations, each leader speaking for their group.

      Excellent. I think we actually are ready for this. After facing off with the elder turtle, suddenly this dungeon doesn’t seem so damned scary. And yet, I in no way feel we are coming in over-confident.

      He could see the fear and determination in everyone’s eyes. A perfect mix for any soldier.

      Spinning on his heels, Cade shoved open the dungeon doors, and called out the first command of their day. “Alpha team, move in!”

      Polde ran beside the Kotani Ma himself, Dan and four other apes trailing behind.

      The delvers entered a large arena, green vines growing over the earthen walls. Pools of water were scattered around the edge. In the center, a field of grass and wildflowers rested between two tall trees.

      It was serene and beautiful.

      And it was a damned lie.

      No sooner had the Alpha group entered the clearing that both trees came to life. Their long branches curled into recognizable limbs, and huge mouths opened on their trunks. They were close to oak trees, squat and powerful, relatively massive yet only twenty or so feet tall. Tearing up their roots, the trees advanced.

      “Alpha, form a line and fight defensively. Delta, give me a little fire!” Cade bellowed and watched as his troops responded elegantly.

      The Kotani Ma had been given a simple yet impressive shield. It was six feet from top to bottom and four feet wide. Made of two-inch steel, it formed the center of their defense.

      The other four apes held shields of their own, two to either side of their great leader, not nearly so large, but just as effective. Polde stood behind the wall of near-impenetrable steel and called out orders. They advanced in a line, and Ronden spun his great hammer, waiting for an opportunity to strike.

      Heavy limbs crashed down against the defenders’ shields, but though it sounded like a thunderstorm was humping a metal barn, the line held. On Polde’s command, Ronden sprinted around the right side of the shield wall and cracked his hammer against a tree limb. It cracked, dropping off to the dungeon floor, and the tree thrashed out to counter attack.

      Thankfully, the giant had decided that order and reason were good things. By the time the tree could react, he’d already ducked behind the shields once more.

      And then Gemma’s group let loose. The Delta team were primarily hunters, all fighters with bows or javelins as well as close-ranged weapons. Using nothing but the heated tip of her fingers, Gemma lit the oils-soaked missiles a second before they flew. Her own fiery arrow followed, and the first great tree erupted in flames.

      It ran toward one of the pools of water, but the poor creature’s trunk cracked open from the intense heat and it fell to the ground, smoke roiling up in clouds.

      The second tree proved no more effective and fell a minute later from two more fire volleys.

      After they’d looted the corpses, both labeled as Dungeon Mini-Bosses, the pools of water stirred.

      Dozens of salamander-shaped minions broke free of their watery homes, running at the Alpha group with fierce determination. Again, the shields were held in place, and Cade screamed for the next group to move. “Beta! Flanking position! Dan, light them fuckers up!”

      He’d considered many scenarios when coming down on this final dungeon dive. If anything moist or water-based came at them, the Beta group was prepared. Dan sprinted behind a group of alpha apes, each bearing a smaller shield of bound wood. They moved much faster than the Alpha group, and were in position before the first salamander had attacked.

      Vrin commanded the Betas like a rock star. “Open ranks! Attack!” The five shield bearers split, two on one side, three on the other, and Dan stepped forward. Lightning leapt from his clawed hands, bouncing from salamander to salamander.

      The creatures shrieked in pain, their flesh twitching as their bodies died on the spot.

      “Close ranks,” Vrin shouted, and the apes locked back up as soon as Dan retreated. Half a dozen minions were dead in a matter of seconds.

      As the beasts crashed against the shield walls, the Beta group apes employed their long spears.

      Forged by making thicker shafts and melting three times the amount of steel per spear, the apes had been turned into terrifying soldiers. Their own claws and fangs were enough to make them effective, but it didn’t take much training to show them how powerful they were with a huge pointy stick.

      The salamanders fell in droves, and after a few volleys from Gemma’s hunters and a single Explosive Shot from Cade, the room had been cleared.

      “One down, and more to go!” Cade yelled, drawing a few smiles from the eager fighters around him.

      They looted the bodies and moved forward through the yawning passage that had opened up for them.

      Again, the room that followed could be described as an arena. This was larger than the last and it was more brightly lit. Cold slabs of granite ran between polished steel paneling. Four large holes gaped black and menacing around the room’s central floor.

      Knowing they were only pawns in the previous dungeon designer’s scheme, Cade ordered his fighters forward. “Alpha and Beta, take up positions on either side of that central disc. Charlie, form up behind Alpha, Delta behind Beta. Move quick. As soon as we get into position, I am sure something nasty will pop its head out for us.”

      As the Casmeeri forces jogged into the ring, a whirring noise filled the room.

      Sure enough, before they’d even finished preparing, four hulking golems were raised in the chamber from the holes in the floor. Two were made of stone and stood fifteen feet high and just as wide. They had three arms, each ending in a mallet-shaped appendage good for only one thing: smashing.

      The other two were metal, and though they weren’t nearly so robust as their stone companions, towered ten feet higher. Vast red eyes lit up as the machines came to life. They too had three appendages, but rather than use them as arms, the mechanicals lifted up their torsos and walked like insects with half their legs. A turret dropped out of the belly of each and a laser rifle began spitting out red energy bolts.

      “Alpha! Shield wall! Intercept those lasers!” Cade cried, and the group shuffled around a quarter circle to follow his command. Several of the energy bolts had found their marks and a few cries of pain sounded, yet the attacks were not immediately deadly. And once the shields were in place, the assault was neutralized.

      They had certain roles given to each group, but it was time to shake things up a bit. Cade barked out another order, hoping his theory would pay off. “Dan! Pull back, and move to attack with Ronden. Lightning on one of those shiny bastards!”

      The wolf man seemed taken aback, but after just a second’s hesitation, turned and ran to huddle behind the Alpha team’s shield wall. Ronden counted to three and the two burst free of cover.

      The stone golems had begun to spin at great speeds, and Cade fired an Explosive Shot at one of them. Fragments of stone scattered off, but it was obvious they would need a bit more to take them down.

      Gemma had given orders to the Delta team, and projectiles were clattering off of the stone golem’s tough hides.

      Minda could be called upon for her Mycelium Mastery, but he didn’t want her to waste the skill if at all possible.

      Lightning crackled away from Dan’s hands, and one of the steel golems froze in its place. Ronden fell into a whirlwind attack with his hammer and knocked out one of its legs. The huge machine fell to the ground, pushing its fellow mechanical away.

      “Alpha and Beta, reverse positions,” Cade bellowed. It was an awkward order to follow, but one he’d planned on. The two team dropped their shield walls and ran to face the opposite side of their defenses. In less than twenty seconds, the Alpha and Beta teams were standing behind their shields again, facing new opponents.

      They managed to pull it off just in time. The stone golems advanced at last, moving toward the heavy steel shields with too much force to deny. If the golems managed to reach his fighters, Cade knew the Casmeeri would be torn apart. “Boom Sticks, now!”

      Only his Charlie team had been given the explosives. So when he shouted the command, all five of his support fighters, including himself, Minda, and the healers, summoned the grenades.

      Lobbing them in a single volley, everyone crouched to avoid any collateral damage.

      One of the stone golems was torn into huge chunks of spinning rock. A few of these crashed into the steel shield wall but didn’t cause any real harm. A few others pelted the second stone golem. Though they didn’t kill the thing outright, it did make it stagger away.

      As soon as the explosion had settled down, Vrin ordered his Beta apes to charge the disabled metal golem. Storing their spears in their Inventories, the Kotani apes pulled out the short and heavy hammers Satemi had made for them. In moments, they’d crushed the metallic golem to pieces.

      Dan flashed out a second bolt of lightning, this one disabling the other mechanical.

      With the only other threat held back by a heavy shield wall, the Betas moved to dismantle the second mechanical. In moments, it was smoking rubble.

      Then Cade shouted for a second volley of Boom Sticks. Everyone took cover a second time, and when the smoke and dust cleared, the last golem was laid to waste.

      “Loot these bitches, then everyone take a break. We got more ahead of us and no guarantee how well any of it will go,” Cade hollered and fell back on the cold dungeon floor.

      Minda, Gemma, and Ketzal came over to him and did likewise. Staring up at the distant ceiling, Cade caught his breath and took a little water and dried meat. He passed the waterskin to the left, and around it went, each of the girls taking their fill.

      It was a soothing moment, feeling the proximity of their bodies, heads all barely touching in the middle of a four-legged star; Cade only wished Satemi was there with him. He rolled over and propped himself up on his elbows. “Hey, I know the timing is weird, but I was just thinking… I’m fucking crazy about all of you. I mean, what kind of Chimera Lord would I be without each of you?”

      Ketzal blushed, as she so often did, and Gemma looked ready to claw his back and claim him then and there. But it was Minda who sat up and kissed his mouth. It was a light caress of the lips, no more, and yet shivers ran down his spine. And when she pulled away, her eyes were filled with unshed tears. “I love you too, Cade. Where would I be without you, my sweet and sexy king?”

      “Where would I be without you, Cadey Cade?” Ronden roared from above. “I would be half as satisfied and twice as lonely!” The big man’s laugh shattered the moment like a pane of glass.

      Cade thought it might be appropriate to stand up and punch the man, but Gemma’s response was a sight more subtle. Heating one of her fingers until it was white hot, she ran it down a few inches of his exposed leg. Ronden howled in pain and backed off.

      The tigress laughed hard enough to bring tears to her eyes, and a few villagers standing nearby gave her sidelong glances. Barely containing his own mirth, Cade hopped up and called an end to their break.

      The next room turned out to be yet another arena, this one with an ice and fire theme. Dozens of elementals poured out of opposing portals, and the groups squared off once more.

      It was a longer battle than the previous, the flow of elementals seemingly endless, but when Gemma and Polde turned their own elemental attacks—fire and ice respectively—on the portals themselves, the battle ended abruptly.

      Polde’s sharp mind had been responsible for the suggestion, and all were grateful. Covered in burns and cuts, the party took a half hour to heal up, eating herbs and relying on the most quickly recharged of their healers’ skills. But then they were off again, entering a fourth chamber, this one making the previous look tiny and insignificant.

      There was no suspense this time. As soon as they entered, they could see the towering final boss of the level. Forty feet tall at least, and made of the same glimmering crystal shards they’d seen entering the dungeon, the boss was an imposing figure.

      Cade examined it, wanting to know exactly what to call this beautiful nightmare.
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        Crystalline Colossus

        Level 26

        Dungeon Elemental Boss
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        * * *

      

      “Level 26, everyone! On your fucking toes!” Cade barked out, then sent Alpha team forward with cautious steps.

      Wanting to get the party started early, Cade activated Burst Clip, and aimed his automatic weapon high up on the colossus’ face. Letting the bullets fly, the other ranged attackers joined his own attacks, and dozens of missiles careened into the crystalline monster.

      Its body fell away in an endless shower. Tiny crystals broke free and tumbled away, making for an eerie song of tinkling fragments.

      Pumped up and pissed off, the colossus strode forward on two powerful legs. It held one of its three-fingered hands out to the side, and a shimmering sword of pure light formed in the air. Oh shit! Now we get to see what fancy moves it has up its sleeves.

      Though their initial attack had been loud and fierce, the boss looked only slightly diminished. Its body reformed, shrinking slightly, cannibalizing its own crystalline body to heal its many wounds.

      Moving forward in a blur, it swung its huge sword. The Alpha team was wise enough to part their ranks rather than try to block the enormous weapon. It struck the ground and fragments of crystal shot out, cutting into exposed flanks of the Alphas.

      To make matters worse, the tip of the sword pulsed and sent a concentrated shock wave of white energy ripping across the dungeon floor. The Betas managed to pull their shields up in time, and blocked the attack, yet the ape who’d been struck directly fell unconscious, his shield clattering to the ground.

      “Spread out! Betas to my right and Deltas to the left. Fenian, pull the ape back!” Cade screamed, and everyone moved to respond as quickly as possible.

      Turning to the rest of his Charlie group, Cade summoned a Boom Stick and gave them a nod.

      “Alphas, shield wall!” he yelled, and they threw four large Boom Sticks at the boss’s feet.

      The monster had been lifting its sword for another attack, so thankfully, it faltered as the explosive blew chunks out of the legs.

      A wave of fragments blasted down on everyone within the room, and more were injured, unable to rely on the impervious shield wall of the Alpha team. Still, the monster shrunk by perhaps twenty percent of its full size as it healed from its wounds once more.

      Shaking shit up like any proper boss, the Crystalline Colossus spread its hands wide and shot a burst of light from the center of its chest. Thankfully, it had targeted the steel of the Alphas standing before it.

      The beam connected with the center of a shield, and burned against it. Even from fifty feet away, Cade could see the metal heating up on the shield’s backside. And luckily, the ape holding it had sense enough to move. Still, the still-glaring beam that burst through glanced off the ape’s side and it fell to the ground screaming.

      “Alpha team, back up!” Cade hollered, then motioned for Fenian and his fellow healer to pull that ape out as well.

      The boss monster had its own plans, however, and raised its sword once more. Then it swung down in a precise arc, aiming for the fallen ape.

      Cade dropped a Piercing Shot in the creature’s eye, Gemma let one of her powered-up arrows go as well, and it struck home in the crystal giant’s chest. Others did the same, unleashing powerful skills, hoping to throw off the thing’s aim or stun it.

      Crystal shards fell all around. Their attacks were damaging the creature, but still the sword fell.

      At the last minute, the Kotani Ma himself stepped toward the sword and raised his shield.

      The enormous ape looked like a toy soldier compared to the grandeur and might of the colossus. Yet despite their difference in size, the ape leader managed to deflect the sword, just a little, the magnificent blade sliding off to the side and smashing into stone instead of bisecting its target.

      Ronden screamed, and as he stalked toward the monster’s leg, shrinking slightly as it healed itself, Cade saw his improved soul weapon hammer burn with its own inner light.

      Everyone had gained a skill or two since slaying the Elder Turtlepine. Cade hadn’t been able to memorize the dozens of skill changes and upgrades that had happened because of it. And Ronden, it seemed, had been holding out.

      The man’s hammer doubled in size, growing almost comically large. His body ignited with a pure light that made the boss’s light look garish and unpure. Then he attacked. His hammer cracked into one leg, and then another. Huge chunks of the colossus broke free, and it shrank, trying to heal the damage.

      Twenty feet now, the boss stretched out its arms and another beam of light flashed toward Ronden. The Kotani Ma leapt up and blocked the beam, his own thicker shield just enough to absorb the attack.

      Cade screamed in his best commander voice, “Ranged, fire at will!”

      He shot an Explosive Round into the monster’s face, which by now was only twenty feet off of the ground. Ronden kept at his psychotic berserk mode, and when the beam blast had finished, the Kotani Ma dropped the glowing shield and pulled out a hammer of his own.

      The huge ape screamed in the boss’s face and jumped ten feet off the ground.

      It smacked its hammer dead center in the creature’s chest.

      Cracks formed, blinding light spilling through and causing everyone to cover their eyes.

      The boss shook violently and raised its sword once more. But before it could attack again, it shattered.

      Ronden and the great ape backed away, pieces of crystal cutting through their bodies. Still, they managed to fall back toward the shield wall. Everyone took cover as the dying boss erupted in light and beautiful shrapnel.

      Moments later, all was quiet.

      Ronden was pissed that the Kotani Ma had stolen his kill, but everyone told him to shut up. The giant man had been the one who’d turned the tide, and having saved a life directly, the Kotani Ma deserved credit as well. They looted the colossus, filling their Inventories with huge stacks of materials.

      And though the healers were called upon to perform some more major skills, all had survived.

      They’d finished the sixth floor.

      A burst of XP was shared by all, and Cade gained yet another level. The quest that had been offered for the sixth floor was granted as well, and 50 Mana Shards and XP for every town member was distributed. That would give everyone in Camp Casmeer who didn’t come, including the new ape inhabitants, another level of advancement. It would be a great night to celebrate.

      A section of the far wall opened up, revealing a stairwell. A flight led up, winding all the way back to the surface. The others led straight down.

      After a brief discussion, all agreed it was in everyone’s best interest to proceed.

      “Okay, I’m not gonna say that doesn’t make me proud. Let’s do this thing!” Cade shouted, and waited as Alpha team jogged forward toward the descending stairwell.

      As two of the huge apes made to take the first step, however, a wall of blue light formed in thin air. They crashed into it and fell back on their asses. Micah’s voice announced the biggest curveball in history, that none of them had seen coming. “I apologize. The seventh floor can only be accessed by a single person. The seventh floor can only be accessed by the Town Interface Controller.”

      “What the hell, Micah? Didn’t think to tell us this in advance?” Cade said through gritted teeth.

      Monotone and detached as always, Micah answered, “You did not think to ask. You alone may enter the seventh floor. Unless, of course, you wish to vote to elect a new Town Interface Controller?”

      After a few minutes of tense discussion, everyone concurred that Cade should proceed alone. “It might not even be a fight, after all,” Polde pointed out.

      Minda, however, was one of the voices of caution. “Sure, but it could also be a trap. If you go, Cade, expect the worst. And remember, you can always come back.”

      Sighing, Cade figured he’d ask the dungeon AI demon to confirm that last theory. “Micah, can I just run back up if I go in?”

      “No. The designer of this dungeon placed very strict requirements on the seventh level. Once you enter, you must complete the floor, or you will die.”

      “That’s fucking great!” Cade cursed, but pressed on anyhow. “Are there any other requirements you can tell me about?”

      Micah’s answer was terrifying. “Yes, you must enter the dungeon without any of your equipment. That includes your soul weapon and all of your armor. And your Inventory will be sealed off from access.”

      “Maybe we should just head back,” Ketzal said in a muted tone.

      But Cade couldn’t consider that an option. “No, I’m sorry, everyone. I know it’s a huge risk, but we need to take this damned dungeon. We need it, okay? And… I’m going.”

      He expected his girls to argue, for Havasham to tell him the risk was too great. Instead, he received only solemn nods and respect.

      Minda helped him out of his armor, set his battle helm aside, and took his axe from him.

      Kissing him on the lips, three of the four women in his life bid him good luck.

      And with the whole town relying on him, Cade descended the stairs alone, wearing only a linen shirt and pair of trousers.

      What kind of dumb-fuckery did you get yourself into this time, Cade? he thought, winding down further and further into the very bottom of the dungeon.

      With no access to his Inventory, he couldn’t summon a torch, but it turned out he didn’t need to. Recalling his recent level up, Cade did the only thing that seemed like it might help him out in the upcoming challenge. He assigned 2 Attribute Points to Strength, 2 to Constitution, and 1 to Dexterity.

      The scorching ecstasy of the increase in power helped to numb out some of the fear that threatened to overtake him. Yet, the looming shadows of the stairwell, winding ever deeper into the dungeon, reminded him of all there was at stake.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he entered a rectangular room. It was made of the same black stone of the cliff side. There was no door, but as he strode forward, a pulse of energy sounded behind him, making a popping sound. He spun and saw a similar wall of blue energy.

      When he turned toward the final room again, he found himself staring into the most familiar face.
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        * * *

      

      Considering the string of cheesy movies, video games, and fantasy books Cade had experienced that featured a “shadow self” as a final bad guy, he might have been tempted to roll his eyes.

      To stand before one’s shadow self, however, was a sobering matter.

      Standing twenty feet away, with identical posture and features, stood a man Cade both did and didn’t know. The same knotted muscles wound around his limbs. The same eyes, both tired and kind, shone beneath his brow. The same clenched fists held rigidly at his side.

      Briefly, Cade examined the thing before him.
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        Shadowed Identity

        Level 12

        Dungeon Reflection Boss
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        * * *

      

      Level 12. So it truly is my equal. Well, it will be refreshing to fight something that isn’t stronger than me for once. At least there is that much, Cade thought, trying to make the best of a disconcerting situation.

      His reflection was identical in all ways but there was an emptiness behind its eyes that spoke of something inhuman. Also, its skin and hair were a single shade darker. Not as if it had gotten a good tan or were another race, but as if a tiny film of pure black shadow had been wrapped around its features.

      The creature, for it was not truly himself of course, spoke in a chilling voice. It sounded less like a man than a recording of one from years ago. “I am your reflection. The Dungeon Interface Designer has programmed me to confront the replacement Town Interface Controller. In order to usurp control over this dungeon, you must defeat yourself.”

      Cade concentrated on each word, thinking of who might have spoken them and how long ago they were alive. Their speech was clipped and odd to his ears. They certainly weren’t from Earth.

      Continuing, the recording echoed out from his reflection’s mouth. “No skills or equipment are allowed. Your Attribute Points are identical. You will also have to face the darkness of your own mind. If you survive, you’ll find your mind and body stronger than it was before. Good luck, Antinian.”

      Cade sighed, and lifted his hands. He took a slight step forward and moved his weight to the balls of his feet. Squaring up, he kept his hands opened slightly, ready to grab his opponent as quickly as he might strike.

      The reflection moved a second later, mirroring Cade’s stance.

      Well fuck me with a nine iron! That is horrifying, Cade thought, but focused his mind. Pushing all sense of doubt away, he moved forward. Not me, not me, not me, he said like a desperate mantra.

      When he was within reach, Cade shot out an experimental jab. It was a hard strike, but he felt the need to feel the thing’s flesh on his knuckles before he truly committed. The half measure had been a mistake.

      Quick as a snake, the reflection slapped away the jab and landed its own fist dead center in Cade’s face.

      Pain flashed through his mouth, a tooth loosening, but the train wreck that assaulted him mentally was much worse.

      As soon as the Shadowed Identity drew back its hand, a wall of festering emotion crashed into Cade’s chest and gut. All of his repressed feelings hammered him at once. The sensation was so upsetting that it caused Cade to stumble back until he crashed into the bedrock wall behind him.

      Blinding fear was everywhere. Fear for his life, fear for those around him, fear for the souls of the people that would not stop dying.

      City street Mosul. Shattered street lamp, glass strewn over pock-marked asphalt. Building littered with bullet holes, and mother’s crying: the fear was so thick it clogged his throat and filled his intestines with crawling insects. How can I escape this place? How can I get home? a younger Cade pleaded within.

      Through the veil of his emotional onslaught Cade could see the reflection move toward him. It was calm and deadly. He tried to stand up, but the fear had wrapped its roots through and around his limbs.

      A snapped kick shot out and struck him in the chest, and then the shadow threw a right cross. Cade felt his world shaken with each blow.

      Imagining the fear, and trying to get ahold of it, Cade closed his eyes and held up his arms to reduce the incoming damage. Fear had knotted itself within and around Cade, white hot and greedy. The image brought another to mind, that of pure white mycelium, the roots of fungus tearing apart a huge golem.

      Then, blessedly, Minda came to mind. She was smiling, her eyes filled with the same fear that tore at his soul, but despite it all, she was smiling.

      As quickly as it had come, the fear was burned away.

      Another attack from his shadow self came, an elbow this time.

      Cade ducked under it, feeling the blow graze the top of his skull. He pivoted and sunk a left hook deep under the monster’s ribs. A tiny pop sounded, evidence that Cade had cracked a rib. It stumbled back a few feet.

      Again, another wave of repressed feelings lashed out at him. This time, the heavy guilt and shame of his every failure. Instead of burning roots, the guilt felt like the mountain itself had been stacked onto his shoulder.

      He fell to his knees at once, hands slapping against the cold stone floor. His shadow self darted forward and punched down into the side of Cade’s face, nearly knocking him down completely.

      When the fist struck, he saw yet another vision: a black plastic bag, a yielding weight within. Smell of cordite. Smell of a street covered in blood. Lifting the body onto a vehicle. Driving it away. Crimson stain left on the ground.

      Balling himself up, Cade narrowly blocked a knee to the face, blunting the impact with his elbows. Punches began to fall down on him, so he rolled to the side, hoping to escape.

      It was the memory of Satemi’s shared vision that allowed him to breathe once more. The village of those fallen all around her; the spear she’d sworn to use valiantly knocked aside. More recently, her friends and Imenda slain when she’d failed to fight off a horde of abyss creatures by herself. The mask she wore as penitence, and the long journey of recovery she’d already undergone.

      We don’t deserve it, Satemi. We don’t have to carry it alone, Cade growled in his mind, and shrugged off the mountain of guilt.

      His shadow had followed, moving to box him in against the stone. It snapped out a kick, the monster’s shin slamming up into Cade’s ribs.

      Cade caught the attack and pushed forward. He pushed the creature up and off of its standing leg, following it down to the ground. His whole weight crashed into the reflection. The creature grunted hollowly as its back struck stone. Rolling it up further, Cade pressed forward until he was above his shadow, its thighs spread around his waist.

      It hadn’t reacted quickly enough, hadn’t fully locked its ankles around him. So Cade bulled forward and gained a partial mount, the shadow trapping just one of his legs. Close enough to do damage, Cade threw a punch down into the monster’s face. It turned sideways, his fist striking the flat of its head.

      Just as the first two had been, a third deluge of emotion poured into him. This time it was grief, pure and unfiltered.

      The feeling was cold and liquid, and it flooded his limbs and belly unendingly.

      Tears burned his eyes, and he felt his core shudder with the need to weep. Dead friends. Men drowning their pain in liquor and women. False bravado shielding an ocean of heartache: Cade felt it all as fresh as if no time had passed at all.

      No! I’ve cried these tears already, Cade told himself. He dropped his head, face going against the shadow’s ribs, and he held his arms to either side of his ears. The monster threw punches, trying to shake him loose.

      Cade refused to let go of his position, but the shadow opened its leg and pushed on his hip, trying to achieve guard. If it managed to do so, Cade’s subtle advantage would be lost.

      Cade threw his whole weight into the shadow, pressing it down and locking the leg open. They slid forward across the smooth stone floor. Tears poured from Cade’s eyes, blinding him, and yet he refused to give in.

      The unyielding resilience of Ketzal came to mind. She’d been more oppressed by grief than nearly anyone he’d ever known. He could easily remember her cowed expression, Vormer staring daggers at her. Yet just a few days ago, she’d driven a Brimstone Boar into the side of a giant and deadly beast. She’d led the charge, her voice cracking out like the whip she favored.

      Roaring, Cade purged his body of every drop of grief that clung to him.

      Digging his elbows down, he found the soft inner thigh of the shadow. He wrenched open its legs further and barreled forward, gaining full mount. Then he rose up and let his fists fall like sanctified sledgehammers.

      Mercilessly, he pelted his reflection with well-aimed punches. It turned from side to side, arms up in defense.

      Finally, the thing straightened one of its hands out, palm up, trying to push free. Cade grabbed the shadow’s wrist and spun, throwing his leg over its face, his other leg over its chest. Pulling the arm down with him, Cade fell to one side, crashing into the ground.

      Pinning the arm against his chest, Cade didn’t wait for a tap.

      He clenched his legs and arched his back, crushing the reflection’s wrist and arm against his body. Quicker than he thought, the creature’s arm shattered in a half dozen places. Tendons in its elbow ripped free, and the bones near its wrist cracked. Then the entire joint connecting upper and lower arm popped apart.

      Cade released his grip and rolled backwards over his shoulders. In a crouch, he launched himself again at the shadow self, aiming to drop a knee on the writhing creature’s face.

      But when his knee crashed down, the reflection vanished.

      His bone smacked against cold stone painfully, but luckily, he hadn’t broken it.

      Blinking in confusion, Cade found himself alone in the empty room. The lights glowed just a little brighter than before, and the same recorded voice spoke from everywhere and nowhere at all. “Well done, Antinian. Not only have you been able to defeat yourself in raw combat, but you have also proven your mental resilience and commitment to your people. You are worthy of gaining control of this Dungeon Interface. Use this resource wisely, and your people will flourish.”

      Laughter rippled out from Cade’s core, and he let his forehead droop to the stone floor. Letting the cold seep into his face, Cade took his time recovering.

      Finally, he stood again. His body was bruised, his face bleeding. But he didn’t pull out a Health Tincture, didn’t chew any healing herbs. No. I think I’ll keep these as a reminder. At least temporarily.

      “Micah, are you there?” he asked, crossing his fingers for good luck.

      “Of course I am, Dungeon Interface Designer Cade. Would you like to review your options for reconfiguring the dungeon?” Micah replied at once.

      His newest title brought a smile to Cade’s lips, but he told the AI demon no. Though Cade stood within the dungeon still, he had a hunch there was another demon he might be able to summon, one he desperately needed a chat with.

      Clearing his throat, Cade called out to his oldest friend in Last World. “Pablo! Please tell me you can drop by.”

      A swirl of purple gas coalesced before him; a small but magnificent dragon flapped its wings in the air. “I can, Caderick! Nice work in finishing off the dungeon. As Designer, you can summon me anywhere within the dungeon, at least until you’ve reconfigured and reset its seven levels.”

      Relief swept through Cade’s chest, and he laughed again. “Thank god, man. I didn’t want to leave and come back again. I’m terrified this whole thing is gonna warp on me again. I don’t think we could clear it out again before the invasion.”

      The first thing the council had done after hearing Cha’s warning, was to contact Pablo. Unfortunately, the demon hadn’t been able to peer within Tanrial’s ever-churning storm. So though he agreed they needed to do everything they could to power up, his counsel had been of limited value.

      The demon landed nearby and sat back on his haunches, reminding Cade of an exotic hound. “No chance of that occurring. When the dungeon’s final obstacle has been cleared, it becomes inert. It now falls to you to come up with a new dungeon design.”

      Relief swept over Cade, and he took a deep breath. Putting his hands on his hips, he regarded his little demon friend once more. They would make this dungeon into something truly awe-inspiring. But first there was the matter of the two levels he’d gained. The second increase hadn’t been all that surprising.

      After all, killing a dungeon’s ultimate boss should be worth a shit ton of XP.

      “That’s great to hear, Pablo. Before we get to designing minions and bosses, I was hoping you might be able to guide me on my level upgrades?” he asked, then pointed out exactly how he’d spent his previous Attribute Points.

      “In the grand scope of things, increasing your Strength, Constitution, and Dexterity aren’t terrible choices. However, your Wisdom is lagging behind. So, the first 5 Attribute Points should be spread out with 2 going into Wisdom. That should bring all of your supportive Attributes up to 21 apiece,” Pablo suggested.

      Taking a deep breath, the demon finished his assessment. “Intelligence is high enough given the advantage of your Recharge Booster. Right now, the greatest advantage you possess remains your many allies. The final 5 Attribute Points should be placed into Charisma.”

      Listening to his trusted advisor’s words, Cade allocated the points and finalized.

      The rush of pleasure and pain that assaulted him this time was distinct.

      Never before had he so drastically increased his Charisma. Though the enhancements to his body and mind were exhilarating on their own, the change in his Charisma Attribute made him feel as if his heart was filling with liquid, golden joy, and he stood a little taller, more sure of himself than ever before.

      He had to take a moment to breathe it all in, and he had to admit, he couldn’t wait to see the girls’ reactions.

      “Should we decide trait or weapon upgrades next, Pablo?” he asked at last, feeling once again capable of rational thought.

      Pablo scratched at something minute on the dungeon floor, his small talon making a rasping sound. “No need to wonder what trait you should choose. Read what you’ve unlocked in defeating your shadow self.”

      Cade quirked his eyebrow and did just that.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Self’s Ascent: In conquering the blackened underbelly of your very being, you have unlocked the Self’s Ascent trait. All aspects of your class will be improved, raising your Class Title from Chimera Lord to Chimera King.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck does this mean, Pablo? It’s pretty vague. What do I get if I choose this?” Cade asked, his mind spinning with possibilities.

      “Shut up and choose it. I don’t know exactly how the system mechanics will play out, but this is a rare and powerful opportunity,” the demon replied, his voice oddly solemn.

      Cade selected the new trait.

      A pulse of energy shot through his body. He felt himself grow stronger than ever, his mind focused like a pin of light in the vastness of night.

      Examining his skill options, Cade found only one.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        King’s Command: By stoking the flames within your followers, you embolden their hearts and drive away their fear. All those around you will have 20% Stamina regeneration, Health regeneration, and total damage output. Additionally, all units under your command will have an increased movement speed of 10%. 10-minute Duration. 24-hour Cooldown (Alpha’s Call skill becomes unavailable).
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        * * *

      

      Eyes wide with the implications of the skill, Cade considered his choice even as he finalized the decision. No longer having access to Alpha’s Call was a loss, but King’s Command was the same thing but amplified twice fold.

      He saw only two other differences. One was that the skill didn’t affect himself. It only worked on his allies. Still, it was worth it, especially when he considered the last difference: adding 10% movement speed to his forces was insane!

      Pumped up beyond belief, Cade grinned like a savage. I can’t wait to show Satemi and the others. Though the title change, Chimera King, is gonna be hard to live down. They’ll insist on a proper crown before long.

      “Okay, Pablo. That was nuts. What about weapon though. Surely Mr. McGregor has a bit more to offer the world,” he said, and scanned the available modifications for his axe. The list was way longer than usual, and then he noticed it was because rather than offer new mods, he was given the choice of upgrading a previous skill. The Burst Clip and Recharge Booster weren’t available, however, most likely because they were already OP, and Burst Clip had been powered up by the Soul Weapon Enhancer.

      Greedily, he reviewed his choices and then chose the top four that seemed most advantageous, two for the axe and two for the blast staff portion of his weapon.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Revolving Reach (Skill Upgrade): The handle of your blast axe has been modified in two ways. It has been hollowed and reinforced with mana. This reduces the overall weight of your weapon by 20%. It now has a built-in mechanism that allows it to extend up to three feet longer, allowing for maximized attack power. Attacks performed when Ratcheting Reach is activated increase by 50%. Attack speed is no longer reduced.

      

        

      
        Impulse Rod (Skill Upgrade): With the addition of a mechanical Impact Rod, charge with an internalized mana battery, your battle axe has the ability to increase damage output by 75% on any attack performed by the axe or hammer segments of your weapon. Attack speed is permanently increased by 20%.

      

        

      
        Armor Scoring (Skill Upgrade): The volley of three mana projectiles have increased in mass while tapering into more streamlined rounds. Additionally, it has a tip of hardened mana. This increases overall accuracy and allows for penetration of bone, plate armor or any piercing-resistant hide. Causes 300% base damage plus reduced target’s armor effectiveness by 50%. 5-minute Recharge Time.

      

      

      
        
        Explosive Cluster (Skill Upgrade): The volley of five mana projectiles explodes upon impact causing an additional piercing damage. Has the ability to hit nearby targets with secondary blast. Amount of damage reduced by distance. Causes 500% base damage. 5-minute Recharge Time.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, Pablo, what do you say? I think the Explosive Cluster is smart considering the army of beasts headed our way. Do you agree?” Cade asked.

      “Yes, I do. The chances for collateral damage are significant, but as long as you use your head, it should be a valuable asset,” Pablo replied. “As to your axe, I would go with the increased attack speed. So, Impulse Rod has my vote.”

      Cade nodded, imagining how much of a difference a full and permanent 20% boost to attack speed would have. He selected the choices and finalized them.

      Feeling more than a little cocky, Cade pulled up his Character Sheet, wanting to observe his progress more tangibly.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 13

        Accolade: (Chimera King: Ascended Class)

        Strength: 21 (+2 Chimera King Breastplate of Power)

        Constitution: 21 (+2 Chimera King Bracers of Fortitude)

        Dexterity: 21 (+2 Chimera King Greaves of Grace)

        Intelligence: 23

        Wisdom: 21 (+2 Chimera King Pauldrons of Insight)

        Charisma: 36

      

        

      
        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nilgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness, Eel’s Bite, Ape’s Aptitude, Hale as the Horde, Lepidoptera Core, Hardy Hardshell, Self’s Ascent

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath, Alpha’s Call, Electric Touch, Earthen Assault, Spider’s Kiss, Mana Amelioration, Hardshell Haven, Commander’s Call
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        * * *

      

      “Well, Pablo, I’m a bonafide badass. How you like me now?”

      “No more or less than I ever have, Caderick. Do you plan on spending all afternoon gloating, then?” Pablo responded, a hint of amusement in his tone.

      “Of course not. As much as I love chatting, I think we have more important things to discuss. For instance, how do I summon a minion?”

      The demon laughed, then gave a verbal nudge to his AI cousin. “Micah, my friend is in need of a full introduction to his new job.”

      “Of course, Pablo. Shall we start with the Structural Overlay Design? Or do you wish instead to have a tutorial on the wisest methods of Dungeon Point allocation? Currently, you have 5000 Dungeon Points available,” Micah replied immediately.

      Cade scratched his chin, already a bit overwhelmed. “No, boys, I don’t think it’s polite if I spend too long in here. A large group of exhausted fighters are waiting to find out whether or not I’m alive. Is there any way I can come back and figure this all out at another time?”

      Micah answered stoically. “Of course, Dungeon Interface Designer Cade. You may access the Dungeon Interface in this room or in the room that contains the normal Town Interface.”

      “Good. Good,” Cade whispered, thinking. “Yes, I think I’ll take off and come back tomorrow morning. But, there is something I’d like to try first.”

      “What is your command, Dungeon Interface—” Micah tried, but Cade cut him off with a rude grunt.

      “Minion. I’d like to make a minion before I go,” he explained. “And please, remember to only call me Cade. Okay, Micah?”

      “Okay… Cade. Would you like to see the list of current minion designs?”

      “Yes, I do,” Cade answered, excited to see what tools he had in his box.

      Suddenly, a massive list of creature names populated before him. The options were seemingly endless, and he nearly dismissed it out of hand. Instead, he tried to simplify his interface. “Micah, reduce the list down to… golems. Only golems, okay?”

      “Of course, Cade,” Micah replied, and a moment later, the list shrunk and organized itself into six distinct categories: Earth Golems, Metal Golems, Fire Golems, Ice Golems, Dark Golems, Light Golems.

      Cade selected the most appropriate type of golem to their current plight and a list of twenty variations dropped down after. After browsing a few minutes, Cade chose one that sounded epic. It cost a total of 30 Dungeon Points.

      Confirming the minion, Cade heard a pop of energy sparking behind him.

      Spinning on his heels, he saw a shimmering outline of a tall, humanoid creature. Blue ether burned in the air around him, and he was forced to shield his eyes.

      When the figure resolved itself from pure ether, an eight-foot-tall golem stood before Cade. Its body was made of clear and black crystal, and veins of pure white shimmered throughout its bulky limbs. It hovered above the floor, its hands flexing mindlessly every so often.

      The Light Champion Golem stood vigilant, awaiting orders.

      He gave it a mental command, imagining the minion attacking the far wall. Rather than charge, it simply raised one of its hands and a beam of hot, white light erupted outward. The bolt of energy sparked off the stone, and the room went dim once more.

      Holy mother, what have I done? Cade mused. Then he let out a disturbed peal of laughter, his own voice echoing off of the dungeon walls.

      Pablo rolled his eyes and vanished, apparently done with witnessing how easy mortals could lose their mind given enough power.

      Cade patted his pet golem on the shoulder a few times. “Good fucking boy,” he said between laughs, and then turned and headed back up the stairwell. He had to tell everyone the good news. He’d survived himself, something his old therapist would have been shocked to find out. But more importantly, the Casmeer Dungeon, every brick and stone, was firmly on their side of the existential courts.
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        * * *

      

      “Fire!” Latsi shouted, and Rhionne triggered the cannon’s mechanism. The round shot out of the barrel and crashed into the bedrock. A flash of bright energy burst out a second before the sound of the explosion reached them.

      Blinking rapidly, Cade shrugged. “Well, if it hurts my eyes this much, I can only assume it will fuck with the abyss creatures.” He closed his eyes and a perfect afterimage remained, clinging to his vision stubbornly.

      “I agree. This is good work, Latsi,” Satemi said, her arms firmly folded across her chest. “Now, try the Shriek Shell.”

      Latsi’s upgraded cannon sat open, waiting for the next round to be loaded. The empty casing had been flung aside and backwards, a simple but effective modification of the firing mechanism at play.

      Rhionne took the next round and loaded it, slid the chamber shut, and then waited for Latsi to shout her command once more.

      Again, the projectile flew out and landed amid the dark bedrock below. This time, however, when it struck the stone, a terrible shriek erupted outward. Even at this distance, Cade’s ears were ringing, and by the looks of it, every bird in the jungle had been woken up from its nap and set to wing.

      Latsi looked as proud as she ever had, yet, all business, she pointed to the remaining test.

      Rhionne loaded the last prototype and let it fly.

      A puff of smoke emerged from the barrel, and when the round landed, something incredibly odd happened. The precise area where the Shadow Shell landed became hard to see. An oily blackness spread around the bedrock, and plumes of purple smoke rose up in the air. When it evaporated a minute later, a large empty crater, big enough to take a bath in, stood gaping.

      “Excellent,” Satemi crooned. Cade glanced at her, convinced she was at least a little aroused.

      Only destiny could have been cruel or kind enough to put me in the arms of a woman so… delightfully violent.

      He faced Latsi and praised her work one last time. “I’m sure this will be a turning point for us in our defense. If any of us live, you deserve a pedicure.”

      “A what?” the technician asked, her face amused.

      “In this world, let’s just say I’ll scrub your feet with river sand and give them a good massage. Sound like a deal?”

      Satemi scoffed. “Good luck with that. I’m pretty sure Minda and Gemma will eat you alive if you tried.”

      The group headed back at a brisk pace. Satemi had claimed Cade’s afternoon, intent on showing him their many well-planned defenses.

      They bade Latsi farewell, and continued down the slope. Though he could see many of the defenses already, their implementation obvious, Satemi insisted that she give him a thorough report on each, and would only begin once they reached the Lower Gate, as everyone had come to call it.

      She walked out between the still-open gate and held out an arm, palm up. “Our cavalry is the finest in the land. While our ranged fighters do their best to thwart the enemy’s progress, Ketzal and her boar riders will conduct a few charges. When it gets too intense, they’ll fall back to their second position.”

      Without having it stated, Cade knew that was when the gates would be pulled shut.

      Satemi gave Cade a wink, and he realized that she was not only acting as a proud general showing off her work, but was actually flirting.

      “As you can see, the gate itself is reinforced with steel, so there is no practical way it can be knocked down. Climbing will be an issue, but these should go a ways in at least slowing that potential threat,” Satemi said, pointing first to the pits dug in front of the gate and the foot-long spikes aiming downward all along the top of the front of the wall.

      Anything climbing would have to leap the pit and then scramble through or over a row of nasty, forged teeth.

      “The turrets are a nice addition. They’ll give us better shelter, that’s for sure,” Cade noted, taking in the final rendition of the added defenses.

      Four small turrets faced the sprawling field below, each made of stacked stone. It hadn’t been challenging to find flat stones up at their pool, but the matter of making them strong enough to stick together was quite another.

      At first, Satemi and Latsi had been thinking of either a mechanical solution, steel netting to hold the stones in place, or some form of mortar. Both had serious limitations, especially in the form of time needed to prepare and execute the plans.

      Minda had solved it in a moment, however, by tucking a dozen small vine shoots in soil filled bags that rested against the base of each turret. Then, with an improved blessing, she grew the vines, commanding them to entangle the stone. Her enchanted vines wrapped between and around the loose stones, and when they had finished, the defenses were solid and immovable.

      Satemi smiled up at the nearest of the turrets, large enough to house four fighters or two alpha apes. Pointing a finger, she quirked an eyebrow and added, “Don’t neglect to mention the widened foot path. Now even the Kotani Ma can move back and forth at will, should he need to.

      “Also, do you see those ropes hanging there and there?” Satemi asked, gesturing to either side of the Lower Gate. When Cade nodded, she smiled mischievously. “Those have been soaked in oil, and should we be forced to sound a retreat to the upper gate, we will light them. There is approximately one minute of burn time until the hidden explosives will ignite. Should be enough to make the whole gate into a pile of rubble and hopefully kill dozens of enemies.”

      The Boom Packs they’d placed along the base of the Lower Gate had been Satemi’s idea, and though he left the execution to her, he insisted on augmenting her designs somewhat.

      They’d dragged large, flat rocks to lean the bombs against, and stacked similar ones on the tops and sides as well. Then, removing a large portion of their stores, Cade had filled pouches of Colossus Crystals, the material that had dropped when they’d killed the boss at the end of level 6 of the dungeon.

      The crystals were relatively light but still hard as diamond.

      They would make terrifying shrapnel.

      Continuing with her tour, Satemi walked with Cade back up towards the Upper Gate. The walls between were staggered, which would allow for quick retreat, but prevent the enemy from storming up the slope directly.

      Halfway up, between two walls, four poles had been driven into the ground. “We’ll have Bellows and three of his biggest boar pals fall back here after we close the Lower Gate. Then, when the abyss monsters charge up this far, Ketzal can conduct a few charges, killing as many of the bastards as possible.”

      “And when they finish, they fall back through the Upper Gate, and we close that one like we did the Lower, correct?” Cade asked, wanting to be sure they agreed on every step of their battle plan.

      Finally, they made it back to the top of the slope, stepping through the Upper Gate.

      This last line of defense hadn’t been rigged with explosives, but was two feet taller and was decked out with a few more tricks.

      Four more turrets had been constructed, and two wide platforms, especially designed to hold their cannons. The cannons had been tucked to either side of the Upper Gate’s wall, and could be operated by a single gunner.

      However, the platform was large enough for two other fighters to stand and protect the cannons.

      “We’ll hold here as long as we can,” Satemi finished, her voice growing grim and hard. “You, of course, have your little trick, so hopefully that will be enough. But should we be overrun here as well, the boars will be unleashed, and the villagers and Kotani apes will fall back to fight in their village.”

      Cade nodded, feeling once more this last decision had been for the best.

      Much consideration had gone into their last-stand position.

      Some suggested the Town Hall. It was a logical choice, but they could only hole up and wait to die. By retreating to the opposite side of the stream, a solid line of defense could be erected.

      Still, Cade felt in his gut that should the battle become so grim, they wouldn’t stand a chance anyhow. No, we need to beat them at the Upper Wall. Plain and fucking simple.

      The villagers ate a feast that night. It wasn’t merry but tense and fraught with anxiety.

      Their countdown had at last ended. The abyss was coming. Or Abyss itself, Cade didn’t know. Reflecting on Cha’s warning, it had sounded like she’d been referring to a singular entity.

      Such a concept made Cade’s blood run like a river of ice water.

      He had to remain strong and positive though, so as the villagers stuffed themselves—nobody knew when their next meal would be and they needed to be fueled up to fight for half a day, maybe longer—Cade walked around and let his people feel his presence.

      His Charisma was off the charts now, 36 points total, his highest Attribute by a long shot.

      And its effects were noticeable.

      Eyes lifted and faces brightened when they saw him. He saw the guards stand up straighter, iron bolstering their spines.

      I might have been able to choose a more exciting class, one where I could cause more damage or protect myself more effectively. But Chimera Lord… No, Chimera King, Cade amended, will give these people the best chance at surviving.

      Guards were set, at the Upper and Lower Walls, and Pablo had agreed to act as scout. Cade would know the minute a force left Tanrial.

      So they all slept, as well as any could expect at least. Even tossing and turning could be counted as rest, after all.

      It was the dead of night when Pablo burst out in the air above Cade. “They are coming, Cade. Hundreds, maybe more. Everything you’ve faced so far, and a few more nasties to boot.”

      Sitting up, Cade began pulling on his armor, one piece at a time. “How long?”

      “Three hours at least. They are moving at blinding speed, but they are on foot,” the demon said. For once, all traces of sarcasm or irony were bleached from his tone. “Three hours, Cade. And I am sorry, I cannot fight these monsters for you, not directly at least.”

      He nodded then ducked out of the shelter, leaving Minda and Gemma to continue sleeping a little longer. Ketzal had chosen to bed down with the other handlers in tents near the boars below. They would be easy enough to rouse when the time was right.

      Satemi had woken with him and gave him a nod. “I’ll alert the guards on the wall. They will sound the alarm should the abyss creatures get here sooner than expected.”

      Clapping her on the shoulder, Cade strode to Vrin’s sleeping quarters and woke the Captain of the Guard. “Stay alert, Vrin. Let everyone sleep another hour, but then we should make ready.”

      His last stop was to cross the stream and rouse the Kotani.

      Two and a half hours had come and gone, and by then, all were in position. Silence hung heavier than ever, even coughs being stifled.

      Roughly three quarters of their combined forces, twenty fighting apes and as many Casmeeri villagers, stood poised for battle near the Lower Gate. The boar handlers each had a single fighter mounted with them. The ranged fighters had positions in the turrets, giving them a place to hide between shots.

      Cade stood with Satemi in the center of the wall, just ten feet from where the gate was hinged.

      The sky was still dark, but a muted gray had begun to take hold. It would be morning in an hour. Yet, as Pablo burst into being beside them, Cade found out they’d officially run out of time.

      “They are here, Cade. At least, something has arrived. The bulk of the abyss forces won’t arrive for another half an hour,” the demon explained. As he opened his mouth to explain further, a howl shattered the silence.

      “Light the torches!” Satemi barked, and Gemma, who was in a nearby turret, lifted her silver bow and sent a fiery arrow up into both oil-soaked torches above the Lower Gate.

      Held aloft by a thirty-foot pole, the specialized torches had enough fuel to burn for two hours. Flames engulfed their make-shift lanterns, and focused light, reflected off of polished steel plates, lit up the glade below them.

      Dozens of glowing eyes shone back, moving in a line a few hundred feet away. A few hisses came from their numbers, but the exact forms and nature of the beasts remained a mystery.

      That is until, roused perhaps by the glaring light, the first wave of enemies charged.

      As the creatures came closer, Cade saw they were amalgamations, the twisted and mutated beasts they’d fought so often before. A line of the tall lizard amalgams came on in a surging pack.

      A score of buffs were applied by the many support fighters, and Minda lit a huge smoker filled with a similar mixture of herbs they’d used on their expedition. The Bright Star Blessing had been improved by the addition of one final ingredient, Golden Sap, which increased both Strength and Dexterity.

      Cade’s blood turned to steam and gun smoke.

      Power rushed through him like never before, the combined buffs making him feel capable of killing a god.

      “Fire at will!” Cade screamed as soon as they came within distance.

      Arrows and javelins fell among the oncoming beasts and their numbers dropped rapidly.

      Cade selected Explosive Cluster and fired in their midst.

      Five mana-powered bullets launched from his blast staff, landing in sequence among the darting lizards. Each exploded, sending shrapnel in all directions, ripping through flesh and splitting bone.

      By the time the last round landed, the first wave was nearly depleted.

      It would be five minutes until he could use the Explosive Cluster once more, but in the meantime, he switched over to the Piercing Round and began to snipe the creatures, once every four seconds.

      With such a rapid recharge time, Cade was well aware that he’d become the combination of a squad sniper, grenadier, and machine gunner.

      A second wave of amalgamations charged the Lower Gate, this one a mix of the lizards and shorter ocelemurs. Fired missiles fell among the beasts and thinned them out effectively, but it was apparent that their numbers would be too many to push back easily.

      “Ketzal!” Cade screamed, his voice echoing off the cliff face to easily carry to the demoness.

      She responded by digging her heels into Bellows’ neck and shouting her own command. “Casmeeri Cavalry, charge!”

      The boars fell into a run, their tusked snouts low to the ground.

      A few of the amalgams turned to face this new threat, but most were crushed by the side-long attack, their ribs shattering under hoof or torsos being impaled by the boars.

      Bellows released a Cinder Breath in their midst, scorching the beasts with a gout of flames.

      His fellow boars did the same, all having gained a high enough level to unlock the effective skill.

      Suddenly, the light from the torches seemed dim and fire burned through dozens of mutated beasts, all screaming and writhing in pain. The boars passed back a second time, and the field was left empty of threats.

      “Okay, so this is going well so far,” Cade said under his breath to Satemi.

      She grunted. “Yes, let’s just hope it stays that way.”

      A third wave of mutations charged shortly after. These beasts moved different than the previous. Larger and bulky in form, Cade grimaced to see a line of twisted Kotani apes barreling their way.

      Sure enough, the Kotani Ma, who was positioned in the opening of the Lower Gate itself, roared in protest.

      A pang of sympathy passed through Cade. If those had been Casmeeri, he would’ve felt the same.

      Eight of the large alphas had been joined with some other beast. Their hind legs were elongated and looked painful to move upon. Yet they bounded with incredible agility and speed. As they neared, another thick pack of lizard mutants moved with them. Cade aimed a Piercing Shot at one’s skull.

      His blast staff barked and the honed mana bullet found its mark, the warped ape’s skull snapping back. It fell and skidded to a halt before the gate.

      Others fell to either side, and yet the apes continued forward.

      Gemma fired an exploding arrow into another, leaving only two of the large beasts unharmed.

      Cade made to call for those on the walls to prepare themselves, but then the Kotani Ma was charging forward.

      The ape leader flung himself at the beasts who’d once been one of his own. He moved with terrible purpose, heedless of the danger. As the two lesser creatures came into range, swinging their claws at him, the Kotani Ma dropped his bone-clad shoulder into one’s chest.

      Even from fifty feet away, Cade could feel the ribs and sternum of the mutation crackle apart. It tumbled away, its lungs trying miserably to continue to function. The creature didn’t rise again.

      The other managed to get its claws into the Kotani Ma’s hide, scratching a deep furrow across his shoulder. The amalgamation lifted both arms high above its head and prepared to ape smash the great leader.

      Turning on his remaining foe, the Kotani Ma swept his claw-tipped fingers across the beast’s throat, sending a gout of blood pouring down its chest. That had been the end of the fight, but perhaps needing to feel avenged, the ape leader who’d once been called Chandi tackled the dying creature before him. Hovering above its limp form, the Kotani Ma gripped his victim’s neck in one huge paw and lifted its face closer.

      Even as the beast struggled to hold onto life, the Kotani Ma opened its jaws and bit off its twisted face.

      Gnashing his teeth, the victorious ape pounded his chest before charging back to his position near the Lower Gate.

      The battle continued to progress, the light in the sky growing ever brighter. Two more waves came and were crushed by the charging boars or by ranged attacks. All was going well until something shifted.

      It was imperceptible at first. A lull came where fewer monsters attacked. Cade felt it might be a good sign until he saw the first inky form of an abyss creature slink into view.

      The real battle was about to begin.

      Another surge of amalgamations charged the Lower Gate, and among them, abyss cats and raptors came as well.

      Ketzal called another charge, and all around, monsters were dying. Cade had taken out a large portion at their core, another Explosive Cluster thinning their ranks. Yet those had been too quickly replaced. The boars had used all of the skills, Ketzal even activating a new one Bellows had earned after helping to defeat the elder turtle.

      A wide ring of crackling fire had surrounded the boar, and it cut into the monsters all around him. For a few moments, Cade felt the latest wave would be broken as those previous had. But a large abyss raptor leapt over the fiery ring.

      It landed atop Bellows’ back and tore through the hunter who’d been guarding Ketzal’s back. The Casmeeri villager tumbled to the ground, choking in his own blood.

      The raptor moved closer to Cade’s beloved demoness.

      His stomach cramped with fear and he aimed his blast staff. He fired a Piercing Shot that ripped through the raptor’s throat. The beast swayed but held fast, shaking its head to recover. Again, it moved to attack Ketzal.

      “Come on!” Cade growled, urging his weapon to recharge.

      Then nine daggers flew through the air and buried themselves in the beast’s torso and neck.

      It fell to the ground, and earned Ketzal the reprieve she needed.

      “Fall back!” the demoness cried. Bellows turned about, crushing more monsters beneath his massive hooves and sprinted toward the gate. All four of the saddled boars were herded through, and slowing, began to ascend up the incline toward their second position.

      The Kotani Ma pulled the gate shut, bashing a stray monster that had managed to get through.

      More and more abyss creatures were populating the ranks of enemies before them, and the real fighting began in earnest.

      Too many foes to put down with ranged attacks alone, the creatures reached the Lower Gate and tried to scale the walls. Ten feet seemed like a nearly impassable height, especially considering the pit below and the spikes above.

      Yet the mutated beasts and the abyss creatures were tenacious. More terrifying was how little each seemed to value its own life.

      Whatever malevolent entity had entered this world and decided to attack them had done so with chilling efficiency. Not only had it summoned an army of its own kind, but using the poison of Tanrial’s unstable ether clouds, had turned a portion of this world’s own creatures against the Casmeeri forces.

      Cade at last turned his weapon around and employed his axe.

      Using Ratcheting Reach and Impulse Rod, he was amazed to see how strong and merciless his axe had become.

      He stood shoulder to shoulder with Satemi and hacked down the rising tide of monsters. The fight continued endlessly, and his arms were leaden by the time the sea of monsters seemed at last to thin. Cade was covered in slick blood, and he regarded Satemi beside him. The warrior woman looked like a wraith, black and red blood coating her lovely features.

      Cade panted, trying to catch his breath. The sun was up, and they fought well. One spearman had been pulled down off the wall, but he’d been their only other casualty.

      Casting his gaze about, Cade saw his people were already exhausted, yet two hundred feet out, another pool of writhing abyss creatures was amassing. Knowing this might be their only chance to do so, Cade called the retreat. “Fall back! Fall back to the Upper Gate!” he screamed.

      As the Casmeeri moved to follow his command, several stumbled as if from fatigue or hidden injuries. Wanting to bolster them at this moment of weakness, Cade used King’s Command. His voice rang out like brass and fire, echoing off the cliff wall dramatically.

      Every one of the Casmeeri and Kotani fighters were invigorated, their eyes clearing of exhaustion. Then the retreat began with greater haste. Cade fired another Explosive Cluster into the enemy’s front lines, and Minda send an ether-infused leaf storm as well. Three other fighters, all fierce hunters, popped epic skills as well. The ground trembled, icicles fell from the sky, and a poisoned rain soaked the abyss monsters.

      The attacks did little to defeat the roiling army, but slowed their advance enough to buy the retreating Casmeeri a couple minutes of precious time.

      Yet the foe seemed to sense their intentions, and all too soon, they surged onward once more. Cade had made it back to the first barricade, and stood with Gemma and Satemi. They waited as long as possible, waited until the field below was covered in inky black bodies.

      They had begun climbing the Lower Gate walls and were dropping down on the opposite side.

      When the first had done so, Cade nodded to Gemma. She sent two fire arrows at the oil-soaked ropes and their slow fuse began.

      Cade stood with Satemi, Sholl, and Vrin. A few at a time, the crazed abyss creatures reached them. No longer protected by a wall, the fighting quickly became desperate.

      As a half dozen massive abyss bears trundled forward, with thirty seconds still remaining, Satemi pressed forward and triggered one of her ultimate skills. Swords burning red, she waded into them, cutting through flesh and bone with ease.

      A brief pause had been earned and just in time. Cade grabbed Satemi by the arm and pulled her behind the barricade.

      She fell atop him, and for an instant, he stared deep within her eyes. She was as terrified as he was, the whites of her eyes stark against the pitch-black blood of the abyss creatures.

      He wanted to reach out to her, remind the woman how much he loved her. He wanted to tell her everything would be alright.

      But, voice mute with fear, he pulled her into his arms and settled on a desperate embrace.

      Then the world erupted around them.
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      When the last of the falling rubble had come crashing down around them, Cade moved to peer around the side of the barricade.

      What he saw took his breath away.

      Most everything but the very foundations of the Lower Gate had been blown apart. Massive fragments of stone and twisted roots lay in heaps all around. The air itself was filled with a gray haze even the early morning sun couldn’t burn through.

      Then he realized, it was blood.

      Beyond, a hundred feet of mutilated bodies lay in a mound, their flesh unrecognizable pulp.

      Even further away, he noted the edge of the attacking army, waiting a second longer before it began its assault once more. Their explosive attack had been incredibly effective, but when he saw a fresh line of abyss creatures surge toward Camp Casmeer, he knew the battle was far from over.

      “Fall back!” he shouted, and those who had stayed behind to see to the explosives sped up the hill after him. When the group had made it halfway up, and the line of seething monsters were audibly getting closer, Gemma fired a signal arrow.

      Out of harm’s way, the twin bark of cannon fire erupted from atop the Upper Wall.

      Music to my mother fucking ears, Cade thought grimly.

      Still, the cannons could do nothing about the abyss monsters who were right behind them. Such a shot would risk killing Cade and the others outright. So they sprinted like mad.

      He was just about to spin around and engage the monsters when they came around the corner of a palisade wall and found Ketzal there, waiting to charge. As soon as they passed her, the demoness screamed an order to Bellows, and the two plowed through the encroaching enemy forces.

      Though he feared for her life, Cade had to trust that Ketzal would be fine. The cannons did a good job at thinning the army out, and she’d been instructed to make but a few charges before retreating herself.

      By the time Cade found his position atop the wall, he saw Ketzal and the other two largest boars committing to yet another valiant cavalry charge. The limp bodies of abyss creatures were flung in the air or skewered on the boars’ great tusks.

      He could see them begin to turn about, heading the rest of the way back into Camp Casmeer proper, when two enormous abyss bears mauled a Casmeeri boar. They struck its flank at the same time, and with their combined weight, toppled the boar. As it fell, its handler, a young man Ketzal had trained herself as well as Pomre, Havasham’s lover, tumbled to the ground.

      In seconds, they were overwhelmed.

      The boar tried to stand, but a dozen abyss cats ripped through its tough hide and began devouring it alive.

      Ketzal looked back, and Cade saw her struggle. She wanted to turn around and save them, but it was over in a few heartbeats.

      When she faced the gate again, and rode Bellows through, the blood on her face was streaked with tears.

      Cade wanted to go and comfort her, but the Upper Gate was closed shut, and the people of Camp Casmeer, once again, stood atop a wall, determined to stand before the abyss. He had his post to maintain, they all did.

      Though they were terrible to see, Cade couldn’t help but marvel at the speed and prowess of their foes. Abyss scorpions clambered around the barricades with great speed. The cats and raptors climbed or leapt over the walls even faster. It looked like a tide of black death were pouring up the slope toward them.

      “Gemma, now!” Cade called out to the tigress. She drew and fired another two arrows. Both struck the pitch-soaked patches of earth below. Fire leapt up and burned the creatures’ flesh. It crackled unrestrained and made a fifteen-foot pillar of raging inferno.

      Yet though the flames slowed the abyss monsters down, they soon began to die down. Another few dozen had died, but it seemed their army had no end.

      The cannons fired alternating rounds. At first, they’d shot the Shadow Shells, and though the damage was evident, the blackness eating holes out of anything it struck, it was too localized.

      Satemi ordered them to switch over to the Bright Shells, and this made a much more substantial effect.

      Each shell that burst sent a cloud of light-infused shrapnel through the abyss monsters. All of the amalgamations had perished, so the creatures of the dark that remained hissed and screamed as the light tore through their cursed flesh. Ten of the beasts fell for every round fired.

      Yet still they came on, too many and too fast.

      They smashed into the Upper Gate, and the defenders fought valiantly, using spear and sword and hammer to bat the foes down. At this close range, the cannons were useless, but Cade ordered them to continue their barrage, hoping to at least thin out the monsters who reached them.

      Hundreds of abyss beasts scrabbled to overtake the Upper Gate.

      Cade fired an Explosive Cluster, then activated Wyrm’s Wrath. Combined with Impulse Rod, Cade’s axe chopped down into more and more of the enemies. He split the carapace of scorpion creatures, hacked the heads off bulky abyss bears and lithe cats. Every attack was deliberate and deadly.

      Satemi fought like a possessed woman, swinging her two swords in an endless combination of attacks. Ronden and Dan laid waste, stacking the bodies of creatures high. One enormous raptor managed to jump atop the wall, and Ronden broke its skull with a skill-charged hammer strike.

      The abyss manlings had begun to fill the enemy ranks now as well, their sleek figures more powerful than their bulk should have allowed. Gemma targeted them specifically, knocking them down one at a time.

      Yet they were fast and determined. A half dozen formed a tight wedge, and vaulted up the wall. With their arms condensed into the same spear shape that had ended Cha’s life, two of them managed to reach Rhionne. He was still manning one of the cannon’s firing as fast as he could. He was struck three times by the arm-sized spears and he fell, spitting out his own blood.

      Boom Sticks and Acid Bombs were hurled, and though they broke apart pockets of enemies each time, they never quite seemed to buy them enough time.

      More of the enemy collected. Other villagers used their greatest skills, one by one, and cut down their attackers, yet each time the reprieve only lasted so long.

      “Now, Cade!” Satemi said, her eyes wild. “Do it now!”

      He glanced around and saw the mayhem around him. The bodies below the wall were stacking up, giving the abyss monsters a better chance of attacking those above. The Kotani Ma was using both fists to pound in the heads of anything that came near, but already, his body was oozing the scorpion’s poison. Soon, he would be paralyzed.

      Tessra fought with a pair of glinting shears, both her soul weapon and tools of her trade. The squirrel woman moved with terrible speed, lopping off scorpions’ claws and burying the scissors in inky-black eyes.

      One of the abyss cats sunk its claws in her forearm, and she screamed, dropping her weapon into the fray. Dan swept the cat’s head off with his claws and sent a crackling chain lightning into the beasts that followed. He’d saved Tessra’s life, but crippled as she was, they’d still lost one more fighter.

      Cade grimaced, thankful one of his own hadn’t yet been so grievously wounded.

      Then he heard it, a cry that froze his very core.

      It was Minda.

      Another scream of pain, and he turned around and spotted her. An abyss scorpion had clenched its claw over her arm. The only reason her limb wasn’t shattered and useless was because her staff was in the way, bolstering the natural strength of her arm.

      Still, the beast was slowly pulling her over the edge of the wall.

      Cade wasn’t the closest, but he didn’t have to be.

      Using Locust Leap, the Archon of Camp Casmeer launched himself over the heads of the defenders and slammed down near Minda.

      He caved in the scorpion’s head as he did so.

      Even dying, the beast refused to let go, so Cade activated Culling the Pack and swept off the claw with his axe.

      Minda fell, clutching her arm.

      She was alive though. Blood ran down her elbow, and tears stained her cheeks, but Minda was alive!

      And then he felt his body explode with pain.

      An inky black spear tore through his stomach, forcing him to his knees. Cade glanced over his shoulder to see Satemi cutting down the abyss manling that clung to his back.

      Voices were shouting all around him, but he couldn’t respond. One of his lungs had been punctured, and he coughed up blood.

      Another flash of pain broke through him as the spear-like appendage was removed.

      A wave of hot blood poured down his belly.

      His vision began to blur and fade away.

      A hand cracked across his face, then he was staring into Satemi’s stern and loving eyes. “Mana Amelioration!” She screamed.

      Thank you, warrior queen, Cade thought weakly, knowing that as shock settled in around him, he might not even have thought to try this skill.

      He triggered Mana Amelioration.

      There was no searing pain, no burn of healing powers, but an ocean of cool energy that seeped into his body and flooded the site of his wound.

      Unable to stop himself, Cade moaned with the relief of it, and he looked down to see a dangling bit of flesh pull itself back into his abdomen.

      The squirming of tissues assembling themselves anew captivated his mind.

      In less than a minute, his body was restored.

      Cade wiped his face and stood on shaky legs to survey the rest of the battlefield.

      Satemi fought like a one-woman army, and Ronden was holding the line as well, but Cade’s absence was noticeable.

      More of the villagers were falling back due to injuries of their own, and some were simply missing.

      Vrin fought bravely, his spear dancing between targets with savage precision. But even as Cade watched on, a raptor, jumping off of one of its fellows’ back, sunk its claws into his neck and chest.

      Ronden roared and battered the beast off, but Vrin, the Captain of the Guard, had fallen.

      And he hadn’t been their only loss.

      “It’s time! Do it, Cade. Or we are lost!” Satemi urged him once more.

      Squinting, Cade examined the army below.

      Thank everything that’s holy, he muttered in the dark corners of his own half-shocked mind. There is an end to them after all.

      Far below, where the abyss army still pushed to run toward Camp Casmeer, the sea of nightmare bodies had come to an end. There were thousands still, for a certain, but at least they’d thrown in their full strength. The time had at last arrived.

      “Pablo! Do it! Unleash them all!” Cade cried out, swinging his axe around and cleaving off two heads in a single stroke.

      The demon popped into view a second later, and said the most comforting words Cade had ever heard. “It is done, Cade. They’re coming.”

      Cade’s face split into a hateful grin and he dropped an Explosive Cluster, then switched to his Burst Clip.

      Leaning against the wall before him, Cade laid into the army. Each round tore through spine and sinew, bursting at the end and causing even more damage. He fired, a bullet a second, and didn’t bother with bursts. Full cyclic, Cade cleared a swath of the enemy away, their bodies curling and twisting in death throes.

      “Hold on, Casmeer! Hold together. Help is on its way!” Cade cried in the brief pause his machine gunning had bought them.

      The wide eyes of the villagers and apes, those still standing at least, looked to him with hope. Then Satemi screamed like a berserker, thrusting one of her great swords to the sky. The defenders took up her cry and renewed their vigilance. More abyss monsters filled in the places of those that had just died, and the battle resumed its fury.

      It all would be hopeless, any of them could see that, but moments later, a shimmering army of golems poured from the forest grove far below. Out of the dungeon, Cade had sent dozens of the massive golems. They had cost too many dungeon points to rely on solely, however, and even while they crashed into the rear of the abyss army, palms sending blasts of searing light energy into the monsters, the most numerous of their new allies emerged.

      Mothling Brights burst from the dungeon, flooding the sky outside the cave, and swept over the enemy like a brilliant storm.

      The golems he’d selected at various sizes and designs, but all with the light element. They’d ranged from 10 to 30 Dungeon Points apiece, so he’d splurged and summoned over a hundred of them, taking up a little less than half of his available 5000 Dungeon Points.

      Each mothling, however, had only cost only a single point. So Cade had naturally made thousands of them, 3000 to be exact.

      With a breathy roar, the mothlings swirled around and through the ranks of abyss creatures. They cut down the beasts mercilessly, most doing so without having even been noticed.

      The fighting remained fierce at the gate at first, but then the abyss monsters turned round, having detected the real threat to their existence. With unified purpose, the monsters attempted to fight back, to swat the insects from the air with claw and fang. Yet, unlike the Casmeeri dungeon divers, they had no explosives available.

      Cade stood panting, his arms and body numb with fatigue, and watched as the dregs of the abyss army was cut down, their bodies piling ever higher.

      And after just minutes, the battlefield was silent but for a continued buzzing of mothling wings.

      A tension remained, shared by all those who stood against the darkness. Cade, for one, felt he couldn’t trust the quiet, as if all of the monsters would somehow recover from their wounds and strike out at them again.

      But they didn’t.

      It was Ronden’s proud laugh, guttural and half unhinged that broke through the uncanny stillness.

      “We bleeding did it! We beat them!” he roared, and slowly, the other villagers laughed as well.

      The Kotani Ma leaned out over the Upper Gate wall and shook his fists at the sky. Roaring his own defiance, he set the other apes to celebrating in similar fashion.

      Satemi clutched Cade by the arm. They were too messy, too covered in gore to do anything else. The heroes kissing after a battle was always such a stupid part of any movie. Who wanted to get sexy when something or someone else’s guts was on your face?

      The other girls ran up, and he gathered them in his arms.

      They turned away and began to walk toward the stairs. Cade wanted nothing more than to bathe in the stream, rid himself of the filth of the abyss monsters and the amalgamations. The dungeon minions remained where they’d been. He’d given them instructions to kill any invaders, and Pablo had been given authority to make the order in his absence. It would be nice to know they would remain on guard in case any stragglers should come and try to attack.

      The mothlings had been even more effective than Cade had hoped for, and he almost regretted not calling them into the fight sooner. Yet their plan had been carefully drawn out and executed. He’d wanted the abyss army to fully commit before the dungeon forces were called, and the Casmeeri had done surprisingly well.

      Satemi was making some foul joke, and other villagers had begun leaving their positions at the gate when a shudder passed through the ground.

      Cade turned back and saw a black vortex of energy churning above the fallen army.

      It was darker than night, and though it didn’t speak, Cade could feel a cold hatred coming from the void.

      He froze in place, staring in horror as the thing pulsed once more, a shock wave of nightmare energy that shot out and into the abyss monsters.

      The bodies liquified in a matter of seconds, their blood and torn flesh became a vitriol fluid that pooled together and then ran downhill. All the while, the vortex absorbed the bodies of its fallen soldiers.

      And while it did so, the vortex grew.

      Cade examined the terror before him.
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      “Get back to your positions!” Cade cried out, fear clutching him in the chest yet again.

      The villagers returned, weapons in hand. He was proud that they showed such spine. To feel the taste of victory one moment only to realize the fight was far from over, that was something that could break a man.

      Every remaining golem charged the thing, and the mothlings whirled about and headed straight into the heart of the growing monstrosity. When the dungeon minions reached their new foe, however, it merely lashed out fingers of inky darkness and absorbed them in turn.

      Abyss swelled, growing into a shapeless giant, and as the last of the blackness had been absorbed, it took on the likeness of a man.

      Fifty feet tall, the being strode up the hill, heading for Camp Casmeer.

      It opened its mouth and spoke.

      “Valiant resistance, Antinians. This battle is over though. You’ll feed me like all the rest, and I shall consume this world entirely.”

      Its words filled Cade’s mind, but they didn’t seem to be auditory. Pure fear gnawed at his bones, and he knew this was the enemy they’d been fighting all along. The same malevolent intelligence that commanded the amalgamations to act in unison, the same will that broke Cha and turned her against them. This was Abyss, and they had no chance of defending themselves.

      No, that is what it wants, Cade said to himself, clutching at his own resolve. He lifted his blast staff and fired a single shot into the monster’s chest, his mana bullet landing amidst its huge chest and disappearing without effect.

      Vile laughter filled his mind next, and another pulse of energy erupted from the thing. With it, long, roping fingers of liquid flesh reached out. The black tendrils snaked through the air and swarmed among the Casmeeri forces. Cade swung Mr. McGregor, hoping to hack the thin piece of abyss in half.

      But instead, it clung to his soul weapon.

      He struggled to pull it free, but the handle fell apart in his hands, his soul weapon dissolving in an instant.

      All around him, the villagers lost their soul weapons as well.

      They were defenseless.

      Ronden shouted a wordless challenge, and Abyss answered by contorting its tendrils around the man, wrapping his great body in threads of black. And then he too dissolved and his epic voice died last of all.

      It was too much. Several villagers broke and ran, hoping to find safety elsewhere.

      Cade called out a general retreat, but ran and picked up a discarded spear. It was mundane, just a wooden pole with a forged steel tip. Yet if his loved ones were in danger, he’d rather go as Ronden had.

      Satemi stood beside him, as did the other women in his life. Minda and Gemma stood shoulder to shoulder, and Ketzal as well. Then he noticed, she was still gripping her golden whip. Why didn’t it take her weapon as well? he wondered, but his own thoughts were disrupted.

      Pablo popped into view before them. He flew to Ketzal who was standing a few feet away. “Ketzal, only you and I can stop this. Will you join with me?”

      Ketzal stared blankly, and Cade knew she was fighting not to fall into shock.

      “What the hell do you mean?” Satemi snapped, demanding an explanation.

      “We are demons,” Pablo replied. “We were created by the gods to hold off the abyss. And I have been given great power. But I need another demon to join with. Ketzal, will you lend me your body and soul?”

      She nodded, resolve solidifying at last in her gaze.

      Without further delay, Pablo turned into a purple smoke and poured into Ketzal’s chest. The woman cried out in pain, but though Cade wanted to go to her, he held himself back. This was her decision, and the two demons had a plan he knew nothing about.

      When the last swirl of smoke had been absorbed into her body, Ketzal cried out again, this time falling to a knee.

      Gemma clutched her arm, but the demoness pushed her away.

      Ketzal’s skin glowed an electric purple, and Abyss rumbled in anger, still striding up the hill. It was only a hundred feet away now.

      Then Ketzal began to grow.

      Cade and his girls were forced to step away as the woman, the demon they all knew, grew larger and larger, her clothing and armor tearing away.

      She became a towering figure, forty feet of curved beauty. When she stood, a shimmering light formed around her figure, covering her nakedness. It solidified into celestial armor the likes Cade had never seen before. Angular and lovely, the armor suited Ketzal, seeming to complement her horns, the curves of her body.

      Cade sprinted to stand atop the far edge of the Upper Wall. He turned back, flanked by everyone else in this world who loved and cared for Ketzal.

      The demoness was as wondrous to behold as Abyss was horrible. Light shone from within her armor, tall and pointed pauldrons angling up nearly as high as her head. A skirt of iridescent scales shone below her waist, fastened in place by a heavenly belt. Her legs were covered in plated greaves, and she wore a breastplate seamless and shining like sunlight.

      And in her right hand, hanging slack and crackling with enhanced power, Ketzal held her golden whip.

      Abyss moaned, either in terror or rage, and it lashed out with a thousand tendrils of night.

      They wrapped around Ketzal, trying to dig in and tear her to pieces. Cade winced, terrified that she too would be absorbed as Ronden had. But the demoness held strong, the tendrils could find no purchase and had no effect.

      The tall, black horror opened its maw wider, until what passed for its head was nothing more than a gaping void in space. More of the tendrils, a thousand thick strands, launched out from its gut. They splashed onto Ketzal’s chest, and yet the demoness stood rigid.

      Her hands were clenched to either side, and her body shuddered with repressed power.

      At last, she raised her whip, and sent out a single scorching lash.

      The whip popped in the air like a mountain splitting in two. Cade fell to his knees and clutched his ears.

      The thousands of strings clinging to Ketzal snapped free, and Abyss howled.

      This time, Cade knew it was in pain.

      Serves you fucking right! he thought, an image of the valiant Ronden crumbling in on himself, his defiance holding out until the end.

      Ketzal lifted her whip again and sent the lash flying. It cracked in the center of Abyss’ foul form. As if an explosion had gone off, a spray of black blood fountained off of the creature, soaking the ground around them.

      Demons! Demons dark and terrible! Abyss groaned in Cade’s mind, screaming out in agony. I have yet to show my strength. Just you wait!

      The towering demoness answered with another attack.

      Some of the villagers had begun to return, and a cry of support rang out. It was Tessra, the tiny squirrel woman. Her injured arm had been wrapped in cloth, and she was walking with a pronounced limp, but as she neared the Upper Gate, she called out her support. “Kill it! Kill it, Ketzal!”

      She wasn’t alone.

      More of the villagers returned, and the Kotani Ma led his proudest alphas back to witness the downfall of such blind and endless hatred.

      Ketzal’s whip cracked over and over, each time reducing a portion of the nightmare into black mist. Rather than continue to fight back impotently, however, it grew still. This change of behavior concerned Cade, but he had no other option than to watch the outcome of the cosmic battle.

      Abyss lifted its arms to either side of its body and pulsed as it had before. Its two appendages grew longer, forming into impossibly long blades. They were slick and as deeply black as the void within the monster’s mouth.

      Then, as the golden whip lashed out once more, the two blades struck at the same time, crashing into the whip from both sides. The demoness’ soul weapon burst in a shower of light, like a star exploding, and she staggered.

      The black blades sliced through the air once more, and the villagers had to shield themselves behind the Upper Wall. Each attack, cutting across Ketzal’s armored form, some blocked by her gleaming bracers, others striking her chest or legs, caused a gust of wind strong enough to crack branches in a tree.

      And with each attack, Ketzal bled.

      No longer a mist of black, but now a pinkish purple filled the air above the battlefield.

      “Ketzal!” Satemi cried out, her face tight with the same pain Cade was feeling.

      The warrior’s ever-rigid discipline broke, and she made to run out to the demoness. Minda gripped her around the waist though, and pulled her back behind cover. “You can do nothing, Satemi. We just have to trust her.”

      Such trust turned out to be warranted. As the swords rushed out once more, Ketzal caught both, one in each hand. Purple blood poured from her palms, spilling onto the grass.

      The demoness growled. She hunched over slightly, and an enormous pair of wings exploded from her back. They were similar to the ones she’d worn when facing Satemi so long ago. But these weren’t black, but pure white and blinding to look upon.

      Twisting with all her might, Ketzal shattered the black swords and moved forward in a blur.

      She gripped Abyss, plunging her hands into its viscous core.

      Then, pulling the monster close to her face, she breathed it in.

      Like she took in Cade’s or one of the girls’ life force, so too did Ketzal take in Abyss itself.

      No! Cade wanted to cry out, but he watched helplessly. She can’t breathe it in! She’ll… He couldn’t finish the thought.

      The black shape shuddered and shrank, and still her full lips pulled in the void. An unholy shriek sounded as it withered away. Veins of black stood out on the demoness’ neck and arms.

      She trembled as if poisoned.

      In moments, only a black mist, the remnants of the monster’s blood remained to tell of its existence.

      Ketzal stood triumphant, and she turned to face Casmeer. The demoness strode back toward Cade and the others, and her form began to diminish. He could see her eyes were heavy, and as she shrank back to a normal size, her armor crashed to the ground.

      Cade pulled open the gate and ran out to meet her.

      The gorgeous creature fell to the ground a dozen paces before him, and despite all his internal wishes, lay still and lifeless.

      Beside her, on the ground, the great suit of armor coalesced into Pablo. His purple skin was oily black and his eyes stared up at the sky blankly. And even as Satemi and Minda went to check on him, his form disintegrated, pulled away into a cloud of dust that blew away down the hill.

      Cade’s heart burned with grief, but his care for Ketzal made him push it away.

      When he picked her up in his arms, her hair and skin were soft against him, and he could feel her breathing.

      At least she will remain, he told himself, a tear rolling down his cheek for their fallen friend. At least she will remain.
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      The storm that followed lasted three days.

      It wasn’t a normal ether storm. Those were terrible, deadly to be caught in, filled with mana-charged lightning and unnatural winds.

      This was just rainfall, enough to make the waterfall swell and become dangerous. The river overflowed, and three of the Kotani ape caves were flooded. All the while, the Casmeeri villagers hunkered down in their shelters. No meals were made in the cook ovens. Instead, everyone had to rely on dried rations and fruit stored in the Inventory.

      Yet when the clouds rolled back, and the sun returned at last, it was as if Antinium had been cleansed.

      Thankfully, the water that fed the falls drained away in a matter of hours. Its normal, more pleasant flow resumed by midday. The villagers stoked up the ovens and sent over a team of helpers to drain off the caves. It was a mess, but clay pots and many hands made the labor possible.

      When they were done, Gemma fired up in full pyro mode, and she burned away the excess moisture. This was most impressive to the Kotani Ma, who regarded the tigress like a goddess.

      While everyone had been hiding from the incessant rain, they’d thought long and hard on the sacrifices made in the great battle for Camp Casmeer.

      Eleven villagers had died in total, though when Cade thought back, he could only remember half of those. The confusion of the fray made it impossible to track every casualty, however, so he tried his best to forgive himself.

      The Kotani lost another eight of their alphas, most from the scorpion poison. It seemed to affect them slower than their more frail human allies, but that had a harsh consequence.

      Reportedly, they continued to fight even after a dozen scorpion stings, and did so until their hearts stopped. Such determination and strength was admirable, and again, both the Casmeeri and Kotani tribes grew closer in mutual respect and commitment.

      As the first communal meal crackled, and the apes moved back into their newly reclaimed caves, Cade made his way down to the battlefield. Havasham came with him as well as a few others.

      He wasn’t sure what to expect. The bodies that had fed Abyss had been stripped away, all fed into the terrible being that had nearly consumed them all.

      But the amalgamations were gone as well. Every beast that had perished during the terrible fight was gone. As was the blood, and any sign of struggle beyond the ravaged mayhem that was the Lower Gate.

      Gemma walked with Cade to the bottom of the hill, and found something even more mysterious. “These tracks, they are moving away from here,” the huntress noted, pointing to a dense trail of animal spoor. “I think, and I do not know how, that they left this place. Maybe they returned to their homes.”

      “Well that sounds magical as hell, but how do you think a bunch of dead animals stood up and left?” Cade asked, disturbed and excited by the idea.

      The tigress shrugged. “Who knows? But how did we die and then show up here to Last World? There are beings at work in this place. Perhaps they have just acted to restore a little of what’s been lost.”

      Cade nodded. The explanation was vague, but given the hundreds of footprints that led back into the jungle, all having been formed after the rains fell, it did feel like a likely one.

      After having stayed indoors for so long, the prospect of good and honest work appealed to Cade. He began at once to clear the rubble away from their once-lovely glade. His efforts attracted the attention of most of the rest of the Casmeeri villagers, and even the Kotani Ma himself trundled down the slope and helped to move many of the largest boulders.

      A pile was formed, one that had begun randomly, tucked off to one side. It stood between the small grove of trees and the bottom of the incline that led up toward camp.

      By the time they were done, all were hungry for the roasted meat and baked bread that was wafting down from camp, and the pile was more like a small hill. A few of the barracks had been smashed to bits as well, broken up by the reckless onslaught of abyss monsters, so they’d joined the wreckage of the Lower Gate.

      Minda had been there, always eager to lend her strength to any task. When everyone started to head back, she lingered a moment.

      “What is it?” Cade asked, wondering what had stoked her curiosity.

      The beastkin gave him a girly smile then sprinted over to the grove. He ran after her, and in a few minutes, she came to stop at the base of a tree. She stooped and dug for a few moments, and did so twice more nearby. Then she showed him three vines, little more than seedlings.

      Sprinting back to the pile of wreckage, Minda planted one in each corner, then watered them heavily from a summoned waterskin.

      Minda brushed off her hands and returned to Cade’s side. “I can’t use my staff to enhance their growth, but it doesn’t matter. These vines grow like mad anyhow. In a month, it will be crawling across these stones, reclaiming them for the earth.”

      The gesture was fitting, and Cade took Minda by the arm and walked with her, taking his time.

      Such sentiments were common, as was to be expected, and though the first few days that followed the battle were subdued, heavy with the natural state of mourning, eventually a meeting was called. Every member of their collective, apes included, filled the Town Hall.

      Ketzal acted to translate, and the proceedings were slow in an attempt to keep everyone abreast.

      After an hour, it was decided that a formal feast would be thrown in a week’s time. That would give everyone both something to look forward to as well as the opportunity to prepare as they saw fit.

      As the days passed, the villagers were allowed to grieve properly. All were kind and courteous to one another, always eager to go that extra distance to see everyone was cared for. But of course, when the sun fell, and all retired to their sleeping quarters, more than a few bouts of weeping could be heard.

      The too-accurate cliche, time heals all wounds, proved its merit once again, however. And eventually, the great feast day came.

      Satemi and Latsi stole the show, and at noon that day, when the sun was burning at its zenith, they unveiled their gift to Camp Casmeer. They’d commissioned two of the alpha apes to haul their creation to the center of town, and had covered it with a large piece of cloth.

      When Latsi pulled back the material, a wave of shock passed through the villagers. It was a grand statue. Its base was carved from white stone, standing three feet high and four across. Atop the stark base were fixed a great many figures, all made of molded Tanrial steel.

      The scrap metal of the dungeon was strong and serviceable, but the metal taken from Vormer so long ago had a brighter luster, seeming almost like polished platinum.

      Leave it to Satemi to sneak around and melt down armor to suit her needs, Cade mused, but couldn’t find any thread of anger within him.

      Two of their trained boars had fallen, and each of those wore enough steel to clad every villager remaining in full plate armor. That she’d taken a good portion of that and used it for something so… pure, just made him love the woman more fiercely than ever.

      One by one, Cade picked out the figures. They depicted the fallen who’d given their lives since coming to this place. Even the hunters who’d died when Gemma’s group had traveled away to fight the amalgamations had been included, for those were casualties from the first battle in this terrible war. The handler who’d died facing down the elder turtle and the previous Kotani Ma stood proudly as well, the ape standing at the rear of the figurines.

      The great ape’s arms were held up, the shard of stone that had killed the epic monster clutched in his hands. His mouth was open in an eternal and defiant roar.

      In a similar mood, a likeness of Ronden, the giant man who’d taken up a home in everyone’s heart, stood dead center. His beloved war hammer pointed straight out before the statue and he screamed silently, as he’d done to defy Abyss, even when everyone else had lost courage.

      Every fallen villager and each of the apes who’d died as well, stood in a crowd. And circling the lot of them, his head lifting up over the shoulder of the Kotani Ma, was Pablo. His dragon form had been chosen, one of his favorites. And the scaled body stretched longer and larger than it had been in life. None would soon forget the sacrifice the demon had made for them.

      Ketzal had explained, the day following the battle, how she’d completely merged with Pablo. It was as if their two souls occupied the same space. They’d communicated together, and combined their power to overcome Abyss.

      But when Pablo told her to breathe it in, she’d known they would die in doing so.

      Still, she’d chosen those she loved over herself, and had taken in the pure evil.

      As it burned through her enhanced body, she felt Pablo working to pull away from her. Initially, she’d thought he was trying to save himself, and the concept didn’t bother her. One of them should survive if possible, and Pablo was needed the most.

      Then the filth was drawn from her body and soul, and she knew what Pablo had done.

      The guilt of it sat heavily on her shoulders, and the demoness stepped closer to the statue and traced her finger along his elegant tail.

      She wept openly.

      The villagers followed suit, and the apes as well, bowing their great heads in silence, mourning everything that had been given up in the struggle to survive.

      Havasham moved to the center of those gathered and held up his hands. “Thank you, Latsi and Satemi, and all those who secretly worked on this project. We shall cherish it always.”

      The councilman’s eyes were red from weeping over his Pomre, the young lover he’d taken into his bed after fleeing from Tanrial. “Tears seem a likely circumstance of this celebration, and I will be no exception. But let us also rejoice. We have food and drink and music to carry us along. For who are we to grieve those who gave their lives and refuse to live on in their stead.”

      His short speech was well received, and cheers mingled with sobs. The irony of the outcome caused more to laugh, and then the desire to press onward with their feast sunk in.

      Food enough for twenty Brimstone Boars was served, the boars who’d survived taking the greatest share of course. Bellows had taken to mounting two of the females that had come with the Kotani, and Cade was pleased to think of the piglets that would eventually come.

      The celebration was held at first around the statue. The Kotani brought out their devilish wine. It was potent, and Cade drank it cautiously, though soon enough his head was swimming along pleasantly.

      Throughout the rest of the day, recollections were given, stories of the fallen that were delivered with grins and laughter and ended in more tears. Yet despite the messy and undignified manner in which most were told, Cade knew in his heart that it was the best way for the villagers to heal.

      He stayed quiet most of the day. He’d been luckier than anyone else, at least in his estimation. Pablo had been a dear friend, but Satemi, Gemma, Minda, and Ketzal were alive and stronger than ever.

      Despite his reserve, a toast was given in his name.

      Predictably, it was Satemi to do so. “To our fearless Archon! Who fought to the end, who risked his own life as readily as any other!”

      A cheer rang up and shattered off of the cliff face. He nodded his head politely and raised his hands. It was awkward, but he wouldn’t refuse their praise.

      Finally, she added, “And did you see him? The man picked up a spear and was ready to face down Abyss by himself! Only a man would think to save the world with a sharpened stick.”

      Laughs followed, and Cade gave a speech of his own. He pointed out each of the heroes around him, noted their strengths and sacrifices. From Tessra’s psychotic wielding of scissors in the battle to how tremendously the new Kotani Ma tore apart the amalgamations.

      Then he ceded the moment. It was swept away as someone insisted on moving to the ovens where it was warmer. The light was failing in the sky, and for the first time at Camp Casmeer, he felt it was truly cold. Not the slight chill that comes with the mists, but a hint at the changing of seasons.

      Instruments were produced and music made. Naturally, this brought everyone’s mind to Pablo, and though none present would ever have the skill to match the demon’s they tried their best, using rhythm and melody to douse their sorrows and begin the slow and inevitable process of rebuilding.

      The night rolled on, and Cade felt his own pain begin to melt away. Smiling faces and so many eager attempts to celebrate their unlikely survival worked like a balm. He drank deeply, matching Dan cup for cup, until the Kotani Ma showed them the liquor prowess of the great apes, draining over a gallon of the strong wine in a single pull.

      Dancing ensued.

      It wasn’t pretty, but fun was all anyone cared about. Cade swung Tessra about, her bushy tail knocking into anyone unfortunate enough to be in her way. Dan relieved him, then Latsi took her turn with the Archon. Cade spun about with half a dozen others until he saw four women staring at him from the edge of the firelight.

      They were devastatingly gorgeous. A tall, bronze-skinned Amazonian warrior with emerald eyes. A white-furred beastkin, with pointed ears and perky breasts. A demoness with curved, golden horns and too many curves to count. A dusky tigress whose lithe body pulsed with energy, her hair glowing with barely restrained arousal.

      Okay, that is my mother fucking queue, Cade thought ecstatically.

      He dipped his head and bowed ceremoniously before departing the dance floor for good.

      By the time he opened the flap of their shelter, the girls had already begun.

      Satemi had Gemma pressed against the wall, her mouth nearly as eager as her hand.

      Minda and Ketzal kissed softly, exploring one another’s already-naked forms.

      Not wanting to make anyone uncomfortable, Cade threw his clothes against the wall with the force of a hurricane.

      Watching Satemi destroy the tigress, Cade moved toward Minda and kissed her neck. Moaning, the beastkin woman bared her fangs and stared up at him.

      They were all a bit drunk, and Cade knew it was bound to be an incredible night.

      He took Minda’s braids in his hand and pulled back, making her expose more of her delightful neck. Biting her there, he caused yet another moan to escape her lips.

      Ketzal and Minda both had found his manhood, and were coaxing its length with great care. He felt his head spin with the excitement of it all, then kissed the demoness on her full lips.

      Gripping him by his root, Ketzal urged him down onto the furs. He remained sitting up while she threw her generous thigh over him. Cade could hear Gemma as she tried to keep her voice down. Satemi was clutching the tigress by her throat and thrumming her arousal with three strong fingers.

      Cade grunted as the scorching heat of Ketzal wrapped around him, sinking down until they were locked together.

      Then, the velvet melody of Ketzal’s voice filled his mind. I’ve been looking forward to this moment. We have survived, and now, it’s our duty to enjoy the sweetness of victory together.

      The other women gasped even as Cade did. They’d heard her too. Testing the waters, Cade asked with his own mind, Your power came back? You can hear me?

      Ketzal laughed, then faced each of them in turn. I can. Somehow, my struggle against Abyss healed what had been broken. I am even stronger than I was before.

      A wave of joy rushed into Cade’s chest, and he sensed it was not his alone. Suddenly, he felt a connection, both physical and energetic, that linked all five of them together.

      “You are amazing!” was all he could muster, and she answered him by resuming their play.

      She pulsed within, her sex stroking him gently. Her hips moved front to back, her breasts pressed against his face. They were glorious, full and proud, her nipples a dark purple like the night sky. He took one in his mouth, teasing it with his tongue. It grew hard and he rewarded its reaction with a gentle bite.

      Ketzal ran her fingers through his hand and sighed, a ripple of goosebumps dancing across her arms.

      Cade filled his hands with the demoness’ hips, guiding her as she ground against him. The demoness growled softly as she found a rhythm that pleased her.

      Minda moved behind him and kissed his ear while her hands clutched at his chest. Then, as curious as ever, she dropped one down his belly, finding the exact union where Ketzal became Cade. She gripped him there, and Cade felt himself grow harder than ever.

      Ketzal moaned, feeling him grind deeper within her than ever.

      She increased her pace.

      And then, for the second time, he felt Ketzal’s resolve melt away, her gathered arousal splash down around him. Her body shuddered, fingers locked in his hair as she came harder than before.

      Gemma came, her voice growing shrill for a moment before she fell to gasping. Then Cade heard Satemi’s sultry laugh. “Wow, you guys are doing great over here,” the warrior said, then she sat down near Cade’s hip. Gemma sat on the other side.

      Ketzal hadn’t stopped moving, not even in the midst of her own climax. As she continued her assault on his senses, Cade became distinctly aware of the four bodies arrayed around him. Each was beautiful in its own way, unique and bountiful. And each was his for the taking.

      His thoughts raced ahead, and he felt himself grow more rigid by the second. Minda moaned behind him, clutching his building arousal in her hand.

      Gemma and Satemi reached out and touched his and Ketzal’s bodies. All around him, hands and breasts and beautiful faces. It was intoxicating to say the least.

      They were joined together, a single unit, all formed around Cade. He closed his eyes and felt their heat, smelled their hair and skin and sex combined into one heady perfume.

      Then he crashed down, his legs flexing as he came. His very soul, condensed and gathered into a pinpoint, poured away, filling the demoness and spilling away into the furs below them.

      Emotion swam through his veins.

      She’d linked their hearts together once more. Cade felt Minda, Satemi, Gemma, and pulling them all together, the glowing power of Ketzal’s affection.

      He loved these women, would risk his life, again, for each in turn. And by some divine miracle, they loved him in return. Cade didn’t have to guess that, worry or hope that his feelings were being reciprocated, all he needed to do was open his eyes.

      When he’d gathered his wits once more, he heard the faint giggles of his loved ones around him. Looking up into Ketzal’s eyes, he saw equal and unrestrained love there as well. She opened her mouth and breathed a thread of electric life force into his lungs.

      Cade’s body thrummed with the heat of it, and his mind grew sharp, his senses restored from the blunt fog that had taken him.

      The demoness gasped as he grew to length once more, stretching her, reaching deeper within.

      The others noticed Ketzal’s obvious reaction, and moaned collectively.

      Cade smiled, feeling himself up to the task once more. Chuckling mischievously, he asked a very pertinent question. “Who’s next?”
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      “Broken gods of Last World! What the hell did you eat?” Cade asked, rubbing Minda’s back.

      She’d run a few dozen feet from the ovens, and gave a smelly present to an unfortunate bush.

      Heaving once more, Minda stood up when she was done and wiped her face. “Hell if I know, Cade. I ate the same as you, didn’t you see?”

      “Well, what’s this about then? You think you’re getting sick?”

      Ketzal came up behind him and gave him a playful shove. “Leave her be. Go and finish your breakfast. I’ll see to her.”

      Shrugging, Cade did as he’d been asked.

      And he had plenty to look forward to. A clutch of tortoise eggs had been found, and the animal was much larger than the ones back on Earth. Each egg was the equivalent of a dozen chicken eggs, and they’d found forty-three of the things.

      Thinking of his boar friend, Cade smirked, knowing the only way to improve his meal would be a thick slab of bacon. Maybe some coffee as well. That would be heavenly.

      Cade found his place between Satemi and Gemma. Both were nursing cups of tea and chatting politely.

      He’d only just stuffed his mouth full of eggs again, shoveling the food quite effectively with a piece of flat bread, when Gemma nudged him.

      Her eyes had a private, sultry look about them. “Can you finish soon? I know you are hungry but so am I.”

      “Well there’s more—” he gestured to the still-steaming tray that held the villager’s meal, but he stopped himself. Then, in a whisper, he asked her, “Again? What’s gotten into you lately?”

      The tigress answered with an arched brow.

      A pop sounded above him, and he flinched instinctively. Before he knew what was happening, a most familiar voice called out. “You have gotten into her, Cade, and one time too many it would seem,” Pablo said, the demon alighting on the dome of a nearby cook oven.

      “Pablo!” Ketzal shouted, her cry being echoed all around.

      The demon nodded sagely, and held out his hands, as if to offer everyone present the most generous opportunity to admire his form.

      And it was impressive.

      Still in the shape of a dragon, Pablo’s normal purple had been subdued with the additional of brilliant golden scales, and his wings were made of pure light. He looked like he’d been inspired by the ultimate badass mode Ketzal had taken on during the fight with Abyss.

      Breathing out a cloud of purple smoke, Pablo answered. “It is I, the Pablo you all know and missed so very much.”

      “But how?” Ketzal pleaded, her voice cracking. Tears were already pouring down her face.

      The demon took pity on her, and sobering his victorious mood, explained. “I did die, my body and soul were filled with the corruption that was Abyss. It hurt more than I’d like to discuss. But a member of the council, one that has long been our Cade’s admirer, decided I deserved a promotion instead of being relegated to eternal non-existence. Few beings deserve such punishment after all. So, now I am a guardian to Antinium at large. No longer a helper demon, but more of a keeper of the realm.”

      Pablo’s explanation prompted a dozen more questions, which turned into stunned silence. Then Ketzal did what everyone else was thinking of. She darted forward and plucked the demon down from his perch and hugged him.

      That caused a few laughs.

      It had been a wonderful addition to the day, and Cade felt lighter in his soul knowing the demon hadn’t sacrificed everything to save them. In fact, after having another morning romp with Gemma, he thought it would be nice to have a long chat with Pablo.

      That brought his mind full circle to the demon’s first comment. Interrupting another round of interrogation, Cade barked out, “And what did you mean, Pablo? About ‘one time too many’?”

      Everyone fell silent, and the demon smiled suspiciously.

      Clearing his throat and holding up a hand, he replied with as much condescension as if Cade were a child. “Nature has many means of reproduction, chiefly among them, and shared throughout many worlds, is sex. When two partners of differing genders join tog—”

      “Shut up and spit it out!” Cade growled. “I thought that didn’t happen in Antinium.”

      “As you know, a rift in time and space has done much to change the land. The ether storms have ceased to come and go. Have you noticed? And considering the sheer scarcity of peoples on this lovely world, the gods have deemed it fitting to allow for proper reproduction.”

      Everyone gaped, more than a few embarrassed glances being exchanged.

      Latsi stood up, her face blushing wildly. “Well then how will we know who the father is?”

      The technician stormed off, brushing past two tall and handsome hunters who were eyeing one another suspiciously.

      Another blanket of tense silence fell until Tessra darted forward. “I am with child as well! Dan has been a most attentive lover, giving me his seed several times each day. Come, Dan, let’s celebrate by making love once more!”

      As he’d seen so often before, Dan ducked his head, as if to avoid a shame-shaped projectile. Then he shrugged and followed his enthusiastic lover back toward the Clothier’s Shop.

      Gemma stood, hand over her belly. Tears streaked down her dark skin, and when she looked up, Cade was arrested by her stark beauty. Gone was the playful attitude, the confidence, the hunter’s ego. In its place was fear and pure joy.

      Minda sat down beside her, and the two giggled together. Then they both regarded Cade once more, and he felt the most crushing weight of impending doom and responsibility he’d ever imagined.

      “Don’t worry, love,” Satemi said. “I’ll find an herb to prevent a third child. And I doubt Ketzal can bear your offspring. Demons and humans, ya know?”

      He laughed, soft at first, and then harder, his whole body shaking with it soon after.

      The five of them fell into a close knot, wrapping arms around each others’ shoulders. They moved to return to the privacy of their shelter, a place where such tear-filled celebrations felt more natural.

      Pablo cleared his throat, and they looked back to him once more. Cade apologized. “Sorry, Pablo. We are so happy you’ve returned, but this… we need to talk it over is all.”

      Seemingly unoffended, the demon showed them the glinting whites of his teeth. “Oh, I understand. But I just wanted you to know one more thing before I’m off to see to my many duties. The pollution that plagued Tanrial has been washed away. A deep source of Mana and Mana Shards waits to be dug up and utilized.”

      “That is excellent news!” Satemi said with all the pragmatism of a foreman.

      “A portal has been opened as well. No less than ten brand-new Antinians arrived just this morning. They are confused and in need of guidance. You might want to head over as soon as you are able.”

      With that, the demon burst in a shower of sparks and purple smoke, a great deal more dramatically than he used to. And though everyone was still reeling with the news of nearly half the village becoming pregnant at once, it had become all too apparent that another meeting would be set that afternoon.

      Over half of the villagers had been sent out to greet the newcomers, leaving shortly after noon. Gemma had been given one more shot at Cade’s most earnest attention, and then a meeting had been held. All agreed, the sooner the expedition left, the better.

      The boars were saddled, this time without the heavy burden of armor. Pablo humbled himself long enough to answer a summons before introducing his replacement.

      Noreen, a rather heavy-set demon, was their new helper demon, and all future requests were to be given to her. But Pablo did say that their path would be free of any mega monsters, so traveling quick and light was a safe bet.

      They’d arrived just before nightfall, and helped calm down and encourage the ten terrified newcomers. Having arrived in the middle of a blasted ruins hadn’t done much to make any of them happy about their circumstances. After Cade explained a few things, however, and all were given plenty of food, water, and a bit of wine, they’d begun to relax.

      Afterward, several large tents were set up, a fire pit dug, and roles assigned. Those who chose to come on the expedition had given up several luxuries that Camp Casmeer so readily supplied. But anyone who was resurrected into Cade’s world would be given a better welcome than Vormer had supplied.

      He wasn’t the only one who felt the sacrifice was of little concern.

      Two months later, and they’d dug out the last of the rubble choking off access to a brimming pool of ether. Empty Mana Shards were reloaded with their magical force, and thanks to Pablo and his divine benefactor, a new Town Interface was built for them on the spot.

      Cade selected a few basic buildings, all upgradable, and finalized his decision.

      He ran to the surface once more and stood to witness the rise of New Tanrial.

      A domed structure rose atop the hill where the previous portal had once stood. It wasn’t gold or nearly so brilliant, but its white stone design was a marvel to look upon. It took the place of the more modest Town Hall.

      The Forum, when it was finished appearing from thin air, had a forty-foot vaulted ceiling, and was wide enough abroad to allow three hundred Antinians to enter at once.

      The number seemed too vast to consider, but already, another forty travelers had arrived through the portal, and more were coming each day.

      A long row of small houses were built, a less efficient manner of providing shelter than an apartment complex or Long House, but more private, more sustainable long-term. A new Warehouse was erected as well as several workshops, a smithy, and a massive greenhouse.

      When the last structure had finished assembling, Cade stood and admired it with a crowd of others. Satemi, Gemma, Minda, and Ketzal had come to be with him to witness the rebirth of New Tanrial.

      “It’s beautiful,” Minda said, her eyes flashing bright in the evening sun.

      Cade reached down and ran a hand over her belly. “As are you.”

      Both Gemma and Minda had begun to show, their stomachs tight and round, though they still had long to go until Cade’s world would be split apart in a new way. Clutching her to him, he planted a kiss on the top of Minda’s braids, breathing in her smell.

      Ketzal wrapped her arms around Gemma’s waist and held the tigress. Cade threw her a wink, grateful once more for her help in making sure everyone’s needs were met.

      Satemi rested her elbow on Cade’s shoulder and planted a kiss on his cheek. “We did good, yeah?”

      “Yeah, I think so. Just need to have a proper party to break in this shiny new city of ours,” he responded, looking to his women now, more gorgeous than any vast cathedral ever would be.

      “Well, this is just fantastic!” a deep voice rumbled from behind them.

      Every Antinian spun on their heels to see the source of such an epic voice.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you,” a man said, a single hand held up before him in a gesture of peace.

      He was huge, fifteen feet tall and glowing from within. His skin shifted between every color Cade could name. No hair grew from his head or face, and when he spoke again, the man’s lips didn’t move.

      “I came only to see what you’ve built. Well done, Antinians.” Focusing on Cade, he continued. “And well done, Caderick Shelby Clarke. I’ve been watching you for some time. You surpassed even my own generous optimism.”

      Stepping forward on numb legs, Cade answered. “Thank you. Do… do you have a name?”

      “Many. Call me Rhaelle if you’d like. I have come to thank you for restoring this world, and to offer you another.”

      Biting his lip, Cade almost felt too scared to ask. But he couldn’t leave a fucking god hanging, so he took a deep breath and asked the only question left to him. “You wanted to offer me another world. What do you mean, Rhaelle?”

      In a voice deeper than the roots of the Borman Mountains, the god replied. “Just that. When you came to this world, I gave you a little bit extra. Just 5 Attribute Points to increase your chance at survival. The world was falling apart, and yet now, less than a year later, you’ve restored it to good order. I am impressed to say the least, especially from an Earthling.”

      “You know about Earth?” Cade asked, unable to help himself.

      Rhaelle chuckled, the air around his body sparking with the sound, though again, the smooth features of his face did not move. “I know them all. And sadly, they’ve forgotten far too many lessons your people have clung on to, and will suffer the consequences. But enough, Cade, will you take my offer?”

      The god held out his hand, and a new portal opened beside him. “You’ve restored peace and balance to Antinium, but beyond this portal lies another world, one fraught with chaos and disorder. You’ll find dangers there, wild monsters, and forces of great evil. If you wish, I will allow you to travel through, bringing anyone you wish along with you, and you’ll be given great power to wield as you see fit. The choice is yours. What do you think, Cade?”

      Cade couldn’t help the laughter that took him. This is fucking absurd! I drag my sorry ass through a thousand dangers and on the first day it all settles down, I’m offered a chance to do it again?

      He turned and looked at the four women standing nearby. Two had bellies filled with his love, and the other two were no less dedicated. They too were laughing, feeling with him both the pull toward adventure and the need for stability and safety.

      Knowing his answer, Cade bowed at the waist before the shimmering god. “Thank you, Rhaelle, but I’m needed here. Thanks to you and yours, we’ve got kids on the way, and there’s plenty of work to be done. Thank you, but my answer is no.”

      Rhaelle closed his hand and the portal collapsed. Then reaching out, the god set down a gleaming black pearl the size of a hen’s egg. “A wise decision, Cade. But, if you ever change your mind, use this to summon the same portal. I thank you once more for all that you’ve done. Good bye.”

      As abruptly as he’d come, the god Rhaelle vanished.

      A ripple of wind tore out and across the grassy field beyond New Tanrial, and Cade watched it dissipate.

      Then, with a grin and more than a few mixed emotions, Cade returned to his girls and walked with them. A very fancy kitchen had been summoned after all, and already, Cade was getting hungry.
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