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Prologue: Ripples Across Realms

 
Arbiter Vicesimo – government name Larry Maurice Higgins – had seen a lot in his life. That didn’t mean he couldn’t be surprised, only that he hated surprises.
Born in the glory days of the 23rd Century – he had been a teenager during the Alien Singularity – he had watched everything he had taken for granted be destroyed, been one of the lucky few who survived the change, and been one of the unlucky who landed at the bottom of the new hierarchy. For the last six thousand years, he had done the equivalent of custodial work. He had more power than any superhero in the old movies he loved, but he mostly used it to clean up the messes created by mortals, gods who went off script, fellow Arbiters who forgot their mandates, and, worse, the Makers of Universes themselves.
The most recent mess was… confusing more than anything else. It annoyed him that Arbiter Primus had put him in charge of dealing with it, but he’d learned better than to question orders. Arbiters who did that got reassigned to the Realm of Gates. Vice had done a few tours in the Breach. The first one had been enough to convince him that anything was better than that.
“Hey, Vice!” Arbiter Nonaginta said, materializing in front of him. “Heard you could use some help.”
“Yeah,” he told her, creating a hologram pillar for her; showing was easier than telling. “One of the new recruits is pushing the envelope. From the new batch, of course.”
Nona’s smile disappeared. “Oh. One of them. Who thought it was a good idea to drop sixty thousand Eternals on the Realms?”
Instead of saying anything, Vice pointed up and then used his fingers to pull the corners of his mouth into a distorted grin. He was reasonably sure that nobody was watching them, but Somebody might be listening.
“Oh,” Nona repeated. “Say no more.”
“You hadn’t heard about the newest project?”
“I know we need more cannon fodder for the Breach.” They both shuddered at the name. “But this seems excessive.”
“Yeah. Nobody asked us, of course. We just get to wipe the blood off the floor and walls when a brilliant strategy fails.”
Nona sighed. “Anyway. Who is making waves?”
“This guy.” The 3D image showed a seemingly ordinary denizen of the Realms. A guy in armor.
“Let’s see… Half-Elf, Paladin – no, Twilight Templar and Monster Trainer. They are handing Elite classes to first-timers now?”
“Look again, Nona,” Vice said. “You were right the first time. He arrived at the Realms as a Paladin. Turned into a Twilight Templar a few levels later. He’d been active for under a week.”
“Switched Classes? How?”
“Divine intervention. All legal, just unusual as hell.”
“Freaking gods. Another brilliant idea, to bring Hyper-Jungian Archetypes to the Realms and expect them to follow orders. They had to know those entities would have their own ideas on how to run things. Anyone who’s been worshipped for thousands of years is going to resent being told what to do!”
Vice shrugged. They and other Arbiters had had that very conversation for literal centuries. Arbiters had more raw power than gods, but the old bastards weren’t pushovers. A few Arbiters had been perma-killed in the line of duty. More than a few gods had gone bye-bye as a result, of course: there was a reason Zeus and Jupiter were no longer in the Realms, and that their place had been taken by the more archaic Shining Father. Most of the pantheons had gotten the message and no longer challenged the Arbiters. Not openly, anyway. The gods had other ways to throw monkey wrenches into the works, however.
“Anyway, the same guy has also started Mana channeling, about ten levels too early. And just became Ruler of a Town.”
Nona squinted at the armored figure in the hologram. “Switched Classes in a week, now he runs a town. How long has he been down there?”
“Not even a month.”
“I can see why Primus wants to keep an eye on him. He’s going to be trouble.”
“We are going to increase the Mana levels in the local zone. It already had a Necromancer Stronghold, a Lair, two Dungeons and a Labyrinth; everything is getting boosted. Things were already ramping up, on account of the Necromancer eating a bunch of Eternals, but now it’s getting pumped up even more.”
“Why? Whatever doesn’t kill that Eternal is only going to make him stronger.”
“Primus wants to put pressure on him. If he makes it, we can use him in the Higher Realms.”
“And if he doesn’t, he’s not our problem anymore,” Nona said. “Gotcha.”
“Hawke Lightseeker is his name. He’s surprisingly hard to keep under surveillance, too. One of his patrons is Tenebra.”
“She doesn’t do anything without at least three schemes in mind. This is going to be tricky.”
* * *
Kaiser Wrecker, Guild President of the Nerf Herders, was not having a good day. That was unusual. The past few months had been very good to him.
“Where is he? Where is Hawke Lightseeker?”
The highest rated spell-slinger in the Guild, Aristobulus Highgarden (Level Fourteen Mage and Scryer), looked downright terrified, but he knew sugarcoating the truth would be worse than giving bad news to the boss. Kaiser knew better than to terrorize his underlings into lying to him. That had been the downfall of many a ruler. He had no intention to undergo any sort of fall.
“He’s got some means to block divination spells,” Aristobulus said. “If he is in Gallia Nova, I should be able to get his general location, within a hundred miles at least. And if he isn’t in Gallia Nova, I should be able to sense that, too. My best ritual – cost almost a hundred gold in materials and a permanent Mana sacrifice – worked about as well as a freaking magic 8-ball. It makes no sense.”
“All right,” Kaiser said, forcing himself to adopt a more relaxed posture. Aristobulus exhaled in relief. “Can we hire someone higher-level to try?”
“That might work, but it would be extremely expensive. Our best shot would be to get a twentieth level Scryer to do the job. That’s the best we could find here in the Common Realms. As far as I know, there is only one of those in Akila. Maybe half a dozen in all of the Ruby Empire. The local one is a Grandmaster of the Council of the Wise.”
“And they don’t care much for us,” Kaiser said. “As in they hate our guts.”
And that was my own fault, he admitted to himself.
He had antagonized the mages’ society by refusing to have his pet spellcasters pay their union dues. At the time, the nascent Nerf Herders had been strapped for cash and he’d had better things to do than bend over for a pack of rent-seeking NPCs. He had overreacted, and the Herders had turned the Council into an enemy. Kaiser had two concurrent programs in the works to deal with that situation: one to smooth the Council’s ruffled feathers, and another to wipe it off the board.
“All right,” he told the Mage. “We’ll try again when we get you to fifteenth level. I’ll put you on the fast track for the Malleum Mallum. One run through that Labyrinth should be more than enough.”
Aristobulus went white as a sheet. The Malleum Mallum Labyrinth had zeroed out three Nerf Herders already. Kaiser didn’t care. He’d made one run himself, and hit level fourteen thanks to it. Great rewards required great risks.
“Unless you would decline the honor,” he told the magician. “That would be disappointing. The Herders are building a reputation as go-getters. A can-do attitude is paramount. But if you’d rather concentrate on crafting, say the word.”
“No, no, sir. I’ll be happy to join a Party.”
“Glad to hear it. On your way out, let Girl-Has in.”
Kaiser smiled as Aristobulus all but ran out of his office. People always started to sweat when he brought up the Crafting Center. Probably because once you went in, you only came out feet first. As far as Kaiser was concerned, a little hard work didn’t kill anybody, but people from Earth were too soft. Put them in a harsh environment like the Realms and most of them wilted like so many hothouse flowers exposed to the wild.
Case in point: Rowena, Kaiser’s personal servant, who entered his office along with his next appointment. Rowena had been a casual gamer who’d caught the hype for Eternal Journey Online and, under normal circumstances, would have played for a couple of months before rage quitting and badmouthing the game on social media for assorted real or imaginary offenses.
Circumstances had been anything but normal, of course, and Rowena (born Meadow April Durham) had found herself in the same swamp where Kaiser and several other unlucky players woke up, unclothed, scared and with nothing but each other and an idiotic Quest notification beamed directly into their brains by some bastard going by the name of Arbiter Primus.
They had survived – after a few deaths and other mishaps – and reached civilization. Kaiser had been among the first to make it there, as well as the quickest to understand the situation and take advantage of it. He rebuilt his own Guild, not because he had any affection for the name – he hated it, actually – but because a few other members had also shown up in Akila, and the stupid Star Wars reference would serve to attract the attention of other castaways from Earth. Kaiser wanted to take as many of them as he could under his wing. Or dispose of them otherwise.
At first, Rowena had been enthusiastic about Kaiser’s reform plans. But her ideas had focused on dismantling the admittedly patriarchal system in the Ruby Empire. Kaiser had no intention of upsetting the local social structure, however. He wanted to co-opt it. Rowena saw reason after being subjected to a number of object lessons. The bruises had faded away, eventually; the lessons he had taught her had not. Now she was a part of the patriarchal order, as well as his concubine and personal servant. A number of magically-enforced oaths ensured her obedience. Rowena brought him a glass of chilled wine and sat on his lap, just like she’d been taught. Good girl.
The short, dark-haired woman that followed Rowena into the office was completely different. She didn’t care about changing society. Her only concern was amassing power, and she had decided that the best way to do so was to hitch her wagon to Kaiser Wrecker’s rising star. She also greatly enjoyed hurting people. Kaiser was okay with that, within reason.
Girl-Has No-Name bowed before him. She was a Rogue and Shadow Assassin, an elite class that was outlawed in Akila. Her secret was safe among the Nerf Herders, of course. Nobody in the Guild gave a damn about the laws of the Empire.
Her name still made Kaiser cringe, though. Yes, he also had picked a dumb name for his first EJO character. Why not? He rarely used early characters in a game for long; he was an alt-character maker, always chasing a new and different power trip. Nobody had known their first choice would be their only one until Final Death took all choices away. But his name had been nowhere as bad as hers.
The player in question had been a George R.R. Martin fan. Somebody in the game had already snagged the character name she wanted, so she’d gone with the character’s iconic saying instead. She had even used the character creator in the game to make her look as much as her idol as possible. Unoriginal and silly, but nothing else about Girl-Has was silly. She had dropped over a hundred bodies in the two months since her arrival, and those were the ones Kaiser knew of.
“What’s the good word?” he asked her. While Aristobulus had been using magic to find the damn Paladin, No-Name had been doing some old-fashioned sleuthing.
“I have two separate witnesses saying that the subject claimed to come from Herona, a port in the east. I have dispatched four agents there to see if they can pick up his trail.”
“But you don’t think he’s there. You’d have gone there yourself, otherwise.”
She shook her head. “He was very careful. Why give away his point of origin? It smells like a cover story. It’s still worth checking out, of course.”
“What else have you got?”
“I turned my attention to two Eternals he was seen talking to the day before he visited the compound,” she said.
Her voice had an emotionless inflection that set people’s teeth on edge. It was as if she was an alien trying to pass for a human being and not quite pulling it off. She must have been a delight on Earth.
“I have positively identified them: Desmond the Destroyer, a Warrior, and Nadia Morganna, Elven Sorceress. They were given an entry interview at the gate, but there was an incident and they left before it was complete. It was Gerrod, getting handsy with the woman, just the way he gets with every female he runs into.”
“That idiot should have never been on gate duty,” Kaiser growled.
He didn’t mind if members in good standing indulged in their hobbies or vices, but not during gate interviews, when the Herders were trying to convince people to come in of their own free will. You wanted to put your best foot forward for that, and Gerrod was definitely the wrong man for the job.
Little Gerry and the moron who had assigned him to gate duty were off in the Labyrinth, grinding levels and getting killed on the regular; last he’d checked, Gerrod’s Identity had dipped below eight and the guy could barely remember Earth, or his old name. That was fine with Kaiser; owning a level fifteen Warrior who had forgotten most of his old life would come in handy, moving forward.
Girl-Has went on: “Yesterday, I was able to confirm that Desmond and Nadia spent the night at an inn with a third party who paid for their room and board.”
“Hawke.”
“Can’t confirm it. He was wearing civilian garb at the time, but the general description matches. The next day, they left. I have a possible sighting of them in Dwarven Hills. That’s where the trail has led so far.”
Kaiser grimaced. The Guild didn’t have a lot of connections with the damn Oompa Loompas, mainly because the only Eternal player who had picked a Dwarf for his character’s race had gone native. Attempts to recruit him had ended poorly; now nobody in the Hills wanted anything to do with the Nerf Herders. Being too proactive could backfire sometimes.
“What is it going to take to learn more?”
Girl-Has thought about it. “Two hundred gold denars in bribes. I’ll have to go through intermediaries, but I already have a few assets with access to the Hills.”
“Any other news from the Oompa Loompas?”
“Word is that someone was recruiting miners for a hush-hush project. They were also hiring mercenaries for a war with a Goblin Horde off to the west. I will look into both events, just in case they are related to the target.”
“This is a Priority-One project. That bastard made a fool out of us in the middle of our compound. The only way I will live that down is if he doesn’t live any longer than it takes to find him.”
“I’ll find him,” Girl-Has said. “And I’ll bring him to you.”
“Don’t underestimate him. I did. A vocational school grad managed to waltz in and out of here, and sent two of my best bodyguards off to respawn. He is a lot smarter than I thought.”




One

 
“Maybe this was a bad idea,” Hawke Lightseeker said as the giant shadow monster prepared to crush him like a bug.
<You were bored and decided a battle to the death was just the thing to entertain yourself,> his talking sword and future wife Saturnyx whispered into his mind. She was a Fury, a human soul turned into an avenging angel, and had been doomed to (or chosen to; she was vague on the details) inhabit a sword and give it all sorts of deadly powers.
He was going to need every one of those abilities to overcome the Guardian of the Mana Node he was trying to claim.
It was the biggest critter he had encountered so far. Fifteen feet tall, maybe twenty feet wide, with four elephant-like legs supporting a barrel-shaped torso from which four tentacles protruded, each tipped with a sharp pair of pincers. And it was solid black, a thing made of pure Darkness. The only reason Hawke could see it against the equally black background was that he had Dark Vision, courtesy of his Half-Elven heritage. Anybody else challenging the Guardian of that Mana Node would have been effectively blind and helpless while the monster sliced and diced them to death.
Darkness Guardian (Shadowling)
Level 12 Elemental (Elite)
Health 1200 Mana 600 Endurance 1200
The Shadowling roared a challenge, a sound like nails on a chalkboard turned up to eleven. Instead of quailing in fear, Hawke used that time to trigger Analyze, one of the abilities of his Monster Trainer Class. In the course of three seconds, he had a clear understanding of the creatures’ Attributes (its most impressive scores were Strength and Constitution, at 58 and 60, respectively), weaknesses (not surprisingly, Elemental Light topped that list), and enough information to let him write an entire Wiki article about it, if the Realms had a Wiki page and he had access to a computer. Just as he was finished analyzing it, the Guardian charged.
The monster covered the two hundred feet separating it from Hawke at the speed of a runaway train, or maybe a runaway elephant. Hawke spent the first couple of seconds buffing himself. Energy auras made of Light stabbed into the surrounding shadows. The Guardian hesitated when the inimical power revealed itself, but only for a moment. It soon resumed its rush, pincer-tentacles cocked back and ready to lunge from thirty feet away to crush, render and flail the Half-Elf who had dared challenge it in its domain.
At ninety feet, Hawke unleashed Dazzling Light, a blinding flash that would stun most creatures, with much greater effect against nocturnal targets and even more against beings of Darkness. The Guardian’s Elemental Resistance levels were high, however: the flash disoriented it for a couple of seconds, nothing more.
Next, Hawke pointed with the short sword in his left hand and a Hammer of Light sprang to life and darted towards the Guardian faster than a crossbow bolt, followed by a Hammer of Twilight, which did half Light, half Darkness damage, and, less than a second later, by a Burning Light, a cone spell that did less damage than his Hammers but affected an entire area. The trio of attacks tore huge chunks of dark matter from the monster. Its Health dropped below eight hundred before it could recover from the first spell.
Under different circumstances, Hawke would have followed the devastating volley of spells with his go-to move, Twilight Step, which allowed him to teleport behind his victims and deliver a devastating double backstab. Unfortunately, the spell didn’t work in a battleground made of Darkness. Saturnyx had tried to explain the dimensional mechanics involved; he had smiled, nodded, and forgotten all about it afterwards. He was a doer more than a thinker. As long as something worked, he didn’t care much about the details.
So, instead of rushing towards the monster, he cast Consecrated Ground under his feet. The spell would supplement the continual healing of one of his other buffs, Aura of Light, and between them he might be able to survive the pounding he was about to receive.
The monster shook its whole body the way someone would shake his head, maybe because it didn’t have a head to shake. It charged on, and its depleted Health began to tick upwards at a rate of 10 Health per second. Annoying. The cooldowns on his offensive spells reset just as the Guardian whipped its tentacles at him. Missiles and waves of Light and tentacles of Darkness flew by in opposite directions. All his spells landed on their target. He ducked one of the tentacles but the other three tore into him like so many cannonballs, each doing enough raw damage to cut down his 312 Health by more than two thirds. Luckily, he had a few buffs on his side, including a Shield of Light that reduced all damage by 42 points, and a Bulwark of Light that could absorb another 210 damage, all of that before the pincers hit his Armor of the Battle-Mage with all its resistances and damage reduction bonuses.
He still got whacked for over a hundred points of damage. Worse than that, one of the pincers grabbed him by the waist and began to crush him. Grimacing in pain, Hawke cut at the limb with the Saturnyx Twins, as he called the paired-sword set that currently held the soul of the Fury. Each slash, imbued with extra light damage, fortified with a lightning aura, and delivered with enough strength to cut clear through both ends of a suit of steel plate armor, tore deeply into the tentacle’s fleshy darkness. He didn’t quite sever the limb, but the sudden agony forced the monster to release him while its other tentacles descended on him with their pincers closed, seeking to pummel him to death.
Hawke activated his newest Elemental Path sword power: Dome of Force. The semi-sphere of Light Energy only lasted three seconds, but during that time it would stop any attack inflicting fewer than four hundred and twenty points of damage. The tentacle-pincers smashed ineffectively against the energy barrier while Hawke cast a couple of healing spells on himself and then opened up with his three-spell offensive combo. Even with its regeneration, the Guardian’s Health had been reduced by two-thirds by the time the dome disappeared and a fully-healed Hawke rolled into melee range and stabbed the monster’s underbelly with both blades. He landed three solid stabs – one of them a critical for 104 damage – before he had to duck away from the stomping trunk-like legs of the Guardian.
The Darkness monster was an Elemental, and they didn’t suffer from low morale, fear, or any foibles affecting mere flesh-and-blood creatures. It still was slowed down by the massive amount of damage and the corresponding pain it had suffered. Hawke tried to finish it off by summoning a copy of the creature, another Monster Trainer trick he’d been dying to try out since he’d become a member of that Class.
Summoning Failed! No entities may be brought into a Mana Node Challenge.
<That was somewhat dishonorable,> Saturnyx told him. <You issued the challenge; bringing a summoned entity into it is considered to be cheating.>
Hawke didn’t have time to argue with his sword. The Guardian came at him, ready to stomp, pummel or rend him to death. He remained on the move, dodging tentacle strikes and alternating between slashing at the monster and burning it with his spells. Eliminating the last third of the Guardian’s Health was the toughest part of the fight. It became a deadly dance where a small misstep meant getting hit on the head with a hundred-pound pincer and a big misstep would end with said pincer closing around your neck and popping your head like a cork. Another new spell, Healing Blows, restored fourteen Health every time he landed a hit with his swords. Between that and his other healing abilities, he kept just ahead of the damage the monster was inflicting. It still hurt like hell, of course: few things compared to having an arm breaking in three places and then having it spring back into shape, with tortured nerve endings screaming until they finally realized the damage was gone.
It was painful and terrifying – and Hawke loved every last moment of it.
One of the Guardian’s legs collapsed after being crippled by multiple slashes, and the giant creature staggered and fell. Hawke leaped a full twenty feet into the air, propelled by a strength than on Earth would have earned him a cape and a movie deal with the Marvel Cinematic Universe, and delivered a double blow onto the monster’s back. It only had a sliver of Health left when Hawke, struck by a sudden burst of inspiration, directed Hammer of Light through both of his twin swords, something he had never done before. At first, the spell sputtered; some instinct made him pour more power on it, and it went off. The Mana cost of the spell exploded from 2 to 37 Mana, nearly draining his energy to dangerous levels, but a giant-sized energy hammer exploded through the monster, inflicting double the spell’s normal damage. That did the trick. The Shadowling dissolved into a tar-like puddle; he barely had time to leap away before sinking into the ensuing mess.
Hawke laughed out loud. He had never imagined how great it felt to win a fight until being brought to the Realms. On Earth, he’d been in a couple of adult brawls, and he’d just been angry, scared, and drunk. Very little joy there. But here, the contest of skill, strength and willpower made him feel alive like nothing he’d ever experienced as Ben Velasco from Ohio. The only other thing he enjoyed as much involved the two gorgeous women in his life, including the one inhabiting his paired swords.
He had spent over a week in one meeting after another, trying to get a town of almost two thousand people back into working order after its previous Ruler had sold them out to a Necromancer. It had been useful, important work, and he had helped a lot of people, but there was a part of him that demanded action, driven by an addiction to adrenaline that people on Earth would have deemed toxic and unhealthy.
As the monster died, several notification prompts appeared on the right corner of his field of vision, demanding his attention. He waited until the shadows dissipated and he was back inside the hidden cave where the Mana Node and his Reincarnation site were located. Then he started opening messages. In this world infused with game-like rules, he was constantly bombarded with text messages from the Arbiters, entities that even the gods feared. Most of the notifications were clearly automated. Hawke suspected the Arbiters were, like a computer nerd buddy of his had once explained, SysOps Administrators, watching over the system while they let it run itself most of the time:
Congratulations! You have learned: Dual Casting I (Mana Channeling Ability)
By infusing your spell with Mana, you can now double its effect by casting it with both hands. At your current level, the Mana cost of a Double-Cast spell is multiplied by ten before any other modifiers. As you improve, you can reduce that cost. This is a prerequisite for the Mana Channeling Ability: Chakra Casting I.
A few weeks ago, although it felt like a lifetime and a half, he had sort of eaten a Mana Core of Darkness, even though his body was attuned to its opposite Element. He had nearly died in the process, and not just ‘I’ll respawn later’ died, but ‘throw dirt on your face, worms will now eat you’ died. It had been a big gamble, but it had paid off. Among several other things, Hawke had gained a much deeper understanding of how Mana worked in a living body. He had been a plumber on Earth, having decided that going to college and becoming mired in debt wasn’t for him, and his understanding of the flow of water through pipe networks had turned out to be surprisingly useful in controlling the force that permeated the multiple worlds known as the Realms, the bizarre universe where he and thousands of gamers from Earth had been dragged off to without their knowledge or consent.
One of the reasons he was devoted to increasing his power was simple: he wanted to find the person or people who had thought it was a good idea to do that. And make them pay.
<Guard your thoughts, Hawke, lest they become a Quest for all the Arbiters to examine.>
I know. I’m still a bug and they are elephants.
But I’m growing up.




Two

 
More notifications, lots of them, demanded his attention:
For slaying your foe, you have earned: 100 Experience.
Notice: Most of the Guardian’s energy (experience) has returned to the Mana Node.
Current XP/Next Level: 15,113/16,000
“This is total BS,” Hawke muttered. A monster that size, an elite monster at that, should have netted him close to a thousand XP, maybe more. Early on, he had learned that ‘experience’ was just how his gamer perspective had perceived the flow of energy that defeating an opponent granted the victor. That energy allowed you to become more powerful. To level up, in other words. In this case, the ‘XP’ from the Guardian had been returned to the Mana Node. The Mana Node he now controlled:
Congratulations! You Have Claimed: Level 10 Mana Node (Darkness).
You have earned: 1,000 Experience
You have gained: +200 Mana as long as you are within 1 mile/level from the Mana Node.
Congratulations! You have reached Level Thirteen!
You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute (12 unspent points total).
New Darkness, Life, Light and Twilight spells available.
New Darkness Spells Acquired: Dark Tendrils, Shadow Transformation
You are now a Level One Node Master! New Abilities Available.
Current XP/Next Level: 16,113/18,000
“Who is your daddy?” Hawke yelled at the top of his lungs.
<Not you. Otherwise, what we do most nights would be a great sin in the eyes of gods and men.>
“Thanks for ruining that phrase forever.”
<If you never utter that phrase again, I will be well-thanked.>
“Deal. Okay, scratch ‘Claim Node’ from the to-do list.”
It was a long list. The top entry still remained ‘Kill the Necromancer and Save the Gamers’ but there had been too many other urgent matters to take care of. The only reason claiming the Node had been moved up was that he’d had a free day to run to the hidden cavern and challenge the Guardian. He had a Town Council meeting that evening; the next day he and a group of Adventurers were going to a Lair to clear it and maybe claim its Mana Node as well.
A day or two after that, if all went well, he and several dozen volunteers would march up to the Sunset Range and clear out the Necromancer and his Undead and Arachnoid servants. He was terrified of the battle to come, not out of concern for himself but for all the non-Eternals who only had one chance at life and for whom death was permanent. He had thought about reducing the size of the expedition but all the information they had indicated they would need as many troops as they could get.
<Most of them will not need to fight,> Saturnyx told him. <We will need them to secure fallback positions, watch areas we have taken, and convey supplies forward. The burden of battle will fall mainly on you and your fellow Adventurers.>
“I wish it was just us,” Hawke said as he sent his armor and other equipment to his Bonded Vault, the magical inventory space that he could access with his mind and could hold as many items as he could fit in its thirty-two slots. Naked, he waded into the small lake that filled a third of the cave, and swam past the waterfall that concealed it from prying eyes. If he got killed, he would be reborn there, minus all his Experience and a piece of his Identity, the combination of memories and life experiences that made him who and what he was. If his Identity ever went down to zero, he would suffer the Final Death.
<Don’t forget to pick up your first Node Master Ability, my Paladin.>
“Paladin Ninja,” he told her as he waded ashore and got dressed.
<The images your mind conjures when you think of that word are rather silly. These Ninja seem to be both the most skilled fighters and assassins of your world, but at the same time they persist in wearing extremely noticeable black uniforms even when it is not at all convenient to do so.>
“It’s part of their tradition,” Hawke explained.
<And they also seem to die in droves when confronted with even a single one of your great heroes.>
“Also part of their tradition. They are the best cannon fodder there is.”
<Idiocy.>
As he walked and began looking at his options regarding his new Mana Node, Hawke kept an eye out for the local wildlife. Not because he was worried – the deadliest creature he had encountered there, a Dire Bear, would pose little danger to him now – but because he wanted to find a likely pet. He had chosen Monster Trainer as his second class, and most of its abilities required him to find and train a beast companion.
<Your other fiancé has called ‘dibs’ on the first Dire Bear you encounter,> Saturnyx reminded him.
“I know.”
No bears of any kind showed themselves, so Hawke looked at the options menu under Node Master. There were three abilities to choose from:
Node Empowerment: Once per day, you can draw power from the Node, increasing your Mana Pool by fifty Mana per level of the Node. The range of this ability is one mile per Node Mastery level.
Node Recall: Once per day, you can instantly transport yourself to any Mana Node under your control. The range of this ability is fifty miles per Node Mastery level. Cost: 150 Mana.
Node Travel: You can travel instantly from one Mana Node to another Mana Node or Core under your control. Node Travel costs 100 Mana. Current travel routes available: One (Orom).
“Choices, choices.”
Node Empowerment was the worst of the bunch; he already had plenty of Mana, thanks to his killer gear and choice of Classes. That left the two teleport abilities. Hawke had grown to love teleporting. His short-ranged Twilight Step had saved his ass a bunch of times already. Being able to go back and forth from Orom to his Respawn point had lots of uses, but being able to teleport to the Node from anywhere, with a current range of fifty miles, was too good to pass up. He picked up Node Recall.
“Always good to have an escape option available,” he told Saturnyx as he reviewed his updated character on the way home.
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf, Eternal. Classes: Twilight Templar, Monster Trainer. Level: 11 (Level 12 and 13 unclaimed)
Experience/Next Level: 16,113/18,000
Attributes:
Strength 26(41), Dexterity 20(37), Constitution 31(45), Intelligence 20(22), Spirit 20(24), Perception 18, Willpower 18(22), Charisma 19
Characteristics:
Health: 312 (15.5/min)
Mana: 348(648) (16.4/min)
Endurance 277 (15.5/min)
Identity: 23
Skills
Blacksmithing 2, Climbing 2, Dodge 7, Lore 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 4, Survival 3, Sword 7(19), Swimming 2, Tracking 1
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Aura of Light, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Dark Step, Dark Tendrils, Enlightenment, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, Lesser Healing, Sense Life, Shadow Leech, Shadow Step, Shadow Transformation, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step
Special Abilities
Analyze Monster, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Mana Channeling II, Node Mastery I (Node Recall), Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster
Arcane Vocations
Blacksmith (Level One), Mining (Level One), Skinning (Level One), Steward (Level Two)
The new spells he had learned were nothing to sneeze at, either:
Dark Tendrils
Time to Cast: 5 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 10(8) seconds. Cost: 10(7) Mana. Duration: 10 seconds. Range: 75 feet. Effect: Any enemies in a fifteen-foot radius are ensnared by gripping tentacles of Darkness. The tendrils inflict 2(3) points of damage per level of the caster upon releasing the spell, as well as every second the target is ensnared. Breaking free is possible, with a base chance of 5% for every point of Strength above 25. Large or giant creatures have a +15% and 30% bonus, respectively.
Shadow Transformation
Time to Cast: 8 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 30(24) minutes. Cost: 25(19) Mana. Duration: 5 minutes. Range: Self. Effect: Become a Shadowling for the duration of the spell. During that time, your weapons and equipment will be absorbed into the Shadow Form and you will retain all their bonuses and defensive values. You will become invisible in any area not exposed to direct light, and be able to travel through any cracks or crevasses large enough to let light through. The Shadow Form can cast any spell that does not take time to cast, at double normal Mana cost before any modifiers are applied. It can attack physically, inflicting a maximum of 1 point of Darkness damage for every level of the caster’s Intelligence, Willpower and Spirit.
The Shadow Form takes half damage from Physical attacks and double damage from Light and Fire attacks. All other Elements and Forces work normally.
He was advancing on the Path to Power. The only question was whether he’d advanced enough to do everything he had to.
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A week ago:
“This is going to take some work,” Hawke said after his first look at the Town Interface.
The map hanging from the wall of the former Prefect’s office was far more than a tapestry; it was in fact a Mana construct, nearly indestructible for as long as the town of Orom stood. It gave the town’s Ruler (currently one Hawke Lightseeker) access to a lot of information on the town, as well as control over a lot of raw power and a lot of choices about what to do with said power.
Town of Orom (Level Two Township)
Current Population/Maximum Pop.: 1,738/5,000
Warning: If the Town’s population decreases below 1,000, the Township’s Level will be reduced to One.
Available Mana/Mana Pool:1,738/1,738
Mana Recharge/Day: 200 (100 for Keep, 100 for Temple of Shining Father)
Current Mana Expenditures: 150/day (Undead, Demonic and Fae Wards)
Town Enchantments Available: Arcane Appointment, Call to Arms, Demonic Ward, Empower Champions, Fae Ward, Undead Ward.
Current Morale: -10 (Discontent)
Ongoing Projects: 0
Resources: 236 gold, 20,000 Daily Rations (Private Stores), 12,000 Daily Rations (Town Stores).
Building Materials: Stone 65, Wood 400.
Income: 40-50 gold a month
Taxes: 31 gold/month, 900 Daily Rations/month (collected Seasonally; Next Harvest Season in 2 months)
Fees and Duties: 10-20 gold/month.
Expenses: 80 gold a month
Town Guard: Guardsmen (20): 18 gold/month, 600 Daily Rations/month. Sergeants (4): 8 gold/month, 240 Daily Rations/month, Captain (0): 0. Stables (8 mounts, 4 servants): 12 gold a month. Total: 38 gold a month
Upkeep: 24 gold a month
Civilian Salaries (8): 18 gold a month
Town Buildings and Projects:
Buildings: 5 Apartment Buildings, 1 Barracks I, 12 Homes, 3 Inns, 1 Keep I (1003/2500), 8 Manors, 218 Shoddy Homes, 8 Shops, 1 Smithy, 1 Temple I (983/1250), 3 Workshops.
Appointed Positions Vacant: Guard Captain, Magistrate, Master of Coin, Town Clerk.
Arcane Professional Slots Available: 12
Hawke mentally ‘clicked’ on different entries to learn what they meant beyond the simple descriptions. He soon figured out that buildings without a level were just that, simple structures that did the same their equivalents on Earth would. Then there were structures with levels, which went from I to X in fancy Roman numerals for 1 to 10. Clicking on them revealed their special abilities and possible upgrades:
Barracks (Level I)
Provides housing, an armory, and a training area for the settlement’s garrison. At Level I, the Barracks can house up to 50 guards, 5 officers and 5 servants. To raise a Barracks to the next level, you need to add three Upgrades.
Current Upgrades: 0/3
Available Upgrades: Advanced Training Grounds (250 Mana), Expanded Barracks (120 Mana), Magical Armory (350 Mana), Fortify (150 Mana), Garrison (150 Mana), Strongpoint (300 Mana).
Keep (Level I)
The seat of government of a village or town, the Keep is usually fortified to serve as a refuge of last resort. It also holds the Core of the settlement, which generates Mana at a rate determined by the Keep’s level. To raise the Keep to the next level, you need to add four Upgrades.
Current Upgrades: 0/4.
Available Upgrades: Fortify (150 Mana), Garrison (150 Mana), Mana Lens (350 Mana), Node Connection (300 Mana), Observatory (350 Mana), Expanded Prison (150 Mana), Ritual Circle (300 Mana), Strongpoint (300 Mana).
Temple of Shining Father (Level I)
A temple provides a link between mortals and the pantheons they worship. The gods gain the devotion of their worshippers, which they can return in the way of Mana and even miraculous gifts. At Level I, the Temple provides the settlement with 100 Mana per day. To raise the Temple to the next level, you need to add four Upgrades. Note: The Arcane Official in charge of the settlement must have no worse than a Neutral Reputation with the deity or pantheon in question.
Current Upgrades: 1/4 (Monument I).
Available Upgrades: Holy Grove (200 Mana), Monument II (200 Mana), Observatory (350 Mana), Priesthood School (200 Mana), Reliquary (150 Mana), Sacred Vessel (250 Mana).
As if that weren’t enough, there was a list of Available Projects as well: additional Temples, as well as Craft-specialized buildings: Arcane Alchemist Laboratory, Enchanting Emporium, Leatherworking Shop, Smithy. There was even a Mage’s Tower, which brought back to mind the giant structures he had seen in Akila. Unfortunately, building one cost 1,500 Mana or about the same amount of gold in labor and materials, with the latter also requiring four months of construction. Mana could substitute for both labor and materials, but unless he wanted to cancel the wards keeping most types of monsters out of the town, Orom only regained Mana at the rate of 50 points a day.
“I can’t use my own Mana on Town spells, can I?” he asked Saturnyx.
<The energy used in such projects is different than that used in common magic. Higher-level Stewards can use their personal Mana to speed up projects, but it is an advanced ability that you currently lack.>
“That sucks.”
He decided to wait a few days before spending any power, except for 50 points he put into fixing the Keep; he would do that every day for now, repairing the damage while keeping the town’s energy pool at maximum.
“Having fun?” Nadia Morganna, level four Elven Sorceress and fellow Eternal from Earth. said behind him.
Nadia looked a lot surer of herself than she had when Hawke had first seen her. He had known her before being taken to the Realms, but only through her character and social media; in many ways, he hadn’t known her at all. Whatever she had looked like on Earth, Nadia now was a somewhat short Elf – five inches below their six-foot average – with pale skin and jet-black hair that made an exotic contrast with her pale blue eyes.
“I never got into resource management games,” Hawke admitted. “And doing it for real isn’t much better.”
“Just think about all the lives you will be affecting. Breathing, living beings, human and otherwise. You took over the town, so now you have responsibilities to go along all the cool powers.”
“It was the only way to get rid of all the Undead in town.”
“I know. And I’m only teasing, really. I know you are trying to do the right thing. I knew it back in Akila, when you got on Desmond’s case about calling Realms people ‘NPCs’.”
That had set him off. NPCs – non-player characters – was what you called computer-controlled cartoons that existed only as decorations or to interact with players in assorted ways. In games. This world might have a set of rules overlaid on top of it, but the people who lived there weren’t game pieces.
“We can’t let that sort of attitude spread around,” he said. “I saw it with Kaiser Wrecker and the Nerf Herders. They won’t even accept non-Eternals in their ranks. They figure they’re better than anyone else because they have a handful of extra lives.”
“And that’s why following you here was the right thing. You don’t think like that.”
“I try not to. And now I have to figure out how to run the town. Or at least, how to leave people alone to run their own affairs as much as I can. I want to keep them safe and maybe improve the general quality of life, but that’s about it.”
“Which is why I’m here. Patros is setting up in the meeting room.”
“All right, let’s get that done and over with.”
Hawke hated meetings, but he had a feeling he would come to hate them a lot more with all the extra practice.
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Still the week before:
Hawke turned to the basics:
“Okay, it looks like there is enough money and food to keep things running for a bit,” he said after going over the numbers. “And there is money coming in through taxes and other extortion rackets, just not enough to pay for everything, and the Prefect didn’t leave a lot of gold in the treasury, either.”
“Some of that money may be in his mansion,” Patros said.
“Yeah, we found a vault there, but it will only open for the rightful heir of the family. Trying to find whoever that is. We need a Magistrate, a Master or Coin, and assorted other town officials. More money to pay up, I guess. Although the Prefect doesn’t get a salary, which is funny.”
“It is an unpaid position,” said Patros, Priest of Shining Father and the closest thing Hawke had to a town clerk so far. “The expectation is that a Prefect must be a person of means, and that he or she will use their position to improve their fortunes.”
Hawke frowned. “By skimming a little off the top, taking bribes, unofficial protection rackets, and so on. Is that right?”
“That’s how premodern societies worked,” said Nadia.
Hawke had drafted her since she had been a store manager before diabetes-induced illnesses had forced her to work from home as a telemarketer, and also because her 21st-century perspective and gaming experience would give her a leg up in understanding the ins and outs of running a town in a fantasy universe.
“In Ancient Rome, for example, most public positions had no salary. And this place was founded by Ancient Romans. The names alone are a dead giveaway.”
“Ancient Romans with magic, cultural influences from Dwarves, Elves, Orcs and a whole bunch of other nonhuman civilizations, and a class/level game overlay,” Hawke said.
“And polygamy and polyandry,” Nadia added with a smile. He smiled back at her; after the meeting was over, they were going to be addressing that particular social institution.
“Anyway. Money is a little short, but once everybody is paying their fees and duties, things should balance out. Food production looks good.”
The farmlands around Orom were worked by about two hundred extended families, adding up to fifteen hundred people; a few lived in the city but most of them stayed in farmhouses next to their fields. At first, Hawke had been surprised that so few people produced enough surplus food to supply a town of almost two thousand, but magic played a big role in the process. For example, he had learned that the local wheat fields produced around fifty bushels per acre, which according to Nadia, who had taken some history courses, was a lot higher than in premodern times on Earth. The local Alchemist and Priest helped with crops, but there were also some fifty Arcane Farmers who had spells that sped growth, added nutrients to the soil, and influenced the weather to minimize losses due to unseasonal rains or harsh winters. Despite being surrounded on three sides by mountains, the weather around Orom was fairly warm, similar to California or Spain. It rarely snowed in the valley proper, allowing for subtropical crops like olives to flourish. Nadia had also noted that a lot of crops the Romans never had were in use here: everything from corn to tomatoes and potatoes. As long as there was enough peace to plant and harvest crops, people didn’t go hungry there. His job was to keep that peace.
“Anyway, I guess the most important thing now is to fill the town vacancies and put the new city officials to work. Delegate,” Hawke concluded, leaning back on his chair and putting his feet on the new table he’d purchased for the meeting room.
“I volunteer for nothing,” Nadia said. “I’m going to be too busy learning magic, herbalism, and alchemy. And I’m supposed to join the Lair-cleaning party.” Her smile wavered after thinking about the prospect of violence. Unlike Hawke, she found no joy whatsoever in fighting, although when the chips were down she had done what she needed to do without flinching.
“I must also decline any such appointments,” Patros said. “I am still needed to provide healing as well as spiritual succor to the townsfolk. And find a new Novice.” Patros’ last student had died in the zombie mini-apocalypse that had struck Orom.
“Of course,” Hawke told them. “Patros, I was hoping you could help me find worthy candidates. And Nadia, I just want you for your expertise and math skills. You know I need a calculator to double check my guesstimations, and they don’t have calculators around here.”
“Well, they do have abacuses, but I haven’t figured out how they work,” Nadia admitted. “But I can balance a checkbook. I’ll help any way I can.”
“Good. Okay, for Guard Captain, I want Markos. He stood by the town, he is a good fighter, and he now belongs to an Elite Class.”
“All true,” Patros conceded. “But the man is something of a brawler. He will take bribes and even squeeze outsiders for a bit of extra coin. And… well, it takes one to know one. He is a drunk. Much as I am.”
“I appreciate your candor,” Hawke said, feeling disappointed. Admitting that he had a problem couldn’t be easy for the Priest, although it wasn’t exactly a secret to anybody familiar with the local gossip. “Crap. Sucks about Marko, though. I really figured he was the man for the job.”
“He is a good Sergeant. But he needs an officer to rein him in,” the Priest said. “Brunes mostly let him do what he wanted, much to his detriment. But Brunes was a bully and cared not a whit about the town’s welfare.”
“Yeah. Nobody seems to miss that guy.”
Hawke had dealt with the Guard Captain the old-fashioned way, by teleporting behind him and stabbing him with his paired magical swords. Not sporting, but fights weren’t tennis matches or any kind of sport. The dead Captain’s Enchanted-Quality plate mail armor was currently being worn by Desmond, the other Eternal in town, along with his Masterwork two-handed sword.
“Do you have any suggestions?”
“I believe Kinto would do an admirable job. He served as a military scout in Akila, many years ago, which makes him familiar with military discipline. And he is not only well-regarded by most, after he helped save the town, but he is your future father-in-law. His family connection will add more weight to his position.”
The locals didn’t see anything wrong with nepotism. In fact, they saw it as the best way to find people you could depend on. You mostly trusted your relatives and put their welfare ahead of everyone else. Hawke hadn’t even considered the Hunter, but it seemed like a perfect fit. Kinto wouldn’t take crap from anybody and had seen enough in his decades as an Adventurer to know when someone was trying to B.S. him.
“I’ll talk to him first, but assuming he says yes, the job is his. I still want to do something for Marko, though.”
The sergeant had saved his life. That was another fact of life around here: you always paid your debts.
“Make him First Sergeant, under Kinto,” the Priest suggested. “It will garner him a pay raise, and he is likely to feel both honored by the promotion and obligated not to let you down.”
“Maybe you should be running this town,” Hawke said.
“I would make a poor Prefect, I’m afraid. I am keenly aware of my many faults.”
“You kept most of the townspeople alive, your holiness. You did far better than most would have under those circumstances.”
“At times of crisis, sometimes one finds the strength to do what’s needed. But from one day to the next, in the drudgery of normal times? I fear I would stumble and likely fall.”
“I think you’re selling yourself short, but okay. Moving on…”
Patros suggested a few names for the other positions. Two were merchants in the town: Antana Setes and Markello Dometes. The other was a retired guardsman known as Oras Pertinos; instead of a surname, his second name simply meant ‘Stubborn.’ Hawke agreed to hold interviews in the following days and to have the vacancies filled before he went off to clear the Lair.  With that, the meeting was officially over and Patros left.
The Elf smiled at him, with just a hint of nervousness. “Alone at last,” she said.
He smiled back.
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They sat there in silence for a few awkward moments.
Hawke spoke first: “I like you, Nadia.”
There was a lot more than that, but he wasn’t good with words. There were her Elven features, impossibly beautiful, with eyes slightly too large for a human being and a body that seemed both soft and almost fragile but which he knew was shockingly strong. His Half-Elven side found her irresistible in a primal way. He wanted her.
“And I like you, Hawke. You’ve got the rugged good looks of a softcore romance novel character, and the way you look at women and smile… Well, let’s just say if you were onstage in a theatrical production, there wouldn’t be a dry seat in the house. And, honestly, I was never lucky in that department, back on Earth. Even before I became obese and diabetic and lost a leg.”
Her story, and her reasons for continuing to play Eternal Journey Online even after it became clear that doing so could make you vanish into thin air, had hit Hawke hard. He felt bad for her, but also admired the way she’d just out and said it. He valued honesty quite highly. He’d much rather someone told him a truth he hated than a pack of lies to try to make him feel better.
“Nadia…”
“So yeah. Jump my bones, dude! Tava told me she wants us to. Legally, she said I would be your mistress and that you cannot propose to me until after you two get married. Fine with me. I’m tired of sleeping alone, and I’m not looking to get hitched to the first dark and handsome guy who comes along. Although she keeps hinting at some secret I need to be let into before I agree. So spill the beans and let’s do it. Us.”
“That’s more of a show rather than a tell kind of thing.”
“Oh, really?”
Under the banter, Hawke got the feeling that Nadia was more than a little nervous and trying her best to hide it. He walked over to her and took her lightly in his arms. She was almost a head shorter than him, which made her well below average for an Elf. Her slender frame was surprisingly strong, however, and she held on tightly to him. She leaned back against his arms as he kissed her.
“Is that it?”
“Well, no. Just trying to break the ice. Now, and this isn’t a crude come on, I need you to touch my sword.” She giggled. “By which I mean the actual weapon.”
“Does it get bigger, like the Thundercats’ sword?”
The only Thundercats Hawke knew of was a crap show on the Toon Network, but he just said, “Not exactly,” and placed the hilt of one of his blades on her hand.
A moment later, they were somewhere else. The first time Hawke had entered the pocket dimension Saturnyx called her home, it had been a flat disk surrounded by a red mist. It had been pretty disconcerting, to say the least. Since then, Tava had been helping the Fury do some decorating. Hawke had no idea where the curtains turning the disk into an enclosed space came from, or the bed and mattress set, or the carpets. Neither of the women had seen fit to answer his questions, and he hadn’t cared enough to push. The place now looked like a nice bedroom floating in the middle of nowhere.
Sitting on the bed was Saturnyx. Her bright red hair was neatly parted down the middle and someone – Tava, most likely – had braided it. She was a muscular, powerful woman with impressive breasts and piercing eyes that always seemed to be burning with pent-up anger, even when she was smiling broadly. Which she was. The Fury was doing her best to make a good first impression. She was even wearing clothes for the occasion, although the sheer shift she had on did little to hide her figure. It was also thin enough that both Hawke and Nadia could see that she was either very cold or fairly excited.
“Hi,” Nadia said uncertainly.
“Nadia, this is Saturnyx. My sword, yeah, swords, but there is only one of her. We are in her domain. She is also my second fiancée.”
“Holy shit.”
“Greetings, Nadia Morganna,” Saturnyx said. “After watching you during these past days, I hold you in high esteem. You have courage and dedication, and exhibit none of the innate treachery of your Fae ancestors. I think you would be a valued sister-wife, should you ever decide to join our union.”
“Uh, thanks?”
Nadia looked at Hawke with a clear ‘I can’t even’ expression on her face.
“I think we need to go back to the real world, Saturnyx.”
“Of course.”
They returned to the office. Nadia was still sitting on his lap and clinging tightly to him.
“Are you okay?”
“That was… She is a… what?”
“A Fury. She was human, a few thousand years ago, but then her soul was transformed and she became like an avenging angel for the gods.”
“I know what Furies are. The Kindly Ones, the Greeks called them, and it was meant very sarcastically. There were three of them.”
“From what she’s told me, there were more than three of them but those were the first ones and the leaders of their club or military unit. We haven’t really spoken much about her life back then.”
“And you are engaged to her, as well as Tava.”
“Perfectly normal for this culture.”
Nadia rested her head against his chest. “Hearing your heartbeat makes me feel better, I don’t know why.”
He kissed the top of her head. “It’s a complicated situation. I totally understand if it’s too complicated for you.”
“How do you do it? Handle being with two women at once, and now me?”
“Well, I don’t want to sound arrogant, but you wouldn’t believe the things you can do with a Constitution of forty-four. It’s sort of like overdosing on Viagra, minus the bad side effects.”
“Okay, then,” she said, squirming a little on his lap. “I’m beginning to get it.”
She squirmed a little more, the kind of contact that got you charged Champagne Room rates at strip clubs back on Earth.
“Okay. I’m willing to be your mistress, for now. With an option to upgrade.”
“Sounds great to me.”
“And I would like our first night together to be, well, just us. Is that okay?”
He smiled. “You might want to tag in Saturnyx at some point, but I’ll be happy to oblige if you don’t.”
<You have grown conceited, Hawke,> Saturnyx chided him as he kissed Nadia again.
It was a good first night. And Saturnyx got tagged in by the third quarter.
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Back to the present:
Hawke watched Orom rising from behind the low hills of the Highlands Forest.
His walk back to town followed almost the exact path he had taken the first time he had made it there, a few weeks ago, although it felt like it had been a lifetime. The woods that gave way to pastureland and tilled fields hadn’t changed, and seemingly neither had the walled settlement in the distance. Hawke knew that wasn’t true. When he first arrived at the town, its population had been over six hundred greater than it was now. Some had left for nearby villages and were slowly returning, but most of the missing were gone for good, dead at the hands of Orom’s former Prefect or his Undead minions. Ultimately, at the hands of the Necromancer.
He was going to fix that, Hawke promised himself. He was going to…
An arrow struck the back of his head.
The impact didn’t penetrate his helmet, but it made it ring painfully. He rolled away a fraction of a second later, his blades out, and wrapped two defensive spells around him as he looked for a target for his Hammer of Light.
“You were thinking instead of paying attention to your surroundings!” a familiar voice called from a copse of trees.
“Damn it, Tava!” he said. “You know it’s dangerous to sneak up on people like that! I could have blasted you before I knew it was you.”
“Could you, now?”
He still couldn’t see where she was. “I could just blast all those trees with Burning Light. See how you like getting a nice million-lumen sunburn. Or…”
Without dropping a beat, Hawke unleashed a Dazzling Lights spell at the area where Tava’s voice was coming from. “Or I could do this!” he shouted. No answer, but she had to be stunned and blind for a few seconds. He rushed towards the trees.
And tripped on a snare somebody had hidden at ankle level. Hawke fell on his face and felt someone land on his back.
“Dead,” a soft voice said as the point of a dagger tapped the side of his helmet. Another tap followed, this one on the base of his neck. “Dead.” And finally, a third fake stab clicked against the base of his spine. “And dead.”
“Women will be the death of me,” he said without bothering to get up.
Alba Bastardes
Level 4 Shadow Assassin
Health 63 Mana 39 Endurance 60
Her stats didn’t seem very impressive, but the amount of damage she could generate when striking out of ambush or if given time to coat her blades with poisonous Mana would impress anybody she didn’t kill outright. If she had been attacking Hawke for real, he would be down a couple hundred Health already. After a few seconds straddling him, she rolled off of him so he could get up. She looked very different from the friendly brunette who had tended tables at the Copper Kettle. Then, her long light brown hair had been held back by a simple ponytail; now it was tightly wrapped in a bun under a leather helmet that hid her Mediterranean features, leaving only her hazel eyes uncovered. Her strong and curvy body was equally covered by the rest of her leather armor. No chain mail bikinis in the Realms; leaving skin exposed was a sure way of having it pierced, burned, cut, or worse. She no longer looked like a happy-go-lucky barmaid but what she had become: a deadly Shadow Assassin.
“Tava was right. You are a grand fighting man and a fearsome magic-user, but also a, what was that Eenglees term? Ah, yes. A dumbass,” Alba said sweetly. “A dumbass with a nice body, although it was far more pleasing to be on top of it when you were wearing less ironmongery.”
“Don’t you start now,” Hawke said, getting up.
He and Alba had had a one-night stand on his second day on the Realms. However, despite what some might think, he wasn’t trying to marry or sleep with every desirable woman he met, saw, or heard about. He and Alba were just friends, as well as mentor and mentee. Hawke was helping her master the ways of the Ninja. Which was why the fourth-level Shadow Assassin had managed to get the drop on him. He was a damn good teacher.
<Keep telling yourself that,> Saturnyx said. <One day, you might come to believe it.>
Quiet, you.
“Okay, I give up. Where is Tava?”
“Look to your left,” Tava said.
He did, following the sound of her voice, and saw nothing but an orchard about two hundred feet away, with only an expanse of grass in between. Grass that someone’s sheep had eaten nearly to the roots. There was no way…
Another blunt arrow smacked him on the back of the head. It had come from his right.
“Okay, smartass.”
Tava appeared out of thin air, standing in the middle of an open field. She looked like some magnificent hybrid between a Miss Universe contestant and a mixed martial artist champion, with wavy brown hair and wide green eyes that currently sparkled with amusement as she unstrung her Enchanted-quality longbow, a gift from her father. Her fire lizard leather armor was tight in all the right places, serving as a visible reminder of just what a lucky man Hawke was.
Tava Kintes (Human)
Level 8 Ranger
Health 130 Mana 159 Endurance 125
“How do you like my Ring of Ventriloquism, darling?” she told him.
All the Adventurers involved in overthrowing Prefect Felix had gotten some nice magical items as part of their rewards. Tava had refused to tell him what her magical doodad could do. Throw her voice around seemed to be the now-obvious answer. Sounded like a neat trick to open up an ambush, if you could conceal yourself.
“And who taught you to turn invisible?” he said. “Kinto?”
She shook her head. “My seventh-level gift, Camouflage. It is a Nature spell. I wish I could share it with you.”
“And you do not need to ask me where I learned Shroud of Twilight, my esteemed teacher,” Alba added.
“Yeah, that one’s on me.”
One of the first things he had asked all of his friends was to cross train with each other. Most special abilities in the Realms were spells, and members of different classes could learn those spells, provided they had access to the proper Elements or Schools of Magic. It took time and effort – about twenty hours of mental training – to pass on the knowledge, but the benefits were certainly worth it. The biggest hurdle was unlocking new Elements or Schools. Nobody he knew had figured out how to do it other than by gaining them as part of their Class or, in his case, absorbing an Element-attuned Mana Node. Only a few spells had been shared so far, but as they went up in levels, Hawke hoped that would improve.
The only Adventurers who had refused to participate in the spell-exchange program had been the Sterns, the Dwarves who had followed Hawke to Orom in the hopes of acquiring mining rights as well as power and treasure. Their clan had strict rules about teaching their magic to outsiders; at the least, they were obligated to charge extortionately high prices for their lessons. Hawke hadn’t pushed the issue.
Tava skipped towards Hawke to give him his customary hug and kiss. “Did you succeed?”
“What do you think? I own that Node now. And hit level thirteenth.”
“Well done. You are fortunate we are here to humble you once and again, or your arrogance would know no limits.”
“Yeah, it’s a valuable service,” he said absently, thinking mostly about how good it felt to hold her in his arms. Life was good.
And he was prepared to do anything to defend what he had.
* * *
Fighting the Guardian, taking over the Node and getting ambushed by a couple of deadly hotties had been Hawke’s version of a vacation. As soon as he crossed Orom’s main gate, waving away the salutes and other shows of deference from everyone he met along the way, his real work began. Tava kissed him goodbye and headed off to her father’s hunting lodge. Now that Kinto was the next Guard Captain, she and her brother had to take care of the lodge’s dogs, and vegetable garden. Life went on, and Hawke kept getting surprised by how much work it took to get anything done in a world without power tools, phones and the Internet. You literally had to walk a couple of miles just to move around town, burning tons of calories and wasting a lot of time.
He started by paying a visit to Katros the Smith. Hawke wished he could take the time for more lessons in Arcane Blacksmithing, but his visit was to check on the status of the new pump parts he had ordered for the town. One of Orom’s wells had gone dry when the ancient pump system working it had broken down. Hawke had figured out what the problem was, but was waiting for a few pieces to finish the job. Katros had plenty of excuses but no parts; the smith promised he would have them made by the end of the week. Hawke sighed and went back to the Keep.
First Sergeant Marko was on duty. The second-level High Guard saluted him. “My Lord Prefect,” he said formally.
“Save that stuff for parades and formal occasions, Marko,” Hawke told him, not for the first time. “I still remember you shaking me down for some coppers, back when I was a broke-ass Adventurer.”
“And you will never let me forget, Your Eminence,” the guard said with a rueful smile.
“All part of the job,” he said on his way to his office, where his new Mistress of Coin awaited.
Hawke had not met Antana Setes until after he’d helped liberate Orom from the Undead. The merchant and co-owner of Orom’s largest general store and workshop had not crossed paths with him during his visits to the town. He had spent most of his time at the Copper Kettle, his favorite tavern and inn, with visits to the Temple of Shining Father and Katros’ Smithy. If he had been there for more than a handful of days, he would have probably visited the Setes Warehouse, where people went to buy all kinds of useful goods: threads, fishing hooks, earthenware plates and bowls, preserved foods, and a few high-ticket imports from faraway places like Akila to the east or Alpinia to the southwest.
Antana was a middle-aged woman with the tanned and lined face of someone who had spent a lot of time out in the sun. The merchant was often on the road, taking the few exports the town produced and bringing back new goods to sell at the store she and her sister ran. Her reputation as an honest trader and the recommendation of several people Hawke respected had gotten her the job. She looked up from a pile of papers on her desk when Hawke came in. She worked out of the former Prefect’s office now.
“Your Eminence,” she said formally.
“Your Coin Star,” Hawke replied.
Antana grimaced, but she’d given up on trying to convince Hawke to stick to formalities. “You have an appointment with the prospective Town Clerk in an hour,” she told him.
“I know. Anything I should know before I spend some Town Mana?”
“Tailor Decimo’s heirs have sold his store but are asking for an extension on the Town’s fees.”
“Sure, give them an extension. Would six months be enough?” Hawke said.
“That would be ample time, your eminence.”
The tailor had been murdered, along with his wife and children, on Hawke’s first night in Orom. He hadn’t been able to save them, but he sure as hell could try to make their surviving family’s life a little easier.
“Anything else?”
“There are still fifteen vacant buildings in town – four hovels, six homes, two warehouses, and three villas – as a result of the recent unpleasantness,” the Mistress of Coin went on.
Antana had spent the brief but deadly zombie apocalypse holed up in the general store, along with a small army of neighbors and servants. They had fought off three Undead attacks on their own. If she wanted to refer to those terrifying days as ‘the unpleasantness,’ she had earned that right.
“Not including the Prefect’s manor and my villa, right?”
Among the abandoned buildings was a nice ‘villa’ on the southern hills section of town, a short walk from the Shining Father Temple. Hawke had purchased it from the town for fair market value (fifty gold denars, based on the town’s tax assessment records). The three-bedroom (and two servant bedrooms, plus a central courtyard that would be great for barbeques as soon as he had a grill made) house was being cleaned and furnished by a small army of townsfolk under Tava’s direction, since as his fiancée it was her house as well, and she cared more about that sort of thing than he did. The only thing he’d asked for was an oversized bed.
Felix’s manor was even nicer, but although the former Prefect did not have any immediate family in Orom, the town records mentioned an uncle living in a village several days to the south of town. A message had been sent with a traveling farrier that frequented that route. Until word got back, the Pontes’ palace remained vacant. A search of the place hadn’t found anything incriminating, but there was a vault in his basement, magically sealed to that only his heirs could open it. Hawke intended to be at the opening, to make sure there was nothing there that could threaten the town.
Antana nodded. “We do not expect any news from the Pontes family, if any of them remain, for at least another week. As to the other properties, there are no heirs on record. According to the law, they devolve to the Town to sell or use as you see fit.”
“We could always use more cash. On the other hand, maybe we can use them to entice more people to move back into Orom. Have we gotten any offers?”
“One of the warehouses abuts the Petros Bathhouse; he has indicated a willingness to purchase it from the town to expand his business,” Antana said with a sniff.
Hawke hadn’t even known there was a bathhouse in town. The place wasn’t big, but its hot- and cold-water baths were popular with the town’s well to do. Several of Petros’ attendants, both male and female, also had side jobs as prostitutes, which wasn’t illegal but considered to be distasteful by some, Antana among them.
“Sounds good,” he told her, ignoring her disapproving expression. “Let’s make that happen.” Something occurred to him. “Is one of the homes in a good location for a Temple? I would like to build one dedicated to the Triune Goddesses.”
A second Temple would not only be a source of spiritual and magical help, it would increase the town’s Mana generation capacity. Everything ran on magic in the Realms. Finding a Priest to take over the job of running the Temple would be a complication, but maybe if you built the Temple, the gods would send him a Priest.
<That has been known to happen,> Saturnyx told him. <Although the gods provide as they see fit rather than according to our wants.>
“I think a couple of places are likely candidates. I will send one of my assistants to do a survey tomorrow. As to bringing in more citizens, they are more likely to come here if we had more in the way of trade. Without mining, Orom has little to offer. Furs, olive oil – but only one press currently working on producing it – and some rare woods and herbs. To exploit the woods would require a lumber camp in the Highlands Forest or the Shadowy Foothills, both of which are rather hostile to intruders. When the mines were a going concern, things were different.”
“The Sterns are working on that,” Hawke said.
The Dwarven clan had sent five Adventurers to Orom, all Arcane Miners. There were major gold, silver and other metal deposits throughout the Sunset Range west of the Auric river, but that area had a slight Necromancer and Arachnoid problem. If everything went according to plan, that would be over by the end of the week. Meanwhile, the Dwarves had explored the hills to the south and were planning on doing more prospecting there before the expedition to the west.
“I would suggest tabling any further discussions on how to proceed until that situation is resolved, then,” Antana said. “Meanwhile, I will expedite the sale of the warehouse.”
“Good. I’ll be with the big map.”
Just before Hawke could access the Town Interface, however, a Town guardsman came rushing in.
“Your Eminence! There’s been an attack.”
Hawke gritted his teeth. “Tell me.”
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Congratulations! You have learned the Riding (Horses) Skill at Level 1!
Hawke had ridden horses a couple of times on Earth, but only the sort of tame and gentle critters they let tourists play with. Between that know-how and his Unlimited Potential Perk, he found that he could keep his seat and even not bounce up and down like an idiot as he followed a couple of town guardsmen toward the scene of the crime.
Normally he would have run there, but now that he was the Prefect, he had access to a whole stable full of horses, and time seemed to be of the essence, so he had gotten on, actually remembering at the last second not to screw up and end up facing the wrong way, and had gotten the horse, a fairly placid bay mare, to go the way he wanted. He didn’t think he was ready to go jousting any time soon, but being able to ride from point A to point B at a good fourteen miles an hour was nothing to sneeze at. He only wished he were riding toward something good, and not a farmhouse full of murdered people.
Most farms around Orom were large, with properties marked by stone fences built from the rocks that apparently rose to the surface every few years. The place in question had been six miles west of town, near the hilly scrublands that separated the fields from the Highland Forest. It had belonged to the Caseres family, led by an old Arcane Farmer by the name of Morio and his wife Luca. Other inhabitants included their two sons and two daughters, and their spouses, as well as twelve grandsons, one of whom had recently married. They lived a multi-building ‘greater villa,’ with a main house built around a courtyard and a handful of smaller homes for younger family members and servants. One of the guards, a sergeant by the name of Clado, told Hawke the details as they rode there.
Sometime last night, raiders had struck the farmhouse and murdered the whole family and three servants. Twenty-six people in total, dead.
The walled villa looked intact. The attackers had put out the fires that normally burned in a home twenty-four-seven and which, if left unattended, would have probably burnt down the whole place. Nobody had noticed anything was wrong, not until early that morning. A neighbor had found a stray calf and tried to return it, only to find the victims.
“Nobody has done much more than take a quick look,” Clado said as the three horsemen slowed down at the open gate of the compound. “Normally we wouldn’t bother you, Prefect, but your orders…”
“Were that any attacks or disturbances should come straight to me. You did the right thing,” Hawke said, dismounting. His legs were a little shaky despite the short ride. He had been gripping the horse’s sides with his legs, straining muscles he normally didn’t use when walking. The first thing he saw through the open gate didn’t help his mood. The attackers had taken Farmer Morio’s head and hung it from one of the pillars on the front porch. That was just the first of many horrors to be seen in the blood-splattered villa.
He didn’t focus on the grisly sights scattered throughout the farmhouse, but on trying to find information. It took him all of five minutes to figure out who had been responsible. The tracks on the ground had been made by triple sets of spiky feet. He had seen those tracks before, on his very first day on the Realms. Murk Arachnoids. The victims’ wounds included spear stabs, but most had been hacked down by heavy blades or axes. He remembered the spider-people’s Warriors had wielded those weapons.
We are on our way to you, Tava sent to him through Saturnyx. She must have just reached the sword’s telepathic range, about five miles.
“Good,” he said.
“Your Eminence?”
“Nothing, Clado. Just thinking out loud. You two, keep watch on the farmhouse until someone with a legal claim to it can take possession of it.”
And if there was nobody to claim the farm, the Town would get it. Hawke was getting sick of profiting from the suffering of innocent victims. Sick of standing over the bodies of people he had a duty to protect.
“You can take my horse back with you when you get back.”
“What about Your Eminence?”
“I’ll be traveling on foot from here. I’m gonna hunt down the Arachnoids who did this. None of them is going to live long enough to reach the Auric.”
The expression on Hawke’s face made Clado go pale and take an involuntary step back.
* * *
Congratulations! Your Tracking Skill has risen to 2.
He met the other five members of the hunting party a few minutes later.
Tava led the way, followed closely by Desmond and Alba, with Nadia and Gosto in the rear. That should be a big enough group to do the job. Nadia and Desmond were fifth and sixth level, respectively, and Alba was only fourth but was also an elite Shadow Assassin. Desmond’s gear was top-notch, since Hawke had made sure Brunes’ Warrior-specific weapons and armor ended in the hands of Hawke’s fellow Eternal.
Desmond had become a formidable fighter in the past few days:
Desmond the Destroyer (Human, Eternal)
Level 6 Warrior
Health 251 Mana 47 Endurance 231
Alba was riding on Desmond’s shoulders, which added to the Warrior’s armor and gear meant he was carrying almost two hundred pounds worth of stuff without slowing down. She waved as Hawke as the group reached the clearing where he’d been waiting. He waved back and smiled. A few days ago, he’d thought Alba would be good for Desmond, who didn’t have a good track record with the ladies back on Earth and had developed some bad attitudes as a result. He was glad the two had hit it off without him doing or saying anything.
<Of course you didn’t. Tava and I took care of it, foolish male.>
Of course, Hawke realized as the Warrior walked over and high-fived him; the two gauntleted hands made a loud gong when they met. Alba, still perched over the Warrior, jokingly squeezed her thighs tighter around Desmond’s uncovered head.
“We’ll get them,” Desmond said as he ran a hand over his girlfriend’s muscular leg.
“You said it.”
<Alba finds the man a suitable match. Strong and on the path to power and riches, and easily smitten by her. He is already making inquiries about how to propose.>
That was fast, he said, temporarily forgetting that he’d gotten engaged twice after spending less than a month in the Realms.
<She is experienced in how to please men, and he does no question where she learned her skills, which most people in Nova Gallia would. Your people care not about consorting before betrothals, which Alba finds refreshing. Their union is unorthodox, but he does not seem to care.>
Tava gave Hawke a hug and he made his helmet disappear so they could kiss. “I heard it was the Caseres,” she told him.
He nodded. “Everyone at their villa.”
Tava shook her head. “They were good folks. I learned my letters with two of their grandsons. None of them deserved any of this.”
“We’ll make them pay. Arachnoids hate sunlight and travel only at night. They couldn’t have made it to the farmhouse and back to the mountains last night, so they are holed up somewhere nearby. I couldn’t follow their tracks, but you can.”
“I’m sure she can,” Nadia said, approaching them while also giving Desmond and Alba a wide berth. “But has it occurred to anybody that this might be a trap?”
Nadia Morganna
Level 5 Sorceress
Health 53 Mana 163(203) Endurance 74
“The Elf is right,” Alba said before she somersaulted away from Desmond’s shoulders. “Not even a drunken fool strikes a blow and expects no reaction. They provoked us to a fight. I’d wager they expect to win it.”
Hawke wanted to disagree with both of them, but he couldn’t. The raid could well be designed to trick Orom’s defenders into an ambush.
“Well, if it is a trap, we’ll have to smash our way out of it,” he said instead.
“You are very brave,” Tava told him.
“And very handsome,” Nadia added.
Desmond grinned. “Oh, I know the next line. And very stupid!”
“I’m open to suggestions,” Hawke said after everyone was done laughing at him. If he was ever in danger of letting his new position as Prefect go to his head, all he had to do was spend some quality time with his friends.
“I’ll track them down,” Tava said. “We will on our guard. Alba should follow us from a distance, using her abilities to be out of sight. If something goes wrong and she cannot help us, at the very least she can go for help.”
“I was going to suggest something like that anyway.”
“Or,” Desmond said. “We could get Korgam and his boys to join in. Eleven is better than six.”
Hawke shook his head. “I want them in Orom, in case this is a feint and they try something while we’re away. Between Kinto and Korgam’s people, the town should be safe.”
“Fair enough.”
“Father will not be easily fooled,” Gosto said. The Druid had done a lot of growing up in the past month, but he still trusted his father with the conviction of someone younger than sixteen.
Gosto Kintes (Human)
Level 7 Druid
Health 123 Mana 245 Endurance 176
Hawke included everyone except Alba into his Party Interface. She would be able to do so after she reached fifth level.
You have formed an Adventurers’ Party: all members gain a 10% bonus to all tasks, ability or spell effects, damage, and morale.
As a Party Leader, Level Ten or higher, you can choose to devote a percentage of the Party’s XP towards developing Leadership Abilities.
Assign XP? Y/N
He selected ‘Yes’ and a new prompt asked him to select a percentage. He figured ten percent wouldn’t kill anyone and it would have long-term benefits.
“Anything else? Okay, let’s go get them.”
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It was a trap, of course.
The spider-people had done their best to hide their tracks, avoiding soft patches of clear ground where their distinctive spiky feet would leave visible marks. In some cases, they had used branches to sweep up after them. Against a tracking noob like Hawke, that would have been enough, but not against a Ranger trained by a Hunter with decades of experience. She always managed to spot any errors the Arachnoids made as they moved through the woods. Hawke earned another level in Tracking just from watching Tava follow the trail of the raiding party.
“A party of sixteen cannot hide their tracks, unless they are all highly skilled,” she explained. “These folks are led by someone with some woodcraft, but most of them are new at the art of moving through forests.”
The raiders had been headed for the Auric River that separated the Sunset Range from the rest of the valley. From Tava’s estimate of their speed, they wouldn’t have gotten there before dawn. They had to have taken shelter by dawn, given their hatred for sunlight. All Hawke’s team had to do was find a likely hiding spot. But where?
<Remember that the Arachnoids ruled over this region after the fall of the Onyx Empire. They built their dwellings underground. Some may remain even after these many centuries.>
“One finds sinkholes in the forest, sometimes,” Tava said. “Hidden tunnels, leading to ancient chambers built like homes or even small forts beneath the earth. And… I see something.”
Hawke gestured at the group behind him to stop, and looked at the area the Ranger was examining. At first glance, it seemed to be a lightly wooded patch of forest, looking much like any other. He couldn’t even see any tracks leading there.
“What is it?”
“They stopped a little ways back, then entered this spot, one at a time. I don’t see where they went, but there are no tracks leading out. Do you see the far side? Lots of loose foliage, but nothing has been disturbed. They didn’t go any further.”
“Wait,” Hawke said. “Let me refresh my Enlightenment spell.”
Hawke had been casting it every few minutes, but the spell had expired not too long ago and he’d forgotten to renew it. The Light effect greatly increased his chance of detecting hidden doors, traps and other hard to spot stuff. Unfortunately, it only lasted a couple of minutes and was meant to be used indoors. But when he cast it now, a large trapdoor began to glow yellow, less than fifty feet from where he and Tava were.
“I’ve got something,” he told everyone. “I think…”
The ground opened up under his feet and he dropped into darkness.
* * *
Hawke fell for less than two seconds before hitting the ground, enough time to insta-cast Aura of Light and Shield of Light. His inhuman Dexterity allowed him to twist like a cat and land in a crouch, limbs spread to minimize the impact. He still took thirty-one points of damage. Falling in a suit of plate armor, even one that was lighter than a steel version, hurt like hell. Four of his friends dropped with him. The group had clustered relatively close together when somebody opened a pit under them. He heard several cries of pain and a loud clatter when Desmond landed. A glance at the Party interface showed him that Nadia had suffered the most damage. Hawke cast Wave of Healing while he looked around.
His Dark Vision let him see an underground cave, with the nearest wall almost fifty feet from his landing spot. That was all he had time to notice before two overlapping area-of-effect spells hit him and everyone else. Stone spikes exploded from the ground. One stabbed him right through his foot for another five points of damage. He heard Nadia cry out in terrible agony – and saw her icon on the Party interface go dark. She’d been killed! A thrown spear hit him on his shoulder and glanced off; a moment later, he saw a pack of Murk Arachnoids closing in while two of their shamans used magic on the party:
Murk Arachnoid
Level 6 Warrior
Health 72 Mana 36 Endurance 60 
Murk Arachnoid
Level 8 Shaman
Health 56 Mana 160 Endurance 80 
Desmond was next to Hawke, trying to extricate his left leg from a stone spike that had torn through his upper thigh. Off to his left, Tava tossed aside an empty Lesser Healing Potion bottle and calmly drew and loosed. An Arachnoid Warrior dropped almost at her feet, its hands clawing at the shaft protruding from one of its eyes. Hawke wasn’t just watching the sights, either: he threw his go-to energy hammer at one of the Shamans – and hit a shield made of greenish-brown energy. A moment later, a Warrior tried to hack him down. He caught the descending chopping blade with his left blade, and used the other to deliver a savage slash that completely severed the spiderling’s humanoid torso from its lower abdomen. The bisected corpse fell, spraying ichor everywhere as Hawke cast another Wave of Healing to help his teammates.
The rest of the ambushers reached melee range. Gosto interrupted his spellcasting to block a Warrior’s sword with his staff. Hawke backstabbed the attacker, killing it instantly, and sent a Bolt of Life at Desmond. The second heal allowed the Eternal to free his leg and go onto the attack, launching a war-cry – Fearsome Shout – that froze every Murk Arachnoid within twenty feet for a couple of seconds. By the time the monsters had recovered, Desmond had beheaded two of them with deadly back-and-forth swings of his two-handed sword.
Hawke caught a trio of attackers with a one-two combo of Dazzling Light and Burning Light: the cone of energy killed one of them outright and left the other two dazed by the spells’ brightness as well as stunned by the sheer agony that came from having their exoskeletons partially broiled. Before the survivors could react, Hawke stepped forward and skewered them both at the same time, one with each of the Saturnyx Twins.
Two giant boulders smashed onto him a moment later. Each spell did over a hundred points of damage, which his armor and defenses mitigated to a total Health loss of seventy-two. The double whammy and a few injuries he hadn’t even noticed getting had him down to nearly half his normal Health. He turned to the Shamans. There were still over a dozen Warriors on their feet, and three were attacking him, but he contented himself with parrying or dodging their blows while he fired off another Hammer of Light. The Shaman’s energy shield vanished like a popped soap bubble, but it took no direct damage. At least, not until Alba emerged from the shadows behind it and backstabbed it to death.
The other Shaman began to turn against the new threat, but the Shadow Assassin used a spell of her own: Shadow Leech, which sucked away a large chunk of the target’s Mana and prevented it from spellcasting for three seconds. That Darkness spell was death on wheels, and Hawke had been happy to learn it; its only drawbacks were its short range and long cooldown.
While Alba finished off the last Shaman, Hawke concentrated on defending Tava and Gosto while Desmond went on a one-man killing spree. The Warrior’s two-handed sword sent Arachnoid limbs flying, and their counterattacks barely scratched his armor. The Eternal wiped out half of the surviving enemies by himself. Hawke and Tava took care of the rest while Gosto kept everyone in good health.
For Slaying Your Foes, you have earned 90 XP (10 XP diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 16,203/18,000. Leadership XP: 387/1,000
“What a rip-off,” Hawke grumbled as he made sure everyone was healed.
“Got no complaints,” Desmond said. “Hit level seven, even though the Party robbed me of like a hundred points of XP. Alba hit fifth level as well.” He gestured to his girlfriend, who was calmly looting the bodies of the Arachnoids.
“Grats to both of you. And sorry about the lost XP. It will pay off, hopefully.”
“Saw Nadia go down,” Desmond added. “Fall broke her legs and then three spikes ran her through.”
Hawke shook his head. “My AOE heal didn’t do enough to help her. My fault. We were lucky we didn’t lose anyone else.”
“I know.” Desmond hesitated for a second. “Um, will you tell her I’m sorry? When you see her?”
“Sorry for what? It’s my fault she died.”
“Sorry for everything, I guess. For being a dick.”
Things between Desmond and Nadia were still tense. She had talked him into playing Eternal Journey Online long after it was known players were disappearing. He felt she had led him on and then rejected him even after they were trapped together in a hostile world. Being with Alba was helping, and conveying an apology would hopefully help some more.
Of course, all that squishy stuff paled in comparison to the life and death situation they’d been in. The Murk Arachnoids had murdered over twenty people just on the off-chance they could kill a few of Orom’s defenders in a carefully-orchestrated ambush. His friends could have died. Nadia would be traumatized by her fourth death, but she would live. If Gosto or Alba had been in her place, they wouldn’t be looking forward to waking up in three or four hours at the Temple of Shining Father. They’d be gone for good.
Hawke felt like crap about losing Nadia, but he still automatically collected the floating bags over the Arachnoid bodies. His loot had amounted to nine silver and five copper denars, as well as a handful of minor potions. Killing low-level cannon fodder didn’t pay off.
“This was on me,” he added.
“We all knew it was dangerous to follow the raiders,” Tava said.
“I don’t know if bringing you, Alba or your brother was a good idea. What if…”
She leaned closer, whispering: “What if Brunes had murdered Gosto and my father when he came by our lodge and tried to take me by force? That would have likely happened in a few weeks or even a few days, had you not been there. We all live as long as we live, and not a moment longer. If my brother falls, I will mourn him and live on. Much as you will if I die.”
“I don’t want that to happen.”
Her smile was sad. “My love, when did what we wanted have anything to do with whatever shall pass?”
Hawke looked at the corpse-strewn cavern. None of those Arachnoids had gotten what they wanted, that was for sure. All he could do was his best, and hope it would be enough.
<That is all we ask of you Hawke. Nothing more than your best. And nothing less.>
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Getting out of the cave was harder than dropping in.
The Arachnoid Shamans had used Earth Magic to open a temporary pit under the group’s feet and then closed it afterwards to keep them in the dark. Unfortunately, nobody in the group had an equivalent spell. They had to explore the cavern until they found an exit. Hawke kept his Enlightenment spell up as he walked around. He didn’t find the exit – Alba did – but his spell detected a hidden compartment on a rock wall and, inside, a chest.
<The chest must have been there for hundreds of years, perhaps back to the Arachnoid Empire’s time. Which means it is probably preserved by magic. And also protected by it.>
I know. Traps, he told the sword. Instead of messing with the box, Hawke sent it to his inventory. Something to save for later, in his abundant spare time. Alba led the group up a ramp that came out of one of the trapdoors Hawke had detected before falling into a pit. They made it outside, to everyone’s relief.
“Any suggestions about my new level’s stats?” Desmond asked Hawke as they all walked back to Orom.
“Your Mana is on the low side. Not sure how much a Warrior uses it, though,” Hawke said. “I never read the game’s rules. I usually didn’t, not until I’d played a game for a while. Never expected my life would depend on knowing them.”
Desmond laughed. “I feel you. Yeah, most abilities eat both Mana and Endurance. So, you think Spirit is the way to go?”
“Intelligence too, but it’s mostly Spirit.”
“Yeah, I didn’t even put any points on Intelligence. Strictly average.”
“Well, increasing it doesn’t exactly make you smarter. You get a better ability to focus, remember things, stuff like that.”
“Good enough. Two for Intelligence, four for Spirit.”
Alba caught up to them. “Are you two plotting something?”
“Never, sweetheart,” Desmond said, leaning over and kissing her. He looked happy enough.
It feels good to be a second-hand matchmaker.
<Just leave the actual matchmaking to us, of course. Men don’t have the wit and finesse for anything beyond the crudest of assignations.>
Hawke didn’t feel like arguing. He would have probably lost anyway.
* * *
From what Tava and other townies had told Hawke, the Temple of Shining Father hadn’t been a popular spot before the Undead attack. Most people had personal shrines to their gods, and only went to visit Patros and his novices when they needed magical healing. The Temple had gained a larger following since the zombie crisis, when over a third of Orom’s citizens had ended up seeking refuge there. There were half a dozen worshippers paying their respects to Shining Father when Hawke and Tava came in; they exchanged greetings with them and headed for the area behind the statue of the leader of the Olympian gods, where Nadia and Desmond had set their respawn site.
“What happens to you, when… you come back?” Tava asked while they waited.
“You wake up a moment after you die, at least that’s what it feels like. And you remember it all; the pain, things going dark. Not fun. It fades away, though, fairly quickly. Surprisingly quickly, to be honest. After a few days, I could look back on getting eaten by a bear without getting upset. But those first moments are bad. Being alone when it happens is worse.”
Tava hugged him.
“I was lucky. Saturnyx was with me both times. That helped a lot.”
<I am not given to embracing people to bring them comfort, but had I arms, I would make an exception for you now.>
“You are the sweetest.”
<It is said that Eternals forget the worst parts of their ordeals,> Saturnyx added. <And that in forgetting the pain, they also forget parts of who they were, which is why their Identity suffers a blow with each death.>
“Makes sense. It’s no picnic, getting killed, but if the pain stayed vivid in my mind, I’d probably turn into a confirmed coward.”
“I have seen you throw yourself into a torrent of dragon-fire,” Tava told him. “None may call you craven in my presence. Not even you.”
“It was a fire lizard, not a dragon.”
<And you blocked its fire by offering your face as a target. Brave, yes. None may call you a deep thinker in my presence. Especially you.>
Tava laughed; Saturnyx had included her in the joke.
“I did use my head, didn’t I? But yeah, if that stuff still bothered me, I wouldn’t be able to laugh about it, I don’t think.”
<She is coming.>
They stepped back a little. Hawke had never seen a Reincarnation from the other side, so he was more than a little curious about it. It started with a dimming of the lights all around them. The Temple had candles along its walls to dispel the gloom of the late afternoon, but their brightness diminished noticeably for several seconds. Hawke felt a powerful presence hovering near or above him. It was something he had only experienced twice before, when he had met the goddesses Vitara and Tenebra. A moment later, the presence disappeared and Nadia was lying on the ground, clutching at her chest and screaming in agony. Or rather, screaming from the agony she had felt moments before, from her point of view.
Hawke and Tava held her tightly while she recovered. He felt her relax in their arms; it felt damn nice to hold two beautiful women who cared for him as much as he did for them, as well as knowing Saturnyx was watching over him like a bloodthirsty guardian angel. In that moment, he realized he could never abandon any of this. If it became possible to visit Earth and come back, he would – he still missed friends and family there – but he couldn’t trade that old life for what he had here.
Nadia kissed him deeply and he responded, hoping Priest Patros wouldn’t throw them out of the Temple for their scandalous behavior. Tava held them both while they did, and nobody said anything, so he figured it was okay.
“Thank you for being here,” she told them.
“I told you weren’t alone anymore.”
She nodded. “This time wasn’t as bad. Felt my legs break, that was bad, and just after you healed me, I got stabbed twice by those rock spikes. Critical hits, according to my combat log. It happened quickly, at least.”
“I’m sorry it happened.”
“There was something else, though. I think so, at least.”
“What do you mean?”
“Between the moment I felt everything went dark to just now, when I opened my eyes, there was a pause. I was floating in total darkness, but I wasn’t alone. Somebody was watching me. Calling to me, or maybe trying to drag me away. I’m not sure, but it scared me a lot. That never happened to me before, and it worries me.”
“We’ll figure out. Now, would you ladies care for some pizza at the Copper Kettle? I’m buying.”
“You’d better, Your Eminence!”
* * *
The Copper Kettle’s pizza of the evening was sausage and onions. Not Hawke’s favorite, but Dorrham made him a whole pie with only sausage, so that was fine.
“Desmond sent his apologies, by the way,” he told Nadia as they ate.
“Did he? He hasn’t been really talking to me much, outside business.”
“I think he’s getting over things.”
She nodded. “Glad to hear it. Maybe we can all be friends, like we used to.”
“It would make raiding and dungeon-crawling a lot more pleasant, that’s for sure,” he said. “And that’s what we’re going to be doing for the foreseeable future.”
“Yeah. Wonderful.”
“Speaking of wonderful, I have a theory about what happened when you respawned,” he told her. “But nobody is going to like it.”
“I can’t eat anymore, so you might as well spit it out,” she said, pushing her plate aside.
Hawke grabbed the leftover piece and wolfed it down, onions notwithstanding, while Tava nodded and ordered another round of drinks for the table. He realized that the Ranger was getting more than a little tipsy. He had never seen Tava drunk before. She might have never been intoxicated until now; the wine they drank at her father’s house had been pretty weak stuff and he was sure that Kinto didn’t allow his kids to get blotto when he was around.
“Okay,” he said. “I think it might have been the Necromancer.”
“Shit,” Nadia said.
“Pork shit,” Tava added, and giggled. “We’ll feed him to the pigs, and that is what he’ll become. Pork shit!”
“Maybe it’s time to switch to some nice herbal tea, sweetheart.”
“Why? I’m enjoying the wine.”
“Why do you think it’s the Necro?” Nadia asked him.
“He figured out a way to force all the Eternals in the area to spawn where he wanted. Maybe he is trying to do the same to anyone who tries to respawn near his territory.”
“Well, forget about getting a good night’s sleep. Maybe Tava has the right idea,” Nadia said, and took a long draught of the full cup of wine that Dorrham’s new server had put in front of her.
“Yes!” Tava said, emptying her own cup. “Another round!”
“Are you all right, Tava?”
She slammed the empty cup on the table, causing several patrons to stop their conversations and look at Hawke’s table. “Am I, my darling intended? Am I all right?”
He put his hand over hers. “Tell me what is wrong.”
“People keep dying. The Caseres. My friend Kora, who tried to kill me when she turned. I chased her like an animal and put an arrow in her.”
“I was there. You were doing the right thing.”
“It happens to all of us. I know it. My father taught me that. Growing up in a hunting lodge, you see it every day. Everything dies.”
Tava took a deep breath before continuing. “I’ve mouthed those very words to you, darling, thinking myself above such worries. But sometimes it feels wrong. I feel sad and empty, thinking of the dead.” She looked at her empty cup. “So, this is what wine does to you. No wonder Father always warned me about overindulging.”
“It’s been a rough day. Come on, let’s go home. Tomorrow, we’ll set a date for the wedding, okay?”
Her dark mood lifted. “Truly? I had never given much thought to such things, but now… Yes, what better way to deal with death than to celebrate life?”
“Can’t think of any,” he said.




Ten

 
The local calendar was ten months long, and some of the months’ names were pretty similar to the ones Hawke had grown up with, although the order was different. The current month was Maia, marking the end of spring. It was the twenty-fifth of Maia; Hawke had arrived at the Realms on Aprilis fifteen. And Tava wanted to have the wedding on Kintilis, which came after Juno, because of her father’s name, Kinto, meant ‘the fifth’ in Vulgate and Kintilis was the fifth month of the year. In the local calendar, the year started in spring, in the month of Mars, to be exact, named after a god of war that nobody worshipped anymore.
Tava also insisted that the wedding date couldn’t be the first, seventh, or fifteenth of the month, which were considered ill days for such things. They’d settled on the tenth of Kintilis. In a little over a month, Hawke would be a married man. He mostly smiled and nodded and let Tava work out the details. Nadia offered to help as well. Tava had few female friends growing up. One had married and moved three weeks’ travel away, near the city of Alipnia. The other had been Kora, the girl the vampires had turned. She and Nadia were turning into bffs.
Hopefully he would only need to show up, say his vows, and enjoy the honeymoon. He had bought her a proper engagement ring, spending three gold in the process. The way Tava had grinned at him when he gave it to her – and shown him just how happy she was later that night – told him he’d done well. Nobody was going to throw him a bachelor party, and under the circumstances it would be kind of silly anyway.
<I have rummaged through your mind. I could probably create a reasonable facsimile of one of your ‘bachelor parties,’> Saturnyx told him while he left the house and got some business done. <I can even wear one of those ridiculous loincloths your pleasure-women favor.>
“They are called thongs,” Hawke said. “I don’t think I want my second fiancée stripping for my first wedding’s bachelor party, and believe you me, that’s something I never thought would be coming out of my mouth.”
People lowered their heads as they passed him by in their customary show of respect. Nobody seemed angry or upset about seeing him, but most of them weren’t exactly ecstatic, either. There weren’t elections in Orom, although Hawke wanted to build up a Town Council and have at least some of its members be selected by the local people; something like union reps for different factions in Orom, maybe. One for the farmers, one for the common laborers, and maybe another for the merchants, although they probably could take care of themselves.
Nobody had elected him, of course; he had seized control of the Town Core, and the only way to remove him was to kill him or convince him to pass on the power to another Arcane Official. Ruling Orom wasn’t a popularity contest, but he wanted people to be happy. Before he did anything, he would run his ideas past Saturnyx, Nadia, Tava and of course Kinto, who had plenty of common sense. Maybe Patros, too; the Priest knew the townspeople well, when he wasn’t drinking himself into a stupor, at least.
Taking over the Core had been a last-ditch measure to stop the zombie apocalypse, and most townspeople were grateful for that, but from what he had heard from Dorrham, Alba, and Marko, they were still worried. Worried about conflict with the Necromancer; some were blaming Hawke for it, despite the fact that the vampire attacks had been a thing before he even showed up. Others were concerned about having their taxes raised, which was a valid concern; he hated taxes with a passion, but they needed more than twenty guards to protect the town, and neither they nor all the public officials he needed to hire would work for free.
His first meeting of the day was meant to bring money to the town without squeezing its citizens. Hawke stopped by a two-story shop that had been vacant since its owners disappeared during the vampire attacks. The town had claimed ownership and then gifted it to the Stern Company of Miners and Adventurers, as a reward for its help.
The door was open. The main floor was dominated by a large table, covered with maps on the region, as well as scrap paper filled with scribbles and mathematical equations. Standing over the table were Korgan and Taggan, engaged in some discussion in their language. They looked up and grinned broadly at him when he entered.
“Welcome, your holy eminence!” Korgan Stern said. The leader of the Company was the only red-haired Dwarf Hawke had seen so far, and happily displayed his ginger status by growing a long beard that made him look like his lower face was on fire.
“It is good to see you again, Paladin,” Taggan told him.
The Stone Mystic was skinny for a Dwarf, with narrow shoulders and stooped-over posture than made him look older than he was. His gray-speckled black hair and sparse beard added to the illusion. He wore a brown robe embroidered with magical formulae. Thanks to his Class, he had access to a lot of spells with mining applications. He and Egg, Priest of the Earth God Gaon, were the Company’s chief surveyors.
“Same here,” Hawke told them. “Didn’t see you guys at Dorrham’s last night.”
“Ah, yes. We had a meeting, me and all the lads, and it went long into the night. Which is the reason I sent word for us to meet.”
“I’m listening,” Hawke said, leaning over the table. Dwarves didn’t use chairs in their offices; they liked to conduct meetings standing up, believing that people who became too comfortable risked dozing off, or worse, wasting valuable time.
“Egg and Taggard have examined the foothills to the south. There is some iron and gold there. But we will need workers to set up a camp. We will start hiring tomorrow.”
“Hey, that’s great news!” Hawke said.
He didn’t know how mining worked on Earth but in the Realms, it looked as if the Arbiters just placed mineral deposits anywhere they wanted, and even replenished them over time. More weirdness, but he didn’t care, as long as Orom prospered.
“However, we will also need more experienced miners, which unfortunately your town does not have. It has been too long since the people here worked the earth; the handful who remember those days were children when the mines closed and are old men now. I need to bring in more Dwarves.”
“I see. Do they have to come from Akila?”
During Hawke’s visit there, he had run into trouble with a Guild of Earthlings. The Nerf Herders were hellbent into conquering as much of the Common Realm as they could, and their leader saw Hawke as an obstacle who needed removing. Hawke had also made a fool out of the top Nerf Herder, Kaiser Wrecker, nearly taking him down before escaping. There was bound to be a confrontation with the Nerf Herders, but he wanted to postpone it for as long as he could.
Korgam looked unhappy as he answered: “Akila has the closest settlement of my people. The next one is the Dun-Takah Kingdom. A month’s travel if the roads were good, which they are not. More like six, seven weeks each way, with Trogg tribesmen threatening the passes and Murk Arachnoids striking at night.”
“What do you propose, then?”
“A caravan to Akila. A few traders want to pool their resources and send their wagons there to buy goods that are needed in Orom. The sister of your Mistress of Coin is one of them. I can send one of the lads off with them, and he will return with plenty of help.”
“When are they planning to leave?”
“Two weeks. Maybe three.”
Hawke nodded. “Then we need to deal with the Necromancer before that happens. When that is done, I might even go to Akila myself.”
Because once I’ve taken care of Domort and freed all the Eternals he has, it’ll be time to deal with Kaiser Wrecker.
“I believe your Guild will depart in a few days to deal with a Lair, correct?” Korgam asked. When Hawke confirmed it, he went on: “We will watch over Orom until you return, and follow you to the Sunset Range to deal with Domort.”
“Very well. Thank you again, Korgam.”
“We all thank you, Hawke. Normally one does not advance on the Path to Power but once every few months if one is lucky, or every few years if one is not. We have all attained the seventh level, eighth in my case, in the span of a few weeks. It is clear to me that you will leave a blazing trail of glory across the Common Realm, until you ascend and leave us behind.”
I only hope it’s not a trail of bodies.
<Hope instead that most of those bodies belong to your enemies.>




Eleven

 
Back at the Town Interface, Hawke tried to take one pass at things before his meeting with Orom’s new Magistrate and Clerk.
Town of Orom (Level Two Township)
Current Population/Maximum Pop.: 1,912/5,000
Warning: If its population decreases below 1,000, the Township’s Level will be reduced to One.
Available Mana/Mana Pool:1,145/1,912
Mana Recharge/Day: 200 (100 for Keep, 100 for Temple of Shining Father)
Current Mana Expenditures: 150/day (Undead, Demonic and Fae Wards)
Enchantments Available: Arcane Appointment, Call to Arms, Demonic Ward, Empower Champions, Fae Ward, Undead Ward.
Current Morale: -10 (Discontent)
Ongoing Projects: 0
Finished Projects: 3 (Keep, Temple, Town Walls Level II)
Resources: 174 gold, 20,000 Daily Rations (Private Stores), 12000 Daily Rations (Town Stores).
Income: 28-33 gold a month (Last month’s taxes: 13 gold)
Taxes: 18 gold/month, 900 Daily Rations/month (collected Seasonally; Next Harvest Season in 2 months)
Fees and Duties: 10-15 gold/month.
Expenses: 106 gold a month
Town Guard: Guardsmen (40): 36 gold/month, 1200 Daily Rations/month. Sergeants (4): 8 gold/month, 240 Daily Rations/month, First Sergeant (3 gold/month, 30 DR/month) Captain (1): 5 gold/month, 30 DR/month. Stables (8 mounts, 4 servants): 12 gold a month. Total: 38 gold a month
Upkeep: 30 gold a month
Civilian Salaries (12): 24 gold a month
Town Buildings and Projects:
Buildings: 5 Apartment Buildings, 12 Homes, 3 Inns, 1 Keep (1,853/2,500), 4 Manors, 218 Shoddy Homes, 8 Shops, 1 Smithy, 1 Temple (1,250/1,250), 3 Workshops.
Appointed Positions Vacant: None.
Arcane Professional Slots Available: 12
Hawke had repaired the Temple and as much of the Keep as he could afford. Several interior sections of the central building were still damaged as a result of having a bunch of Undead monsters tearing through walls and doors. At the current rates, he should have the place fully restored in two weeks, unless he paid to have it done manually, but Orom was short of gold, which was sort of ironic since the town’s name was literally ‘the golden village.’
What he really wanted to do was build a new Temple to the Triune Goddesses and get the Keep upgraded. But there wasn’t enough Mana to go around, not yet. He would probably have to spring for the cash to do some upgrades the non-magical, old-fashioned way. Which he didn’t mind; he really didn’t have much use for the gold he had earned from his adventures, and he hadn’t even touched the ingots of precious or high-level metals he had ‘mined’ from the battleground where he had found Saturnyx. He might as well invest some of it in the place. Orom felt like home, much more so than the rented apartment where he’d moved in after leaving his parents’ place, back when keeping up with car payments and other bills had been his only worry, and not a big one at that.
Sighing, Hawke kept allocating fifty Mana to repair the Keep, and went off to the new offices he had built for the town officials. They were on the first floor; the old ones had been on the third level, which was considered a hardship when you needed to go up two flights of stairs to get there. Instead, he had taken a former storage room that had been briefly converted into a prison for the old Prefect’s sacrificial victims, and paid to have wooden partitions added in. The low-wooden walls divided the room into three sections; Hawke realized he had introduced work cubicles to the Realms and hoped the gods would forgive him for it. Two of the sections were the offices of Orom’s Magistrate and Clerk, with the third used by their common secretary-slash-gopher.
“Oras, Markello, you guys busy?”
“We are at your service, your eminence,” said Markello Dometes, Town Clerk; he liked to conduct business just as formally as Mistress of Coin Antana. He was a short and portly guy with a beard but no mustache, which Hawke found a bit unsettling.
“I’ll be there in a moment,” Magistrate Oras Pertinos said from the other cubicle. “Unless you’d like me to keep an innocent man in a cell any longer.”
The Magistrate had the close-cropped side-and-back haircut of someone used to wearing a helmet to work, day in and day out. A Legionnaire’s cut, it was called in town; Hawke’s brother would have called it a ‘high-and-tight.’ And Oras made Kinto’s general disposition look almost sunny by comparison. But he had served in Alpinia’s constabulary for several years after a stint in the Legions, before retiring to Orom when a relative left him a house in town. He had experience in legal matters, which made him the closest thing to a judge in town. The previous Magistrate had suffered an ‘unfortunate accident’ during Felix’s tenure a few months back, and his staff had decided the weather in Akila was much better and headed off there, never to be heard of again.
Markello looked a bit scandalized at Oras’ bluntness, but Hawke nodded. “Do what you gotta do. I’ll get started with Markello here.”
He and the Town Clerk went to the meeting room. Markello had a thick sheaf of papers for Hawke to sign. They included his new Guild’s charter, so he was actually looking forward to it. He sat down across the table from the Clerk, reached into his inventory mentally, and made an honest-to-goodness fountain pen appear in his hand. Turned out that metal pens with ink reservoirs were a thing in the Realms, even though Nadia had told him she was sure they hadn’t been invented on Earth until close to the Industrial Revolution.
According to Saturnyx, the most knowledgeable person in town about those things, metal pens had been in common use since before the rise of the Onyx Empire, well over a thousand years ago. The pens couldn’t have been introduced to the Realms by somebody from Earth; a thousand years ago people were still using gull feathers or whatever. Had someone invented them independently on the Realms? It was a mystery that probably didn’t matter. Hawke was just happy to be able to use something even remotely resembling modern tech to sign his name. The damn things were expensive – he had paid nine silver for his at Antana’s general store – but they beat the sharpened quills, wax tablets with metal scratchers, and pieces of charcoal that were the alternatives.
“What do you have for me, Clerk Dometes?” he asked in a mostly-serious tone.
“A sale receipt for the warehouse on the corner of Via Sinestra and Cattle Path Road,” Markello said, passing him a scroll; rolled-up papers were still used for legal documents. Hawke opened it and – quite literally – scrolled down to the line where his signature went, and put down his John Hancock, followed by the Prefect’s Seal, stamped in with wax. Markello had helpfully provided him a lit candle for that purpose.
“Petros has already paid the stipulated sixteen gold; the receipt is attached to the left roller.”
“Yeah, I noticed the addition to the Town’s treasury.”
He had mostly noted a lot of subtractions, mostly spent paying the wages of the forty-man town guard and assorted civilian employees. Keeping budgets balanced was a pain, although his parents – his mother specially – had been very thorough about teaching him to manage his money. There was a reason why he’d never owed money on a credit card for more than a month. Debt-free was the way to go. It was a lot harder to do with an entire town where a lot of taxpayers had fled, died, or lost everything, though.
After a couple more legal papers – he took the time to read each one carefully – Markello handed him a larger scroll with two ornate rolls with golden cappers on each end; he had paid for that out of his own pocket. On the first page was the title ‘Charter of the Earth and Realms Defenders.’ He smiled as he went over it.
The name had been a pain in the butt, but the Knights of Not-So-Good, the name of his old Guild, just didn’t translate well in Vulgate, and he wanted a title that would let any stranded players in the Realms know that the Nerf Herders weren’t the only game in town. The Defenders had been the best that Desmond, Nadia and he had been able to come up with, even after they brought in Tava and Gosto into the brainstorming session. The charter itself was based on the Tenets of the Triune Goddess, as told to him by Vitara herself:
Protect the innocent, punish the guilty, and learn the wisdom to tell them apart.
Be merciful to those who do no harm and enact retribution on those who do.
Seek and value peace while preparing for war, for war is inevitable and peace only possible through victory.
To that, he had added some basic anti-murder hobo language, including not robbing, assaulting, murdering, or cheating anybody other than outright enemies of the Guild or its members. To that, Saturnyx had added a long list of qualifiers about what constituted an enemy (enemies couldn’t consist of entire groups or classes of people, so no ‘I hate Goblins so I can murder any Goblin I meet,’ for example). Hawke didn’t like telling people what to do except in tactical situations, but he didn’t want any members of his organization to besmirch his good name or that of his friends. Oras, as the local judge, had gone over it and declared it ‘good enough,’ was high praise coming from him.
The Magistrate entered the meeting room just as Hawke finished signing the document. “I see the Earth and Realm Defenders are Orom’s official Guild,” he said. “Hopefully, you will keep lawlessness at bay. Adventurers can be an unruly lot.”
“Yeah, I can see that. What was it you were saying about an innocent man?”
There was a prison in the Keep’s basement, not quite big enough to be called a dungeon – and not to be confused with the Proving Grounds of the same name – with a dozen cells and room for as many as thirty people if you didn’t mind them sharing the accommodations. The town wasn’t big enough to have an official jailer, with the job falling to one of the guards. When Hawke took over, the prison had been empty – all the people who had been there had become the first batch of human sacrifices at the hands of Felix. In the last week, there had been a few arrests: drunk and disorderly, mostly, but one was an aggravated assault that hadn’t become a murder only because Priest Patros had been at hand to heal the victim. The alleged perpetrator must be the innocent man he was talking about.
“Yes, your eminence,” Oras said, tacking in the honorific almost as an afterthought. “The victim regained consciousness yesterday, but was afraid of the real attacker and didn’t dare come forward until Patros talked him into it. The man in question has been taken into custody, and I have signed and executed the release of the innocent party.”
“That’s good to hear.”
And it was. Not having to worry about what everyone was doing under his name was a huge weight off his shoulders. Orom seemed to mostly run itself, perhaps not perfectly or even as well as you’d expect from an Earth town, but well enough. Hawke didn’t want to be looking over everyone’s shoulder. He wanted to become a powerful Eternal, not Big Brother.
“Okay, then. Let’s go over anything else you may need, because the day after tomorrow, or a day after that at the latest, I’m going to be unavailable for at least two, maybe three days.”
It was time to clear a Lair, level up his Party, and get ready for the main event: the Lord of the Dead and his Stronghold.




Twelve

 
“Just sign your name on the dotted line, and you’re all set,” Hawke told Kinto, the eighth and last signatory to the Guild Charter of the Earth and Realms Defenders.
“First Adventurer’s Guild I have been a part of,” the old Hunter said. “Never was much of a joiner when I was young, and had too much sense to become part of such foolishness when I wasn’t.”
“We’ll make sure you won’t regret joining us.”
“I could never regret being part of something my daughter and son helped build.”
“All right, it is official! The Defenders have become a Guild!”
Congratulations! You have become a Guild Master!
Earth and Realms Defenders is a Level One Guild.
New Guild Power Available: Guild Evolution, Guild Party
Guild Evolution: The guild will earn 1% of the Experience gained by members. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 0/10,000
Guild Party: As Guild Master, you can bring any members into an Adventuring Party, regardless of their level, and use any Party abilities on them.
Hawke read the notifications while he sipped from a glass of brandy. It was fairly potent stuff, even for someone with his superhuman Constitution. The Defenders’ founding ceremony was taking place at his villa. Korgam’s band of Dwarves was there, as well as all the Guild members and their families and friends. It was a big crowd, the largest party Hawke had hosted here or on Earth. He had hired a few cooks, recommended by Dorrham, to cater the event and spent a good bit of coin making sure there was plenty to drink, too. They could indulge as much as they wanted, since both Hawke and Gosto had healing spells that would remove the effects of a hangover. Despite that, he noticed that Tava wasn’t hitting the booze hard that night.
The entertainment was being currently provided by Crommen the Battle-Bard and Desmond the wannabe bard, definitely with a small ‘b.’ The Warrior wasn’t terrible or even bad, not really, and his style of music was a closer fit to what the locals liked than anything from Hawke’s preferences, but it wasn’t anywhere near his first choice. He couldn’t complain, though.
Tava and Gosto didn’t care for the Warrior’s musical talents, either; when the Dwarf bowed to Desmond and let him take over, the siblings grimaced and moved to the opposite side of the courtyard from the singing Warrior. Hawke finished congratulating Marko and went off to join them.
“He is the worst,” the young Druid said as he drank a cup of watered wine. His sister was watching him like a hawk, intent on him not making a fool of himself.
“Come on, he’s not that bad,” Hawke said. “And he’s really gotten better. And not just about the music.”
Gosto shrugged. Desmond had made a terrible first impression when meeting Kintos’ family, and the Druid had never warmed up to the Eternal.
“He no longer spews out dung with every word, I’ll give him that,” he admitted, and, to Hawke’s relief, refrained himself from spitting on the ground; that was the local gesture of dislike, and Desmond might see it and realize it was about him. “But he is still arrogant when he thinks nobody of worth is listening, and the way he shows off his mistress is almost insulting.”
“Not his mistress,” Tava said. “He is courting her and is speaking of proposing. And I’ll not hear an unkind word from you about Alba, or you will answer to me!” she added angrily when Gosto sneered.
Hawke just finished his drink and headed for the nearest punch bowl table rather than get in the middle of the squabble. The locals liked to mix wine and fruit juices that made a decent yellow-orange sangria, and he’d made sure there was enough for everybody. The brandy he’d started with had hit him hard, and he just wanted to take the edge off while he tried to work out the cultural differences involved.
In theory, you weren’t supposed to sleep with someone you were courting until a betrothal had been arranged. Hawke had learned that early on, when he’d found himself interested in Tava. The rules got broken all the time, but women who did so were treated with contempt, far more so than the men. Double standards were a thing in the Realms as much as on Earth. And Desmond and Alba were sleeping around and hadn’t really made it a secret, other than Alba insisting on sleeping in her own quarters rather than the villa Desmond had bought, one that was almost as big as Hawke’s and had set the Warrior back most of his cash.
That wouldn’t be much of a problem, but Alba was known to cavort with men not engaged to her, which made the new relationship kind of iffy by local standards. So far, nobody had been stupid enough to blurt something about her reputation where Desmond could overhear it, or there would have been trouble. The kind of trouble that led to death and maiming. Hawke glanced at Alba, who was dancing in tune with Desmond’s song and moving in a, well, suggestive way. That dance style was common among the lower classes in Orom, while the well-to-do frowned on such things. Desmond’s singing faltered as he noticed the snide looks a few of the guests were giving his girlfriend, but Alba, picking up on the cues, stopped dancing and went to him, standing by her man. Smart.
“Am I being paranoid, or did we just miss a nasty scene?” Nadia asked as she casually poured herself a glass of punch.
“As Saturnyx would say, we are rarely paranoid enough. There may be trouble in paradise, I think.”
And I thought it was a good idea to set them up.
<And Tava and I agreed,> Saturnyx said. <Alba will make sure no one dare impugn her character in Desmond’s hearing. Or hers.>
You have a point, he told the sword, shaking his head when he realized he’d punned without a license.
Alba could certainly settle any scores on her own, and nobody would find the bodies. He’d heard a couple of abusive patrons had already gotten a few pointed lessons from her. Nobody had died, but word had gotten around. It would take an extremely stupid and suicidal person to cross her, let alone the towering Warrior who wore the previous Guard Captain’s armor and weapons.
Hawke and Nadia rejoined the Kintes siblings. Tava was still talking to her brother in a stern tone.
“Alba is a brave Adventurer, and soon we will be going into danger with her by our side. Will you offer insult to her?”
“No, of course not. And I am sorry, Tava. I will not bring this up again, even in jest.”
“Good,” she said before dropping her voice to a whisper. “Now be good and compose yourself. They’re coming to us.”
Desmond and Alba walked up; the Warrior had put his guitar away while Cronmen led his fellow Sterns on some sort of dance that looked like a cross between an Irish jig and someone having a seizure.
“Nice shindig,” Desmond said. He seemed okay, other than him holding on to Alba maybe a little too tightly.
“Least I could do, before I drag all of you into a Lair.”
“Any idea what we’ll be up against?”
“I chickened out before learning more about it,” Hawke admitted. “It’s a high level Lair. That was enough to get my third-level butt right out of there.”
“Smart guy,” Desmond said. “Well, I think I’ve drunk enough of your booze. What do you say we go on a little walk?” he asked Alba.
“We could both use some fresh air, hero,” she replied. “And perhaps something warm afterwards.”
Desmond’s face lit up; there was a clear spring in his step as they left.
<He was a virgin, you know,> Saturnyx told him.
Too much information!
“She told me,” Tava whispered in his ear. “And I of course shared it with my future sister wife. Alba is growing quite fond of him.”
“Good,” he said, finishing his drink. “We could use a few more happy endings around here.”
<I saw what your mind pictured, oh, insatiable one,> Saturnyx whispered. <And I believe such things can be arranged.>
From the way Tava and Nadia were grinning, they all had been dealt into that last bit of conversation. It made for a nice end to the evening.
The next morning, they set off towards the Lair.
* * *
“Dire Bear tracks,” Tava said as she rose from her crouch. “Fresh.”
The group had left early that morning and had entered the Highlands Forest shortly afterwards. The plan was to find a campsite near the Lair before nightfall and then go in the next day. But if Tava had found a Dire Bear, a detour might be in order.
“How big is it?” he asked her. The rest of the group spread out a bit, keeping an eye out in every direction, the sky included. Harpies couldn’t threaten Orom’s territory any longer, but the Highland Forest was outside its borders. Anything could be waiting for them there.
“Bigger than Old Urso,” she said, showing them a full paw print left on a patch of mud. It was about as wide as her shoulders, and she wasn’t a tiny woman. “The Arbiters must have decided the forest needed a new king.”
“Well, you wanted a pet, babe. Want to go get it?”
She grinned. “A Dire Bear would be a fearsome companion. It may be too powerful for me to Entrance it, however. Someone would have to fend him off while I forge a Bond with it.”
“All right, people!” Hawke called out. “We are going to get Tava a pet. If she can’t freeze it in place, I’ll keep it busy.”
“You can use your Monster Trainer abilities to freeze it, can’t you?” Nadia asked.
“If I do that, Tava won’t be able to tame it. The bear would be linked to me. She called dibs on it.”
“Fair enough.”
“If Tava can’t freeze it, Gosto and I will try to immobilize it. If it breaks free, I will keep it busy. The rest of you, hang back. Alba, stay in stealth; if it makes it past me, backstab and run. Nadia and Desmond, don’t kill it unless it’s out of control. Any other questions or suggestions?”
There were none. Tava followed the monster bear’s trail easily enough; it was leaving tracks like a biological bulldozer. Small and even medium-sized trees had been knocked aside or simply trampled underfoot like so many bushes. Apparently Young Urso liked to travel in a straight line and if something or somebody got in its way, too bad for them. Hawke kept his auras and other buffs going, just in case they ran into anything else, but the entire forest appeared to be spooked by the Dire Bear; the only other critter they found was a deer that hadn’t gotten out of the beast’s way fast enough and been killed and partially eaten.
“Well, that was nice and disgusting,” Desmond said as they passed by the deer’s remains.
A few minutes later, the trail took them down a dry gully flanked by two steep banks; it was barely wide enough to accommodate the bear’s width; Hawke could see where it had forced its way past a narrow section, tearing chunks of soil through brute force. Weird that a bear would move through a place where it could get stuck.
Tava was thinking the same thing. She stopped when the group was halfway through the gully. “I think we should go back and around.”
There was a deafening roar from the left side of the gully.
Dire Bear
Level 8 Beast
Health 360 Mana 80 Endurance 320
A moment later, the Dire Bear came crashing down on them, aiming for the rear of the group, at the spot where the gully was broadest but still kept them trapped.
Aiming straight for Gosto and Nadia.




Thirteen

 
Hawke didn’t have time to yell orders or to try Dark Tendrils on the Dire Bear. All he could do was cast Twilight Step and appear in front of the massive creature.
The bear was charging downhill; it couldn’t slow down even if it wanted to, but it changed direction towards the new threat. Hawke leaped over the oncoming monster, did a somersault that would have let him win gold in half a dozen Olympic events, and landed on its furry back. Just as the Dire Bear realized its target was no longer in front of its paws, Hawke stabbed both blades into its back for a satisfying but non-lethal ninety-eight points of total damage.
“Plan’s still on!” he shouted. “Snare! Tame! Yadda, yadda, y..!”
He barely had time to say the second ‘yadda’ when the bear reared up and slammed Hawke into the nearest tree, snapping it in half, which would have broken Hawke’s back if he hadn’t been buffed up. Luckily, he had Bulwark of Light on; the Light spell’s 210 Health absorbed the massive impact, but the whiplash from being used to knock down a tree almost caused him to lose his grip on the Saturnyx Twins. Almost, but not quite; Hawke hung on as the bear began to spin in a circle, twisting its neck and shoulders as far as it could go to take a chomp out of Hawke’s leg.
He held on for dear life. “Whoa, horsey!”
The rest of the group backed away. Gosto cast Nature’s Grip on the bear, but the massive beast tore through the restraining roots as if they weren’t there. Tava drew her bow and took aim.
“No shooting!” he shouted at her. “Tame. The. Goddam. Bear!”
She grimaced but lowered her bow and began concentrating. Hawke tightened his grip on the swords and worked on staying on. No normal human could have managed, but his strength was pretty close to an actual bear’s. His biggest problem was the weight difference. He might be strong as hell, but the Dire Bear was ten times heavier. The constant shaking was bad.
And when angry critter reared up and deliberately fell on its back, it was a lot worse.
Being crushed by a ton of muscle and bone was good for fifty-five damage even with his armor and other defenses; a regular person would have ended up as a thin red smear on the forest floor. When the bear rolled off him, he finally pulled the swords off it and rolled away as the beast whirled around.
“Come on, Teddy!” he shouted at it. “Come and get me!”
It came at him fast, the ground shaking with every pouncing step. Once again, his reflexes paid off, and he sidestepped the creature, who was unable to stop until it crashed into another tree. He even managed to smack its butt with one his swords as it went past, driving it into a frenzy.
“Anytime now, babe!”
Tava didn’t reply, too busy sending a steady stream of Mana at the bear. Hawke realized he could see the magical energy reaching out and flowing into the monster’s own Mana pool. He even got a good look at the process; Tava was mixing the bear’s Mana with her own, causing the critter to become a part of her. Pretty cool.
So cool, in fact, that he stopped paying attention to the Dire Bear for a crucial moment and one of its massive paws connected with his shoulder and sent him flying over thirty feet before he demolished another innocent tree with his head. Things went dark for a bit.
When his vision cleared, he coughed out a mouthful of blood, splashing it all over the inside of his helmet, and looked around for the Dire Bear. There is was, walking toward him. The good thing about pissing off the beast was that it wasn’t paying attention to anyone else. The bad thing was, the bear was getting very close, and every time he blinked, he saw double the number of monsters. On top of the double vision, Hawke had lost half his Health and couldn’t concentrate on casting spells for some reason. A notification told him the reason why:
You are suffering from a Concussion!
Spellcasting Impossible.
Well, that sucks, Hawke thought as the double-bear kept getting closer. Where was everyone else?
<Have some trust in your friends.>
The Dire Bear froze in its tracks. A few seconds later, Hawke’s vision cleared and he could think and focus again. He used his Mana senses and saw a glowing energy cord linking the beast to Tava. It took him a moment to get back to his feet, but by then Gosto had healed him back to full. It was good, not being on his own during a fight.
“Are you okay?” Nadia said, rushing to his side with a healing potion in her hand.
“I’m good, thank you. Gosto fixed me up.”
“We were going to go after it, but Tava said to wait.”
“Good. I could have killed the bear at any time, well, at least until he threw me through that tree. The whole idea was to keep it alive until Tava could take him.”
“And thanks to you, I have!”
Tava walked towards him, the giant bear by her side. If she could find a saddle that fit it, she could ride that thing into battle.
“How long do you have to maintain the bond before it becomes permanent?” he asked her.
“Twelve hours. I will not get much sleep tonight.”
Hawke walked over the Dire Bear. Its back was a good seven feet off the ground, and it was wider than a wagon. Going dungeon-crawling with that thing was going to be a pain in the ass. “Have you thought of a name yet? Anything but Urso, please!”
“I would never call this noble beast by such a hateful name.” Tava leaned against the wall of fur and petted its engine-block size head. “I will name him after my favorite childhood toy. I dub you Rabbit.”
The name at the top of the stats block over the Dire Bear’s head changed to Rabbit (Dire Bear). The monster didn’t seem to mind. Desmond and Alba were laughing their asses off. Nadia just walked over and started petting Rabbit as well.
Gosto, on the other hand, looked horrified. “You can’t stick that name on a Dire Beast! It’s… it’s disrespectful!”
“She tamed it, bud,” Hawke told him. “She tamed it and named it. The world will have to get used to a bear named Rabbit.”
* * *
Later that night, as the full moon competed with the swirling galaxy to illuminate the sky, Hawke took the Seed of the Fae from his inventory. He lifted the golden egg over his head, letting the moonlight flow into it, and then watched it carefully as the solid shell became briefly transparent. There were clearly two critters inside. He saw them sort of wrestle for a bit and caught glimpses of a pair of long fussy tails and a set of bat-like wings.
“It is twins for sure,” he told Tava, who was still on Dire Bear watch. She was reclining against Rabbit’s massive form and absently petting its – no, his, he was part of the team now – thick fur.
“Then soon I will have two companions,” she said. “I hope they will become friends.”
“I’m sure it will be one big happy family.”
Hawke looked at the bedroll where Desmond and Alba slept, happy as two bugs in a rug. The Warrior had kept people entertained during dinner with a couple of Ren Faire songs, including one called ‘The March of Cambreadth,’ a bloodthirsty little ditty that Tava, Gosto and Alba had loved after their lyrics were translated, and which Hawke had actually enjoyed. One verse or chorus, ‘How many of them can we make die?’ had stuck in his head. Desmond had said it was meant to be accompanied by drums and bagpipes, but Hawke thought he had done the song justice.
“A big happy family,” he repeated.
He had made sure not to rub in Desmond’s face the fact that he and Nadia were seeing each other. It probably didn’t matter, but he wanted to let sleeping dogs lie. The Warrior was a key part of their Party, and they had spent several days training together and learning everyone’s strengths and weaknesses.
<Nothing stronger than a family that stands together. And nothing more fragile than one that is split asunder.>
Both Hawke and Tava nodded. They had seen it happen firsthand, with blood relatives. He only hoped it wouldn’t come to pass among his new friends.




Fourteen

 
The shallow hill rose amidst the surrounding forest like a bald spot, bare of vegetation for no apparent reason. As the Party approached, a shimmering gate formed at the top.
“And there it is,” Hawke said. “Last time, I was a third level noob. Now, we’re going to clear it up, get some XP and loot, and come home.”
“I like it,” Desmond replied, making sure his helmet was seated firmly over his head. “Five-man dungeons were always my favorite.”
“I died once in the last Lair I went through,” Hawke warned him. “And I learned firsthand what having second and third degree burns over eighty percent of your body feels like. So don’t get too cocky in there.”
“I won’t.”
“Okay, going to set up the Party. I want to devote ten percent of the XP we get to developing a Leadership ability. That should eventually give me access to more abilities to help the party. Any problems with that?”
Desmond raised his hand. “I don’t mind, but maybe down the line Guild members can take turns being Party Leader so more of us advance in Leadership. I’m sure that when we rescue all those gamers, most of them are going to want to join us. We’ll need every leader we can get.”
“Sounds like a plan. Next time, you will be Party leader. How’s that?”
“Good enough for me.”
Hawke formed the Party, and walked towards the glowing gate. When he was a few feet away, the notifications started pouring in:
You Have Found: Vault of the Sidhe
Level Twelve Lair
4 Quests Available!
Level Twelve. Crap! Setting aside the sinking feeling in his stomach, Hawke examined the Quests:
QUEST: Cleanse the Lair
When a Sidhe Noble, grievously wounded by assassins, fled the Realm of Alfheim, he found refuge in the remnants of a Faerie Ring in the Common Realm. As he went into a centuries-long slumber, his loyal minions stayed behind, guarding the Mana Node that kept him alive. Those guardians have been kept in magical stasis by Fae Magic, but they will awaken and attempt to destroy any who dare enter the Lair. You must overcome them to venture further into the Vault.
Objective: Destroy 20 Minions of the Fae Noble.
Rewards: 600 XP, 8 gold, one random level 8-12 item (Enchanted Quality).
Penalties for Failure: None.
Accept? Y/N 
Quest: Open the Vault of the Sidhe
One of the many treasures the Sidhe Prince took with him when he escaped Alfheim was the fabled Vault of the Sidhe. Once in a lifetime, a sapient being may enter the Vault and claim a prize. However, once you have entered, the only way to leave with your reward is to overcome its Keeper, a being created by your own flaws, fears and desires, whose only purpose is to ensure you get nothing but a terrible death for daring to enter. The greater the reward you ask for, the more powerful the Keeper will become.
Objective: Enter the Vault, defeat the Keeper, and claim your prize.
Rewards: 1,200 XP, 20 gold, a Reward of your choice.
Penalties for Failure: Death and Reincarnation with a loss of 4 Identity.
Accept? Y/N
Quest: Awaken the Sidhe Prince/Slay the Sidhe Prince
A high-ranked noble of the Unseelie Court was struck by a deadly poison during an assassination attempt. He narrowly managed to escape his attackers and used a Fae-attuned Mana Node to hide while he recovered from his deadly wound. He continues to lay in the Vault he made, sleeping until he recovers and is ready to take revenge. If you reach his sleeping chamber, you will have the choice to lend him the power he needs to recover, or slay him and bring proof of his death to the Unseelie faction that sought his destruction. You do not need to choose until reaching the Prince’s resting place.
Time to Awakening: Ninety-six years, three months, two weeks, and one day.
Objective: Awaken or Slay the Sidhe Prince.
Rewards: 750 XP, 25 gold. Your choice will lead to additional Quests.
Penalties for Failure: None.
Accept? Y/N
Quest: Awaken Your Sidhe Heritage
As a Half-Elf, there is Fae blood in you. Elves were created by fusing the souls of High Sidhe – condemned criminals; their debasement was a punishment – into the bodies of mortal humans, suitably modified by magic. Half-Elves are the rare result of a union between Human and an Elf. Inside you lies a fragment of a High Sidhe. These highly magical beings can gain and manipulate Mana far more easily than other species. The Mana Node at the center of this Lair is attuned to Sidhe energy. Accessing it can trigger an Awakening of your true potential.
Objective: Access the Mana Node at this Lair and use its energies to Awaken your Inner Sidhe.
Optional Objective: Control, Destroy or Absorb the Mana Node after completing the first quest.
Rewards: 100 XP, Access to High Sidhe Perks, automatically gain one High Sidhe Perk for every 4 levels.
Optional Objective Rewards: Varies depending on your choice.
Penalties for Failure: The Awakening can be attempted once. Failing or Abandoning this Quest means it will never be available again.
Accept? Y/N
“Well, I’m glad I didn’t go in when I was a noob,” Hawke muttered as he accepted all the Quests. The opportunities they represented were just too good to pass up.
Picking Half-Elf as his species during character creation had been an afterthought. Most of the Paladins he had played in other games had been human. He mostly wanted the Dark Vision Perk. But now that his Fae heritage was real, he felt it inside him, something alien that was also a part of who he was. He was fine with that, as long as the alien part didn’t explode out of his chest at an inopportune moment. Hawke wanted to explore his Sidhe heritage.
<Becoming enmired in the machinations of the Daoine Sidhe – also known as the Greater Alfar, the Courts of Faerie, and the Good Folk, the latter term mostly used with irony or fear – is always fraught with danger. You must tread this road with care, my intended. There are traps in all those quests, some obvious, others well hidden.>
Good thing I’m a Paladin Ninja, tricky as hell and tough as nails.
Saturnyx sighed. <How do your people put it? Ah, yes. Your funeral, dumbass.>
* * *
Hawke looked around and saw the other team members were still checking on their Quests. He didn’t know if they were ready to tackle a twelfth-level Lair. He was the highest-level party member, at eleven, with twelfth and thirteenth level held in reserve. Next was Tava, who had hit eight level during the cleansing of Orom, followed by Desmond and Gosto at seven. Alba and Nadia were the worst off at level five. It would be tough, but he thought they could handle it, and level up very rapidly along the way. Worth the risk.
Nadia was the first to blink and glance at Hawke. “Did you get four Quests?”
He nodded. “Took them all. You?”
“Yes, although the Vault quest scares the crap out of me. My Identity is down to seventeen. Losing four points will put me at my lowest since I got here.”
“I figure the key to that is to ask for something modest. That way the Keeper won’t be that hard to beat.”
“I guess. I’ve always been fascinated with faeries,” she went on. “But I’m not blind to their flaws, even in legends. Elves weren’t necessarily nice people, and Fae legends include creatures like Redcaps that murder people for fun, and plenty other hideous monsters. Saturnyx is right; we have to be careful.”
Desmond came out of his trance next. He looked at Hawke and Nadia, then shrugged and addressed Hawke. “Got three Quests. My only question is, do we kill the Sidhe Prince, or do we let him go?”
“We should probably wait until we know a little more about him. From my Lore, the Unseelie Court aren’t the nicest people, though.”
<Neither are the Seelie,> Saturnyx told him. <By your standards, and those of most mortals and demi-mortals, the Sidhe are unpredictable, cruel, and deadly. Their power rivals that of the gods, and the Courts and the Pantheons have fought many a conflict. Even the Arbiters find it hard to rein them in. Like I said, be careful.>
“I vote we kill him.” Desmond turned to Nadia. “What do you think?”
She shrugged. “Wait and see, I guess. Although killing him seems to be the safer bet.”
“Nothing is safe with the Sidhe,” Tava said, joining the conversation. “Some of this Prince’s peers will rejoice at his death, and others will seek vengeance. Any course we take will create more enemies for ourselves.”
“Enemies means more Experience,” Desmond said, and Hawke suddenly understood just how much of a dumbass he sounded like when he said stuff like that.
“Okay, before we go, I need to do some prep stuff.”
Hawke took four minutes to cast Gift of the Martyr on Tava, Alba, Nadia and Gosto. “Now if you get hurt, I’ll take the damage.”
“You are mad,” Tava said.
“I have over three hundred hit points, a whole bunch of HOTs – heal over time, for you non-gamers – and I have saved up my twelfth and thirteenth level stats so, worse comes to worst, I can insta-heal. It makes more sense for me to take the pain. Also, if you get hit it’s because I wasn’t doing my tank job properly, so I should pay the price.”
“I notice you didn’t give me no gift of no martyr,” Desmond jokingly grumbled.
“You can respawn, bro. If you get hurt, rub some dirt on it and call for heals.”
“Funny guy.”
Hawke also activated Transference, another Life spell that allowed him to immediately turn Mana into Health or Endurance. All those spells had an ongoing Mana cost, meaning that the thirty-six energy points he had put into them wouldn’t be restored for as long as they were active. Since he still had well over six hundred Mana to use, that wasn’t a big deal. And studying the way the spell created an energy ‘pipeline’ between him and each beneficiary of the Martyr spell gave him a better understanding of Mana Channeling. He had a few more ideas on how to improve that ability, next time he had a few hours to kill.
“Okay, people. Last call for a bathroom break. We’re going in.”




Fifteen

 
Warning! Entering this Lair will reset your Reincarnation point to the entrance. You will lose 3 Identity points every time you die while inside the Lair.
Enter? Y/N
Hawke entered the Lair’s shining gate.
There was a brief period of disorientation before he found himself in an octagonal room, about thirty feet wide, with a polished marble floor, seven mirrors covering all but one of the eight sides, and a darkened corridor on the eighth section. Within seconds, all six Adventurers were in the chamber, making it feel a little crowded. Make that a lot crowded, when Tava’s Dire Bear made its appearance and pushed everyone against the mirrors.
“Is there anything you can do about this monster?” Gosto said. “He is crushing me, and he smells!”
“Sorry. Wait,” Tava replied, concentrating for a moment. Rabbit’s massive figure shimmered and shrunk, becoming the size of a large dog. “I forgot I could do that. He will be less powerful until I let him grow back to his full size, however.”
She was right; the bear’s Health was down to 240 from its regular 360. On the other hand, people could move again.
“Hopefully, the rest of the Lair will be roomier,” Hawke said while taking a look at himself in one of the mirrors. It was hard to appreciate how badass his armor looked when you spent most of your adventuring life inside it. He adjusted his helmet a little bit, then started to turn away.
The image in the mirror didn’t.
“What the..?”
The Hawke in the mirror stared back at him, his head cocked to one side in a mocking angle.
“Ohmygod!” Nadia cried out. Hawke turned and saw she was looking into another mirror, and her image was grinning evilly at her. And she was also running her hands all over herself like something out of PornHub.
“WTF?” Desmond yelled, raising his sword to strike at the mirror he was facing with its pommel.
Alba touched his elbow. “Don’t. I think that’s what they want.”
All seven mirrors now held a copy of one of them, even of Rabbit, each silently mocking the originals and making obscene gestures, daring them to attack. Creepy, Hawke thought while making sure nobody attacked the mirrors. He’d seen enough horror movies to guess nobody would like what would happen if they did.
“This is pissing me off,” Desmond said.
“Nothing would please me more than to send a shaft through that,” Tava said. Her image was now twerking like a truck stop stripper. “But this is Fae trickery.”
“Yeah,” Hawke agreed. “We stick to the plan. I’ll turn invisible and scout the next room. The rest of you keep cool and ignore the mirrors. If I’m attacked, you know the drill.”
He cast Shroud of Twilight around himself and became transparent, with only a vague shimmer of his outline indicating where he was, and that only when he moved. If he stood still, it looked as if he wasn’t there. He glanced at his mirror image: it was still visible, had taken off its helmet and grinned at him, its mouth twisted in an impossibly wide smile. The evil twin gave Hawke the finger as he cast Enlightenment and walked through the doorway.
It was going to be one of those days.
* * *
The hallway was solid black. Even Hawke’s Dark Vision only let him see the entryway on the other end, but not beyond it. His feet clicked faintly on a smooth surface – smooth enough to be as slippery as a wet floor – but he couldn’t see it, or the walls or ceiling. It was as if he was walking in outer space, only darker. Whoever had decorated the Lair had more than a screw loose.
<The Sidhe are a variety of Fae who delight in trickery and illusion. They use Glamour, a type of magic designed to deceive the unwary.>
Almost as if Saturnyx’s words had been a trigger, Hawke’s Enlightenment painted a section of the floor in red, indicating a trap. He marked it down on the Party’s map and carefully stepped around it. Several other trapped spots began to appear with every new step he took. Nasty bastards. He counted seven traps total; one for every member of the Party, pet included. Just like there had been seven mirrors waiting for them at the antechamber.
I think this place changes to fit the number of intruders.
<It is likely. The whole Lair may be an entire construct, made of Glamour. Fae illusions are powerful enough to fool all the senses, and even to kill.>
“Awesome,” he muttered as he reached the threshold at the end of the corridor. There was no door, but all he could see was total darkness on the other side. “Going in. Keep Tava informed, okay?”
<I have been doing so already, Master.>
Knowing he had probably earned that diss from the sword, Hawke leaned across the doorway. The moment his eyes were on the other side of the doorway, the room lit up, revealing a multi-sided room much like the antechamber they’d arrived at, but several times larger, with over a dozen sides instead of eight.
<There are sixteen sides to the polygon, to be exact,> Saturnyx told him.
Two of them were entryways. The other sides were blank walls. Hawke looked around, trying to detect any traps, but nothing lit up yellow or red, which would have indicated something hidden or something dangerous, respectively. He stepped into the large room, swords at the ready, and started quick-casting all his buffs.
“All right, you guys can come in,” he said. “Watch out for the traps I marked for you.”
No sooner had those words left his mouth than several creatures came running into the room from the corridor on the other end. They had thick bulbous bodies, tiny insect wings on their backs, and ridiculously thin arms and legs terminating in cartoonishly big hands and feet. They had no heads; their faces were on the upper half of their potato-shaped bodies: a pair of oversized eyes over a flat nose and a mouth as wide as a bear trap, with a pair of long fangs protruding from their lips. Their yellowish skin had a bark-like texture, reminding Hawke of the Woodlings he had fought not too long ago. They held naginata-like weapons: a long slashing blade mounted at the end of a staff.
Spriggan (Sidhe Fae)
Level 10 Elite
Health 500 Mana 200 Endurance 500
<I count fourteen of them.>
“Form up by the entrance!” Hawke ordered while he moved back to the doorway and fired off his energy hammers, Light and Twilight versions.
His target’s Health went down by a hundred and eighty points from the double impact; they had some resistance against Light and Darkness magic, but not much. He stood a few feet away from the darkened entrance; his friends couldn’t stay in the corridor, since people couldn’t see into the room until they were in it. As Desmond ran out to stand by his side, Hawke cast Consecrated Ground to have an ongoing heal-over-time, followed by a Burning Light that scorched half a dozen of the critters as they came charging in.
Tava ordered Rabbit to stand next to Desmond and resized him back to his full Dire Bear grandeur before grabbing her bow and laying down some ranged pain and suffering. Gosto snared one of the Spriggans and then concentrated on keeping the front-line fighters healed as the first clash of naginatas versus swords and bear claws began. Nadia sent several Ice Daggers flying at the first monster Hawke had hit, tearing off chunks of its Health until it finally went down. And Alba was nowhere to be seen, until one wounded Fae monster after another suddenly clutched at savage wounds that had seemingly appeared out of thin air and staggered or fell.
The Party was heavily outnumbered, but the enemy was only able to come at them six or seven at a time, with the rest able only to use their long weapons to stab the front line from a distance. Desmond fought like a demon, severing limbs or cleaving torsos nearly in half with every swing of his Masterwork sword. The Fae made him their primary target. Points glanced off armor or made small puncture wounds while heavy slashing blows landed on his head, shoulders, and upper arms. Gosto’s healing and Hawke’s HOTs kept him going even after he took hundreds of points of damage. And Rabbit roared as his massive paws tore into the Fae. At one point, his jaws clamped onto the shoulder of one Spriggan; he lifted the body in his mouth and shook it like a terrier killing a rat, sending bits of flesh and bone flying everywhere. Hawke resolved to get a pet ASAP. He could have summoned his new Darkness Guardian, but that was a once-per-day ability that he was saving for an emergency. His other summon, Animate Shadow, wouldn’t have helped much in the current situation.
One by one, the monsters fell. Hawke used another Burning Light to finish off four wounded critters, then more Hammers and Bolts of Darkness to wipe out the last enemies. Being a tank mage was great. The Spriggans didn’t run away but fought to the last. A few minutes after it had begun, the fight was over. Fourteen misshapen bodies littered the room, most of them piled up in a semicircle around the two fighters and the Dire Bear.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 630 Experience (70 diverted towards Leadership).
Congratulations! Your Leadership has increased to Level Two!
(Leadership Abilities cannot be purchased until completing or abandoning a Lair)
Current XP/Next Level: 16,833/18,000. Leadership XP: 1,747/2,000
“Sumbitch,” Hawke muttered. “What’s the point of gaining abilities you could really use in a Lair when you can’t buy them until you’re off the damn Lair?”
<The Arbiters are harsh but fair.>
You keep saying that.
<It keeps being true.>
Desmond downed an Endurance potion; his combat moves, not to mention plain fighting in heavy armor, drained him at a high rate, and so far nobody had learned a healing spell that undid physical fatigue. Hawke reached into his inventory and handed the Warrior a couple more potions. His Transference spell took care of his own Endurance needs quickly enough; the battle had made him spend a lot of Mana but he still had over three hundred left and was regaining it at the rate of one point every four seconds or so.
For loot, he found three gold, nine silver and six copper denars, and three Lesser Potions for each of his pools that restored twenty points immediately and another sixty over the next minute. Useful stuff. There were also a couple of Good Quality items that he stored away to sell off or maybe hand over to the Town Guards, not to mention fourteen Enchanted Quality naginatas that he split among the Eternals’ inventories. And his first magic ring, a Minor Warrior’s Ring that added 1-5 points of physical damage to his melee attacks.
And while his own experience gains had been low, the rest of the party was doing great. Gosto had hit level eight; his new spell, Nature’s Guardian, created a pet with four hundred health and decent defense stats. It only lasted two minutes and had a cooldown of five minutes, but it would be a big help in forming a defensive line. Nadia and Alba had both reached sixth level; the Sorceress now had the beloved classic spell Fireball, which inflicted 1-10 points of damage per level to anybody in a 20-foot radius. Its only drawback was that friendlies caught in the area of effect would be burned as well. Alba’s new spell, Shadow Shard, gave her a ranged attack with relatively low damage (1-6 points per level) but which could come in handy if she needed to hang back. Everybody had gotten a good amount of money, but no extraordinary loot. Hawke expected that would change as they went deeper into the Lair.
“One room down, out of who knows how many,” he said. “Let’s search for hidden treasure, take a break, and move on.” 
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“Only one way in,” Hawke said after the party spend half an hour searching the room and coming up empty. Nobody had found a secret passage or compartment anywhere in the sixteen-sided cube.
The corridor at the opposite end of the room was also filled with solid darkness that blocked all forms of vision. Hawke went first, with all his shields up, abandoning stealth in favor of protection and trusting that his Enlightenment would spot any traps before he stepped on them. He only wished he had put more points into his Perception Attribute.
<You still can,> Saturnyx said. <You have two levels in reserve.>
You don’t use a reserve until you need it, Hawke replied as he slowly made his way forward. He already had seen a red square up ahead. That’s why it’s called a reserve.
<You do remember that if you die, you will lose all your accumulated power, including the unused portion?>
I remember. I also remember thinking that is completely unfair.
<The Arbiters are fair, but also harsh. Dumbass.>
“No freaking respect,” Hawke muttered as he stopped and hurriedly spent his twelfth level’s Attribute points, dumping them all on Perception. He kept level thirteenth in reserve. If he lost that, it would suck, but having the opportunity to come back from near death or a crippling debuff seemed too important to abandon completely. He soon spotted half a dozen traps and carefully moved around them, only to reach a section of corridor that was red through and through. Not just the floor, either: a red ‘wall’ blocked the corridor, indicating that passing through the area in any way would trigger the trap.
Hawke might be able to bypass it with one of his short-range teleports, but that would leave the rest of the group exposed. He tried to peer past the blocking trap, and found only two other red spots beyond that one. It wasn’t great, but it could be worse.
I think I’ve got to disarm the traps.
<You are beginner in that skill. Your Dexterity and Perception are beyond human limits, which will help, but you are bound to make mistakes.>
“Well, first, I’ll try a couple of the small ones I bypassed. See how good I am.”
<Small does not mean less deadly.>
“I’ll respawn, then. Be a little more positive.”
Hawke went back to one of the traps, wishing his sword could be more supportive.  He knelt near a small square on the ground marked in red and examined it carefully. At first, he didn’t notice anything, but eventually he was sure that the highlighted section was slightly higher than the surrounding tiles. Pressure trap?
Congratulations! Your Detect Traps Skill has been raised to 2!
“I’m going to take that as confirmation,” he said, backing away and summoning one of the last Shoddy Tridents he’d taken from the Murk Arachnoids after his first fight. He’d only gotten two of them back after he’d lent them out to the townsfolk who helped take the town. He grabbed the long-handled weapon, backed as far back as he could, and used it to push on the square. Just as he’d expected, he felt it give in under the weapon; he pushed a little harder and three spikes pierced the tile; they were arranged so that they would perforate someone’s foot at three different spots and he would bet good money they were coated with some nasty poison.
“Well, that worked. My Disarm Traps Skill didn’t go up, though.”
<That is because you didn’t disarm the trap. You triggered it.>
“Great. How do you even disarm a trap? My brother was infantry, not ordnance disposal. He never said anything about disarming IEDs.”
Tava joined the telepathic conversation: Perhaps, my darling intended, you could ask the Shadow Assassin in our party. Alba has all the basic skills of a Rogue, as well as the tools of the trade. And one of her spells lets her see in the dark.
“Doh. And don’t you dare say it, Saturnyx!”
<Say what, Master?>
* * *
Congratulations! Your Disarm Traps Skill has been raised to 2!
With Alba lending him the tools and talking him through it from a safe distance, Hawke disarmed his first trap. He would have felt prouder of himself if he had ever cared about the drudgery Rogues went through in so many games. Sneak, sneak, disarm, unlock, sneak again; who needs that crap? He liked being a Paladin Ninja, but he figured he could leave the boring stuff to the thief types. The next trap, he let Alba handle while he looked over her shoulder, since she was protected from harm by his Gift of the Martyr. The hands-on lesson and another trap raised his skill to level three.
He tried it again on his own, and this time the little square on the floor exploded on him for over five hundred points of damage! His defensive spells, armor and other resistances reduced that to ‘only’ a hundred and eleven, but it was still very painful. On the other hand, being a tank who could disarm traps and survive the occasional ‘oopsie’ was very convenient. Some healing and resetting of spells later, he tried another one, succeeded, and raised his Skill to four. Time to try the tough one.
He and Alba walked up to the solid red barrier and examined it carefully. “I don’t see any mechanisms,” he said after several fruitless minutes.
“Neither do I,” the Shadow Assassin admitted. “It must be magical in nature.”
“Okay, then. You should go back to the other room. I’m going to try something, and if it fails, I only want it to damage me.”
“You are so kind,” she whispered. “My valiant and handsome teacher.”
He pointedly did not watch her as she walked away. She is with Desmond. Don’t freaking add to the drama.
<You have three women already, and you are about to risk death, but you still have time to think about a fourth one. There may be something harder to sate than a man’s lust, but I have yet to find it.>
I’m not doing anything!
<That is true. Perhaps you can set your thoughts about her shapely rear end aside for a moment, and work on the deadly trap a few inches away from your face.>
“I’m working, I’m working,” he muttered, forcing himself to relax and let his Mana Channeling senses wake up. He ‘saw’ the Mana flowing through his body first: the intricate network now included four ‘pipelines’ reaching behind him towards the people he was protecting. Next, he focused on the trapped area. It took him a few seconds before he sensed the flow of Mana there; it was shaped like an intricate web, with thin energy filaments woven closely together. Nothing larger than a hummingbird could move through the web without touching it. And then? He saw the filaments were connected to a Mana cluster gathered above the web. It was similar to the Chakras in his body, a place where energy was gathered and concentrated.
“So that’s what a spell looks like,” he said as he looked closer and saw something like a clockwork mechanism, a complex network of forces coiled and held back by ‘gates’ that would open when certain conditions were met. He inspected the components and the trigger of the magical bomb. He didn’t know what the spell was, but he knew that over a hundred Mana units were stored there, waiting to be activated.
Congratulations! You have picked up a new Ability: Spellcraft Level One.
As you begin to understand the Mana flows inside yourself, you have turned your senses to the way those energies manipulate reality through spells and enchantments. At level one, you can discern the Mana spent on a spell or ongoing effect.
“Not bad for a dumbass, if I do say so myself.”
<If you must say it, perhaps you need to be better at demonstrating your wit.>
Sighing, Hawke turned back to the trap. He still didn’t know how to deactivate it. If he disturbed the Mana network, it would go boom. Or would it? What if he reshaped the web of Mana the way he had controlled the flow of Mana through his body? He took a few steps back and reached out towards the web. Nice and gentle. Nice and…
The world flashed in a bright burst of the purest red before everything turned black.
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A bright light tore through the darkness surrounding him.
Hawke tried to turn away from it. Its intensity was painful, like staring into the sun. He suddenly realized he didn’t have eyes to close, or a head to turn away. He was seeing things but had no sense of his body. Which, come to think of it, was the definition of an out of body experience.
“My sister and Tenebra were both right. You are something of a dumbass.”
The light changed and became a woman. Lumina Gloriana stood before him in all her glory. He was humbled, shamed, and, he was forced to admit, a little turned on.
“You know, you ladies are going to destroy my self-esteem if you keep insulting my intelligence.”
“Your self-esteem is in little danger, Hawke Lightseeker. But your life, on the other hand, is in peril.”
“What’s going on? Shouldn’t I be respawning?”
“The Necromancer has captured your essence as it traveled toward your Reincarnation site. Every time your body has been destroyed, he sensed it, for he has forged a link to all those he trapped and is using as an energy source. He was not able to capture you before, but has been refining his techniques, improving them every time you died.
“More recently, he tried to take one of your friends, but her Reincarnation place was sacred to Shining Father and he is jealous of his prerogatives. Domort found much grief and little joy in that attempt.”
“So what happens now?” Hawke asked.
He was angry at himself, for trying to be the big hero and playing with deadly traps when he suspected the Necromancer had been sniffing around Nadia’s respawn. He truly was an idiot.
“I interceded for you before. I cannot do the same twice. But my sister Sophia, goddess of Wisdom, can grant you a small boon. It is not without a price, however.”
“What is the boon, Your Exalted Divinity?”
“The boon is simple. You will Reincarnate in the Necromancer’s laboratory, the place where he syphons the souls of Eternals. Unlike his regular victims, however, you will be awake. Awake, and able to act. What you do after that is up to you.”
“Okay. I can work with that. What is the price?”
A second goddess appeared. She was also impossibly beautiful and intimidating, but beyond that, she saw right through Hawke’s posturing, bravado and dumbassery, straight into the real him. He felt her peel every layer of his self until she had examined it all, and it took less time than the blink of an eye. It was disturbing in a way that Saturnyx’s ability to read his every thought was not. Sophia scared the crap out of him.
“As well I should. Wisdom is rarely a source of comfort. The least aware among you mortals tend to be the happiest.”
“How may I help you, Your Exalted Divinity?” Hawke said formally. No way he was bantering with the Goddess of Wisdom.
“In return for awakening you upon your Reincarnation, I ask of you but one thing: spare the Sidhe Prince and release him from his prison. He once performed a great service for me, although he knows it not. Returning him to the board of the Great Game will allow him to play an even greater role in the struggles to follow.”
“Sounds fair. I agree. I swear upon my power, life, and soul, to do everything in my power to release the Sidhe Prince whose Lair I have invaded. I do so swear. I will do as you ask, I swear again, and may the Arbiters punish me and the Makers destroy me if I break this vow. Sworn thrice, I have.”
“Then we are finished here, but I will leave you with a small piece of advice: sometimes it is better to listen before you act.”
“Okay, but…”
Darkness.
* * *
“Igor! Igor, you miserable hunchback! Where did you put my carving knife?”
Hawke’s eyes were closed; he was naked and lying on a cold, flat surface. Like a sacrificial altar or a morgue’s autopsy table. More like the latter, he realized after a second; the surface was made of some metal. He kept his eyes closed and his breathing shallow; this had to be what the goddess meant about listening before acting. Somebody was walking around, rummaging through a bunch of objects. A glass item hit the ground and shattered.
“Damn you, Igor!”
“My… name… is… Eee-gor!”
There was a dry chuckle, the kind you get from an old joke you keep bringing up like a favorite song, something you never tire of hearing. Hawke was sure he had heard those lines before, in some old movie. And they were speaking in English. The Necromancer was an Eternal!
<Hawke! Can you hear me?> Saturnxy called out.
I can. I’m listening to the Necromancer. Where are you?
<Inside your Bonded Vault. I cannot sense anything while in stasis.>
Stand by. A goddess sort of saved me. I may be using you momentarily.
“Come here, you big galoot,” the speaker – had to be Domort – said. “Here it is. Good. Now be a good boy and get ready to collect all the spinal fluid after I make the incisions. That’s where most of the soul stuff collects, you know.”
“I know, Master.”
I could kill him now, Hawke thought. But then he would respawn. Still, that gives me a few hours inside his laboratory. I could do a lot of damage there. Maybe find his spawn point and camp the bastard, kill him until he’s gone for good!
<Or he can kill you. And by now you must have run out of goddesses willing to help you.>
Gotta try, Hawke thought as he heard the footsteps getting closer.
The voice was right over his face now. “All right, you asshole. Let’s see exactly what you’re made off.”
Hawke opened his eyes and saw a man with sparse black hair, a clean-shaven face, and annoyingly normal features. Domort could have been anybody. Hawke had time to notice he was inside a Doctor Frankenstein-style laboratory and glance at Domort’s stats before he acted.
Gregory ‘Domort’ Ballantine (Human, Eternal)
Level 14 Necromancer, Homunculist 
Health 846 Mana 1,580, Endurance n/a
A split-second later, he had used Twilight Step to appear behind Domort with the Saturnyx Twins in his hands. He delivered a double backstab, realizing as he did that the Necromancer’s body was hideously deformed. His face looked normal, but his back was twisted and covered with layers of fat, gristle and bone under the simple white robe he wore. And he had a bunch of magical defenses that blunted his attacks. Hawke barely inflicted ninety-eight damage total, and he realized there was no way he could win that fight. He activated Node Recall.
Domort shouted something at Hawke as the laboratory vanished and was replaced by the familiar and infinitely nicer surroundings of his secret respawn point and Mana Node. Hawke even had time to breathe a sigh of relief before the death spell the Necromancer had cast before he teleported away hit him for over four hundred and fifty points of damage, which, in his currently naked state, were not mitigated at all. He was dead before he hit the floor.
* * *
“Why is he naked?” Desmond asked as Hawke opened his eyes.
“I don’t know. Just stand back, okay? Everybody except Tava. If he needs healing, we’ll let you know.”
Tava and Nadia were kneeling by his side. He was still naked. Whatever spell Domort – Gregory Ballantine – had cast on him hadn’t hurt much. He’d just felt the light go out, and poof. But he had Reincarnated in the Lair, the way he was supposed. The Ranger and the Elven magician were hugging him.
“You died twice?” Nadia said. “Oh, God, Hawke. What happened?”
I see you already spilled the beans, he told Saturnyx.
<They were worried, and you were too busy waking up.>
Hawke told them of his experience and double demise while he put on his clothes. All his stuff had been sent to his inventory when Domort had hijacked his respawn. After he was done, he checked his Identity: it had gone from 23 to 17, which sucked. His Experience Point total sucked even worse.
Current XP/Next Level: -1,000/16,000
Not only had he lost his stored thirteenth level, dying at 0 XP had cost him an extra thousand experience penalty. Which meant he would need to accumulate seventeen thousand XP to reach level thirteen. He wanted to scream and break stuff, but he composed himself. Throwing a tantrum wouldn’t fix anything. He could come back from all that crap.
“The Necromancer is an Eternal,” he concluded his story. “From Earth. His name is Gregory Ballantine. And he was saying some stuff from an old movie. My guess is, he’s been here a few decades before we arrived.”
“The Necromancer has haunted the Sunset Range for close to fifty years,” Tava said.
“Okay. We all knew that people have been taken from Earth before Eternal Journey Online. Besides the original humans, I mean. The guy who invented pizza, for example. He must have been one of them.”
“It doesn’t really matter,” Desmond said. “Our main problem is that we can’t just kill him once. This guy is going to respawn a bunch of times before he’s done.”
“We’ll figure something out.”
“Speaking of respawns,” the Warrior continued. “I don’t understand why he let you come back to the Lair after he killed you.”
“Maybe I scared him when I woke up in his lab and tried to kill him. He doesn’t know how I was able to break free, both times.”
“In any case, maybe we can cut down on the dying?” Nadia said. “I almost had a heart attack when you weren’t at the Lair’s entrance.”
“Not dying sounds like a good plan.”
“So stick to it,” the Elf told him.
“Now, let’s get back to the Lair. What happened when I triggered the trap, anyway?”
“I was closest to you when it happened,” Alba said. “You were struck by a burst of lightning so intense Gosto had to heal my eyes, for its shape was burned into them. We returned to the entrance, but you weren’t there. We were debating what to do next when you reappeared.”
Hawke checked on his gear and discovered that all his armor and even Saturnyx had taken a lot of Durability damage from the attack that killed him. The day kept getting better and better.
“I’ll be more careful, I promise. I’m still casting Gift of the Martyr on all the squishies. Let’s go. We have a Lair to clear. And a Sleeping Prince to save.”
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For slaying your foes, you have earned: 504 Experience (56 diverted towards Leadership).
Congratulations! Your Leadership has increased to Level Three!
(Leadership Abilities cannot be purchased until completing or abandoning a Lair)
Current XP/Next Level: -496/16,000. Leadership XP: 2,290/4,000
Quest Completed: Cleanse the Lair
You have earned 540 Experience (60 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 64/16,000. Leadership XP: 2,330/4,000
You have found: 8 gold denars.
You have found: Belt of the Ogre Slayer (Enchanted Quality).
The next room had been identical, down to the number of Spriggan defenders. The party had cleared them out easily enough, producing enough experience for Tava to reach ninth level and pushing Desmond to eight. They were achieving their primary goal, to help people advance and get ready to take on the Necromancer’s Stronghold. Hawke’s experience situation still sucked, of course. The loot he got was also underwhelming; seven gold, a handful of potions, and a Good Quality short sword that went into the ‘future handout’ section of his inventory. The rest of the party didn’t do much better in the random loot department: Tava found a quiver of arrows that did extra Fire damage and Nadia a ring that increased her Mana regeneration. That was about it.
The Quest benefits, on the other hand, were a lot nicer. Hawke’s new belt increased his Strength and Constitution by 3 each, which raised his Health Pool to a respectable 363. Tava got a 10-slot Pouch of Holding and a set of bracers that increased her critical hit chance by 25%, Gosto a Mana storage ring, and Nadia a necklace that cut casting times by one second or ten percent. Big score there. Alba replaced her old weapons with a brand-new set of paired daggers that did quite a bit more damage and raised her Dexterity and Constitution. Desmond got a nice helmet, except it wasn’t as good as the one he already owned. He grumbled but put it away in his inventory as an emergency replacement or to sell. All in all, it was a good haul.
Once again, there was one darkness-filled corridor, filled with traps, leading to the next area. Hawke decided to play it safe and cast Animate Shadow. A weird two-dimensional figure stood in front of him, becoming nothing but a thin black line if you looked at it from the sides. Hawke sent it down the corridor. Some traps were activated by the Shadowling’s presence; others required the creature to stomp of them. The shadow was destroyed after triggering three traps. Hawke waited until the cooldown expired and redid the spell.
“Why didn’t you do that before?” Desmond asked him.
“I was worried about alerting the critters at the other end. Sort of wanted to surprise them. But after getting blown up, I’m done taking chances.”
The second Shadowling lasted until it crossed one of the full-corridor traps; the lightning burst did over a thousand points of damage to the poor Darkness elemental, obliterating it. The third one lived to reach the end, until it purposely kicked a wall-mounted trap and got bathed in acid for more than enough damage to destroy it.
“My turn,” Hawke said.
Hawke turned on his defenses and walked up. At the halfway point, he spotted a trap the shadow hadn’t triggered. It must be designed to ignore summoned creatures. He examined it with his Mana senses. Magical, of course; he saw Mana filaments running across the wall at neck, waist, and knee height. The energy trail led somewhere inside the left wall and stopped. He couldn’t see any Mana concentrations inside the wall. A magical trigger for a mechanical trap, maybe? Alba came on over to examine the wall.
“There are three slits on the wall,” she said after a minute. “Barely visible. I think a trio of very thin blades will come out when triggered.”
Congratulations! Your Detect Traps Skill has been raised to 3!
Watching someone skilled at work paid off once again. Hawke had her go back to the room, produced one of the naginatas the Spriggans had been carrying, and waved it up and down, touching all the Mana filaments. Nothing happened. They must be attuned to be triggered by a living target. The animated shadow hadn’t counted. Hawke thought about it for a moment and headed back to the room. Once he was safely away, he tried to project his Mana outside his body, not in a spell, but as an extension of himself. He sent a trickle of energy through his central Chakra and concentrated on keeping it attached to himself; he pictured it like sticking his tongue out of his mouth. After a few misses that cost two dozen Mana, he got it right, creating a 20-Mana extension with the same ‘signature’ as the magical energy inside him. He started elongating it like a tentacle, feeding it more Mana through a pipeline copied from his Martyr spell. It cost over a hundred points to reach all the way to the trap, but it was worth it: three incredibly-thin blades struck at the empty air, and the trap became inert.
You learned a new Mana Channeler Discipline: Tulpa Creation (Level I)
You can project a portion of your Mana Pool out of your body while retaining a connection to it. Tulpas are thought-forms, creations of pure Mana whose shapes and abilities are only limited by your willpower and imagination. At your current level, your Tulpas have a maximum Strength and Dexterity of 10, at the cost of one Mana point per level, and Health equal to the total Mana you invest into them. Maximum range of the projection is equal to 100 feet per Tulpa Creation Level.  
“What did you do?” Desmond asked.
“He sent a Mana construct that fooled the trap into thinking it was him,” Nadia explained, sounding a bit shocked. “You don’t have any spells that let you do that. That’s not Elemental magic.”
“I’ve picked up a few tricks, here or there.”
“Teach me!”
“I’m still learning, but I will share what I’ve got. Gotta warn you, it involves a lot of meditation stuff. Sort of like Yoga without the ridiculous positions.”
“Yoga isn’t ridiculous,” Nadia said. “I’m in.”
And I will show you just how non-ridiculous Yoga is, next time we have some quality time together, she sent via Saturnyx. I took lessons when I was younger, and now I am much more limber.
“Sounds good,” Hawke said. “Okay, it looks like I’ve figured out a way to trigger traps at a distance. We can save trap disarming for a safer situation, and just press on.”
After clearing the corridor, Hawke turned off his auras, activated Shroud of Twilight, and poked his invisible head into the next room.
It was bigger than the last two chambers, a near-circle with who knew how many sides; twenty-four or thirty-six, easily. Like before, there was an exit at the opposite end. In the center of the room, a three-headed dragon was taking a nap.
Triune Drake (Unseelie Sidhe)
Level 12 Drakeling (Elite)
Health 1200 Mana 720 Endurance 1200
The creature checked all the draconic boxes. Its reptilian four-legged body was curled up, but it had to be at least eight feet long, not counting a tail that extended for about the same length. It was covered by greenish-blue scales, although it also had ridges of feathers in bright green, yellow and red. The pair of wings on its back were also feathered, but its heads resembled the fire lizards Hawke had grown to know and hate, except the back of their skulls was larger, indicating a bigger brain, perhaps. As they snored, little puffs of smoke came from the three massive mouths, each big enough to bite a man in two.
And a second after he saw them, one of the heads reared up and looked directly at him.
Hawke turned around and started running, turning on every aura he had as fast as he could.
“Move away from the door!” he yelled as he heard the deep inhale that he knew would be followed by a torrent of flames.
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He almost made it to the room. Almost.
<It’s coming,> Saturnyx warned him, and he threw himself on top of a Consecrated Ground, for whatever that was worth.
Fire washed over him, a continuous stream that lasted three seconds. During the first second, his Bulwark of Light absorbed most of the flames, and he only took only fifteen points of damage. The next second, the flames burned him for… twenty-six Health? That was it? And over the last second he suffered a whole thirteen points. His HOTs healed the minor burns as fast as they were inflicted. The bottom of his feet hurt the worst, being in the direct path of the flames, but even they didn’t feel any worse than when his family had vacationed in Florida one summer and he had learned that walking on hot sand wasn’t smart.
That fire lizard padding really paid off. Screw dragons!
<That is a Drakeling, greater than a fire lizard but still a minor subspecies of Dragonkin. And its other heads are about to breathe on you.>
“Stay back!” Hawke called out as he got roasted twice more.
Once again, he hurt a little but was back to full Health the second the jets of flame were over. He looked back and saw one of the heads peering angrily down the tunnel. He gave it the finger and walked back to the rest of the group. The Party Interface showed him nobody had taken damage.
“Well, that was interesting,” he said.
Desmond sounded almost jealous: “What do you have under that suit? Asbestos underwear? I saw the damage numbers: twenty-four hundred points of damage over three seconds!”
“Better than asbestos. Fire lizard hide. Ninety-five percent fireproof, baby!”
“Good for you. My fire resistance is thirty percent, and my armor can stop the first thirty points of damage. Not good enough. I get hit by one of those jets, I die.”
“Well, there is that.”
“And they have three heads. Can you hold aggro on all three heads?”
“Okay, we need a plan. Plan A, I can try to Tame it. Being a Monster Trainer and all.”
“Can you tame dragons?” Nadia asked, sounding doubtful.
<Drakelings. They are not fully sapient, but are more self-aware than most unreasoning beings. Your chances of success will be diminished.>
“According to the rules, I have a base 65% chance to use Stop Monster, which will keep it from attacking me, except that if I attack it while it’s helpless, it pretty much destroys my entire class. If it works, I have one minute to try to Tame it. Same chance of success, except that this monster has a higher than normal resistance to mind control. But if I fail, maybe I can kill it by myself.”
“I’m betting you don’t have ninety-five percent resistance to physical damage,” Desmond told him.
The Warrior had a point. Three biting heads would probably whittle him down quickly enough. Hawke checked on everybody’s Fire Resistance. Tava and Gosto had the highest after his; they had gotten fire lizard padding during their trip to Akila, and they were at fifty and thirty-five percent, respectively. Still not good enough to survive a full dose of fire breath. Alba, Nadia, and Rabbit were tied for worst at fifteen percent.
“I can cast Bark Skin on everyone,” Gosto offered. “It raises all elemental resistances by forty percent, as well as adding twenty-four points of armor.” He hung his head down. “I got it when I last advanced on the Path, and I keep forgetting to use it.”
That was one drawback of advancing too rapidly in levels, Hawke realized. From what Kinto and Korgam had told him, most Adventurers spent weeks or months training their new abilities after going up a level, learning to use their abilities before they went on new Quests. Rushing things was putting everyone at risk, but the longer he waited, the more Eternals would die at the Necromancer’s hands.
Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.
“Okay, that helps a lot,” he said out loud. “Anyone else got another mitigation source or ability?”
He kept forgetting how lucky he had been. His Artifact sword gave him better Resistance numbers than most Adventurers at his level. He still couldn’t do everything by himself; without his friends’ help, he wouldn’t have made it past the first Lair encounter. But he had to make sure they didn’t end up paying with their lives or Identities because they didn’t have his gear.
“I just learned Elemental Shield,” Nadia said. “It’s a Water and Fire spell that will stop up to twenty-five points of Elemental damage per level. A hundred and fifty, in my case. And it protects an area of fifteen feet for up to a minute. It doesn’t move with you, though, so we have to stay behind it.”
“Okay, I think that gets us to survivable territory, at least with Gift of the Martyr thrown in. Guess I’m giving it to Desmond and Rabbit as well.”
The Dire Bear grunted when he heard his name, earning some petting and a snack from Tava. The big critter still reminded Hawke too much of the beast that had killed him on his second day in the Realms for him to feel comfortable around him. But he couldn’t let it die.
Desmond shook his head. “That’s suicide, man. I have more Health than you. Leave me out.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. With Gosto’s spell, I’m up to seventy percent resistance. I can handle one second of flame, maybe two if I’m getting heals.”
“All right, then,” Hawke told the group. “Plan A, I tame it. Plan B, we kill it. Let’s get our spells and moves coordinated, and then it’s go time. Let’s own a dragon.”
<Drakeling.>
Whatever.
<You will not say that when you first meet a true dragon.>
* * *
Hawke headed down the corridor towards the three-headed drake.
One good thing about the unnatural darkness was that the critter couldn’t see into it, so it wouldn’t know he was coming until he came out. The bad thing was that he couldn’t see them until then, either. But he was fine with that. He had Bark Skin on top of all his other buffs, and he was ready to dance with a dragon.
<Drakeling.>
He came out running and, as expected, the three-headed monster was right outside, waiting for him. He tried Stop Beast on the critter, locking eyes with the central head and sending a tendril of Mana that hit the critter right between the eyes. For one second, nothing happened; he pushed with his mind, and felt the Drakeling shrug it off.
Stop Beast has failed.
A moment later, three streams of flame washed over him, but he cast Twilight Step for his first backstab of the day. The creature’s armor was as tough as the heaviest plate armor, and despite getting a critical hit on one of his sword attacks, he inflicted a measly 184 points of damage. Less than a sixth the monster’s total Health, and its long necks easily reached behind its body to snap at him. Before any of the three sets of massive jaws could bite down on him, Hawke used Dark Step to teleport to the only patch of darkness in range, namely the corridor. He took a moment to heal himself, another to recast Bulwark of Light, and then came out running while the monster spun in a circle, looking for him.
He used his Hammers, doing another fifty or so damage while noting the critter was healing at thirty Health per second, rolled under the monster’s legs to avoid getting bitten, and then got roasted by their flame breaths. Now he knew the cooldown of the flame breaths: five seconds. Yikes!
His friends joined in the moment they heard the fire wooshes; they had crept up along the corridor, waiting for the sound of the flames. Desmond opened up with Close the Range, which let him run briefly at inhuman speeds and deliver a brutal three-hundred-damage blow that the Drakeling mitigated to a bit over a hundred. One of the heads turned towards the Warrior, but a creature shaped like a deer but made of mud, grass and thorns came up running. The summoned creature speared the Drakeling’s neck for another twelve points: Gosto’s Nature Guardian had joined the fight. So did Rabbit, barreling into the monster and tearing into it as Tava sent a shaft right through the eye of a beast. Nadia, Gosto and Alba joined in with more ranged attacks from behind the shelter of the Sorceress’ Elemental Shield. The deadly barrage sent the creature below two-thirds its Health.
It was a dance, all right, but one where a misstep meant agonizing pain or worse. Hawke got his arm nearly bitten off by one of the monster’s heads; the only thing that saved him was a last-second twist of his wrist that turned Saturnyx point toward the Drakeling’s palate and pierced it as its jaws clamped down. The unexpected pain made the monster open its mouth, releasing his arm after merely inflicting sixty-six points of damage. Hawke insta-healed himself while dodging a stomping foot; on the other side of the monster, Desmond got clobbered by a tail swing that sent him flying across the room. Gosto kept the Warrior healed as everyone else kept hammering away at the monster, trying to kill it before it could breathe again.
They didn’t make it.
The Drakeling was still at five hundred Health when all its heads inhaled sharply. The plan had called for everyone to huddle together in one spot, except for the Nature Guardian; the expendable pet would keep attacking and hopefully become the target of at least one flame stream. But Desmond was too far away. Gritting his teeth, Hawke used Twilight Step and appeared in front of everyone else – even Rabbit had heeded Tava’s call and was by his mistress’ side – as two of the heads aimed at him. The third one hesitated between the Guardian and the running Warrior. Before Hawke could see who was its target, the other two released their breaths.
Hawke dropped his Elemental Dome in the path of the flames.
The sword’s special ability blocked the first four hundred and fifty points from each twelve-hundred damage jet of fire, and from the continuous six-hundred-point jets that went on for two more seconds each. The remainder washed over him for sixty-six damage, but the torrents of flame were too big to be completely blocked by his body; some of the flames flowed through and hit Nadia’s Elemental Shield.
One of the jets glanced off, too weakened after Hawke’s meat shield act to pierce the Sorceress’ spell. The other enveloped everyone for a hundred points of damage, mitigated to less than thirty points apiece for each. Only a hundred and thirty-five points jumped from the Party towards Hawke, the chosen martyr. He was down to less than fifty Health afterward, but he survived, and used Transference to immediately heal back to two-fifty, burning through most of his remaining Mana.
In the Party Interface, he watched Desmond’s Health plummet down to zero; the Warrior disappeared from the map. Damnit.
Hawke drank a Minor Mana Potion and went back into the fight. They had five seconds to kill the monster. No time to feel bad for Desmond. The three-headed creature died hard, but they dogpiled it and whittled its Health down to nothing, turning the Drakeling into a hunk of meat and a floating loot bag in less than four seconds.
The plan had worked almost perfectly, but one of Desmond’s lives had been lost.





  

    Twenty


  


   


  For slaying your foe, you have earned: 630 Experience (70 diverted towards Leadership). 


  Current XP/Next Level: 694/16,000. Leadership XP: 2,995/4,000


  “Let me go check on Desmond,” Hawke said. He figured he owed the Warrior an apology.


  The Warrior had returned to the entrance of the Lair. Luckily, it was a short walk. He figured he should talk to him.


  Alba joined him. “I will go as well.”


  “And I will skin this great beast,” Tava said. “Drakeling hide is even more powerful and valuable than a fire lizard’s.”


  That would be great when they found an Arcane Leatherworker who lived closer than Akila or Alpinia, but that could wait. Hawke and Alba headed back to the entrance. At about halfway there, they heard Desmond shouting. And the crash of something breaking. He and Alba exchanged a worried glance and took off running towards the entrance.


  They found Desmond swinging his sword at one of the mirrors on the antechamber. On the other side, a mocking image of the Warrior egged him on with silent gestures; other reflections were doing the same from the mirrors around him. The surface of the one Desmond was hitting had already cracked in several spots.


  “Hey!” Hawke yelled at him. “Stop it!”


  “God dammit!” Desmond shouted, but stopped in mid-swing. “I hate dying!”


  “Sure, but smashing evil magical mirrors isn’t the way to deal with it, bro. Those things want to come out for some reason, and we won’t like it if they do.”


  “I guess.” The Warrior dropped his sword and slouched in defeat. “The burning hurt like hell, man. And then waking up here, with zero XP, okay seven-twenty after you killed the dragon, but I was halfway to nine… That just pissed me off.”


  “Bad luck. That swipe knocked you too far away from the rest of us, at the worst possible moment.”


  “Yeah, figured I was screwed as soon as I saw where I was when the heads started inhaling.”


  Alba hugged him. “You never flinched, my darling. Even knowing what you faced.”


  “Well, it was tough luck, like Hawke said,” Desmond told her, sounding slightly mollified.


  Hawke couldn’t see the expression behind the Warrior’s helmet, but caught Desmond looking at him for a moment, before turning to the woman in his arms. Someone was being paranoid, and Hawke couldn’t tell if it was Desmond or himself.


  <He is,> Saturnyx said. <He worries you may covet his new woman, like you did Nadia. And fears you may have had her already. Which you have, of course.>


  Can you read his mind too?


  <Not at all. I merely observe and understand. But be wary of him. He still resents you.>


  He isn’t a bad guy. And nobody knows about me and Alba, except maybe Dorrham at the Copper Kettle, and he won’t say anything about it.


  “Earth to Hawke,” Desmond was saying. “Where did you go?”


  Hawke realized he had spaced out during his conversation with his murderous sword-slash-fiancée.


  “Sorry,” he said. “And I am sorry. I should have thrown a Martyr spell on you.”


  “That would have been stupid. You would have died, and so would have everyone else.” He took off his gauntlet to caress Alba’s cheek. “If she had died, I would have never forgiven you.”


  “I hear you.”


  See? I think he’ll be okay.


  <We will all see, I suppose.>


  The trio went back to the party. Unnoticed by them, the cracks on the mirror Desmond had struck began to grow larger.


  * * *


  Loot time. Hawke picked his personal treasure baggy.


  You have found: 12 gold, seven silver.


  You have found: 1 Lesser Mana Potion, 2 Lesser Healing Potions, 2 Lesser Endurance Potions.


  You have found: Necklace of Farsight


  The Necklace added +4 to Perception and let him do a remote viewing once a day, to a maximum distance of two hundred feet. That could really come in handy. The twenty-four-hour cooldown sucked but the bonus to his Perception would be a huge help in detecting traps. Hawke gratefully put it on, and found himself hearing Desmond’s armor creaking against his padding from across the room, and Tava sharpening her skinning knife as clearly as if she was next to him. Nice.


  Others had gotten a few good bits of loot as well. Nadia received a ring that gave her +75 Mana and Gosto a set of bracers that raised his Willpower and Spirit by three points each. Tava was grinning as she put on a set of Boots of the Scout that gave her +4 to Constitution and Perception and +10% to her speed. Hawke still hadn’t figured out how speed bonuses worked, but knew he could run amazingly fast even with all his armor and gear on. Tava could probably break Earth’s records for anything from the hundred-meter dash to the triathlon, all without pushing herself. Alba put on a Cowl of the Assassin that gave her +2 bonuses to Dexterity, Constitution and +20% to Stealth tasks.


  Desmond got a sword, a one-handed blade that was nowhere near as good as his current weapon. He looked angry and aggrieved as he made the useless reward disappear into his inventory. The guy had been getting the short end of the stick ever since he’d gone into the Lair. Hawke wanted to say something to help the Warrior feel better, but couldn’t think of anything.


  <The Arbiters are harsh but fair, is the common phrase for that sort of thing.>


  Has that freaking saying ever cheered me up? Even once? That only pisses me off even more. It will do the same to him.


  Hawke waited until everyone was done storing or equipping their rewards and called for a meal break so everyone could refill their Mana and Endurance pools without using their potion supply. And he sprung up the surprise he had been saving for that moment. Pizza slices for everyone, still warm from the Copper Kettle’s oven. Turned out that hot food remained that way if you stored it in your inventory, so he had placed an order the night before and kept the food in one of his storage slots for the occasion. Everybody looked happier at the prospect of a hot meal.


  “How many more encounters till we get to the Vault, do you think?” Nadia asked after she finished one of her two slices and gave the other to Gosto, who had devoured his.


  “Two or three, I think. But don’t quote me on that. I’m not an expert, what with one whole Lair I’ve done besides this one.” He turned to Tava. “Did Kinto ever tell you stories about the Lairs he handled?”


  Tava shook her head. “Father did his best to discourage us from the Adventurer’s life. But we heard many a story from Mother. She told us most Lairs had no fewer than three, and rarely more than eight chambers. Those are the rooms where heroes will be tested before reaching the Lair’s heart. Dungeons are far larger, of course.” She looked wistful for a moment. “I wish she were here.”


  “She left us, Tava,” Gosto told her, looking angrier than Hawke had ever seen him. “She is probably in the Higher Realms, with nary a thought of us” He stuffed the last piece of pizza into his mouth and chewed it furiously.


  “You are right, of course.” She forced a smile on her face. “And maybe one day we will surpass her. We are in a Guild of Eternals. Who knows the heights we will reach?”


  And I will be there with you, every step of the way, Hawke promised her.


  <And I as well.>


  “Anyway,” Hawke said. “We have done three chambers. Call it halfway to a third of the way there. Let’s go kick some ass.”


  



Twenty-One

 
Once again, Hawke sent out his Animated Shadow to act as a Polish mine detector on the next corridor. Every time it was destroyed, he built a Tulpa construct and sent it through to trigger any traps aimed at living beings. He had to recast both spells five times to reach the end, at which point he sent the surviving Shadowling through the entryway to scout of him; if he concentrated and did nothing else, he could look through the summoned critter’s eyes.
The shadow entered the room, looked around – and had time to spot a bunch of Spriggans and one three-headed Drakeling just before everything went poof.
“We’ve got a mixed bag up ahead,” Hawke announced before explaining what his shadow scout had seen.
“I don’t see how we can handle all of them,” Desmond said. “You’ve used up your Elemental Dome for the day. We’re going to lose people. I’m not letting Alba walk into that.”
“Alba can choose where she walks quite well by herself,” the Shadow Assassin told her boyfriend. “But she does appreciate the sentiment,” she added to take some of the sting out of her words. Desmond looked a bit confused, but nodded after a moment.
“We can try Plan A again,” Hawke said. “If that doesn’t work, then you guys stay back and I do as much damage as I can before I either escape or they take me out.”
Which would reduce his Identity to 14, dangerous levels, so he would do his best to run away. If Plan A failed, they would call it a day on the Lair. Everyone had gotten some XP and gear, if not as much as he had hoped. Hawke wondered if maybe they should cut their losses and leave right away. He decided to give it a try. If nothing else, Desmond deserved some reward for losing all his accumulated experience. After working out a plan of action, everybody buffed up and prepared to fight.
“Here goes nothing,” Hawke said as he walked down the corridor, waited until the rest of the party was about halfway behind him, and rushed out, moving away from the entryway to keep any fire jets from splashing into the corridor.
The Spriggans were already on a war footing, and they were higher level than the last bunch:
Spriggan (Sidhe Fae)
Level 11 Elite
Health 550 Mana 220 Endurance 550
The Fae warriors formed up in two battlelines, but didn’t rush forward; the Drakeling was about to breathe fire and they didn’t want to become collateral damage. Hawke ignored them and looked at the Triune Drake as it began to inhale. He locked eyes with the central head and once again cast his Monster Trainer spell: Stop Beast. He had checked his Combat Log, the record of all his activities using the Realms’ ‘rules,’ including spells, combat and similar stuff, and discovered that his modified chance of success against the last Drakeling had been fifty percent. Flip a coin. If that didn’t work, Hawke might live long enough to run away, or the Spriggans might chop him to pieces.
Triune Drake has been Stopped. Stop duration: 60 seconds.
Do you wish to Tame Triune Drake? Y/N
“Go!” Hawke shouted as he selected ‘Yes.’ The odds to tame the monster were lower than fifty percent, but he might as well go for the gold. He dumped ninety Mana into the ability and tried to take control of the three-headed beast.
When the Spriggans realized their pet dragon wasn’t breathing fire, they charged forward, but by then the cavalry had arrived. Desmond, Rabbit and a newly-summoned Nature Guardian led the way, and they formed a defensive line between the rushing Fae and Hawke, with the rest of the gang forming up by his side and lighting up the enemy with all sorts of ranged mayhem. Nadia opened up with a Fireball that exploded in the midst of the Spriggans; none were killed outright but their Health took a big hit. Tava followed up with an Imbued Killing Arrowstorm that sent a dozen enhanced arrows raining over them. All the shafts scored critical hits; that dropped two of the Sidhe guardians and left the rest bloodied and hurting.
Hawke couldn’t help them beyond what his Aura of Light could do for those inside its area of effect. He watched the fight with his Mana Sight, but only sparingly. For the next twelve seconds, all he could do was try to win a contest of wills with the Drakeling.
He had watched Tava when she tamed Rabbit. Now he watched the Mana he had sent into the Tame Monster spell reach out and flow into the monster while its own Mana fought it off. He considered trying to manipulate his energy flow to improve his chances, but decided not to mess with things. He had already blown himself up by trying to get cute with Mana Channeling.
The seconds ticked by. Hawke watched his friends battling the horde of Spriggans. They were holding their own against the two dozen Sidhe guardians, but Desmond’s and Rabbit’s Health levels dipped dangerously low a couple of times, with only Gosto’s frantic heals keeping them alive. The Nature Guardian lasted for ten seconds before being chopped up beyond hope. Nadia’s next Fireball decimated the survivors, but that meant only one died outright. The others were still a threat.
Two seconds later, Hawke got a notification:
Triune Drake has been Tamed. Taming duration: Twelve hours.
For Taming a monster, you have earned 225 Experience (25 Experience diverted towards Leadership)
Current XP/Next Level: 919/16,000. Leadership XP: 3,025/4,000
“Yeah!” Hawke cried out. “I got me a pet dragon!”
<Drakeling,> Saturnyx insisted.
The eighteen Spriggans still standing got flamed from behind; the three-headed monster carefully aimed its fire away from its new allies. The survivors were then bitten and stomped to death by the Drakeling while Hawke and his party attacked them from the other side. It was more of a massacre than a fight.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 360 Experience (40 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 1,279/16,000. Leadership XP: 3,543/4,000
Hawke wasn’t going to level up any time soon, but at least his Leadership was getting up there. He couldn’t wait to pick some new abilities. After telling 3PO (his nickname for his pet Drakeling) to stay, he grabbed his loot bags – another fifteen gold and change, and a bunch of potions he would be handing out – and cast Enlightenment on himself; it was time to check the room for hidden treasure. Nothing had popped out in all the rooms, but in Hawke’s limited experience, the good stuff tended to show up in the deeper parts of the Lair. He put his enhanced Perception to work as he walked up and down the massive room.
One of the small ‘sides’ of the polygonal room lit up yellow when he got closer. Hawke examined the wall section and noticed there was a thin gap along its edge. A little application of pressure made the wall slide off, revealing a compartment with a long box inside. The box reminded him of a guitar or gun case. It was also glowing bright red. Trapped to hell and back.
<If you trigger the trap on that box, it will likely destroy its contents.>
Annoyed, Hawke stepped closer and took a good look without touching the box. It was made of wood with golden inlays that depicted a hunting scene featuring a spindly-looking elfin figure armed with a bow just as tall as he was. He was shooting at a three-headed Drakeling. And there was writing on top, in Fae letters. A name, maybe? Going by phonics, the word was ‘Abuxiel;’ he had no clue what it meant.
<It is name and title both, and means ‘Heir to a Duke of Faerie’.>
So this is his bow? The Sidhe Prince’s?
<One of the many weapons someone of his rank would possess, yes. But it was placed here for an Adventurer to find and, if capable enough, to take.>
His inspection didn’t find any physical traps. He used his Mana Sight next, and sure enough, the entire box was wrapped in a web of energy ‘strings,’ ready to be triggered if someone started messing with it. The web was connected to a big Mana construct on the top of the box; it was a spell that would activate if the strings were pulled or touched. To his attuned senses, the spell looked like a miniature sun, with fiery flares rising from it, and a complex pattern inside it, like a mechanism of organic gears that had been doused in gasoline and set on fire. And it looked a lot like something he had seen a few minutes ago: Nadia’s Fireball spell.
“Nadia, can you cast another Fireball? I need to check on something.”
“Sure, but I will have to throw it somewhere.”
“Send it into the next corridor. Maybe it’ll trigger some traps.”
“Ok.”
He watched the Sorceress as she concentrated, sent Mana into the spell – incidentally interrupting and messing up her entire inner Mana flow; there had to be a better way of doing that – and formed a softball-sized flame construct. Its ‘code’ was just like the one in the trapped box. Hawke studied it carefully during the several seconds Nadia held the spell, containing its destructive power while she waited for him to say when she could release it.
Congratulations! You have become attuned to the Element of Fire!
You have learned a new Fire spell: Fireball
Fireball
Time to Cast: 3 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 10 seconds. Cost: 15(12) Mana. Duration: Instant. Range: 75 yards. Effect: Creates an exploding missile that inflicts 1-10 points of damage per level to all within a 20-foot radius from the point of impact.
Holy… His Mana Sight had let him pick up a new Element!
Congratulations! You have earned an Arcane Achievement!
Elementalist: You are the first Twilight Templar of your level who has acquired an Element not derived from any of his Classes.
You have unlocked an Elite Class: Elemental Warlord (available at level 20).
You have earned 225 Experience (25 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 1,504/16,000. Leadership XP: 3,568/4,000
“You can toss the spell, Nadia,” Hawke said, a bit stunned by the notifications.
The magical missile went flying down the corridor, disappearing in the unnatural darkness filling it. A moment later, there was a big flash, followed by a lightning burst. Looked like blowing up those hallways was another way of ‘disarming’ traps. Good to know.
Hawke wanted to cast a Fireball of his own, just to show off, but decided not to. People were already weirded out by his unique abilities. Hell, he was weirded out by them as well. A full-on Tank-Mage-Ninja would cause gaming nerds to rage like nobody’s business. Creating OP – overpowered – classes or abilities was among the greatest sins a game designer could commit.
<The ‘designers’ of the Realms do not care about such things. They want Adventurers and Eternals to grow in strength to the utmost limit of their capabilities. For what purpose, I do not know. I doubt the gods themselves do.>
True, Hawke replied. And he might be OP, but his enemies still managed to kill him with depressing frequency. Sighing, he turned back to the magical trap.
Now that he knew Fireball, the mechanics of the trap became much easier to understand. He saw the trap’s ‘trigger’ mechanism, a second spell laid over the explosive one. He had taken a couple of coding courses in vocational school, so he knew about basic ‘if-then’ commands. If someone touched the Mana strings, then the ball of fire went boom. His last attempt to mess with the strings and the conditional spell had failed miserably. But what if he went at it from the other end? He knew Fireball. Maybe he could neutralize the actual explosive and ignore the tripwires.
A few nerve-wracking minutes later, Hawke acquired a full appreciation of how Fireball turned Mana into an explosion. And how to ‘deflate’ it gently, like letting air out of a tire. As he concentrated, a thin jet of fire shot up towards the ceiling, lasting for several seconds until all the energy trapped in the spell dissipated. His Mana pool was drained by twenty-six points.
Congratulations! You have raised your Ability: Spellcraft, to Level Two.
You have learned: Spell Deconstruction. You can now break down a spell you know, releasing its Mana without triggering its effect. Time to Cast: 1 second per level of the spell. Mana Cost: 2 Mana per level of the spell.
Hawke took his first full breath since he started playing ‘cut the red wire’ with a high-level Fireball, and touched the box. The Mana strings around it sent a pulse to the triggering spell, which released a big spark. Nothing else happened, since he had removed the magical version of C-4 attached to the trap. Take that, a-hole, he told the creator of the trapped box, and opened it. A bow made of silver was inside, held in an indented cushion of bright green velvet. There were little green, blue, and red jewels encrusted along its recurved shape. A red filament of pure Mana served as its bowstring. It looked more like a work of art than a weapon, but Hawke’s True Vision showed it was definitely meant to bring harm to its owner’s enemies:
Sylvan Recurved Bow of Slaying (Masterwork Quality)
Minimum Strength: 16. Item Level: 12 (Minimum Level to use: 7)
Damage: 10 (Minimum) to a Maximum of (Strength + Dexterity + Perception) (Physical), +2-20 (Fire), +2-20 (Air)
Bonuses: +4 to Strength, Dexterity and Constitution, +3 to Archery Skill
Mana Storage: +50 to Mana Pool
Special Abilities: +15% Resistance to all Elemental damage, +5% Resistance to all Force damage.
Spells: Cast the following spells once per 24-hour period: Fireball, Lightning Strike. Wielder’s level determines the damage and effects of the spells.
“Hey, Tava,” Hawke called out, closing the box. “I want to show you something.”




Twenty-Two

 
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 900 Experience (100 diverted towards Leadership).
Congratulations! Your Leadership has increased to Level Four!
(Leadership Abilities cannot be purchased until completing or abandoning a Lair)
Current XP/Next Level: 2,404/16,000. Leadership XP: 4,149/6,000
You have found: 11 gold, Pouch of Holding (8 slots, 500 pound weight limit), 3 Healing Potions, 2 Mana Potions, 3 Endurance Potions.
The next room had been a carbon-copy of the last, with another Drakeling and twenty-two Spriggans standing watch. After clearing the traps, Hawke had come in, taken his baptism of fire from the three-headed monster, dropped a Fireball and Burning Light on everybody, and then sent his three-headed monster into the room, followed by the rest of the gang. Between a couple of backstabs and Tava’s super-duper bow, they had taken out the Drakeling before it could breathe fire again, After the big monster went down, 3PO, Rabbit and Desmond rampaged through the surviving Spriggans while the rest of the gang picked them off one by one or, when their AOE spells’ cooldown was over, by the bunch.
It wasn’t exactly easy – a Spriggan managed to land a critical on Hawke’s head when his Bulwark of Light was off, dropping him to under 100 Health, and a couple of other party members had their own close calls – but they wiped out the monsters in short order.
Hawke figured that they must be getting close, but they were also getting dangerously tired. Endurance could be replenished, but your mind needed time to rest, or you started suffering from sleep deprivation: inability to concentrate, short temper, forgetfulness, and even reduced sense of balance. As long as they remained inside the Lair, it wouldn’t reset, so they could take a break. It was well after ten at night, and the group decided to camp for the night in the room they had cleared. They set watches, Hawke renewed his Tame effect on 3PO, and whoever wasn’t on watch got into their sleeping bags, covered their eyes to avoid the constant glare of the lights (nobody wanted to sleep in the unnaturally dark corridors) and caught some shuteye.
<Wake up, Hawke,> Saturnyx said.
He sat up, reaching for the swords. His armor was in his inventory; it took him a moment to have it appear as he asked What’s going on?
<Desmond has sneaked away into the corridor leading to the Lair’s entrance.>
That woke him up in a hurry. He saw Gosto, who had been on watch as well; the young Druid was looking at the corridor going to the next area, and hadn’t noticed that his watch partner wasn’t at his post anymore. Hawke got his attention, whispered to him to be ready to wake everyone up if he heard anything, and went after the missing Warrior.
Hawke cast Shroud of Twilight on himself and crept forward, listening carefully. By the time he was halfway to the previous chamber, he heard Desmond whispering angrily.
“That’s not how it is! You are trying to turn me against my friends!”
There was a pause, followed by:
“You are lying!”
By then, he reached the room and saw Desmond arguing with himself. There were two Desmonds in full armor, one gesturing furiously, the other standing with his arms crossed and his head tilted to one side. He figured out the doppelganger must have come out from the mirror Desmond had cracked earlier.
“She likes me. I think she loves me,” Desmond said, drawing his sword. “And I’m done listening to your bullshit.”
Hawke dropped his invisibility spell and cast Aura of Light. “Let’s get that sucker,” he told the real Desmond.
The Warrior didn’t say anything as he swung his sword wildly, too enraged to fight smart. The fake Desmond ducked under the attack and stabbed his counterpart in the chest. Critical hit: Desmond staggered back, his Health down by over a hundred. Hawke did his Twilight Step-backstab combo, and that was more than enough to destroy the magical construct.
“Remember what I said,” were the doppelganger’s last words as his body turned into smoke and vanished.
“Let me heal you,” Hawke told Desmond.
The Warrior was glaring at him. “Did you have sex with Alba?”
Hawke’s Touch of Light repaired the wound; he wasn’t sure if anything he said would fix Desmond’s other problem, but he decided to tell the truth. “I did. Once, a long time ago.”
“You do want to bang every chick that crosses your path.”
“It’s not like that. It happened the one time, on my second day in the Realms. After that, I was with Tava. Alba and I are just friends now.”
“How many people has she screwed? Was she a prostitute?”
That mirror thing knew too much. Knew personal details nobody else did, and also what to say to trigger Desmond’s insecurities. The Warrior’s furious expression told Hawke that all the goodwill he had earned with his gaming buddy had vanished as thoroughly as the simulacrum he had destroyed. How had the critter learned all that stuff?
<Some Unseelie can see far, and deeply.>
“Your girlfriend set me up with a bar slut!” Desmond growled. “She wasn’t good enough for you, but fine for me.”
“She worked at the Copper Kettle,” Hawke explained. “Sometimes she dated the patrons.”
“And often, they paid for the privilege,” Alba said. She had followed Hawke in without his noticing.
Desmond’s eyes were bugging out. “So, you were… A…”
“A whore? Many called me that, and lost teeth for the telling. I was no pimp’s slave, bedding anyone with denars to spend. I liked all those who I spent time with, by my choosing. But that is over now. I have no other lovers. Only you.”
“This… this is messed up.” Desmond turned to Hawke. “All I got were your sloppy seconds.”
“Watch your tongue,” Alba told him.
“Screw this. I’ll finish the Lair, because I want the gold and the XP. But after that, we’re done.”
“Come on, man,” Hawke pleaded with him. “You are a hero in Orom. Everywhere else, you’ll be an outsider. Alone.”
“How do you think I feel now?”
“When we take down the Necromancer, we’re going to free a lot of Eternals. Players like us.”
“And we’ll all be friends, right? Screw that. You go fight the Necromancer. I’m done playing hero.”
“Desmond…” Hawke trailed off. He could understand why the Warrior felt betrayed, and he didn’t know what to say to fix it.
“Don’t worry,” Desmond said, still angry but with a colder, more calculating edge to his voice. “I won’t go to Akila and tell the Nerf Herders about your little town.” He laughed bitterly. “The town you own. You just keep taking everything around you, don’t you? That bow you just gave your other girlfriend was worth hundreds of gold, but it didn’t occur to you that the rest of us had a stake on it. It’s your planet, we just live in it.”
<He is your enemy,> Saturnyx whispered in Hawke’s ear. <You should kill him now.>
I can’t. I won’t.
“There is probably one, maybe two encounters left,” he told Desmond. “I’ll see to it you get your fair share. And if you change your mind, I will forget everything you said.”
“I will not,” Alba said. “Sleep alone from now on, and let your jealousy eat you from inside, little man.”
Well, that didn’t help, Hawke thought, although he couldn’t blame her for being angry. Or Desmond, either. He had screwed up things royally.
<We all did. His resentment of you ran deeper than any of us realized.>
Desmond was sputtering, clearly ready to say something insulting to Alba, but also clearly afraid of Hawke. He had just watched the Twilight Templar one-shot a copy of himself, after all. And it would be so easy to do it again. Alba wouldn’t say a thing about it, not after Desmond insulted her. Just five, maybe six backstabs, and the Warrior would be nobody’s problem anymore.
Hawke shook his head. “Let’s go back to sleep. Desmond, you’re off watch. And if you step out of line before we leave the Lair, you won’t be leaving at all. Understood?”
“Crystal clear, boss.”
“Fuck you too. Let’s go.”
* * *
The mood the next morning was awkward and tense. Desmond spoke in single words or grunts. He ended up in his own isolated bubble, with nobody coming close to him.
Hawke kept an eye on him while he prepared the team’s entry into the next room. A bunch of Animate Shadows and a few Mana Constructs later, the path to the new chamber was cleared. He sent another summoned pet to take a look. It reached the other side and saw… a forest? The doorway led to a large clearing surrounded by large trees. In the center of the clearing, his scout spotted a stone altar with a body lying on it. A tall metal box covered in mystical symbols stood nearby, as did three Elf-like figures in silver plate armor, wielding swords large enough to be considered two-handed, as well as shields. Their helmets left their inhumanly long and thin faces exposed. Their pale skins, ivory in color with hints of green, bigger-than-Vulcan ears, supersized purple eyes, and long platinum-blonde hair marked them as Fae. The Shadowling barely had time to identify them before a lightning bolt hit it for over seven hundred damage and erased it from existence:
High Fae Defenders (Sidhe)
Level 12 Elite Battle-Mages
Health 920 Mana 1,320 Endurance 650
“Good news is, that’s the last chamber,” Hawke told everyone. “These guys are going to be tough, though.”
He described the final guardians of the Sidhe Prince and his Vault. “Three tank-mages with high-end gear. They are going to fight smart, too. Can’t draw aggro on them, not like I can with dumb beasts or minions. They will pick off our casters if they expose themselves.”
“I can do it, actually,” Desmond said. “One of my War-Cries is called Great Taunt. It forces every enemy in range to attack me for eight seconds.”
“All right. I’ll cast Gift of the Martyr on you, and Gosto will work to make sure I don’t drop dead.”
“I didn’t say I would do it, though.”
“Oh?”
“Before I risk losing another life for you, I want something in return.”
Tava started to say something, but Hawke interrupted her. “What?” he told the Warrior through clenched teeth.
“I get first pick from any gear we find. Including everyone’s personal doggie bags from every corpse.”
Hawke shrugged. “Done.”
“And I go into the Vault first.”
<He means to pry something from the Vault that will allow him to kill you,> Saturnyx warned. <Agree to the terms, but make sure he does not live to use the Vault. You can do both without forswearing yourself.>
Not going to betray the guy, he told the sword.
“Done,” Hawke repeated. “Anything else?”
Desmond grinned and put on his helmet. “Nah, I’m good, bro.”
<You are being foolish.>
I am being me, Saturnyx. You have to accept that.
<I do, painful as it is. I love your foolish heart, and pray it is never broken.>




Twenty-Three

 
Before they went in, Hawke tried to refresh the Tame spell on 3PO. And failed.
“Damn it,” he muttered as he checked the timer. He still had four hours left on the Tame, but the failure meant he couldn’t try again for a full day.
<It matters not. Proving Grounds monsters cannot be permanently tamed. It will disappear when you conquer the Lair.>
Okay, then. And thank you for being my personal Wikipedia.
He had to shrink the Drakeling for it to fit the corridor, but that seemed to be part of the Tame package. Tava had to do the same with Rabbit. When the group was gathered by the entrance, they sent pets and summons in first. Gosto’s Nature Guardian led the way, followed by 3PO and another Animated Shadow, after which Hawke went in and released his ace in the hole, the Darkness Guardian he had Analyzed at the Mana Node he now owned. After that, he, Desmond, and Rabbit followed suit. The rest of the team was supposed to wait until he gave the word, then come in and set up behind Nadia’s Elemental Shield.
Hawke entered just as the Nature Guardian was torn to shreds by a Fireball and a Lightning Bolt. His animated shadow was already gone, and both 3PO and the even more massive Shadow Guardian were already down to half their Health as the elite monsters exchanged blows with the trio of armored figures. The Drakeling’s flame attacks had reduced the targets’ Health by less than a hundred apiece. They needed to take those super-Sidhe down quickly if they didn’t want to lose anybody.
He rushed in and cast a Consecrated Ground under their pets and healed them while Desmond attacked the Fae. A few moments later, the Warrior launched his war-cry, forcing the Defenders to concentrate on him. Hawke told Tava to send everyone in.
A moment later, the Warrior was hit by two spells and a critical hit with a sword; his armor and buffs mitigated a lot of it, but a lot more went through. Hawke took almost three hundred points of damage as the wounds were magically transferred to him.
He insta-cast Touch of Light on himself while Gosto healed him, and then did his Ninja backstab move on the most badly-hurt Fae, delivering three hundred and forty damage and following up with a double-cast Hammer of Light that ate a lot of Mana but burned a hole through the silver armor. Tava and Nadia finished him off. Meanwhile, Desmond kept attacking the Fae. He did a lot of damage but took a hundred and eighty points in return. Hawke was briefly down to the single digits in Health, but a Lesser Healing, all his HOTs and another Nature’s Warmth from Gosto restored him to over fifty percent a second later.
The Darkness Guardian and 3PO grabbed one of the Battle-Mages by his arms and pulled. For a second, the inhumanly tough Fae held on, but Hawke, Tava and Nadia hit it with spells and the unfortunate Elite was literally torn apart. The dismembered body went flying in a splash of blood and offal; a loot bag appeared where it landed.
Desmond took another two hundred and fifty damage, staggering Hawke as the wounds transferred directly to his Health. The Warrior wasn’t defending himself, attacking wildly and leaving himself open to the Fae’s sword. Hawke realized Desmond was doing it on purpose, knowing his wounds would be Hawke’s problem. Bastard! He concentrated on healing himself and sicced his pets on the remaining Fae. He got dangerously close to death, but the last Sidhe went down before that happened.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 1,080 Experience (120 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 3,484/16,000. Leadership XP: 4,749/6,000
“Time to collect,” Desmond said.
First, he took all the weapons and armor of the Fae Guardians. After that, everybody ‘opened’ the personal loot bags floating over the dead minions’ heads and allowed Desmond to take what he wanted. He grabbed all the gold – over a hundred denars – and potions, as well as three magic rings, two pouches of Holding, an Enchanted belt, a sheaf of magic arrows, and a necklace. The only things he left for the rest of the party were any silver and copper coins, amounting to less than a gold each.
“I thought the deal was first pick, not everything!” Nadia protested.
“It’s fine,” Hawke said, raising a hand to warn Desmond before he said something that might get him killed; everybody in the party was staring daggers at the Warrior. “It’s his parting gift. He won’t be getting anything else from us, ever again.”
It would be so easy to put an end to this, but he couldn’t murder someone just because he was an asshole. And it wasn’t like Desmond had turned heel without any reason. Was he even an asshole, or just someone who felt betrayed and was lashing out, not without justification? He expected Saturnyx to chime in, but the sword remained silent.
“All right,” Desmond said a few moments later. “You keep your word, Hawke. I’ll give you that. Now I’ll go to the Vault first, as we agreed.”
“Be my guest.”
The Warrior walked up to the metal box standing on one side of the clearing. It was taller than a man, and covered in High Fae words Hawke couldn’t decipher, as well as mystical signs and runes of power. His True Sight didn’t provide much information about it:
Vault of the Sidhe (Level ?? Magical Construct)
That wasn’t much to go on. Hawke watched Desmond approach the metal box and stare at it for a second before vanishing into thin air.
“Okay,” he said. “There is a chance that Desmond is going to come out swinging. He is pissed off and blames me, Nadia and Alba.”
“You think he will try to claim enough power from the Vault to take revenge on you,” Tava said.
He nodded. “I could be wrong. Maybe he’ll be happy to take all the loot and whatever he picks from the Vault and move on.”
“You should have killed him before he went into the Vault,” Gosto said.
“That’s what everyone keeps telling me.”
Nadia gave him a hug. “You did the right thing. If it’s anybody’s fault, it’s mine. I dragged him here.”
“You didn’t put a gun to his head,” Hawke told her. “He made his choice.”
“The day before it happened, we were on the phone. I was feeling like shit that day and was starting to get worried. I told him maybe he should quit playing. He said, ‘It’s less than one percent chance. And nothing special ever happens to me.’ I felt so bad for him.”
“Low self-esteem, sense of entitlement, maybe just bad luck,” Hawke said. “But he thinks any woman he does something for owes him, and he is possessive as hell.”
“Nobody owns me,” Alba said. “Not Dorrham, not any man I bed, and not you, either, Twilight Templar. And most certainly not that little boy in a man’s body. If he returns seeking revenge, he will only find death.”
“I know why he’s mad at me,” Nadia told the Shadow Assassin. “But why is he mad at you?”
“For bedding Hawke,” the former tavern server said. “Just the once, and before he was courting or making promises to anyone, let me be clear, before any of you takes offense.”
“You are a dog!” Nadia told him.
“My intended is a man of huge appetites,” Tava said, not sounding very thrilled, either.
“He was in pain and alone, after being killed by Urso. In pain and alone in a strange world, and he still went out into the night to fight off vampires,” Alba said. “I have never been with a more deserving man.” She grinned. “And he is very good between the sheets, as well.”
“He is that,” Tava said, looking slightly less miffed.
<Lest your head swells so much your helmet no longer fits, I must tell you I have had better,> Saturnyx joined in.
I can always count on you to keep me real.
Before anyone else commented on Hawke’s sexual prowess or lack thereof, his Party Interface informed him that Desmond had died. He must have asked for too much, and the Vault Keeper had gotten him. That meant he had lost another 4 Identity on top of the 3 from his earlier death.
Sucks to be you, dude, he thought, with less sympathy than he probably should be feeling. A few moments later, a new set of notifications followed:
Desmond the Destroyer has left the Lair.
Desmond the Destroyer has left the Party.
Desmond the Destroyer has resigned from the Earth and Realms Defenders Guild
“Good riddance,” Gosto said. Everyone in the Party and Guild had gotten the same messages.
“He wouldn’t do anything to the townspeople, would he?” Tava asked, a worried look in her face. “He bears a grudge against Father.”
“I don’t think so,” Hawke said. “For one, I left Kinto in charge of the Town Interface. If Desmond starts trouble, your father can use Call to Arms!”
That ability would raise the level of anyone who defended Orom against invaders by five, turning even level zero normies into level five opponents. And as Town Ruler, Hawke would be notified if Orom was under attack. Between that, Kinto’s experience and the Sterns watching the town, the Warrior would be crazy to start trouble.
Nadia nodded. “I agree. His problem is with me for not having sex with him, Hawke for being with me, and Alba for… you know.”
Gosto had been making fake retching sounds all along. “Are done with the bedding talk yet? I believe we have quests to complete.”
“True that,” Hawke agreed.
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“Okay,” Hawke said, dismissing Desmond from his mind. “Do we do the Vault first, or the Prince? Nadia and I have an extra Quest dealing with the Mana Node that maintains the Lair, but that can wait for last. After that, I intend to claim the Node for myself.”
“What if I want to claim the Node for myself?” Nadia asked.
That was actually a good question. Nobody had died and named Hawke lord of the universe, much as circumstances sometimes suggested otherwise. Nadia – or anybody in the party – had as much right to try to take the Node as he did. He began to see why Desmond had been so angry, beyond the fact that Hawke had slept with every woman the Warrior had wanted. He truly was acting like the universe revolved around him.
“I think you have earned the right,” he said. “Or anybody else in the Party.”
Nadia shook her head. “No, it’s all yours. From what you tell me, doing anything other than destroying it is difficult and dangerous. And you have some super-secret power that I’m sure helps you handle all of that.”
“I am not a spellcaster. A Place of Power is of little use to me,” Tava said.
“And I am too far behind in the Path to try for such things,” Gosto added. “But when I reach the tenth level, I will build a Grove of my own, dedicated to Cerunnos and the Green Gods.”
Alba just shrugged.
“Just teach me your cool powers, and I’ll call it even,” Nadia said. “And maybe if I marry you after all, leave me a Node or two in your will.”
“Marrying him now, are you?” Tava said.
“I said maybe, I don’t know if I want to be wife number three.”
“Who is the second wife?” Alba asked. Gosto looked curious as well.
“We will do the Vault first,” Hawke announced, trying hard to steer the conversation away from his love life. “Who wants to go first?”
Gosto raised his hand. “I have a reasonable request to make, and no desire to be taken into Cerunno’s embrace before my time. I spent some time last night in contemplation about it. I think I will be all right.”
Hawke wasn’t thrilled about the young Druid – not even eighteen yet – risking his one and only life like that, but nobody objected. Gosto walked up to the Vault and disappeared. Hawke spent the ensuing several seconds checking on the Party Interface. Tava walked on over and held his hand while they waited. If the kid got killed, he would never forgive himself.
There was a flash of light, and Gosto returned to the spot he had left. “I am now Attuned to the Element of Earth!” he announced proudly. As a Druid, his spells came from the Nature School of Magic with a ‘minor’ in the Element of Life. Getting a new Element would open up a lot of possibilities for him. He went off happily to sit down and examine his new spells.
“I will go next,” Alba offered.
“What are you going to ask for?” Hawke asked.
“That will remain between the Vault and I, methinks,” she answered, and disappeared into the Vault.
Hawke turned to Gosto. “What happened in there?”
“Well, I…” the Druid blinked for several seconds. “I do not remember. All I know is that I came back with the gift I wanted.”
“That’s just great. Guess the Vault doesn’t like spoilers.”
Alba returned. She was wiping her eyes, which surprised Hawke. He had never seen her cry. “Are you all right?”
She smiled at him. “I am all right and more than all right, Hawke Lightseeker. I found something I sought. I am quite content.”
Hawke didn’t ask her any more questions. “I’m glad, Alba.”
“Thank you.”
<Fourth wife material, if I do say so myself. You will have to introduce us first, of course.>
And people think it’s my fault I marry every attractive woman I meet.
“Guess I’ll…”
“Me first, please,” Nadia interrupted him. “Unless you really want to.”
Hawke shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know if I want to go in. I have a lot of stuff I want, so I’ll probably shoot for something stupid and end up respawning with no experience. Go ahead, but be careful, okay?”
“Don’t worry. I won’t ask for anything major. And I’m sure as hell not asking to be sent home. I’d rather die.”
And off she went. Tava and Hawke waited together.
“Any idea what you want?” he asked her.
“I want for little. I already have so much: a strong partner by my side, new friends, and a family that loves me, with one exception whose name I shall not utter. I thought I might seek something to ease my father’s pains. The passing of the years is hard on him.”
“I’m planning on doing something about it already. I keep meaning to see Flava the Alchemist, but so far she’s not been available when I am.”
“She is a busy woman, but I fear she might be avoiding you; for what reason, I do not know.”
“Something else to worry about. But I will bring Kinto back to full health, Tava. I promise you.”
Quest Accepted: Bring Youth to an Old Hunter.
You have sworn to restore Kinto to his prime, making an oath to yourself as well as to your intended.
Quest Objective: Reduce Kinto’s physical age to forty years or below, eliminating the penalties to his Characteristics. This must be done within one year’s time.
Quest Rewards: 1,200 Experience, +200 Reputation with Kinto and his family.
Penalties for Failure: -1,000 XP, -100 Global Renown.
Hawke shrugged. The rewards or penalties didn’t matter; he was going to do it regardless.
“So, don’t risk yourself trying to help Kinto,” he said. “I will find a way without putting you in danger. More than usual, that is.”
“Very well. I will not ask for that.” She kissed him. “Thank you.”
Nadia came back with a dazed look on her face. “That was interesting.”
“Can I ask what you got?”
She grinned. “A Level Twelve Masterwork robe. Maximum I could get, since I’m about to hit seventh level – wait, I just got my Quest rewards. Level seven it is. I don’t know how big a fight I had to win to get it – I remember being scared but not much else – but I figured I could use better gear, since I’m hanging out with Hawke the Troublemaker.”
“Show that to him while I seek my prize,” Tava told her and headed for the Vault.
Hawke whistled in appreciation when Nadia produced her gift: a cloth tunic that was made of some sort of plant fibers, dyed brightly green and covered with an intricate silvery brocade – probably mithril thread – depicting Elves and other Fae in various activities, from dancing to hunting to holding court. If he stared at the tunic for more than a few seconds, Hawke thought he could see the images begin to move. He looked away.
The stats were just as impressive:
Tunic of Faerie (Masterwork Quality)
Item Level: 12 (Minimum Level to use: 7)
Armor: 18/20% (Physical), 24/25% (Elemental), 10/15% (Forces)
Bonuses: +5 to Intelligence, Spirit and Willpower.
Mana Storage: +100 to Mana Pool
Special Abilities: -2/-20% to spell Mana costs, -1/-10% to Casting times.
“You are going to be a great Sorceress,” he told her, while trying not to think about how long it had been since Tava had been gone.
“For a while. Not sure if I’ll stick to the adventuring life forever. The fighting and danger wears on me. I can handle it, but I don’t know if I want to do it for the rest of my life.”
“It’s rough on everyone.”
“It’s not the same for you, Hawke. I’ve seen you in action. You like it. The danger. Winning against all odds. You get off on it. Tava too, so I can see why you guys are getting married.”
Hawke nodded. “You’re right.”
<It is nothing to be ashamed of, Hawke.>
Neither is wanting to lead some sort of normal life.
“We’ll figure it out. Maybe you can run Orom and keep it safe after I move on to other Realms.”
“That might be nice. Let me see how I like the people, the customs. This society has some serious issues, you know.”
“It does. They all do, though.”
“Don’t I know it.”
Tava came back, looking angry, and also sad.
“How did it go?”
“I spoke to Mother,” she said, and walked off towards Gosto. “It… didn’t go well.”
He wanted to go to her, but it looked like it was a family matter. Best to let her and her brother share a moment together.
“Guess I’m up.”
“Be careful,” Nadia told him. Tava looked up from where she and her brother were having their talk and she gave him a thumbs-up gesture.
He walked towards the Vault. An eyeblink later, he was standing on top of a narrow and very tall mountain, with dark clouds swirling above him, briefly lit by intense lightning bolts. He looked down and couldn’t see the bottom of the hill, just more clouds. A cold wind battered the mountain, not quite in hurricane strength but bad enough to make him avoid getting too close to the edge. Lovely place.
A hooded figure appeared in front of him. Seven feet tall, Fae-skinny; his or her features were obscured by a hooded cowl. Whoever it was, Hawke had a sense it was someone important. Not quite goddess-level important, but a lot higher-up than a twelfth level noob.
WHAT DO YOU SEEK?
The mental voice was loud as hell. Hawke swallowed back several smart-ass responses. This wasn’t the time to be playing games, not unless he really wanted to go back empty-handed and with an Identity of 13. He had been thinking about his answer for some time, trying to balance the unique opportunity with the chance of getting nothing. A new Element or School of Magic would be nice, but he decided to shoot for something with long-term applications:
“I want a better understanding of Mana, to the limits of my potential.”
THEN FIGHT ME, FOOL.
Hawke drew his swords but couldn’t feel Saturnyx’s presence in them. He was fighting alone for the first time since he had found her. That was all he had time to think before the hooded figure transformed into Desmond the Destroyer and came at him like a demon from hell, swinging his oversized sword.
“Cheater! Thief!” the Warrior shouted as he tried to slice and dice him. “You’re dead!”
He tried to activate Twilight Step but the spell failed, and only a desperate backwards somersault that ended with him rolling down the slope saved him from a slash that would have cut him in two. A massive boulder stopped his fall; the brutal impact left him dazed and breathless. Hawke realized he couldn’t see his own stats, let alone those of the armored figure running down towards him. No ‘gaming’ interfaces anywhere, no prompts, no Health or Mana counters. It was like fighting on Earth, where you only knew how many hit points you had when they went to zero and you dropped. No magic, either. Just two people, fighting each other to the death.
Struggling to his feet took him precious seconds. The pain of cracked ribs and a sprained ankle slowed him down; he hadn’t realized how much he had taken the pain-killing effect of his healing spells for granted. By the time Hawke stood up, the Warrior was almost on top of him. The big sword sliced through the air and he barely ducked under the blow; the move sent another stab of pain from his upper chest, but he pushed through it and struck back, two quick jabs with the points that pierced Desmond’s breast plate. He felt the tip of one blade catch on a rib instead of driving through the Warrior’s heart; the other barely drew blood. His skill wasn’t enhanced, either; without Saturnyx guiding his blows, his moves felt sluggish and clumsy.
“You. Can’t. Take. Everything!” Desmond gasped between slashes and thrusts. Hawke was forced to go on the defensive, using his smaller blades to deflect the powerful attacks rather than meet them head-on. A couple of near misses cut him through his armor. He could taste blood in his mouth, and didn’t know where it was coming from. A bitten lip or a perforated lung? He’d find out if or when he dropped dead.
The pain and exhaustion as he fought for his life weren’t the worst parts of the duel. What almost got Hawke killed was the feeling that he deserved to lose. That he had taken someone who could have become a friend and carelessly set him up with a one-night-stand of his, knowing what would happen if the truth came out. And that was just the tip of the iceberg. He had grabbed more than his share of the loot and let Desmond get killed during the first Drakeling fight when he could have waited to try and tame the monster a second time instead. He had screwed things up. Maybe he didn’t deserve to live.
You can’t do better if you are dead, the part of him that refused to quit replied.
Desmond’s next swing was aimed right at the junction between Hawke’s helmet and breast plate. He dropped to one knee as the massive blade whizzed by like an angry wasp. The Warrior spun almost all the way around, driven by the momentum of the missed attack, He tried to turn around but didn’t quite make it before Hawke slashed at Desmond’s hamstrings, cutting them to the bone. The Warrior toppled like a felled tree, and Hawke pounced, driving his swords into his chest until Desmond stopped struggling. It wasn’t heroic; he crippled the big guy and then murdered him before he could defend himself. Real violence was like that, ugly and without glory or dignity.
Hawke stood up, feeling like crap. The fight had been an illusion, but he had a sickening feeling it might be a preview of things to come.
YOUR PRIZE IS GRANTED.
Congratulations! You have gained a new Perk: Advanced Mana Sight
Advanced Mana Sight: You can see every spectrum of the energy that permeates the Realms and makes magic possible. Your new senses also allow you to identify the different frequencies and ‘flavors’ of Mana as it is attuned to Elements, Forces, Schools of Magic, emotions, and even the dreams and desires of sentient beings. Being able to see the Mana in all things also gives you glimpses of knowledge usually reserved to the most devoted students of Observational Magic.
“Wow. Thanks.”
BEGONE.
Hawke returned to the spot in front of the Vault. The big metal box shimmered for a few seconds before disappearing from sight. He’d gotten a once in a lifetime chance, and he thought he hadn’t wasted it.
Quest Complete:
Open the Vault of the Sidhe
You have earned 1,080 Experience (120 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 4,564/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,169/6,000
You have found: 20 gold.
He turned towards his friends, and froze. He could see the Mana flows running through their bodies, more clearly than he ever had even after hours of meditation. But it was more than that: he could see their Chakras, and the way their happiness at seeing him altered the energy coursing through their bodies. He felt Tava’s love for him and the way it linked them together, and the different quality of what he and Nadia felt for each other. Hawke looked at Saturnyx, and in a flash of understanding realized how powerful, beautiful, and terrible the Fury was. Not terrible as in evil, but powerful and deadly, someone to respect and even fear, but who also loved him with a fierce loyalty that was scary in its own right.
“Get anything good?” Gosto asked, and Hawke saw the Druid’s connection to the Nature God and even caught a glimpse of Cerunnos himself. With an effort, Hawke shut down the flow of information. If he kept it going, he would probably lose his mind. Turning his Advanced Mana Sight on wouldn’t be something he did lightly.
“You could say that. Something pretty damn good.”
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“Is someone going to have to kiss him?” Nadia asked as the party looked over the still form lying on the stone slab in the middle of the clearing.
Abuxiel of the Unseelie Court was close to eight feet tall, with the emaciated physique that the High Fae seemed to favor and which made Elves look overweight. He was wearing a shirt and loose pants made of something silky that kept shifting colors whenever you moved your head, sort of like an oil slick with extra brightness. He had long copper-colored hair, a chalky complexion, and sported a short goatee and mustache. All in all, Hawke wasn’t terribly impressed, at least not until he turned his Mana Sight on and realized the guy might not be a god, but could hang out with them without looking out of place.
The Sidhe Prince might be in a coma, but his Mana wasn’t just flowing through his body at much higher frequencies than anything Hawke had seen before, it was ‘flavored’ with dozens of emotions. Anger was pretty high on the list, but also hatred, cold calculation, and a sense of anticipation for something that he identified as revenge. The Sidhe had been thinking about delivering some payback for hundreds of years. Hawke shuddered at the thought of what the ancient monster on the slab would consider a fitting revenge. And given the power levels Hawke could sense running through the still form on the slab, Abuxiel could turn most of his dreams and desires into reality.
The Fae was not in good shape, however. He had been poisoned with a supernatural substance that destroyed matter and energy on a fundamental level. The puke-green energy of the poison was so nasty that if the Prince died while it was still in his system, it wouldn’t just remove him from the Realms. The destructive agent would remove the memory of his existence and even his actual history. Reality would rewrite itself so that nothing Abuxiel ever did happened. Hawke couldn’t begin to understand how that sort of thing was possible, but unless his new senses were deceiving him, that stuff made plutonium seem downright pleasant. Abuxiel was in the magical equivalent of a medical coma, keeping the poison from spreading while his metabolism slowly cleaned it out.
Abuxiel (True Name Hidden) (High Fae Noble)
Level ?? (20)
Health 2,600 Mana 2,600 Endurance 2,600
“I’m not kissing him,” Hawke said. “I might end up with a first husband on top of everything else, and my household is already getting crowded.”
“I doubt any sort of intercourse is necessary,” Tava replied. “Magic kept him here. Magic will revive him.”
“I know. I’ll do a scan and see what we need to do. Stand back a ways. Maybe hide behind 3PO. Just in case.”
As soon as his friends were at a safe distance, Hawke sent a Mana tendril towards Abuxiel. As soon as he made contact, a notification opened up:
You have found: Sidhe Prince.
Revive? Y/N
Awaken? Warning: If you awaken Abuxiel, the poison will destroy him in twelve seconds. During that time, he will try to avenge himself on those who condemned him to death. Y/N
Leave? Y/N
Hawke’s instincts told him to leave or destroy the Fae, even if that meant a nasty fight they might well lose, but he had made a promise. He chose Revive.
You have chosen to Revive the Sidhe Prince.
Current Time to Awakening: Ninety-six years, three months, two weeks, and one day.
Mana Needed to Accelerate Process: 1 point to advance the Awakening by one month.
Total Mana Needed: 1,155 (867)
Hey, my Mana discount applies to whatever this is!
Which was great, but he only had a total of 676 Mana even with the bonuses from the Battle-Mage set. Hawke wondered why the Prince’s minions hadn’t been able to do it for him; they should have had more than enough Mana.
<They are extensions of Abuxiel,> Saturnyx explained. <Their Mana is his, and it cannot be used to remove the poison. Only someone unrelated to him, giving him their power of their own free will, can affect his recovery.>
If you say so, Hawke said. He couldn’t do it alone, that was for sure.
“You can come back. I’m going to need your help,” he said, and explained the situation.
“Ritual magic,” Nadia said. “You can get multiple adepts to contribute their Mana to a spell. That’s generally a specialized ability, though. Without it, it is still possible, but only spellcasters can join in. You, me and Gosto. And it’s not going to be efficient. The ritual leader can contribute Mana freely, but the assistants can add only about one Mana for every two Mana they spend. Fifty percent wastage, in other words.”
“I might be able to do better than that,” Hawke said. “But even if we waste half the Mana you contribute, we have enough to wake him up. Let’s do it.”
They joined hands and concentrated. His Mana Sight showed him the energy flow in the two casters’ systems, and how they sort of hiccupped as they sent their power out of their bodies. He gathered the energy and aimed it at the pattern around the Sidhe Prince. The Quest itself provided the conduit for the energy: the energy flowed into Abuxiel’s body, helping remove the poison at an increasingly faster rate. It was like using a hydro-jet machine to unblock a pipe, adding pressure until a blockage was pushed out. As the process continued, Hawke realized that for every Mana point he was adding to it, hundreds more were being contributed by the Mana Node below the stone slab; the energies required to heal Abuxiel were beyond anything he and his friends could provide, but without their contribution, the cleansing would have taken years instead of a few minutes.
You have learned a new Ability: Ritual Magic I
You can now use Ritual Assistants (anyone who can use Mana to empower spells or abilities) to contribute their magic towards casting a spell. Ritual spells increase their base casting times by a factor of ten. This is reduced by ten percent per Ritual Magic Level. At first level, sixty percent of the Mana contributed by Assistants will be added to the spell.
Another thing to keep track of, Hawke sort of grumbled.
Having to stop and look at all his options before doing anything could become a problem in the future. The important thing was that the process was working. The Prince probably didn’t trust any of his fellow Fae, so he had been forced to wait for some kind strangers to free him. Towards the end, the poison seemed to react to the cleansing process. Hawke felt like it was looking at him. Like it was alive and aware, and it knew what he was doing – and didn’t like it one bit. The feeling scared the crap out of him, but a moment later, the poison was gone.
Awakening Complete
Abuxiel of the Unseelie Court sat up and looked around. Hawke felt the Fae’s presence driving into his mind. It wasn’t a pleasant process at all, but only lasted a couple of seconds. The Prince stood up, towering over everyone present, gave them a tiny bow, which was still a bigger show of respect than Hawke would have expected.
“I will not forget the debt I owe you,” he said in a deep voice, and disappeared.
Quest Complete: Awaken the Sidhe Prince
You have earned: 675 Experience (75 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 5,239/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,244/6,000
You have found: 15 gold.
You have earned +200 Reputation with (Unknown Faction)
You have earned -300 Reputation with (Unknown Faction)
New Quest Available: Claim Your Reward
Abuxiel has been revived! Travel to the Capital of the Unseelie Court and publicly proclaim your deed to receive your reward.
Objective: Reach the Forest City of Mommur, deep in Alfheim, the Faerie Realm.
Rewards: 5,000 Experience. Unknown Reward.
Penalties for Failure: None
Accept? Y/N
Hawke picked ‘Yes.’ He had no idea how to reach Alfheim, but that was probably something that could wait until he reached a higher level. Probably in the twenties or thirties. He’d just save the Quest and take care of it when he figured out how to get there.
“Everybody okay?” he asked.
Nadia shivered. “That was one scary guy. Although it looks like we all got a follow-up quest.”
“The Lands of Faerie are beyond the reach of mere mortals,” Tava said. “We will have to advance much further on the Path before we can cross over.”
“We’ll burn that bridge when we get there,” Hawke said. “I guess we have one thing left to do, Nadia and I, and then we can blow this popsicle stand.”
“You will claim this Mana Node, then?” Tava said. “If you don’t, a new Lair may rise here, or worse, the Necromancer will take it for his own purposes.”
“That’s the plan. I’d feel better if everyone else is out of the Lair first, though. In case things go sideways and the whole place collapses or explodes or something.”
“We will wait for you back on the hill,” Tava said. “You will call me, should you have need of us.”
“I will.”
Tava, Alba and Gosto left. Nadia waited a bit, then stretched in a most distracting way.
“Alone at last,” she said with a grin.
“Business before pleasure.”
“Spoilsport. I take it you want me to do my Quest first.”
“Yeah. I would like to claim the Node as soon as I’m done. And send you out before that, just to be safe.”
“You can’t protect everybody, Hawke.”
“Doesn’t mean I can’t try.”




Twenty-Seven

 
Hawke watched Nadia approach the stone slab where Abuxiel had lain. The Mana Node was located right underneath, where its energies had focused on healing the Sidhe Prince as well as providing magical sustenance for his army of monsters and minions.
His Advanced Mana Sight let him notice the Sorceress’ fear as she reached out, and the way her energy flows sort of froze for a moment before she sent a trickle of energy toward the Node and received a notification. He could even see the message as a magical construct floating in front of her, although he couldn’t quite read the words on it. Not yet, at least. Hawke was beginning to suspect his new gift was going to change a lot of things for him. He was catching glimpses of the Realms’ weird ‘magical mods’ on reality. Or maybe he was seeing the code behind reality itself. That scared him a little. This was turning a little too much like those old Matrix movies.
After several minutes, he noticed Nadia’s energy change. There was an infusion of power from the Node itself, rushing through her Mana Pool and changing it in small but definite ways. She was still an Elf, but not just an Elf, not anymore. Her Health increased by a significant 35 points, bringing her up to over a hundred. Her energy channels became wider and the energy flows through them moved faster, raising her Mana Pool and regeneration beyond her previous limits. Her Chakras were still dormant, but they were closer to opening up than Hawke’s had been when he had begun working on them. He should be able to teach her how to do it faster than he had.
I hope you change your mind about retiring, he thought. You could become a major Power in the Realms.
<As you said, there is no shame in seeking a peaceful life.>
It’s true. But we live in the Realms now. How much peace will she enjoy if someone looking for trouble comes along, and she isn’t strong enough to stop them?
<She will have to hope that people like you will stand in the way of such threats. Or, as you say, she will come to understand that only Power can answer to Power.>
Hawke didn’t like the answer, except the part of him that wanted to keep going, to keep overcoming challenges. He was itching to awaken his Sidhe heritage and then take over the Node. To become good enough to take on the Necromancer, and not just to save his fellow gamers, but to know he could do it. That didn’t say much about his character, he suspected. But without power, he would only be a victim of those who had it.
“Wow,” Nadia finally said. Her status marker jumped to level eight.
“Grats.”
“Thanks,” she said.
Nadia had changed physically. Her ears were just a little bit longer and pointier, and he could swear she had grown an inch, maybe a bit more. Her blue eyes had turned a deep shade of purple; there was no doubt about that. And she had grown more beautiful, too, or maybe her Charisma had increased by several levels. Whatever it was, she was hot as hell.
“That was something else,” she said.
“Wonderful. Tell me about it after I’m done.”
“Wait.” Her purple eyes were blazing with an almost hypnotic quality. “I am really… I want you. Now.”
She leaped at him. And he welcomed her.
* * *
“I wish someone in the Realms had invented cigarettes,” she said afterwards.
“You never said you were a smoker.”
“I wasn’t, not by the time I joined the Guild. I quit smoking in my thirties. I always loved to light up after a good romp in the sack, as my last boyfriend used to say. Come to think of it, I gained like forty pounds in the six months after I quit, which didn’t help my health.”
“Never picked the habit,” he said. “Tried pot a few times, but it made me stupid, so I stopped.” He caressed her lightly. “That was pretty wild, by the way.”
Nadia giggled. “Turns out that Fae do have more fun! Holy smokes!”
“It was a lot of fun,” he agreed. In fact, not only had Nadia’s new Fae pheromones and flexibility turned her into a sexual dynamo, but he had also learned that his Advanced Mana Sight let him know exactly how his partner felt at every step of the way, and how to make her feel better at just the right times. He couldn’t do it all the time – it became distracting enough to kill his mood – but Tava was going to get a big surprise, next time they got together. And Saturnyx, of course, although she wouldn’t be surprised, just happy.
“It also took a good while longer than I expected.”
<Over an hour,> Saturnyx noted dryly. <Fortunately, I kept Tava appraised of the situation so she wouldn’t worry.>
You didn’t…
<Show her? I aim to educate all my future sister wives. Tava believes that her higher Dexterity and Strength will allow her to perform even the rather strenuous maneuvers you and Nadia managed to accomplish.>
“I heard that,” Nadia said.
Hawke shrugged. “No secrets in this household. Not with a Fury that reads all our thoughts. And likes to make home movies.”
“You know, I would probably hate being in this situation if I didn’t like everyone involved so much.”
“My feelings exactly. Now, please go hang out with Tava while I try to claim the Mana Node without blowing it up.”
“Don’t boss me around, macho man.”
“I asked nicely. Don’t make me spank you.”
“I’m going. And don’t threaten me with a good time.”
* * *
After Nadia was safely outside the Lair, Hawke accessed the Node and tried to wake up his inner Fae.
It should have been harder for him. He was only a Half-Elf, his Sidhe blood diluted by three-quarters rather than half in Nadia’s case. Through Advanced Mana Sight, he spotted the parts of him that matched the energies of the Node, and figured out how to attune the rest of him to those frequencies. He even managed to suppress some of the physical changes the Awakening tried to trigger. He didn’t want to be taller than he already was, so he put a stop to that. His ears got noticeably pointier, but that was okay. And the new purple hue his eyes gained didn’t hurt his looks, so he let it happen. He gained one extra Charisma level, free of charge. But there was more:
Congratulations! You have unlocked Nature Magic!
You have learned three new Nature spells: Nature’s Grip, Nature’s Guardian, and Deadly Roots.
Nature’s Grip
Time to Cast: 2 seconds. Cooldown: 5 seconds. Cost: 5 Mana. Duration: 10 seconds. Range: 120 feet. Effect: Roots emerge from the ground and wrap themselves around the target, making movement impossible and inflicting 1 point of Physical damage per level. Dodge tasks are at -50% while immobilized. Breaking free has a chance of success equal to 5% for every point of Strength over 20; +25% for Large creatures, +60% for Gigantic creatures.
Nature’s Guardian
Time to Cast: 10 seconds. Cooldown: 5 minutes. Cost: 30(18) Mana. Duration: 2 minutes. Range: 10 feet. Effect: Creates one of three kinds of Nature (Earth and Life Amalgam) Elementals that will serve the caster until they are destroyed or their duration expires.
Defender Guardian (Bear): Health: 50 per caster level, Resistances: Physical: 20/50%, Elemental (All): 15/30%, Forces (All): 10/25%. Attacks: 2 Physical Damage per caster level.
Fighting Guardian (Deer): Health: 30 per caster level, Resistances: Physical: 10/30%, Elemental (All): 10/20%, Forces (All): 10/20%. Attacks: Gore: 4 Physical damage per caster level. Charge: 8 Physical damage per caster level.
Scouting Guardian (Eagle): Health: 20 per caster level, Resistances: Physical: 5/20%, Elemental (All): 2/10%, Forces (All): 2/10%. Attacks: Claws: 1 Physical damage per caster level. Divee: 4 Physical damage per caster level.
Deadly Roots
Time to Cast: 4 seconds (instant). Cooldown: 10 seconds. Cost: 8 Mana. Duration: 10 seconds. Range: 120 feet. Effect: All enemies in a twenty-foot radius are ensnared by gripping roots that inflict 1 Physical damage per caster level and immobilize them for ten seconds. Breaking free has a chance of success equal to 5% for every point of Strength over 20; +25% for Large creatures, +60% for Gigantic creatures.   
Nice, he thought after checking the effects. He had seen Gosto use them before. His only problem was that he now had so many spells available that it was easy to forget them in the heat of battle. He would need to do some training to avoid that.
Hawke also was able to pick three new Perks from a brand-new list:
High Sidhe Perks
Aegis of the Fae: Gain an inherent 10% Resistance to all Elements, Schools of Magic, and Forces.
Fae Stealth: You meld with the colors of your surroundings, becoming 60% harder to spot while standing still, or 20% when moving. This will affect Stealth Tasks involving sight.
Gifts of the Sidhe: +2 to three Attributes, or +6 to one Attribute.
Greater Fey Regeneration: Regain 1 Health per second (60 per minute)
Master of Mana: Increase Mana regeneration by 10 per minute.
Sidhe Caster: Reduce Mana cost of spells by 2 or 20%, whichever is greater.
Skills of the Fae: Increase six Skills by 1 level each.
Sidhe Speed Casting: Reduce time to cast and spell cooldowns by two seconds or twenty percent, whichever is greater.
Vigor of the Sidhe: Increase your Health by 5 per level.
More Perks are available at higher levels.
He could already insta-cast almost every spell that didn’t require a lengthy ritual, but the twenty percent cooldown reduction was too good to pass up, and unlike the regular version, it affected all Elements and Schools of Magic. He selected Sidhe Speed Casting right away, Aegis of the Fae to increase his tankiness, and Sidhe Caster to cut back on his Mana expenses. The High Fae were completely OP when compared to humans or other species. It didn’t seem fair, but nobody had asked his opinion about it. Maybe if he reached a high enough level, his opinion might count for something.
Quest Completed: Awaken Your Sidhe Heritage
You have earned 90 Experience (10 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 5,329/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,254/6,000
Hawke couldn’t even complain about the paltry XP reward. He had gained some huge bennies and had the potential to pick up several more as he progressed on the Path, as they liked to call leveling in the Realms. Now all he had to do was claim his new Node, go home, and have some wild times with his ladies. He sent another Mana tendril towards the Node.
You have accessed: Level 5 Mana Node (Nature). You have the following choices:
Leave Mana Node alone: No risk or reward. Y/N
Claim Mana Node: +1,000 Experience, +100 Mana as long as you are within 1 mile/level from the Node. Y/N
Destroy Mana Node: +2,000 Experience, +5 Spirit. Y/N
Absorb Mana Node, becoming attuned to Nature Magic. Y/N
He selected ‘Claim.’ In this case, there was no Guardian to defeat. The Lair had been the ‘guardian,’ more or less, and conquering it had left the Node wide open for a takeover. After all he had been through, the notification that he had succeeded felt almost like a letdown.
For claiming a Mana Node, you have earned: 900 Experience (100 diverted towards Leadership).
Current XP/Next Level: 6,229/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,354/6,000
You are now a Level Two Node Master! New Abilities Available.
Hawke went through the options and picked Node Travel. Now he could go back and forth between his two Nodes and the Town Core. With Node Recall, that meant that as long as he was within a hundred miles of either Node, he could travel there and then jump to Orom a moment later. It made traveling a lot more convenient, not to mention making a quick getaway in an emergency. A new notification opened up:
Do you wish to devote some of your Experience toward increasing your Node Mastery Level? Y/N
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 1,000/3,000
Sighing, Hawke allocated ten percent toward raising his Node Mastery. At that rate, he was going to be level twelve for a long time. As he headed for the exit, he reminded himself that in a couple of days, he would lead an expedition to the Necromancer’s Stronghold. He should pick up a level or two along the way.
Or die trying.




Twenty-Eight

 
“Nobody has seen or heard from him,” First Sergeant Marko reported.
Hawke didn’t know whether to be relieved or worried. Desmond had never returned to Orom. The Sterns hadn’t spoken to him since Hawke’s party had left for the Lair, and nobody had seen a big guy wearing former Guard Captain Brunes’ armor, or even a big guy matching Desmond’s description. Assuming Desmond was heading somewhere civilized, he had three possible routes: Akila to the northeast, Alpinia to the south, and the Kingdom of Dun-Takah to the northwest. If the Warrior was careful and stayed off the main roads, he could probably avoid being spotted until he was far enough away that it didn’t matter who saw him. He had bought enough food and water to last him for two or three weeks, so he could easily never see or talk to anybody in Orom’s countryside.
Good riddance, I guess, he thought, echoing Gosto’s last comment about the Earthling.
<You made your decision. Live with it and concentrate on more important matters.>
Saturnyx’s blunt advice was right on the money. If Desmond wanted payback, he would come back. There was nothing Hawke could do about it, and plenty of other things he needed to look after. He went back to his office, ran a perfunctory check of the Town Interface, and then sat down and looked at the list of volunteers. Over forty townspeople had volunteered up for the town guard or to join the expedition to the Sunset Range. Mostly young guys without good prospects, and some who thought the songs and tales sounded like a lot of fun. He would have Kinto run them ragged for a while and see how many stuck around afterwards.
On his way back to town, Hawke had finally managed to check the new options his Leadership ability had gained. As was often the case, he wished he could take them all, but was limited to one per level. He could choose up to four different abilities, raise one of them to level four, or any combination of the two:
Leadership Boons (Boon Level cannot exceed Leadership Level)
Charge I: Members in the Party are stronger when attacking. +10% to damage and spell effects when on the attack. Each additional level raises the bonus by 10%.
Chosen Foe I: Your Party will be stronger when facing an enemy of your choice, gaining a 20% bonus to all attack and defense tasks, damage, and effects. One species or kin can be selected. Additional levels will increase the bonuses against the same species. This Boon can be taken more than one time to choose additional enemies.
Command I: Increase the maximum number of people in the Party from eight to fifteen, and remove level limits for Party members. Each additional Command level increases that total by ten.
Defender I: When standing on the defensive, all Resistances, attempts to overcome magical effects, and other defensive modifiers are increased by 10%. Additional levels increase this bonus by 10%.
Eyes of the Leader I: You can see through the eyes of any Party member within a hundred yards per level of this Boon.
Generalship I: You can raise the effective level of all Party members by one. Members who are not on the Path will become first-level Warriors with adjusted Characteristics but no new Abilities or Attribute bonuses. Additional levels increase the Party members’ effective levels.
Messenger I: You can speak to anybody in the Party and they will hear you as if you were standing next to them, at up to 100 yards per Leadership Level. Additional Levels increase this range. You can only use this Boon to reach one member at a time.
Right off the bat, Hawke picked Chosen Foe (Undead). That was a no-brainer. The other choices required a little more thought. He went for Command I and II, which let him add up to twenty-five people to the Party, and Generalship I, which would turn all the normies in the group into first-level Warriors, doubling their Health and Endurance. The boost to everyone else’s level wouldn’t hurt, either.
There still was a lot of work left before he could lead a Party into battle. He needed to get everyone’s gear repaired, including his own. He had spoken to Katros the Blacksmith, who said that if Hawke helped, he could have all the stuff ready in two days. That meant two twelve-hour days of hard labor under the smith and his pain in the ass son, who didn’t like that his father had taken on a new apprentice, even if said apprentice was the new Prefect of the town. Katros’ family had a healthy lack of respect for authority. Hawke wondered if it was because their skills made them too valuable to antagonize. Maybe he should encourage more people to take up an Arcane Vocation.
There was time for a couple more visits before he went off to play Blacksmith. Hawke was going to check with the Town officials to make sure there were no other pending business. But before that, he headed for Flava Octaves’ House of Healing.
Medical care in Orom largely depended on two people. Patros and his students, who provided basic healing to the sick and injured, and Flava the Arcane Alchemist, who supplemented the Priest’s services with her potions and herb lore. She and her two daughters and apprentices made a handsome living selling minor healing poultices, potions, and other remedies. The concoctions worked, were easy to store and have at hand for an emergency, and the prices were not much higher than Patros’ gentle but firm requests that his patients contribute to the Temple, either in cash, labor, or goods. Hawke had not met Flava yet. He hoped to remedy that before he had to leave for the big battle ahead.
The shop was on the south part of town, a few blocks away from the Prefect’s Keep. It was a simple two-story home with a colorful pink façade, decorated by flowerpots displaying a variety of plants. Through the open door, he saw counters filled with assorted containers and a tall and slender woman standing behind one of them:
Flava Octaves (Half-Elf)
Level 7 Alchemist
Health 20 Mana 104 Endurance 22
She was the first Half-Elf Hawke had met in Orom; she looked completely human, except for a slight glint in her eyes as she turned towards him in the relatively gloomy store, sort of like the way a cat’s eyes light up when the conditions are right. Her hair had been blonde once but was mostly gray now, and her face was long and narrow, what an unkind person could describe as horsey. She nodded and gave him a professional grin when he entered.
“Your Holy Eminence,” she said. “You honor my humble store with your presence.” Speaking in Common Fey, she went on: “Merry meet, fellow sojourner from the Lands of Light.”
The response jumped to Hawke’s mind and he spoke: “Merry in the meeting, merry in departing, and merrier in meeting again. May the blood of the immortals flow freely through your veins.”
Flava’s smile widened. “Ah. Your holy eminence knows the Old Ways. And I see you have done more than accept your Fae origin. The coloring of your eyes suggests the Path will take you to Alfheim one day.”
She’s sharp, Hawke thought as he said, “That is possible, Lady Alchemist.”
“I must admit I had some reservations about meeting another Fae-Blooded. I am glad they proved unfounded. But that is not why you are here, of course. How may I serve you?”
“I am seeking to help Kinto, my future father-in-law,” Hawke said. “I want to find a way to restore his health.”
“Ah. Something many seek, and few achieve. Kinto has been here to see me. I examined him. He is seven and seventy years old. His Adventurer’s vigor has already decayed to half what it used to be. In three, five years at the most, they will be reduced by three fourths. After that… a harsh winter, a fall with no help available, or simply his heart stilling; the roads are many, but they all reach the same destination. Such is the fate of mortal men.”
“But there are ways around that.”
“Yes. A fifteenth level Priest or Healer may undo the ravages of age, at a high cost: one Mana per year restored, permanently sacrificed. To help Kinto would require the loss of at least thirty Mana, fifty to turn him into a young man once again. Few practitioners in the Common Realm have that much power to spare, and most of those have better uses for it, such as ensuring they themselves remain young. A hundred to two hundred gold for each Mana sacrificed may be enough to entice such practitioners, but some will want more. If you have four or five thousand gold and the means to travel to a great city where such practitioners can be found, you can restore Kinto.”
“How about Alchemical potions?”
“I have read the books of the Craft and its Lore. Such potions do exist, although they are beyond my skill even if I had the ingredients, which I do not. Finding the herbs and other components would be an ordeal in itself. And you would need no less than a fifteenth level Alchemist to prepare such a concoction. In any case, their fees would be several hundred gold with the ingredients. Thousands otherwise.”
Five thousand gold, or finding some extremely rare ingredients. Or learning the spell himself, maybe. He had access to Life magic, after all. Make three more levels, pick up the spell, and he would be happy to sacrifice fifty Mana to bring Kinto back to full health. We’ll call that Plan A, he told himself.
“Thank you, Alchemist Flava. I think I know what to do.”
“I wish I had better tidings to give you, your Holy Eminence. Not least because I wished to ask a favor from you.”
“I make no promises, other than to hear your need,” Hawke replied formally. No more jumping into things without learning more.
“Wisely said. My daughters and I often travel into the woods, seeking new herbs to bring to our shop. While we cultivate much of what we use, some plants can grow only in a state of nature. Of late, our travels have taken us north, to the Shadowy Foothills.”
Tava had mentioned the area; she had also said that the woods there were ‘hostile,’ whatever that meant.
“One does not venture deep into the woods leading to the distant Dragonback Mountains, as they are inhabited by beings that care not for outsiders. Even Old Urso and his Dire brethren never tried to claim that territory. My daughters and I explore on the outskirts, picking the young flowers and leaves that grow there. Richer rewards abound deeper in, but the dangers are proportionally greater.”
Hawke nodded to the Alchemist. That was the recurring theme of the Lands.
“On my last trip, a few days ago, I noticed a change. The ancient woods are pushing forward. Great trees I once glimpsed far into the distance are now standing on the periphery of the grasslands. They are not alone. The forest is marching south, at speeds too slow for most mortals to perceive, but apparent to the likes of me.”
Marching forests. How Lords of the Rings-like. Maybe they’ve got Ents in the pants.
<This is nothing to jest about. The very land in this valley is growing in power. This goes beyond the Necromancer.>
“Do you think this could threaten Orom?”
“Yes. Orom, and all those who till the soil or cut down living trees. I fear a great power is stirring there. The Fae or their Nature Gods may be responsible, or the culprit may be a darker force.”
All I wanted was to help my father-in-law, Hawke thought, knowing when a Quest was going to drop in on him. Oh, well, that was how you leveled up. “After I have concluded my business in the Sunset Range, I will visit the Shadowy Foothills and try to learn more about what is happening there.”
Quest Accepted: Explore the Shadowy Foothills
Something is rising in the deep woods that cover the Shadowy Foothills north of Orom. Flava the Alchemist had asked you to investigate.
Quest Objective: Enter the forest and explore it for at least one day.
Rewards: +75 Reputation with Flava the Alchemist, 250 XP, 1 gold.
Penalties for Failure: -25 Reputation with Flava the Alchemist, -10 Renown with the Town of Orom.
“I could not ask for more, your holy eminence.”
Well, at least things won’t get boring even after I take care of Domort, Hawke thought as he headed for his next meeting.
* * *
“Good morning, Antana. What’s the good word?”
The Mistress of the Coin looked unhappy. “Today? I would say the good word is ‘Insolvency.’”
“All right, let’s work on that,” he said. “What’s the money situation.”
“I hired three tax collectors, but so far have returned from their travels with little more than coppers on the gold owned and long lists of excuses. Most business and property owners still claim their own revenues are down because of the recent unpleasantness.”
“They have a point. We can have the collectors find out who is actively trying to cheat us and who is just having a hard time, can’t we?”
“I hired men – and a woman – who owned their own businesses. All three had their shops destroyed and needed the work. They can tell the difference between the unfortunate and scofflaws. And they were told to use no threats or, what did you call them? Strong-arm tactics.”
“Yeah. I don’t want to start a reign of terror,” Hawke said, coming to a decision. “Tell you what. Let’s give everyone a six-month tax holiday, to get things back into shape. How short will that make us?”
“Without the tax holiday you propose, we already were spending close to a hundred gold over revenues each month. With it, and adding the expense of buying food instead of taking payment in kind from the neighboring villages, our outlays total one hundred and sixty gold a month. The treasury will be depleted by the beginning of next month.”
“Okay. How much is this worth?” Hawke asked, producing the gold ingot he had collected back on his first day in the Realms, and placing it on the table in front of her.
“That is a full gold bar! Is that pure?”
“You tell me.”
Antana picked the thirty-pound bar with a grunt of effort and placed it in the biggest scale she had on the table, adding counterweights until they balanced out. “Pure gold, it is. Which, if melted and coined – luckily we have the equipment for such – will yield eighteen hundred and seven gold denars.”
“Holy crap!”
He’d been walking around with a fortune in gold and he’d been counting pennies – well, copper denars – when he had first arrived at Orom. He also had two silver ingots. Just to be an ass, he placed one of them on the table. “How much for this silver brick?”
“Far less, of course.” She weighed the silver and pronounced it pure as well. “Nine and a half libras of silver will yield the equivalent of sixty-eight gold and four silver denars. Six hundred and eighty-four silver coins, in other words.”
“Good enough. If you can turn all of that into coins, put all eighteen hundred and seventy-five gold in the treasury, which should cover expenses for over a year, right?”
“Added to the amount already in the treasury, and without any revenues, that is correct.”
Easy come, easy go, Hawke thought.
“Well, that should tide us over during the tax holiday. In six months, we can start oppressing the taxpayers again, although I will make time to figure out if we are squeezing people fairly. And the mines will be opening soon. Our cut should be pretty good.”
“Wait. All this gold and silver should be treated as a loan. I can draft the papers with the standard terms.”
“Fair enough,” Hawke said. “Except I want the loan to be at zero interest. Getting the money back would be awesome at some point. Make it payable over ten years, starting next year.”
“This is very unusual. Most Prefects enrich themselves through their position. You have given up a princely sum instead.”
“Well, I was an Adventurer before being a Prefect, and still am. I make money by killing nasty critters. Beating the Lair netted me a whole bunch of gold. I had to kill him a lot of monsters to get it, of course.”
“Of course,” Antana said, looking a little pale. “The Arbiters reward killers quite well.”
“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Hawke told her. “And I am sorry I did.”
“The Common Realm is a land of strife,” the merchant said, composing herself. “In my travels, I have had to loose crossbow bolts or swing a staff at bandit and beast. Never killed anyone myself, but I have seen it happen. It has never stopped being something I find unpleasant.”
“And I made it sound like it was a simple transaction. My apologies again. Where I was from, I had never even seen a dead body. I arrived at the Realms atop a mound of corpses. My experiences have… hardened me to such things, I guess.”
She nodded in understanding. “Of course. And without people like you, willing and able to keep the peace, people like me would have a much harder time living from day to day.”
Hawke nodded. The Mistress of Coin might not like violence, but she knew how the world worked.
“But, getting back to business, your eminence, this loan will alleviate our current problems, and I believe things will improve greatly over the next six months. Even if you choose to make some adjustments, our revenues should meet our expenditures by then. Assuming good harvests and no other crises.”
I wouldn’t hold my breath about that last part, Hawke thought but didn’t say out loud. No sense in upsetting Antana.




Twenty-Nine

 
“I wish I were going with you,” Kinto said after Hawke conducted a review of the Town Volunteers.
“Someone has to mind the store. I almost left Marko and Calvo behind as well, but they need the experience.”
“Take good care of my children,” the old Hunter said looking over at Tava and Gosto, who were checking their gear down at the courtyard. “How fast have they grown!”
“I will. I’ll swear to it.”
“No need. You never have to affirm your word for me, Hawke Lightseeker, for I know it is good.”
“That means a lot, man.”
The last couple of days had come and gone in a blur. Hawke had raised his Arcane Blacksmith level and his Blacksmithing Skill to four, mostly by spending hours and hours helping Katro fix damaged gear, forge a few simple weapons, and listen to the smith’s steady talk about the craft. Katro himself had reached level seven, partly as a result of fighting Undead during the taking of Orom, but gaining his last level for repairing high-quality weapons and armor. Everybody’s stuff was at one hundred percent.
Hawke had selected twenty volunteers; another ten were temporarily assigned to the Town Guard, and everyone involved got the same pay as the regulars. That took a bite out of Orom’s gold reserves, but he hoped to make it all back from looting Domort’s little house of horrors. Robbing your enemies after killing them was the gamers’ way. Everybody from the Lair party (except Desmond, of course) had contributed the Enchanted Quality naginatas they had found to the war effort, so everybody who knew how to use a spear or axe now had a weapon that did a good deal of damage and also increased Strength, Dexterity and Constitution by two each.
One of Hawke’s goals was to eventually turn the guard into an elite force, turning as many of its members as possible into Adventurers. Some of them would no doubt quit and head off to seek their fortunes after they picked up a couple of levels, but he was okay with that. The ones who stayed would be dedicated to defending their homes and families.
<Or will be too lazy or cowardly to venture forth on their own. Do not think that because your cause is good, those who follow it are lacking in flaws.>
And you’ll point out every flaw you see, I know.
The Volunteers were all wearing green tabards over their chain mail suits. Hawke and Kinto had selected the fittest people in the bunch, people with decent stats who were also stubborn enough not to drop out after Kinto had them do five-mile runs with bags filled with rocks on their backs. Half of them had crossbows, the rest naginatas; Hawke had seen to it everybody had at least one Minor Healing Potion. They had done a little bit of training, but Hawke knew the small army was too inexperienced to trust in a battle. He had no plans to use them to fight in the front lines; they were there to help keep watch and protect the small army’s camps while the strike force went and did most of the fighting. First Sergeant Marko would lead them.
His friends were gathered to one side. Alba, Gosto, Nadia and Tava, with Rabbit looming over them. They and the five Dwarves of Korgam’s Company formed the core of the small army. Korgam and Daggon were melee fighters, Crommen was a Battle-Bard who did both support and fighting, and Taggan and Egg were a Stone Mystic and Priest, respectively. Give Hawke and them a narrow front without flanks to worry about, and they could fend off an army.
Time to give a short speech and get going. They were wasting sunlight. Before he spoke, he added everyone in the Volunteers, except Rabbit and Korgam’s band, to his Adventuring Party, turning the young men in the group into first-level Warriors and improving everyone else’s level, including his own. That was only possible because all of them had joined his Guild, removing the need for level requirements when forming a Party. Onlookers gasped as the young men seemed to grow before their eyes. The effect was subtle – nobody could put a finger on the change in the now first-level Volunteers – but noticeable. Many of them looked at each other in wonder as they saw status boxes over everyone’s heads for the first time. Hawke had given them a taste of life on the Path to Power.
“Domort, the Necromancer up in his Stronghold on the Sunset Range, is our enemy,” he began, pointing to the pale tower that was barely visible alongside a distant peak to the west. “Domort woke up the monster who turned your friends and neighbors into vampires. Domort used Prefect Felix’s love for his dead family to trick him into turning against his own people. Domort sent monsters to walk on your streets or strike from the skies. Many are dead because of him. People were afraid to even say his name. We are not afraid anymore. What is our enemy’s name?”
“Domort!” hundreds of voices echoed. Beside the Town Guard and the Volunteers, it looked as if half the town had shown up for the parade.
“That is what he calls himself. What is his real name?”
“Greggy!” everyone shouted, stumbling a bit over the unfamiliar English words Hawke had shared with them. “Greggy the Gaming Geek!”
Hope you are listening, dickhead, Hawke thought. Get good and angry, because soon you are going to be scared, and a bit after that, you aren’t going to feel anything.
“We shall return, and Greggy will no longer trouble us,” he concluded. “Let’s roll.”
He, Tava and Rabbit led the way, followed by the Sterns, who looked very impressive in their armor and fighting gear; the Dwarves were armed to the teeth, and all had hit level seven or eight in the past few days. The Volunteers came next, led by Marko; they marched in an uneven line and weren’t even trying to walk in lockstep, but they looked dangerous enough. The rest of the party followed. People gathered on the town walls and cheered the small army until it disappeared from sight.
* * *
While they walked along Orom’s main road, Hawke checked his ‘character sheet’ one more time:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf, Eternal. Classes: Twilight Templar, Monster Trainer. Level: 12 (Effective Level 13 through Generalship I)
Experience/Next Level: 5,929/16,000
Attributes:
Strength 26(45), Dexterity 20(39), Constitution 31(49), Intelligence 20(22), Spirit 20(24), Perception 24(28), Willpower 18(22), Charisma 20
Characteristics (Effective Level 13 through Generalship I):
Health: 387 (17.9/min)
Mana: 420(720) (18.4/min)
Endurance 354 (17.9/min)
Identity: 17
Skills
Blacksmithing 4, Climbing 2, Detect Traps 3, Disarm Traps 2, Dodge 7, Lore 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 4, Survival 3, Sword 7(19), Swimming 2, Tracking 3
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Aegis of the Fae, Dark Vision, Mana Sight, Sidhe Caster, Sidhe Speed Casting, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Aura of Light, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Dark Step, Dark Tendrils, Enlightenment, Deadly Roots, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, Lesser Healing, Nature’s Grip, Nature’s Guardian, Sense Life, Shadow Leech, Shadow Step, Shadow Transformation, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step.
Special Abilities
Analyze Monster, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Mana Channeling II, Node Mastery I (Node Recall), Ritual Magic I, Spell Deconstruction, Spellcraft II, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster, Tulpa Creation I
Arcane Vocations
Blacksmith (Level Four), Mining (Level One), Skinning (Level One), Steward (Level Two)
The extra level he gained from Leadership only affected his Characteristics, with the exception of Identity. He was still a lot tougher, thanks to clearing the Lair. He only wished that Desmond was still with them. The Warrior’s strength and deadly skills would be missed in the days ahead.
* * *
For most of the morning, the Volunteers traveled on country roads linking the town to outlying farms and villages until midday. After breaking for lunch, they advanced into the Highlands Forest. According to Tava, there was a ford about eight miles to the southwest, shallow enough to let a large body of men cross the Auric River quickly and safely. She and Rabbit scouted ahead, letting Hawke know of any obstacles or problems through their link with Saturnyx. Gosto summoned his scouting Nature’s Guardian; it only had a hundred-and-sixty Health, but was shaped like an eagle and capable of flight. He and Hawke took turns using the spell when it wasn’t on cooldown, giving themselves almost continuous air coverage over the warband and keeping an eye out for Harpies or other airborne dangers.
Moving thirty-odd people through the woods, even an old-growth forest that had plenty of clear space under the large trees’ thick canopies, was slower than marching on a road. The group stopped just after reaching the Auric, an hour or so before sunset. The looming mountains to the west were already obscuring the dying sunlight, turning the late afternoon into dusk. Tava led the group to a campsite on a slight rise by the river, big enough to fit a couple dozen people.
Hawke reached into his inventory and produced two cauldrons filled with the Copper Kettle’s best stew, still hot enough to burn your mouth if you weren’t careful. He and Nadia were carrying four cauldrons each, which would provide warm meals for a few days. Everybody got a steaming bowl of stew, rich with chunks of lambs, potatoes, and other vegetables, as well as a large chunk of bread, plus whatever other foodstuffs they had brought along. The Volunteers ate happily before setting camp for the night.
“It would have been good to dig ditches and pile the dirt into earth ramparts around the camp,” Marko said as he watched the Volunteers settle down. “Better still to drive sharp stakes into the ramparts, forming a wall of sorts. That is how a real army camps for the night, in a small fort of its making.”
“We’re a long way from being an army,” Hawke admitted, cursing himself for not thinking of that earlier. It was too dark and too late to do it now. “Next time you see me slacking off, let me know. I’m learning on the job, too.”
“Yes, sir. Truth to tell, it only occurred to me after the Ranger found us a place to camp, and one hour till sundown is not enough time to set up a proper’s Legionnaire’s base. And I have never built one myself. Only heard of them, from some old veterans of the Legions.”
Hawke remembered some stuff about how Roman armies built their forts from a YouTube video he had seen. Maybe between him and Marko they could come up with a decent fortification. And of course, he had his own Wikipedia at hand.
<Indeed, I have witnessed the erection of many a Legion camp,> Saturnyx said. <I will lend my expertise to you tomorrow evening.>
You said ‘erection’ on purpose.
<I lack many things, but never purpose.>
Hawke set up a watch schedule, and put himself in for the middle watch.
The attack happened just before he was up.




Thirty

 
<Undead are approaching.>
Hawke sat up and kicked himself off his sleeping bag. “Undead!” he shouted.
Saturnyx could sense the critters from a hundred yards away. Unless they could move faster than cars, covering that distance should give his people some time to prepare. As he summoned his armor from its inventory slot, Hawke saw Egg, the Dwarven Priest, begin to cast a spell, probably his Blessing of Gaon, which would help protect everyone from the fear effects several types of Undead could trigger in people. Sleeping Volunteers struggled to their feet and worked in pairs to put their mail shirts back on. You could sleep in armor, but only if you wanted little to no rest. The six men on watch, along with Nadia and Tava, were arranged in three groups covering the slopes leading up. The nearby river protected their western flank, although the Auric was only a hundred feet wide or so at the ford, and enemy archers or magicians could easily attack the camp from the other side.
Hawke looked across the river; his Dark Vision spotted half a dozen floating figures, pale and shimmering in the moonlight. Wraiths.
Wraith Servitor (Undead)
Level 7 Ghost
Health 105 Mana 175 Endurance 140
The Servitors weren’t elites, but even regular minions could mess up the camp by casting spells from range. He called Tava over to deal with them and hit the closest one with a Bolt of Twilight that exploded it like a punctured balloon. The Ranger destroyed another one with a single shot of her new bow. The rest of the Wraiths stopped moving forward and began spellcasting; unfortunately for them, they were still in range. Two more were destroyed before they could finish their spells. The last survivors stopped casting and tried to escape, but Tava got them both.
“Arachnoids!” Nadia shouted from the north side. Her words were followed by a crackling sound like an ice machine turned all the way to eleven. She was welcoming the attackers with Ice Shards, a cone spell that inflicted 8-64 points of damage. The spell was followed by the twang of a couple of crossbows and the buzzing screeches of pain that wounded Arachnoids made.
“More on this side!” Korgam shouted from the south. Crommen was singing one of his Battle Bard spells, increasing everyone’s courage and strength. Egg had already blessed everyone. A giant boulder came crashing down onto the rushing eight-legged figures. That had to be the work of Taggan, the Dwarven Stone Mystic.
Hawke rushed to the side being watched by only two Volunteers. Since he was linked to both his Party and Korgam’s, he could see that the Dwarves were forming on one side of the rise, and Rabbit and Marko had come to Nadia and Alba’s sector to the north. That left the east, and Hawke spotted a dozen Arachnoids rushing up towards the camp.
Murk Arachnoid
Level 5 Warrior
Health 60 Mana 30 Endurance 50 
He raised a hand and fired off Dazzling Lights. The blinding flash struck the nocturnal spider-people with almost physical force, freezing them on their tracks and making them crash against each other. They never saw the Burning Light energy cone that enveloped and consumed most of them, killing them instantly. A couple of Shamans at the bottom of the slope had been out of range of Hawke’s spell. They cast their own combat magic, hitting him with two giant thorn-shaped missiles that reduced his Bulwark of Light by a couple dozen points. He killed the low-level spellcasters with a couple of Hammers. The Necromancer wasn’t sending his varsity to this game.
As quickly as the attack had begun, it stopped. A few Arachnoids scurried off into the dark. Hawke and Tava left the camp, looking for survivors. They found only bodies. Forty-odd Arachnoids and a dozen Wraiths had died in the attack.
For defeating your foes, you have earned 58 Experience (7 diverted towards Leadership; 7 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 6,287/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,571/6,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 1,007/3,000
He checked on the Volunteers. Only a few had been hurt, and Egg and Gosto had healed them already. Many of them looked at him in awe. He found the attention a bit embarrassing.
“This was just a test,” he told them. “Greggy is trying to get a feel for our strength. I think we impressed him, but don’t think it’s going to be this easy next time.”
“Yessir,” they replied in a chorus.
“Carry on.”
The Party Interface showed him that everybody was back to full Health; checking on the status of twenty-five people, not to mention the five in Korgam’s linked party, was turning out to be a pain in the ass, but he’d rather have too much information than too little. The interface was designed to highlight anyone badly hurt in red; that should be warning enough for him or another healer to take care of the wounded before it was too late.
“Back to sleep, kiddies!” Marko ordered. “We still have a job to do tomorrow, and we wake up before sunrise. Go get some rest now. That’s an order.”
* * *
Early next morning, they reached the ford. A bunch of boulders and accumulated silt, combined with the slower flow of the river on a relatively flat stretch, had created an area where the water was barely waist high and the current weak enough not to knock someone off their feet unless they were both clumsy and unlucky. Hawke went ahead with Tava and Rabbit, dragging ropes that they secured on the other side. They checked for any ambushes and when they found none, they had the Volunteers take off their armor, hold on to the two ropes they had strung across, and walk on over. Korgam’s band kept watch from the east bank until everyone else had crossed, and then they followed.
“Weird that they didn’t hit us at the ford,” Hawke wondered after everyone was on the west side of the river. “We were pretty exposed there.”
<Last night showed Domort that most of his minions do not stand a chance against our Adventurers. He is saving his strength for an opportunity to destroy them first. The Volunteers are more of a burden than a help; striking them down does little to reduce our strength.>
Cheerful as always, Hawke thought as the group rested for a bit before pushing on.
They followed a rough path that cut through the increasingly rocky terrain. It looked like the remains of an old road after decades of neglect had their way with it. It was aimed more or less towards the mountain where the Necromancer’s tower was, so they stayed on in, with Hawke and Tava leading the way and checking for signs of ambushes or traps. From some of the stories his brother had told him, that sort of terrain was great for setting up IEDs or having snipers tag you from the high hills overlooking the path. He kept Enlightenment turned on whenever it wasn’t on cooldown, and kept a flying pet up to watch from above as often as possible.
They made it a couple of miles down the road when the Harpies finally showed up. Lots of them. Hawke counted almost forty winged shapes diving from the clouds as he ordered people to take what little cover they could find and waited for the critters to come into range.
Mummified Huntresses (Undead)
Level 4 Harpy
Health 52 Mana 60 Endurance 48
Each critter carried a ten-pound rock in its chicken-like legs. They released them from hundreds of feet up as they dived, each time aimed at one of the figures they saw on the ground. Even so, none of the rocks hit anybody, although there were a few close calls. The rain of rocks was followed by a flight of arrows and lightning bolts. By then, however, the mummies were close enough to be engaged by a few spells and Tava’s recurved bow, and the monsters began to drop out of the sky. Some Volunteers fired their crossbow as well, with zero results. Finally, Egg unleased Mass Blast Undead and wiped out over twenty fliers in a single blast of white light. A handful of survivors escaped.
For defeating your foes, you have earned 20 Experience (2 diverted towards Leadership; 2 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 6,307/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,573/6,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 1,009/3,000
Two men were wounded, one by a Harpy’s arrow, the other by a lightning bolt, neither fatally. That would have gone different if they Volunteers hadn’t been raised to first level; Hawke mentally patted himself on the back for choosing Generalship I for his party. After healing everyone and taking a few minutes off to rest, the small army continued its advance. Shortly before noon, they reached the mountains.
Now all they had to do was figure a way to get in.




Thirty-One

 
“And that’s the only way inside that you know of,” Korgam said, pointing at the doorway, sixty foot up on a sheer cliffside. The Dwarf didn’t call Hawke a dumbass, but by his tone he probably wanted to.
“It’s the only way I found. When I woke up, I was already inside the mountain,” Hawke explained.
He and the Dwarf were on top of a rocky hill, two hundred yards away from the chapel’s exit. From that distance, the doorway was little more than a dot on the rocky surface. Far above it, Domort’s ivory-colored tower reached up, half of it embedded on the side of the mountain, the rest poking out like a monster’s claw.
“It leads to a chapel of the Olympian gods, mostly dedicated to Vitara.”
“But even with scaling equipment, thirty of us, most of us human, will never make it there.”
‘Yeah, there is that.”
Hawke had thought the cliff face might not be as bad as it had looked to him when he jumped into the river. As it turned out, it was worse; the mountain wall must have been smoothed by magic. The Adventurers might make it there, assuming the enemy didn’t do anything to stop them, but the Volunteers sure wouldn’t. Luckily, that wasn’t their only option.
“There are alternate routes, but the map I have is almost a thousand years old. My friend – she gave me the info – is trying to figure out how much things have changed.”
“And who is this friend?” Egg asked as he came up behind them.
The Priest had never fully warmed up to Hawke after discovering his secret class, and he suspected the Twilight Templar of concealing a bunch of additional secrets. The fact that Egg was right didn’t help any.
Hawke sighed. “She is a spirit that lives in my sword. I found her in one of the tunnels, and she helped me escape the Necromancer’s mountain. Her previous wielder entered the mountain through another route. We just have to find it.”
Egg frowned, but before he could speak, Korgam held up his hand. “We need not know more, do we, Egg?”
“If the spirit is an Undead one, we would.”
“You have cast Mass Blast Undead a bunch of times with me around. I think you would have noticed if my swords went up in flames.”
<And I am far from Undead,> Saturnyx said. <My spirit never experienced death, but was willingly transferred to a new receptacle, different from a living body in form rather than substance. I will be happy to explain matters to His Holy Baldness if you let him touch my hilt.>
Let’s save that for another time, Hawke told the sword.
“The sword was wielded by a great hero who carried it into the mountains,” he continued out loud. “Since the easy way in turned out not to be easy at all, I will need to explore the area a little more until she finds one of the entrances she used back then. From what she tells me, they went back and forth several times.”
<Five times they braved the depths and innards of the mountain and emerged under clear skies, triumphant over Demons, Fae, and Elementals. The sixth time they followed the devils into an ambush, and there did Erison meet his doom.>
“We have eight hours of sunlight,” he said. “We’ll set up a defensible camp, dig in, and I, Tava and Rabbit will go scouting. The rest of you can hold the camp until we return. If it’s not too late, we’ll go into the mountain as soon as I come back. Otherwise, we’ll head in tomorrow.”
“And if you find no other entrances?”
“In that case, I guess Egg and Taggard will have to use their Tunnel spells until we get somewhere. We’ll call it Plan C.”
* * *
“Dwarves seem to be a dour folk,” Tava commented as she and her Dire Bear accompanied Hawke on his search for a way in. “Which is funny, since Dorrham is always quick with a laugh and joke, back at the Copper Kettle.”
“Korgam is okay. He just didn’t find my suggestion amusing. And he is right. Without a clear direction, they could be throwing around Tunnel spells for days without hitting nothing but more solid rock. And they can’t just aim them up, either, not withing risking having a whole chunk of mountain come down on them. We need to figure out at least a place to aim for.”
They were wandering around the hilly ground around the mountain, trying to find a landmark to jog Saturnyx’s memories. A lot had changed in the past thousand years; Hawke could attest to that, having come out of a chapel expecting to find a stone staircase leading down, only to find that the staircase was gone and he had to leap sixty feet into frothing rapids to escape.
<I am sure I have apologized for that.>
“I think I would have remembered an apology.”
<I am very honorable. If offense was given without cause, then it stands to reason than an apology would have soon followed.>
“Sure,” Hawke said. He and Tava exchanged a smile and continued wandering through the hills.
The place was nearly barren; scraggly and thorny bushes and the rare malnourished tree comprised most of the foliage. There were few animals around, mostly some kind of iguana and a few bugs. Rabbit grunted before absently snapping his jaws on an oversized but unlucky dragonfly that flittered too close to the bear. Unless you were into rock-climbing, this was nobody’s idea of a tourist destination.
<Wait. I think I see something.>
“Where?”
<To your left. It looks like it was partially buried by a landslide.>
Hawke followed the sword’s directions and soon discovered a clearly artificial wall on the side of the mountain, hidden behind several large rocks and other obstacles. Hawke had to push away some boulders. Doing so would have required a work crew and earthmoving equipment on Earth, but his Strength 45 handled it easily enough. The cleared entrance was carved into the rock and shaped like the outline of a door, complete with fake support pillars on either side. He had seen that kind of entryway before. They opened up when the right magical conditions were met.
<Of all the possible entrances,> Saturnyx said, sounding upset. <This is the one I hoped we did not find.>
“What’s wrong with it?”
<It will lead us to the tunnels where you found me, eventually. But first it will make us descend deeper into the earth, risking all our lives in the process.>
“What are you talking about?”
<This entrance will take us into a Labyrinth.>
* * *
They spent the rest of the day looking for an alternative, but found nothing and made it back to the camp as the sun began to set.
Marko had done his best to build a Roman-style military camp. The Volunteers, with a lot of help from the Dwarves, had dug a ditch and used the dirt to set up an earth berm all around the campsite, leaving only one clear path into it, and even gotten a few dozen stakes cut and mounted all around. The barrier wouldn’t stop attackers but should slow them down. Now that they were so close to the Necromancer’s Stronghold, a night attack was nearly certain.
The group leaders had a meeting over dinner. Hawke used the two hot cauldrons he had left for dinner. Nadia’s would provide two more hot meals before they had to resort to regular rations. That was the only good thing about the meeting. From the grim looks in the Dwarves’ faces as he described his discovery, they understood what going into a Labyrinth meant.
The Arbiters, for whatever reason, loved to place hidden locations commonly known as Proving Grounds all over the Realms. Adventurers risked their lives to defeat the monsters dwelling in the Grounds to gain wealth, power, and glory. The smallest of those were Lairs. Hawke had run through two of those and gotten killed three times along the way. Dungeons were larger than Lairs, with dozens of chambers and two to five bosses, each protecting a particular piece of treasure, as well as a Dungeon Master that could handle all but the most powerful and well-equipped parties at its given level. Only the most powerful parties dared to confront Dungeon Masters; the rest just cleared the easier chambers and left the Dungeon to regenerate.
And then there were Labyrinths.
“There is one a couple days’ travel from Akila,” Crommen said. The Battle Bard’s normally cheerful mood was gone. “The Malleum Mallum, the Hammer of Doom in the old Imperial Tongue. People pay handsomely for the chance to enter and brave their luck. Many never return. It is dangerous to even venture on its upper levels, and the deeper you go, the harder its challenges become. The Malleum Mallum craves the blood of heroes, and lures them in until they cannot get out.”
“Well, we wouldn’t be going any deeper than we have to,” Hawke said. “According to Saturnyx, there is an entrance to the Archanoid tunnels not too far from the doorway we found. We only have to push our way through three, maybe four chambers.”
“What is the name of this Labyrinth?” Egg asked.
Hawke repeated Saturnyx’s words. “Ostium Tartarus. The Gates of Tartarus, translated from Old Imperial.”
“That’s the Greek word for hell,” Nadia said. “That’s just a fancy way of saying it’s the gosh-darn Hellmouth.”
“Okay, but we’re not going through the Hellmouth,” Hawke countered. “We’re sort of skirting around the edges. Hellmouth-adjacent, you might say.”
“Such a place will have much to offer,” Daggon said. The Warrior seemed to be the only Dwarf who wasn’t discouraged by the discovery.
“Yes, fool. It will offer us a horrible death, preceded by unspeakable suffering,” Egg said. “I fear many of us will leave our bones there, should we be foolish enough to enter. I will only go into such a place if all my other brethren choose to go.”
“What say you, Hawke Lightseeker?” Korgam asked.
“We could spend another day looking for an entrance, but every day we waste here gives the Necromancer a chance to try something else. I am going. Alone if I have to.”
“You will not go alone, for as long as I live,” Tava said.
“And if I let my sister go into Gates of Tartarus with only her boyfriend for company, Father would have my hide,” Gosto added. “I will go as well.”
Marko spoke next. “I made an oath. I will follow Hawke into Tartarus itself, should he so require.”
“I would be serving drinks at the Kettle at around this time,” Alba said, looking amused. “And would be bored to tears. Tartarus it is.”
Nadia shrugged. “Freaking Hellmouth. I’m in, but I want it on the record that this is a bad idea.”
“Then we are agreed,” Korgam concluded. “Lest one of you wishes to gainsay me.”
None of the other Dwarves spoke. Egg tossed up his hands in exasperation and nodded.
“Very well, Hawke,” the Priest said. “Lead us near Tartarus if you must, but I beseech you not to take us straight into it.”  




Thirty-Two

 
A long, mournful howl echoed in the distance.
Hawke was on watch along with Crommen and a couple of guards. They all tensed up when they heard the eerie sound. He looked around, leaning over the earth rampart surrounding the camp. A single howl didn’t seem like a big enough reason to wake everyone up, but he checked with Saturnyx first, just in case.
<It could be nothing,> the sword agreed. <There is a plateau a few miles deeper into the mountain range, covered with forests and home to many creatures. Some might have ventured into this part of the mountains.>
After a few moments of silence, the howl resumed – and was answered by several more.
<Or perhaps we are about to be attacked.>
“What is that, sir?” one of the Volunteers asked, peering over the sights of his crossbow.
“Not sure, but I’m going to find out,” Hawke said, activating his Farsight Amulet and placing the device’s ‘point of view’ a hundred feet up in the air, looking in the direction of the sounds. Clouds obscured much of the light from the moon and the galaxy overhead, but his Dark Vision easily spotted several large figures moving in loping strides from one of the passes leading further into the mountain chain. They were too far away to make out any details, but they had long arms like a gorilla and were using them and their hind legs to run faster than any human could. One of them paused and let out another howl. They were headed their way. Hawke figured they would reach the camp in five to ten minutes.
“Wake everyone up,” he told the other watchmen and proceeded to alert the Adventurers. “We’ve got trouble.”
Hawke summoned his Nature’s Guardian and an Animated Shadow to help bolster their defenses, then prepped all his buffs. The howls continued to echo throughout the mountains, moving steadily closer; everyone would have been up soon enough, but the whispered warnings got everyone geared up and ready long before the first running creature came into view. It looked like a cross between a wolf and a great ape, with a canine head featuring oversize fangs that protruded from its lips, glowing red eyes, and a long snout. Its body was much like a gorilla’s, except that gorillas didn’t have long claws at the end of their fingers, or howl like werewolves.
Wolf-Man (Fae Mutation)
Level 8 Hybrid
Health 220 Mana 90 Endurance 220
To make matters worse, the first thing the wolf-ape did was pick a grapefruit-sized rock to hurl at the camp. Hawke and Nadia were faster on the draw and nailed the creature with their prepped spells. The double impact staggered the monster as he threw the improvised missile, making it miss; the rock slammed into the earth berm. A moment later, one of Tava’s arrows went thwack between the Wolf-Man’s eyes. The lifeless body collapsed just as half a dozen others arrived and leaped over it. More rocks came flying from the night. A Volunteer fired off his crossbow before crumpling to the ground, his skull crushed by a critical hit that did over a hundred points of damage.
“Take cover!” Hawke shouted. He stunned the closest attackers with Dazzling Light, then followed with several single spells at the monsters who were trying to push past them. Tava riddled the entire group with her Imbued Arrowstorm of Slaying combo as a few crossbowmen followed Hawke’s advice and loosed their bolts from a prone position. Nadia’s Fireball finished off the first bunch. A moment later, Hawke used the same spell and Burning Light to catch the next wave of attackers. None of the werewolf monkeys dropped from the spells, but Gosto’s Thorn-brush created dozens of stabbing vines to explode out from the ground. The Druid spell trapped and shredded the already wounded monsters, wiping them out.
Unfortunately, there were more of them. Rocks kept soaring through the camp, mostly hitting empty air but occasionally crashing into metal or flesh. Spells and missiles thinned out the charging were-creatures’ numbers but several monsters finally reached the entrenched camp and leaped over or pushed their way past the sharpened stakes. Hawke and the other front-line fighters met them there, while Marko hastily arranged a line of naginata-wielding Volunteers to catch any beast-man that broke through. Hawke fired off another Burning Light, killing a couple of the Wolf-Men on the rampart and injuring many others. His swords cut down the nearest two monsters a second later. Off to his left, Rabbit bear-hugged another one and bit off its head; the rest of the furries kept their distance from Tava’s pet after that.
Hawke sliced and diced his way through half a dozen Wolf-Men, taking a few hits but nothing major, at least not until three rock-throwers managed to hit his head, two of them critically. His Bulwark of Light vanished and the second critical made his helmet ring like a bell. Down by 92 Health and stunned, Hawke staggered forward, tripped, and fell in the middle of the attackers. A pair of big dog-apes grabbed him by the arms and tried to rip them off. He felt his arms getting pulled off their sockets; the pain was enormous, but he managed to unleash a Fireball from his left hand. The damage the fiery explosion did to him was negligible, but the wolfers staggered back with their fur ablaze, whimpering like so many kicked puppies. An insta-cast Lesser Healing restored his damaged joints, at the price of a brief burst of pain that almost made him throw up.
He saw a bunch more headed towards him, but another Arrowstorm from Tava riddled the Wolf-Men and Hawke finished them off with a dual-cast Burning Light, using the wave of energy like a flamethrower that washed over the twitching Wolf-Men to the tune of 32 to 288 damage. Most of the furries dropped; loot bags appeared over their still forms. His Mana pool was below one-fifth capacity, but he didn’t care. He wanted to kill every last mad dog in the valley.
The sight of the crazy glowing guy in full armor, spitting out spells and chopping off heads while he screamed in a language they didn’t understand, proved to be too much for the Wolf-Men. A dozen survivors ran away, leaving behind twice as many corpses. Hawke killed one of the runners with a couple of dual-cast Hammer spells, dropping his Mana to the low teens, before walking back to the camp and finding out the cost of the brief but brutal battle. One of the Volunteers, the man who got hit with a rock, was dead. Several others had gotten cracked skulls and broken bones, but Egg and Gosto had healed them back to full.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 1,120 Experience (140 diverted towards Leadership; 140 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 7,427/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,713/6,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 1,149/3,000
“Who was it?” Hawke asked Marko. The First Sergeant was covering the body with a blanket.
“Kicero. He came from Briar’s Lake, a small village to the south.”
Hawke didn’t remember the name and probably wouldn’t have recognized the man’s face even before the thrown rock had left nothing but an unrecognizable horror behind. That filled him with shame. He had selected those people to follow him into possible death. At the very least he should know their names.
“He was a good lad,” Marko added. “Didn’t speak much, but always did his job.”
“We will see him buried with honor. And make sure his family gets what was owed to him.”
“They will appreciate it, sir. As will I.”
“Congratulations, by the way. I see you have reached fifth level.”
“Fighting big murderous monsters has a way of doing that, sir. And I am not the only one. Five of the lads have entered the Path. Three Warriors, one Ranger, and a Paladin of Lumina. They all would like to have a word with you when you have a chance.”
Hawke was stunned. That sort of high-pressure situation was just the sort of thing that could unleash someone’s hidden potential, but having one fourth of the twenty normies become Adventurers was extraordinary. And now there was another Paladin of Lumina Gloriana. Sure, he wasn’t exactly one anymore, but his oath to the Triune Goddesses still bound him to them, and her in particular. He hoped he could help all of them alive through the next few days.
Deep in thought, he turned away and looked over the berm. Lots of loot bags, but they could wait until the morning. This expedition was turning out to be full of surprises. Korgam walked up to him, cleaning blood off the blade of his axe. “Never seen those beasties before, but heard stories about them. Some Fae experiment that went wild, or so it is said.”
“They like doing stuff like that,” Hawke said.
Elves were the results of another experiment, one mixing Fae and human DNA, and apparently their very souls as well. There was something really wrong with the Sidhe; they seemed to delight in twisting things and people with a psychopathic lack of remorse or compassion. And he had some of their blood and genes running through his body. Joy.
“Do you think those creatures serve the Necromancer?” the Dwarf leader asked.
“Could be. Maybe he has a deal with them like he has with the Arachnoids. I’m glad I didn’t run into any of them when I came here.”
“You were right about not tarrying here,” Korgam told him. “If we spend another day looking for a different entrance, fewer of us will be alive to see the next dawn. Best to put a quick end to it.”
“I hope so.”
Korgam smacked him on the shoulder. “Tomorrow, we go to the Gates of Tartarus. And what a tale that will be!”
“You got it,” Hawke said. The Dwarf headed back towards his sleeping bag. Someone else took his place. It was Alba; he noticed she had made level eight. “Congratulations on your advancement on the Path.”
“Many thanks, your holy eminence,” she said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “Or is it your eminent holiness?”
“Don’t you start with that.”
Her expression became serious. “When we return to Orom, I am going to look for Desmond.”
“What for? He’s made it clear he doesn’t want to be part of us.”
“To speak to him. And if he is our enemy, to deal with him once and for all.”
“Why? I know he insulted you, but shouldn’t we just move on?”
“I wouldn’t do that for my sake. Plenty of men have offered me insult, and if I killed them all, there would be a trail of bodies from here to Alpinia. I would kill him for you.”
“Again, why? He may have been trying to kill me at the Sidhe Vault, but we don’t know that for sure.”
“He hates you, Hawke.”
Hawke shrugged. “He seemed friendly enough until his Doppelganger set him off.”
“Whenever he spoke about you, I could see rage and resentment burning behind his eyes. He was afraid of you, and that made him hate you more. I’ve seen enough men to know how they act when they feel diminished by another. I had hoped to turn his mind away from his envy and anger. For a while, I succeeded.”
“That mirror thing really messed him up.”
“It did so by telling him the truth. About us.”
“Nobody likes the ex-boyfriend, I suppose.”
“Boyfriend,” she said; her laugh had a bitter undertone. “That would have been nicer, I think, than a quick roll between the sheets at the Kettle.”
Hawke looked her in the eye. “You were kind to a stranger who had no friends. I won’t forget that.”
“You have many friends now,” she said.
“And you are one of them.”
“I am. And I will search for Desmond and make sure he is no enemy of ours.”




Thirty-Three

 
You Have Found: Ostium Tartarus: The Gates of Tartarus
Level Fifteenth Labyrinth
Five Quests Available!
Warning! Entering this Labyrinth will place your Reincarnation site on the entrance. You will lose 3 Identity points every time you die while inside the Labyrinth.
“That doesn’t mean everything we encounter will be level fifteen, does it?” Hawke asked Saturnyx.
<Not at all. On the upper section, our foes will range in power between the tenth and thirteenth levels. Their strength will increase should we descend further, however.>
“Which we don’t have to do. I mean, this is not the worst thing to happen. And, thinking long-term, this place could be a grinding gold mine,” Hawke said after sharing the news.
“Freaking Hellmouth,” Nadia replied. “Can’t spend gold after you’re perma-dead.”
“We really need a more positive attitude.”
“I’m positive this is going to suck,” the Elf Sorceress concluded. She was surrounded in a shimmering blue aura. “Got my Ice Shield on. Will stop a whole hundred and sixty points of damage before it’s gone and all I have left is this glorified bathrobe I’m wearing.”
“We’ve got lots of tanking power. You will be all right.”
While they were having their conversation, Hawke had checked the handful of Quests he was qualified to accept from the high-level Labyrinth. He discarded most of them after seeing they would require him to go deeper into the place. No, thanks. Only two looked promising:
QUEST: Cull the Hordes of Evil
The Gates of Tartarus remain closed, but cracks along its seams have allowed many evil entities to escape. They remain trapped in the Labyrinth, but their existence on this plane is an offense to mortal and god alike. Slay any creature you encounter!
Objective: Destroy at least 25 Minions of Tartarus.
Rewards: 1,200 XP, 30 gold, one random level 10-15 item (Enchanted or Masterwork Quality).
Penalties for Failure: None.
Accept? Y/N 
Quest: Restore the Seals
For many centuries, the Legions of Tartarus were kept at bay by a holy order of priests and paladins. The Hierarchs of Order were dedicated to keeping demons out of the Common Realm. The Hierarchy no longer exists, but the Seals they left behind still remain. Every chamber in the Labyrinth holds one or more Seals. Activate four of them and you will have done your part to keep the Gates closed.
Objective: Activate four Seals of Order.
Optional Objective: Learn Seal Inscription: Commune with one of the Seals and learn its secrets. This is a Mana Channeler Secret Quest.
Rewards: 1,200 XP, 40 gold, one random level 10-15 Masterwork item.
Optional Quest Reward: Learn Seal Inscription, a way to infuse objects with Mana for a variety of effects.
Penalties for Failure: None.
Accept? Y/N
“Done and done,” Hawke said, accepting both Quests. Might as well pick up more XP and gold along the way. He still was nowhere near reaching level thirteen after his double death, and every bit helped.
The group was gathered around the entrance, with several Adventurers on the outer edge, keeping watch. Hawke did a quick review of its ranks, trying to figure out what to do. First, he had his core group. Tava was about to make tenth level; one or two Labyrinth encounters would probably do the trick. Gosto had made ninth level the previous night, which was great, even if the kid was beginning to get a little too cocky for his own good. They should be okay.
The rest of his friends were taking a big risk going in there. Nadia and Alba were at eight level, along with all the Dwarves, of whom Korgam was a couple hundred XP from level nine. Elite monsters at level ten and eleven would be dangerous for most of them; twelfth and thirteenth level opponents would be deadly. His Generalship boost increased their chances some, but he wasn’t sure it would be enough.
The Volunteers were his biggest concern, however. Marko and Calvo had just made fifth level, and then there were the five newbies, all at level one. Kaseo, Octavo and Sopon were Warriors. Deonos had become a Ranger and crossbow specialist, and Maxom was the Paladin. They had just enough power to be seen as a threat and not enough to survive anything they met at the Labyrinth. His Leadership ability made them level two, although the raise only affected Characteristics like Health or things like spell damage and effects. Hawke couldn’t increase the Dwarves’ levels unless he left some of the Volunteers out. He figured Korgam’s Adventurers could take care of themselves better than the ordinary humans in his force.
“I think the safest way to go in is in groups,” he suggested. “My gang of six first, then Korgam’s. We establish a beachhead, then get the rest of you. We will have the Volunteers hold the rear, just in case somebody or something follows us in here. I want to hear any concerns, suggestions, or ideas, so now is the time to speak. No second-guessing when we’re neck-deep in Hellmouth minions.”
Korgam spoke up. “Perhaps it would be best if my group brought up the rear. Leaving our weaker members by themselves puts them at risk if the Necromancer launchers another attack.”
“Good point. Any objections? Okay. My group will go in. When we give the word, Marko and the new Adventurers will follow. Calvo will bring in the rest of the Volunteers, and finally Korgam’s Party. We may leapfrog the two high-level teams as we advance. I don’t know how many people we can pack in a chamber without getting in each other’s way. Depends on the room, I guess, so we’ll play it by ear.”
Hawke cast all his buffs, used Gift of the Martyr on his companions, and waited for Gosto and Egg to buff everyone in the first group. When everyone was ready, he opened the door with a trickle of Mana. The stone surface disappeared revealing a tunnel going down; a blast of air, hot enough to make people recoil, burst through the opening, making everyone take a step. The heat was intense enough to sting; Hawke’s armor felt like an oven.
“At least it’s a dry heat,” Hawke said. Nobody laughed.
<Tartarus is also known as Muspell, the Burning Realm. Those who dwell there are eternally scorched. Visitors must learn to deal with the infernal weather or perish.>
You were there before. The actual Tartarus.
<Yes. Pray you never have to go there.>
“Well, it’s not going to get any cooler down there. Let’s get going.”
* * *
The first stretch of tunnel was too narrow for more than one person to enter at a time. Hawke led the way, using Enlightenment but spotting no traps as the tunnel descended onto a landing a good twenty feet below the entrance. An empty doorway led to a large chamber built of worked stone. Its walls were lined on both sides by statues on pedestals, four on each side, depicting men in chain mail armor and full helmets decorated with twisted horns. Kite-shaped shields were held in front of them and swords were belted at their waists. They reminded Hawke of pictures of a Crusader’s tomb that one of his gaming buddies had posted on social media.
“Anyone wants to bet that when we go in, those statues are going to come to life and attack us?” he asked the group as they gathered at the landing.
“Classic dungeon trick,” Nadia said. “No bet.”
“That seems like a waste of magical power,” Gosto said. “No, I will bet one gold that the statues remain inanimate, but something else, something even more terrible, will happen.”
“Any more takers? Guess not,” Hawke muttered before casting Animate Shadow and sending the Darkness Elemental into the room.
Everybody prepared for action as the Hawke-shaped construct floated towards the middle of the chamber. He looked through the critter’s eyes and activated his Mana Sight. The stone floor, walls and ceiling in the room appeared to be inert. So did the statues. Their Mana was deeply bound into their structure, indicating no magical activity. There was a lot more magical energy in the room than anywhere he’d been to so far, however, other than around the Mana Nodes. There was Mana infused into everything in the Labyrinth, even the air they were breathing. That was true everywhere in the Realms, but here it was more condensed, or maybe denser.
The only exception was a spot of floor that was actually devoid of Mana, something he had never observed since gaining his special senses. The diamond-shaped section was dull grey to his Mana Sight. It had no energy whatsoever. He switched to his regular sight and saw that the surface of the four-sided tile was covered in intricate patterns. That must be the Seal mentioned by one of the Labyrinth’s Quests. To activate it, he would have to add Mana to it. There were no signs of traps his spell-enhanced senses could detect on the Seal. That might change once he turned it on, though.
Enlightenment found no traps elsewhere in the room. The Animated Shadow explored the entire chamber, looked around and behind each pedestal, and even climbed onto a statue and looked around. Nothing. A doorway the same size as the entrance stood at the other end. It was too easy. He couldn’t see anything suspicious, but something that plainly harmless had to be a trap.
“Looks like we’re clear,” he said, stepping into the rectangular space.
The rest of the group followed him, with Alba staying in Stealth mode and keeping some distance from everyone else. Hawke headed for the other end – and froze when a small creature appeared on the threshold. It looked like a typical demon, with cloven hooves instead of feet, dark red skin, twisted black horns on the sides of its head, and an evil grin that revealed that all its teeth were pointed. All of that would have been more impressive except for the fact that the demon stood three feet and zero inches tall. Its stats were also rather unimpressive.
Imp (Lesser Infernal)
Level 10 Tormentor
Health 100 Mana 300 Endurance 150
“Who dares enter the Ostium Tartarus?” it cried out in a squeaky voice that almost made Hawke burst into laughter.
“Peaceful travelers seeking only to pass through; we’re on our way to somewhere else,” he told the demon.
He didn’t think diplomacy would work, but it might not hurt to try. His Party Interface showed him the rest of the group was spreading out behind him, with Rabbit moving to stand by his side. Nobody else thought they were going to talk their way out of this. The Imp didn’t seem like much of a threat, but appearances could be deceiving.
“Travelers, you say? Intruders, I say!”
The Imp exploded as soon as it finished speaking. There was no physical shrapnel or shockwave, however. Instead, the creature became nothing but a rapidly-expanding pulse of Mana that reached out and washed over the eight statues in the room. Eight statues that began to move and attack.
“I owe you a gold!” Gosto shouted as everyone in the Party fought for their lives.  




Thirty-Four

 
Animated Statue (Demonic Construct)
Level 10 Minion (Elite)
Health 800 Mana 100 Endurance n/a
Hawke blocked a sword swing by crossing his blades and threw a Hammer of Light at the statue as he tried to keep track of everyone. The ambush had left the group scattered throughout the room, without a place to form a line between the ranged specialists and the monsters. Gosto, Nadia and Tava were all being attacked by a statue apiece. Three had gone after Hawke and two were tussling with Rabbit.
Alba appeared behind the construct trying to chop Tava to pieces; her double backstabs took off a third of its Health, but the creature moved with shocking speed and delivered a brutal backswing. Alba parried with one of her daggers but the blow was too strong to block completely; the sword still hit her, and sent her spinning away. That was pure inertia rather than an injury, however. Hawke was the one who took the ninety-eight points of damage. His Gift of the Martyr would keep the squishies safe at first. Problem was, if they all kept taking damage, he would go down, and then they all would be helpless.
Hawke did a Touch of Healing on himself while he traded blows with the trio of opponents hounding him. He hurt them quite a bit – Saturnyx’s triple damage against demons worked against the constructs as well – but he ended the flurry of swordplay with his Bulwark of Light cut down to near zero. Those statues hit hard! Luckily, his friends weren’t wasting their time. Gosto ensnared the one going after him with Nature’s Grip and rolled away from the immobilized construct to begin casting Nature’s Guardian. And Tava used a new ability, Retreat, to perform a magical somersault that took her back to the landing, from which she used her own immobilize attack, Spider Shaft, to glue her attacker to the floor in a web of sticky and nearly unbreakable strands.
“Everybody back to the landing!” Hawke shouted as he did his best to keep the three bastards in front of him too busy to go after his friends. “Gosto! Use your pet to plug the doorway! Tava, get Rabbit over there!”
The thing with shouting instructions was that he could do that and fight, but he couldn’t do it, fight, and cast spells. The statues slashed him several times during his impromptu speech, knocking down his damage-absorbing Bulwark and slicing off over a hundred Health after that. Nadia got stabbed in the back while she ran to the entrance, which martyred Hawke for another hundred and fifty damage. The only good news was that everyone listened to him. A few seconds later, the group was formed up by the entrance, with only the pair that had chased Rabbit there in melee range of the Dire Bear and Gosto’s mud-and-wood bear pet.
Hawke dropped a dual-cast Fireball on the trio he was fighting, followed up with a similarly-enhanced Burning Light that really did a number on them, since Light magic damage doubled against demonic critters, and capped it all by Twilight Stepping to the landing’s entrance to backstab one of the pair attacking his friends, going for the one with the lowest Health and taking it out with double criticals doing ungodly amounts of damage. Before the three he’d left behind or the pair who were still immobilized could free themselves, the party wiped out the last statue by the entrance.
After that, it was a fight, but not much of a challenge. The statues were tough, with high resistance to all kinds of damage and magic, but they had no ranged attacks. With Hawke, Rabbit and the Nature Guardian holding the door, the rest of the team could concentrate on healing or damage dealing. One by one, the statues crumbled, leaving behind chunks of vaguely humanoid rubble.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 1,280 Experience (160 diverted towards Leadership; 160 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Congratulations! Your Leadership has increased to Level Five!
(Leadership Abilities cannot be purchased until completing or abandoning a Lair)
Current XP/Next Level: 8,707/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,873/6,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 1,309/3,000
Hawke noticed the improvement to his XP gratefully, although he still was a long way from leveling up. The Leadership boost would be nicer if he didn’t have to wait until they were out of the Labyrinth, but what could you do? Nothing except to use everyone’s favorite mantra: ‘The Arbiters are harsh but fair.’ Maybe one day he would be able to express his feelings about the Arbiters in a constructive way.
<Torture-murder has been described in numerous ways, but rarely has it been called ‘constructive.’>
I’m just frustrated, Hawke told his sword while he picked up his loot.
Almost a hundred gold, and some Healing, Endurance and Mana potions to go with the thirty gold and half dozen potions he’d gotten from the werewolf-apes they had fought the night before. The potions the Elites dropped were higher-quality than the Minor and Lesser versions he’d gotten previously, restoring 10% of one’s Health, Mana or Endurance Pools immediately and another 20% over thirty seconds. He also found a Nomad’s Saber with some nice stat and skill bonuses; he would hand it over to Marko or one of the new Adventurers. Everybody seemed happy with the contents of their magic doggie bags. Surviving tough fights paid off, until you didn’t.
The other three groups in the small army had gotten bupkis from that encounter. Next time, he would organize things to bring in two groups at a time. Everybody would get less experience, but it would be spread out better and result in a more powerful force. He needed to mini-max as much as he could, for everyone’s benefit.
He glanced at Tava as she examined a bundle of arrows, and realized she had leveled up. More than, that, she had picked a new class and gotten a lot tougher.
Tava Kintes (Human)
Level 10 Ranger, Slayer (Undead, Demons)
Health 392 Mana 146 Endurance 364
“Congrats,” he told her.
While Eternals could choose a total of five Classes or Specialties, regular Adventurers had to make do with three. Tava’s next choice would not happen until she reached level thirty-five, so the two she had picked would define most of her career. Her second Class made it clear that she had no intention of slowing down anytime soon.
Slayers were a fighting class that got the Health bennies of Warriors and also gained huge bonuses against their Chosen Foes; they got one Foe immediately and could pick another one every five levels. Tava had done some mini-maxing of her own, selecting the two types of monsters they were going to be facing in the immediate future: Undead and Demon-kind. Their only limitation Slayers had was that they didn’t get the Heavy Armor proficiency, keeping them from anything heavier than chain mail. Slayers weren’t meant to be tanks. In Tava’s case, that wasn’t much of a hardship; most of her Ranger attacks depended on Dexterity, which heavy armor affected negatively. Staying in mail would suit her fine, given her role as a damage-dealer.
The new class had a subtle effect on her appearance, too. Her gaze seemed more focused, more calculating, and something in her body language told him she was measuring out everybody she saw as a potential enemy. Or even prey. But underneath was the same Tava who loved overcoming challenges and winning just as much as he did. She and Hawke wanted the same things, and only their enemies had anything to fear from her.
“What do you say, my intended? There are many who would not accept a Slayer in their household, for their first instinct is to kill. They are deemed to be dangerous and fearsome.”
He grinned at her. “You’re talking to a Ninja Paladin, babe. Danger is my middle name.”
“You are so lucky you are in a whole new universe, one where you can try that sort of line on people, and call them ‘babe’,” Nadia said as she joined them. “Grats, Tava. And remind me to tell you the story of a girl called Buffy. She was known as a Slayer as well.”
“Oh, that should be fun,” Hawke said.
“I bet you’d like that. By the way, I’m like two hundred XP away from level nine. Should be hitting ten soon. Any suggestions for a Class to take?”
Hawke thought about that. Nadia had never liked being a front-line fighter in the MMORPGs they had played. The answer seemed easy to him. “Healer. Hybrid healer instead of a Priest, so you get more Health. You already have all the Mana you need.”
“Hmm. Makes sense. Paladin, maybe? My problem is, I don’t feel comfortable following some so-called ‘god.’ I wasn’t a very pious Catholic, but I still believe in God. I’m not going to worship these guys, whatever they are. Do you know what I mean?”
Hawke shrugged. “I was – in most ways I still am – a Paladin of Lumina Gloriana, yeah, but I don’t exactly worship her. It’s more like I have a contract with a powerful entity. And I swore to follow the tenets of the Triune Goddesses, which mostly revolve around protecting innocents.”
“Okay, that doesn’t sound as bad.”
“Besides, I’m positive someone else created her and the other gods, and it wasn’t ‘the’ God, either.”
<You are correct,> Saturnyx told them. <The gods are manifestations of the minds of humans. The combined lore and legends from those who believe in them became embodied into powerful beings. But they are weaker than the true ruler of the Realms.>
“The Makers,” Nadia said.
Hawke nodded. “But the Makers didn’t create the universe, either. Whoever runs this place didn’t create reality. They took reality and they changed it. Modded it.”
“Are you saying the Makers are reality hackers?”
“Yeah, sort of. Character classes, levels, hit point meters, those are all ‘mods’ on reality. People still breathe oxygen, bleed, die, sweat, have bowel movements. But now they become stronger as they face hardships, and not just mentally but also physically. Someone created a modded instance of the universe where they can pump energy into people and give them, well, super-powers I guess, as they go up in levels.”
“So this Great Designer is like someone making skins for Doom XXIII or whatever.”
“Makers, not Maker. This was a team effort.”
“They, whatever. They didn’t create the universe, just hacked into a piece of it.”
Tava was watching the conversation with an increasingly troubled expression in her face. “Many of your words mean nothing to me. But the ones that do are… disturbing. Are you saying that besides the gods, the Arbiters who rule over them, and the Makers who rule the Realms, there is something else? Something greater?”
“The Makers didn’t create the universe. Who did?” Nadia asked. “Some think it just happened, that all of reality appeared out of nowhere in a Big Bang. I believe that someone, a Creator, made everything. Including the Makers.”
“I would like to know more about this Creator,” the Ranger-Slayer said.
Nadia looked stricken. “Oh, dear. I don’t know if I’m the right person to bring religion into a polytheistic world.”
“Guess you can tell her what you believe, and see what she thinks,” Hawke said. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it, either. Religion had been a source of comfort to her mother, but he wasn’t very comfortable with the topic. “Meanwhile, the Makers may not be the Creators, but they are a lot more powerful than we are, that’s for sure.”
“They were human, once. Have to be. This is the product of a gamer’s mind. If they somehow managed to get that kind of power, why not us?”
“Maybe if we reach the endgame, we’ll get the chance to do it,” Hawke said, not sure that he believed his own words.
<I trust you will do everything you can to mete out justice to those who wronged you. And that you will surprise everyone. Including yourself.>




Thirty-Five

 
The statue room was barely big enough to accommodate everyone, but Hawke moved all the groups there anyway. They weren’t going to stay there long, and the Volunteers would be safer inside than out in the open. He doubted the Necromancer’s minions would follow them into a Labyrinth.
“Our team and Korgam’s will make the next room entry,” he said. “After that, we’ll see. I would like to help level up the new Adventurers, too, but I think sixteen people is a bit much to bring into a chamber.”
“Some encounters in a Labyrinth or even a Dungeon can require large numbers to overcome,” Korgam warned. “Let us see what awaits us next before making a decision.”
“Good point. Did anybody else take the Restore the Seals
Quest?”
Egg, Gosto, Nadia and Taggan were the only ones who had been offered the quest. It must be a spellcaster-specific mission, Hawke supposed, and with a minimum level requirement. The five of them gathered around the diamond-shaped tile on the floor. It appeared to be made of simple stone, and was rather plain beside the engraved patterns on its surface. They were very intricate, the kind of thing that would have required computer-guided lasers back home.
“Anybody heard of the Hierarchs of Order?” Hawke asked, wishing he had invested a few more points into the Lore Skill.
“Only what the Quest mentioned,” Nadia said, and she had a higher Lore than he did.
<The name is not familiar to me,> Saturnyx admitted, surprising Hawke. The sword seemed to be knowledgeable in just about every subject related to the Realms.
“Some ancient legends mention them,” Egg said. “Dating back from Second Ragnarök. The Hierarchs arose in the Realm of Strife, commonly known as Valhalla in the Northern Tongue, a place where the forces of Order and Chaos are in continuous conflict. The holy order served no gods but instead followed the Maker known as the Architect.”
Sounds like someone who wouldn’t care for the Laughing Man, Hawke thought.  
<He does not, from what little I know of him. But the true purposes and goals of the Makers are hidden from both gods and mortals.>
“If the old songs are to be believed, the Hierarchs counted both Demons and Fae as their foes,” the Priest continued. “It makes sense that they would use their magicks to close any paths leading to the Realm of Tartarus. If we had an adept of the Force of Order, restoring the Seals should be easy enough.”
“But we don’t,” Nadia said. “I only got a choice of an Element at level one, and an additional one at level five. Picked Water and Fire. Forces weren’t even an option.”
“They are only available to some Elite Classes at the fifteenth level,” Taggan explained. “Most Adventurers cannot unlock Primal Forces until they advance to the twentieth level in the Path. But anyone who can manipulate Mana should be able to awaken the magicks bound to this stone, I would think.”
Hawke spoke up: “If it was as easy as pouring some energy into the pattern, I don’t think we’d be getting the sort of reward the Quest was offering. There has to be some risk involved.”
“Such truths cannot be denied,” Egg said.
“I would like to use Blessing of the Martyr on each of you, and then examine the Seal before anyone else takes any actions.”
Neither of the Dwarves looked thrilled with the idea of letting Hawke have the first go at the Seal, but they grudgingly agreed. Hawke made sure that if any of them took damage, it would be sent to him, waited until everyone was buffed up, and the turned his Mana Sight before sending a little trickle of energy into the Seal, ready to shut it off if he saw anything dangerous. At first, the Seal rejected the energy. It was like trying to push a stream of water through a solid wall. Hawke pushed on, spreading out his Mana and looking for a way in. Water always found any crack in a pipe or a floor; he followed its lead, putting pressure all around the Seal.
His power found an opening, a magical version of a keyhole, and he turned it. His perspective changed. Hawke found himself hovering over a clockwork Realm of endless gears and shafts, all moving in perfect harmony. Machinery filled everything from one end of the horizon to the other as he watched from an impossible height. The curvature of the planet below was visible, which meant that some of the mechanisms he could see were larger than entire cities, larger than the tallest mountains on Earth. And he knew that everything in that Realm had a place, and that it never changed. That was the ultimate meaning of Order. He didn’t find it appealing at all.
The dizzying vision faded, thankfully; experiencing pure Order for too long could drive someone insane. He pushed the memories aside as a notification demanded his attention:
Unlocking Order Magic: Failed!
Level Requirements Not Met.
That sucks, he thought, but concentrated on the issue at hand.
He had reached the Seal, and he could see how much power he needed. 800 Mana (reduced to 480 as long as he was the ritual leader) would do the trick. It wouldn’t be as simple as awakening the Sidhe Prince, however. Hawke could see the pattern was a test of the participants’ strength and ability to focus. Those who came up short in either department would fail and their energy would be rejected by the Seal. The simplest thing would be for him to do everything himself, but then the others would not get any credit towards their Quest. He couldn’t leave them out.
“We should all try,” Egg said after Hawke explained the situation. “You have done the most difficult part, unlocking the Seal. I believe we are all strong enough to do what is required, but if any of us falter, then the rest must press on, and those who fail will have to try their luck on the next Seal we encounter.”
Everyone nodded. Hawke set up a ritual, had everybody throw in 96 Mana into it, and got started. The Seal accepted their energy and assigned each participant to a section of the pattern. Hawke got a piece by the center, the heart of the Seal’s complex magical circuitry. Empowering it took some effort and concentration, but it wasn’t a problem; with his Mana Sight, he could tell what was working and what wasn’t right away. He finished his piece of the puzzle in a few seconds and then turned his attention to the rest of the ritual.
Nadia was almost done; she had empowered her section with quick, decisive applications of her mind and will. When she learned Mana Channeling, she was going to be someone to be reckoned with, far beyond her level and Class. He left her to it and checked on everybody else. Egg and Taggan were slightly behind Nadia but were handling their part of their job just fine. Gosto, on the other hand, was having problems.
The young Druid was trying to force his power into the pattern, which worked about well as pushing against a closed door instead of turning the knob to open it. Hawke could see what Gosto was doing wrong, but he couldn’t communicate with him. In a state of total mental focus, you stopped hearing or seeing anything; talking to him would be useless. Maybe he should have introduced him to Saturnyx to establish a telepathic link, but he was already uncomfortable with having two people already in contact with his sword. On the other hand… He scanned his link to the sword: it was a complex energy pattern, more convoluted than any spell he had analyzed before. An attempt to explore the pattern resulted in a new notification:
Spellcraft Failed.
Your Spellcraft isn’t advanced enough to analyze Compound or Metamagic Formulae.
Compound Magic? Like mixing two spells together?
<Among other things. Those kinds of formulae are complex applications of Mana manipulation. They require a great deal of study under competent teachers.>
Could you teach me?
<I was never interested in spell-crafting. My abilities were the result of training, or gifts from the gods. You will need to find instruction elsewhere.>
Hawke shrugged. He had learned a lot by himself, so maybe he could keep going without a teacher. Or he could screw up, like Gosto had. The Druid’s Mana has been dispersed uselessly and the entire pattern began to come apart. Hawke hurriedly jumped in and used his own energy to stabilize the construct, completing the awakening process.
The diamond-shaped pattern blazed with silvery light in a pulse that filled the room. Hawke’s emotions were temporarily numbed as he saw everything around him in a logical, unfeeling way. It was a calculating, cold way to see the world; for several seconds, all he cared about was how everyone around him could serve his purposes. Everyone became a potential ally and enemy, a threat or asset. His closest friends were also the greatest threat because their betrayal could do the most damage. That dispassionate point of view lay at the root of Order Magic, where everything was reduced to mathematics.
Thankfully, the pulse of Order didn’t last long. The Seal remained active, however, creating a powerful field that would destroy most Infernal or Chaos-aligned creatures that dared to enter it. The chamber was now secure against demonic intrusions.
Seals of Order Activated (1/4) 
Quest Complete: Learn Seal Inscription
Congratulations! You have learned a new Ability: Seal Inscription I. You can carve magical patterns into a solid surface, infusing them with power.
You have learned a new Inscription Formulae: Simple Spell Inscription.
Simple Spell Inscription: Project and imprint a spell pattern onto a solid surface and add a single Condition to it. The Condition determines when the spell will be activated. Any spell you know can be Inscribed, at the cost of 50 Mana plus twenty-five times the Mana cost of the spell. Once the spell Inscription is activated, it will erase itself. Note: Ranged spells will focus on the nearest viable target; if none exists, the spell’s energy will be lost.
Inscriptions were expensive, although the ability description was a little vague. Hawke suspected that he would have to figure it out the usual way: by trying new stuff until something worked or he got killed. The important thing was that the Seal was up, turning the chamber into a safehouse for the Volunteers. All they had to do was go through another few rooms and find the exit Saturnyx had used a thousand years ago.
It was a simple plan, except for the details.




Thirty-Six

 
Hawke explored the next corridor and disarmed or simply triggered a handful of traps. At the other end was a closed door; his Enlightenment spell made it glow a deep share of red. That door was bad news. He didn’t want to just trigger the traps, either. They might do something to hurt people even at the opposite end of the corridor.
“Anybody in your group knows about traps?” he asked the Dwarf. “Alba and I are the closest things to experts we have.”
Crommen stepped up. “I do. A Battle Bard’s lore includes some knowledge of trickery and devices.”
“Good. The three of us can examine the door and figure out how to open it without blowing anybody up. And just to be safe, I will cast Gift of the Martyr on both of you.”
“I thank ye,” the Bard said.
Crommen had been the closest thing to a friend Desmond had before he left. The Dwarf didn’t seem to have a problem with Hawke, but he hadn’t been particularly warm toward him or Nadia, either. Thankfully, the Sterns appeared to put professionalism ahead of drama. In fact, all the Realms natives seemed to be better at that than the supposedly more knowledgeable and sophisticated Earthlings. Maybe because they hadn’t been brought up expecting things to always work out in their favor.
The door at the end was solid metal and resembled a bank vault. The three ‘experts’ took some time just looking at it and finding hidden dangers.
“Tripwire on the upper locking mechanism,” Alba called out.
“And a pressure plate on the ground beneath,” Commen added. “Dedicated buggers, these are.”
“Hidden needle spring on the turning handle,” Hawke said, so he didn’t feel left out. “Okay, I think I can have my animated shadow set them all off. I’ll take it from here. There is a ton of magic bound up into the door, and mundane Detect Traps skills won’t be able to deal with that.”
“As you say, Templar.” Crommen hesitated before turning around. “I do have a question for ye, and Korgam’s too far away to overhear and curse me name for asking it.”
“Go ahead.”
“What happened between ye and Desmond?”
“We had a disagreement, unfortunately.”
“He was a good lad. A bit foolish, but we all are at his age, him being little more than a bairn of nineteen years and all. Large for his size, but all humans are bigger than is good for them.”
“I thought he was in his twenties,” Hawke said.
“Nineteen. He said as much, one night we all drank a wee too much, him most of all, and we teased him for it.”
“That foolish boy,” Alba said. “But yet I’ve known many as young or younger, all of whom had far better sense.”
Yeah, but they didn’t grow up on Earth, where they teach you all kinds of stupid notions until you get out into the world and reality beats some sense into you, Hawke thought.
He’d thought Desmond was around his age, or a couple years younger. It was hard to tell, though. Some gamers were emotionally stunted and acted like teenagers well into their fifties or sixties. Hawke didn’t know if Desmond being nineteen made things better or worse. Better, if he grew up and realized holding a stupid grudge would only hurt him, maybe. But some people only grew dumber with age, nurturing grievances until they consumed them.
“I hoped to be his friend,” he told the Bard. “But now he thinks I’m his enemy.”
“Tis a pity. If he comes back, I’ll try to talk to the lad.”
“I would appreciate it.”
With that, Alba and the Dwarf moved to a safe distance, leaving Hawke to deal with the massive door. Time for some Mana Sight. The door and the walls around it lit up in dozens of colors. It didn’t take him long to find four different energy constructs tied into the door. One was a Fireball trap, a big one, holding 600 Mana, which was the power needed to cast forty normal spells. If one assumed a tenth-level caster, that would translate to something like four hundred to four thousand Fire damage. Hawke, who was as fireproof as one could get, could survive that, but nobody else in his party would. And he would definitely not survive the second ‘bomb,’ which was tied to a Bolt of Darkness spell with 400 Mana tied into it; that was another 40-power spell, and his resistance to Darkness was a lot lower.
On the other hand, he knew both spells, which meant that, with his Mana Channeling abilities, he could disarm them. That left him with two other concentrations of energy tied to Mana tripwires, ready to go off if anything living touched the door. The spell forms weren’t familiar. At least, they didn’t look exactly like any spell he knew. As he examined them, however, he recognized some bits of the complex symbols or letters in the spells. Maybe ‘code’ was the better word. A set of instructions telling the Mana bound into the spell what to do. His new Inscription ability spoke of the pattern of spells. Maybe that was what he was seeing.
Hawke visualized each of his spells without casting them. Now that he could see Mana arrangements, each spell looked like a color-coded snowflake, a complex geometrical form, that was unique but shared common elements with similar spells. He compared his spells with each other, kind of like matching fingerprints in a cop show, and soon spotted several repeating patterns. All Light spells had an identical piece of code, for example; that had to be the Element itself. Life and Light spells that did healing shared a different pattern segment, which he could use to I.D. medical spells from any school of magic.
Armed with that information, he started running comparisons with one of the unknown magic on the door. After some experimentation, he discovered that he could superimpose one of his spells over the mental ‘picture’ of the one by the door, and rotate them until he could see pieces that matched. It took a while, since he had dozens of spells (including Abilities that were spells by a different name) in his magic list, but he got there. The first magical trap had a bit of code that matched pieces from both Twilight Step and Dark Step: the teleporting component in those spells, maybe. He set that aside, compared the rest of the unknown spell’s code, and came up empty. He already knew how to identify the ‘signature’ of all the Elements and Schools he knew, so whatever that thing was, it belonged to a different one.
He went back to the bit of code he had tentatively identified as ‘teleport.’ He tried to visualize it by itself, and ended up with a floating object that looked a lot like a spell. What would happen if he poured Mana into it?
<Spells have several components. Even a non-practitioner like myself knows that energizing an incomplete spell would be extremely foolhardy, Master.>
Ooh, been a while since you called me that.
<Would you prefer ‘dumbass’? Because that was what I meant.>
Okay, I’ll save it for later. Hawke turned to the other spell and did another pattern-match. That one had pieces from the Fire Element, but also from both Animate Shadow, Nature’s Guardian, and his Monster Trainer ability, Summon Monster. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what those three spells had in common. Okay, one of the unknown spells could be some form of teleport, and the other was probably a summoning spell involving a Fire-based critter.
Congratulations! You have raised your Ability: Spellcraft to Level Three.
You have learned: Identify Spell I. You can identify spells you do not know or have not seen before by comparing their patterns to those of spells you already know. Chance of Success: 10% per Spellcraft level; additional bonuses based on the subject’s similarity to already-known spells. Success will reveal some of the spell’s features, including its name. The higher your Identify Spell Skill, the more information a successful attempt will uncover.
“Well, there you go,” Hawke told himself. He tried his new Ability, Identify Spell, on the two magic traps. He ended with one hit and one miss:
Summon Hellhound (Fire, Infernal)
Time to Cast: ?? Cooldown: ?? Cost: 50. Duration: 5 minutes. Effect: Summons a Tartarus Kerberos, a deadly Infernal guardian, with Health equal to 50 plus 50 per level of its summoner.
“Guess I was right.”
The summoning spell held 500 Mana, which suggested it would summon ten Hellhounds. That could be tricky. Hawke took the time to disarm the two spells that he knew, but left the other two alone. His best bet was to trigger them using a Tulpa and hope that the mystery teleport couldn’t reach him from all the way down the corridor. He walked back to the room, and found them all sitting around Nadia, who stood in the center of the circle as she told a story.
“…and as they looked into each other’s eyes, she stabbed him through the heart to seal the Hellmouth, condemning him to be trapped there for all eternity. She loved him, but she had to do it. To save the world.”
Tava was dabbing at her eyes, as were Alba and Taggan. Several of the others looked a bit misty-eyed as well.
“How long was I studying the door? Isn’t that like from Season Three of that show?”
“Season Two,” Nadia said. “And it’s been three hours. I, uh, sort of condensed it a little.”
Hawke checked his timer and, sure enough, he’d killed a little over three hours playing with magic. On the plus side, he had disarmed two of the traps. Now he had to deal with the rest.
“Well, why don’t you finish the story? After that, we may have to let a bunch of dogs out.”




Thirty-Seven

 
After the zero-level troops had been moved as far back as possible, everyone else buffed up and prepared for Hawke’s trap detonation. He and Gosto summoned two bearlike Nature’s Guardians to block the entrance, Gosto applied Bark Skin on everyone, and Egg and Crommen added their buffs to the mix. When everyone was ready, Hawke sent his animated shadow to detonate the mechanical traps. Spikes, a huge stone slab, and a flight of darts shredded the unfortunate Elemental. A second shadow didn’t trigger anything else, so Hawke had it stand by the Nature constructs and sent a Tulpa to trigger the two remaining magical traps.
He shaped the Mana puppet into a bipedal form and put enough power into it to give it average Strength and Dexterity and 20 Health. The creation looked like a translucent mannequin that walked forward, moving a little unsteadily. Hawke had to concentrate on it continually to get it to do anything; the process was a lot more involved than ordering his other summons around, which only required a basic command or two. On the other hand, the Tulpa had the same ‘signature’ as he did. It had fooled the magic triggers in the Vault of the Sidhe. Hopefully, it would do the same there.
The Tulpa reached the door, touched the handle – and disappeared with a loud ‘pop.’
Tulpa has moved beyond 100 feet. Tulpa has been dispelled.
The first trap had been a teleport after all. Before he could feel too pleased with himself, ten hellhounds materialized in the corridor and all heck broke loose.
Tartarus Kerberos (Elemental)
Level 10 Minion
Health 550 Mana 100 Endurance 550
The summoned monsters looked like three-headed dogs made of lava. They didn’t rush the Adventurers in the Seal-protected room, but instead formed three lines and began to spit Infernal Fireballs, three per dog. Thirty fiery missiles sailed forth in ballistic arcs and detonated on the front lines, each doing 10-100 points of Fire damage, which was bad enough, and 1-10 points of Infernal Damage, which ignored normal Elemental Resistances. Given that their area effect was just as large as the ordinary version, everyone who wasn’t in the back of the room got splashed multiple times by the clinging flames, which kept burning them for twenty percent of their normal damage for several seconds.
If Egg hadn’t deployed a Dome of Earth over the rear lines, which absorbed the first 900 points of damage in its area of effect, they would have taken some serious casualties. As it was, the two Nature Guardians and Hawke’s Shadowling all vanished the fiery explosion, Hawke’s Bulwark was depleted, and Rabbit and the Dwarves in the front all lost a third to half of their Health.
The Adventurers’ return volley was more effective, however.
Nadia’s Ice Shards and Hawke’s Burning Light did double damage against the critters, and in the cramped confines of the corridor, their area of effect included most of the hounds. Tava’s Imbued Killing Arrowstorm arrived a moment later, followed by Taggan’s Rain of Rocks and Gosto’s Thorn Thicket, along with multiple ranged attacks and spells from the rear lines. Three Hellhounds went down, leaving nothing behind but ashes and loot bags. Hawke didn’t wait for them to fire another volley; he took the fight to them with a Twilight Step-backstab that killed a fourth evil dog, followed by an Elemental Burst that softened up the rest of them. Korgam and Daggon arrived a moment later, hacking and slashing while the ranger damage-dealers targeted individual hell-pooches. A couple of Kerberuses lived long enough to spit out a second Infernal Fireball, but nobody was seriously hurt. A few seconds later, all the summoned monsters were dead.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 240 Experience (30 diverted towards Leadership; 30 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 8,947/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,903/6,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 1,426/3,000
Killing the tenth level non-elites didn’t produce the XP Hawke needed to make up for his recent deaths. On the other hand, even the first-level guys who had hung back and used ranged attacks and spells had earned enough XP to hit level two, with many being halfway to level three. That sounded impressive until you remembered that it only took 100 XP to make level two, and another 150 to hit three. Whatever meta-system awarded experience took into account dozens of different factors, everything from how big a role someone played in a fight to how risky their actions were.
Hawke collected twelve gold and a couple more potions and then walked up to the door. All the spells were gone, their Mana spent. He waited until people were ready and opened the door. A hot draft blew into the corridor, noticeably warmer than the already superheated air in his side of the door. Hawke found himself looking into a colossal chamber, with a ceiling that disappeared out of sight above him and dozens – maybe hundreds – of dark pillars arranged in rows that went on until they also vanished into the distant gloom. The pillars had a glowing red aura that provided illumination but the area was filled with some sort of haze that blurred things beyond a few dozen feet. The only wall he could see was the one the door was on, and he couldn’t see either end of it, either. The room had to be miles wide!
All right, Saturnyx. You are our native guide. Which way do we go from here?
<I do not know. This room was not here before.>




Thirty-Eight

 
“This is another fine mess you’ve gotten us into, Hawke,” Nadia said as the group formed up by the entrance to the giant chamber.
“Hey, my sword told me she could get us out of this place in one piece.”
<Your sword did not expect the layout of the Labyrinth to change. And that was my mistake. A thousand years is a long time. Proving Grounds can alter their design as they grow older and more powerful.>
“Do you think we can still reach the inside of the mountain from here?”
<I believe so. Unlike Lairs, Labyrinths have multiple exits. At least one of them will lead to one of the Arachnoid tunnels. The old Spider Empire built its hives throughout the mountain range, and all major chambers were linked to each other. Even if the way is blocked, we have two Earth practitioners who can help us through.>
Hawke shared Saturnyx’s thoughts with the rest of the group, as well as his intention to keep going. Egg remained skeptical, but Korgam found the argument convincing enough. Tava and the rest had no doubt that Hawke was right. Their trust in him was both comforting and something of a burden. If he screwed up, he would feel like he had betrayed them, and they might agree. But they had to get out of this hellhole and get on with their mission. He had hoped to spend no more than two or three days in the Sunset Range. They were already behind schedule.
“This is what I think we need to do,” he said. “I will lead a group to find a way out. Tava or Nadia should stay with the main group. They are linked to me through my swords, and we can communicate at a distance of several miles. If anything happens, both groups will know right away.”
Korgam nodded. “That makes sense.”
“And I think it should be Tava.”
“You would leave me behind?” she said, looking as upset as he’d ever seen her.
“I don’t want to, but you are the highest-level Adventurer we’ve got besides me. If anything attacks this group, you could make the difference between losing or winning. You and Korgam’s group can hold the entrance. If you have to, you can pull back to the Seal room, or all the way out of the Labyrinth if it comes to that. I’ll take Marko and the rest of Team One with me. If things get too rough out there, we’ll come back.”
She thought about it before speaking, which put her ahead of most people Hawke knew. “You make good sense, as little as I like it. Father warned me that the right thing to do was seldom pleasant or easy to accept. And I will remain in contact with you through Saturnyx.”
“And if you need me, I’ll come back. Thanks to the Party Interface, getting lost will be difficult.”
“And if something goes wrong for you, I will come to you,” she told him.
Since he had promised to do the same thing, he couldn’t say no to her. “It’s a deal. I’m going to give this place two more days. If we aren’t in the mountain by then, we’ll go back to Orom.”
He hated the idea of leaving his fellow Eternals at the mercy of Necromancer Greg for even one more day, but he couldn’t ask the people following him – his people – to risk their lives without a clear chance at success. He had screwed up big time, thinking that finding a way into the Stronghold would be easy.
“I will take good care of him, sister,” Gosto said. “I know how much you loove the great big Paladin Templar or whichever title he has now.”
“Shut up, you,” she said absently. “Be careful, all of you.”
“You too. This place is no joke.”
* * *
Having no better way to choose, Hawke decided to follow the left wall and see where it went.
After the group had been gone for a couple hundred feet, nobody could see the entrance. Visibility was unnaturally short; things became blurry within a hundred feet. Like a desert haze; only the pillars remained visible beyond two hundred feet, and only as indistinct glowing columns. The heat was also like a desert. Everybody had to drink constantly. Hawke was glad the group had filled out all their water containers the day before, but at the rate they had to hydrate, they were going to run out in no more than a couple of days.
<Erison and his band had the same problem, but they prevailed.>
Sure, but they were all much higher level than any of us. Even maxed out at twenty, they still had access to more spells and abilities than we do.
<Sheer strength is not the answer to every problem. You have resources beyond what most Eternals have even much further along on the Path. Use them>
The sword had a point. Hawke turned on his Mana Sight. Watching the energy flows everywhere in the huge chamber was distracting as hell, so he had to have Alba take his hand and guide him as if he was blind. With whorls of energy filling his field of vision, he would have walked into every pillar in his path otherwise. At first, the annoyance didn’t seem worth it. There was a lot of energy all around, but it all seemed to be bound in place, like in the statues in the first room. Inert, until the little Imp’s spell set them off.
It set them off, Hawke suddenly realized. The Mana it used in its spell wasn’t enough to turn a bunch of statues into minions. The spells were already there. Hidden somehow.
A couple years back, one of his gaming buddies had tried to get him into a wargame, a hardcore ‘grognard’ old-fashioned game with Cold War fleets fighting each other. He’d lasted a whole four hours of gameplay before quitting – he didn’t enjoy even World of Warships, let alone something as complicated as a real war game – but he remembered one bit about passive versus active sensors. Passive sensors worked like your eyes; you didn’t do anything more than observe. Active sensors used stuff like radar and sonar – they sent a signal which bounced back and gave you the target’s location.
“Let’s hold on for a minute,” he told the group. “Gosto, refresh your buffs, just in case. I’m going to try something.”
He waited until everyone had Bark Skin on before he started ‘radiating’ Mana in every direction. Let’s see what happened when he sent out a signal. He spent fifty Mana to start.
The effect was immediate. Right off the bat, he spotted two Seals within a hundred feet of the group, their diamond shapes showing up as dark squares on the ground. But there was plenty of more stuff out there. Letters and symbols appeared everywhere the energy wave touched the floor, wall, and pillars, like all the disgusting stuff that showed up when you shone a blacklight over it. He recognized the letters, although they didn’t use the Vulgate alphabet or the Fae script. The letters were Celestial, the alphabet of the gods, but he couldn’t understand the words they made.
<The Demon Tongues have no written language, so they take Celestial letters and sigils and pervert them for their own purposes. I learned their accursed tongue, however.>
Good, you can help me translate.
Hawke kept sending pulses of ten Mana at a time, and watching the symbols that appeared. Some were spells, hidden until he had scanned them with his new magic radar. They weren’t traps, so Enlightenment hadn’t uncovered them. He recognized some of their code, however. Teleports. There were a bunch of teleport… pads, he supposed, spaced about fifteen yards apart. There were also a bunch of Inscriptions besides the Seals. They definitely weren’t Order-oriented; instead of diamond shapes, the other Inscriptions were five-sided stars encased in circles and were covered with Infernal symbols. Looking at their patterns revealed more summoning codes; if those things went off, they would bring in lots of critters, and he was sure they would be a lot stronger than what the ordinary spells would call up.
“I found two Seals,” he told his companions. “If we activate them, we can move the rest of the group over here, I think.”
Just as he spoke, he picked up a Mana flare sixty feet away. One of the spells had gone off. Hawke belatedly remembered the problem with active sensors. The enemy could detect them and backtrack the signals to find you.
“Demons!” Marko shouted.
Hawke looked in the direction the energy surge had come from; sure enough, six Imps had teleported in, and this bunch was tougher than the one who’d welcomed them at the statue room:
Imp (Lesser Infernal)
Level 10 Tormentor (Elite)
Health 300 Mana 600 Endurance 250
“Nadia, put up your shield. Gosto, pet and heal. Alba, Marko, follow me in and start chopping heads.”
The Imps began to toss Infernal Fireballs at the group. Hawke grunted as his Health was reduced by ninety-six points via Gift of the Martyr, but managed to Twilight Step in the middle of the Imps, blinding them in the dark cloud that opened up around him and killing one with a backstab before cutting loose with Burning Light. He killed two more with the Saturnyx Twins as Nadia picked another off with Ice Dagger. Alba arrived a second later in via her own short-range teleport, and struck a target with each of her blades, destroying both. By the time Marko reached melee range, there were only two demons left. Hawke took the time to heal himself back to full while the High Guardsman dismembered one demon with his naginata and Alba cut the other’s throat.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 480 Experience (60 diverted towards Leadership; 60 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 9,427/16,000. Leadership XP: 5,963/6,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 1,699/3,000
You have found: 9 gold, 2 Healing Potions
“That was almost too easy,” Hawke said. A moment later, he felt another energy outburst. An Infernal Inscription had gone live.
And it had summoned something a lot bigger than an Imp.




Thirty-Nine

 
Tartarus Centurion (Infernal)
Level 13 Lieutenant (Elite)
Health 2,600 Mana 2,600 Endurance 2,600
The monster was eight or nine feet tall and nearly as wide at the shoulders. It looked like an Imp on steroids, with the added feature of a pair of black bat wings on its back and an aura of flames surrounding it. A long trident, also wreathed in flames, was in one hand, and a fiery net on the other. It turned towards the group and roared loudly enough to echo throughout the huge chamber.
“We’re going to need a bigger boat,” Nadia muttered, trying hard to sound calm and not quite making it. “Or Gandalf the White.”
“There’s only one of them,” Hawke said. “I’ll tank with Gosto’s pet. Alba, try to sneak up on him after I have his full attention. The rest of you, shoot or heal and duck behind Nadia’s Elemental Shield; that thing’s got to have some ranged attack. Marko, use your crossbow for now.”
“I might as well spit on it,” the High Guardsman complained.
“When Alba attacks, you can join in,” Hawke told him before Twilight Stepping towards the demonic Centurion.
The big demon hadn’t been sitting idle, though. Just as Hawke teleported, it made a gesture and said a word in Infernal; the spell summoned half a dozen Hellhounds. Hawke arrived at a very crowded venue.
He still backstabbed the big guy for a satisfying four hundred damage, then bathed it and the non-Elite Hellhounds with Burning Light. He rolled off to one side, avoiding the burning net the Centurion threw at him, but all the doggos shot off their Fireballs at him, using their AOEs to avoid the fact they couldn’t see out of the cloud of Elemental Darkness. The fiery explosions ate up his Bulwark of Light, but with his Fire Resistance, they only shaved off a few dozen Health points. Better him than the rest of the group, who had used the distraction to launch their own attacks.
Nadia’s ice AOE killed three Kerberos; Gosto’s Nature bear arrived a moment later and attacked the big guy, keeping its attention while Hawke hacked away at the minions. The Kerberos were wiped out in short order, but even after Hawke went through his full combat spell rotation, the Centurion remained at over a thousand Health, and it landed a couple of shots on Hawke that hurt like blazes. Turned out that half of the damage the monster inflicted was Hellfire, which wasn’t mitigated by normal Fire Resistance. Gosto’s Guardian only survived for a few seconds and Hawke didn’t have time to summon one of his own. He did call an Animated Shadow, for what little that was worth.
Alba teleported in and backstabbed the monster. The damage wasn’t great, but the creature reacted by emitting a burst of flames that exploded in an expanding wave that wiped out the Shadowling pet and scorched her and Hawke for hundreds of points of damage. Hawke only took sixty-odd points from the flame pulse, but Alba suffered more than her full Health of 142, which would have killed her if not for Gift of the Martyr. Hawke was the one who found himself below a hundred Health, but he insta-cast Lesser Healing and kept hammering away at the monster, trusting Gosto to bring him back to full. Marko ran forward and joined in, screaming like a banshee. He didn’t do a lot of damage, unfortunately, and nearly got Hawke killed when everyone in melee range got hit by another Hellfire burst.
Hawke had his Mana Sight up, trying to find vulnerabilities, when he saw the flames explode and his teammates take massive amounts of damage – all of which was rerouted towards him. Time slowed down as he watched the flow from the Martyr spells’ pipelines rushing toward him. He shouldn’t have had enough time to use Transference to undo the damage, but he found himself doing exactly that. It was bizarre, watching each individual tick of Health disappear and reappear in what had to be a tenth or even a hundredth of a second per tick. He had no idea how he could act at those speeds, but was too busy staying alive to question the miraculous event.
Time returned to normal when the flame burst dissipated. Hawke celebrated his survival with a double-power Hammer spell while his companions unloaded everything they had on the big bastard. By the time the Centurion shrunk into a pile of sulfur-smelling dust with a big loot bag over his head, Hawke was down to less than twenty Mana. It had been close, but they had won.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 848 Experience (106 diverted towards Leadership; 106 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Congratulations! You have learned: Dual Casting II: Dual-cast spell cost is now five times normal before modifiers.
You have learned a new Mana Channeling Ability: Timeless Mind  
Current XP/Next Level: 10,275/16,000. Leadership XP: 6,069/10,000
Congratulations! Your Leadership has increased to Level Six (Leadership Abilities cannot be purchased until completing or abandoning a Lair)
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,006/3,000
“That was less easy,” Hawke commented as he picked up his loot bag. Eight gold, six silver, and two Healing Potions. “How long before they send two or three of those things?”
<Not very long. However, I was able to decipher the writings you uncovered, and now I believe I can find the exit.>
“Good. I think I need to stop sending Mana pulses and letting demons know where I am. And I want to activate those Seals and set up a base camp for the rest of the group.”
* * *
I’m glad everyone is okay, Tava told him through Saturnyx as she led the group to the new safe zone Hawke, Nadia and Gosto had created by activating the two Seals.
Yeah, although my Martyr spell keeps making my life exciting. On the plus side, Marko hit level six and Nadia got to nine.
The biggest problem with Gift of the Martyr was that the damage that was transferred over to Hawke wasn’t mitigated by his defenses; it went straight into his Health. Sooner or later, an area of effect attack on the squishies was going to be the death of him. He couldn’t think of anything else to do, however; he would get better if he got killed, and they wouldn’t. And his new Timeless Mind ability gave him a way to survive for as long as he had some Mana:
Timeless Mind: During times of great stress and danger, you can use your Mana Sight at speeds normally available to Masters of Time Magic. When the Timeless Mind effect is triggered, you can react to ongoing effects as quickly or slowly as you wish. Any number of spells with an Instantaneous time to cast can be empowered during Timeless Mind, provided you have the energy to do so, but they will not go into effect until the flow of time returns to normal. Mana manipulation abilities like Transference, however, can be used while Timeless Mind is in effect.
Warning: Mortal minds are not meant to exist outside the normal flow of time. Every time you use Timeless Mind, there is a cumulative 1% chance to suffer a negative side effect. This chance resets back to 1% after you suffer from such an effect.
The description didn’t mention what sort of side effects to expect, but it didn’t take a genius to know he wouldn’t enjoy any of them. Next time he had a near death experience, he would have a two percent chance to find out how little he would like the effects. And so on. Nothing was easy.
Seals of Order Activated (3/4) 
On the plus side, both Hawke and Nadia had activated three out of the four required Seals to complete their Quests, and Gosto had gotten his part right after Hawke explained things to him. The Druid still needed to participate in the opening of three more Seals to complete his Quest. The Order Inscriptions had created force fields around two large sections of the massive chamber, each about the size as the statues’ room. If Hawke’s understanding of the new inscriptions was right, Fae, Demons and Chaos beings wouldn’t be able to see the protected sections unless someone attacked them from inside them, and even then their spells couldn’t penetrate them and they wouldn’t be able to enter them without taking massive amounts of damage.
That was pretty sweet, but the best bit of news was Saturnyx’s claim that one of the Infernal signs his Mana pulses had uncovered pointed towards an exit. Hawke went off to meet the main group, moving invisibly thanks to Twilight Shroud. After a happy reunion with Tava, he used Twilight Mantle to render almost everyone invisible, which helped a lot. Tava and Crommen used their own stealth abilities to help disguise the handful of people who didn’t fit inside Hawke’s AOE invisibility.
As they headed towards the safe zone, they discovered that their precautions were necessary. Demon patrols were out and about inside the vast chamber. They had been too away far for their status boxes to show, but the larger specimens looked just like the Centurion and they were in groups of three or four. They definitely didn’t want to tussle with them. After a few nerve-wracking minutes, the large group arrived at the Order-attuned sections and crossed their defensive force field. They should be safe there.
Hawke and Korgam’s teams moved forward, protected by Twilight Shroud. As soon as they left the protected zone, Hawke ‘saw’ distant flares of Mana, indicating more spells and Inscriptions were coming alive, powerful enough for his Mana Sight to pick them out even beyond normal visibility ranges.
The Labyrinth was waking up.




Forty

 
Along the way, they found three more Seals and activated them, with the non-casters keeping watch while the rest went through the ritual. Practice made perfect; they empowered the Order patterns in less than ten minutes, as opposed to the nearly half hour it had taken the first time.
Quest Complete: Restore the Seals
You have earned: 960 Experience (120 diverted towards Leadership; 120 diverted towards Node Mastery).).
Current XP/Next Level: 11,235/16,000. Leadership XP: 6,189/6,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,126/3,000
You have found: 40 gold.
You have found: Lesser Shield of Order
Lesser Shield of Order (Masterwork Quality):
Level 15 Item (Minimum Level 10 to use)
Block Bonus: 36%. Damage Absorption (Successful Block Only): Physical: 60/50%, Elemental (All): 30/40%, Forces (Chaos): 50/50%, Forces (All Other): 30/40%. Durability: 500/500. Requires Shield Skill
Attribute Bonuses: +5 to Strength and Constitution, +3 to Willpower and Spirit
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Bash: Striking with the shield inflicts Strength + 10-30 Physical damage and 20-120 Forces (Order) damage.
Dome of Order: One per day, the shield can generate a dome of Order energies surrounding a twenty-foot radius. Any spells cast from outside the dome will have no effect on those inside; this includes Area of Effect (AOE) spells, and both inimical and beneficial spells.
“That’s one nice shield,” Hawke said.
He had started out as a sword-and-board Paladin when he’d arrived at the Realms, until finding the paired swords, which were too good to pass up. But if he ran across a one-handed weapon that could outdo the Twins, he would have a fitting shield to carry alongside it. He put the shield in his inventory. As the four spellcasters completed their Quest, they all got some decent rewards as well. Nobody leveled up, but almost everybody was getting close to it. Hawke had a feeling they would need all the levels and gear they could get before they left the damned Labyrinth behind.
The small army spent an hour moving into the new safe zone before the two teams set off again. The invisible group stayed near the outer wall, occasionally spotting Demon patrols which were thankfully far away. They moved slowly and carefully for another hour before the sword told Hawke they were close.
<According to the signs I read, there should be an entrance to a smaller chamber nearby,> Saturnyx said. <And it in turn will lead to an exit.>
They couldn’t see anything, even after Hawke turned Mana Sight on. The door must be dormant.
“Guess I have to do an active scan again,” Hawke muttered. “Buffs up, people. We might attract attention after I look around.”
He sent a short Mana pulse, only ten points’ worth, and extended it no further than thirty feet. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be enough to alert any roving patrols. The last one they had seen had been on the edge of their vision and headed away from them. Hawke figured that it was worth risking discovery.
Once again, his Mana Sight spotted multiple magical inscriptions and symbols that had been lain dormant until he fed power into their ‘wiring.’ The pulse also uncovered a doorway-shaped outline on the side wall they had been following.
“It’s an inactive door,” Hawke told everyone. “I want you guys to stand way back. I’m going to have to add energy to the door until it turns back on, or explodes.”
“Why explode? No explosions!” Nadia protested.
“Thing is, any traps the door might have are also dormant. Not sure what happens when I start to wake everything up.”
“Okay,” she told him, and placed an Elemental Shield between him and the door. “For whatever it’s worth. Don’t want Tava to get mad at me for letting you die.”
Hawke waited until the rest of the group was a hundred feet away and behind a couple of support pillars. He redid all his buffs and sent a few more Mana pulses at the door, examining it before he started feeding it energy. Magic door, check. Web of energy tendrils… not so far. He added a little trickle, and thin filaments grew around the door briefly, only to disappear when he stopped feeding them.
“I think that the whole Labyrinth was powered off,” he said. “Almost feels like an abandoned amusement park. Until we arrived, of course. The rides are all coming back to life.”
<Few Adventurers have entered the Labyrinth, or at least this section of it. Perhaps not since Erison came, although some Arachnoid Adventurers may brave its dangers from time to time. But without a steady influx of heroes to feed on, the Ostium Tartarus slumbered until our arrival awakened it.>
The idea that Proving Grounds needed Adventurers to feed on had fascinated Hawke since first hearing of it. The set-up seemed designed to increase the power of the winners on either side, but for what purpose? It was all about leveling up, but Hawke didn’t understand why people had to risk death to gain power. He would hopefully learn the reasons behind it all as he progressed along the Path. The endgame was going to be rough.
Shaking his head, Hawke turned to the job at hand. It took him half an hour of studying the magical construct before he thought he had figured out how to activate the door without awakening the traps. Here goes nothing, he thought as he sent a steady stream of Mana into it. The door-shaped section of wall disappeared, revealing a dark tunnel. He spotted a few mechanical traps, but no magical ones. The power was still off for that ride. He did a few more energy pulses to read the signs on the door at the other end.
“What do you think, Saturnyx?”
<Beyond that door is another chamber, and beyond it is an exit to the Arachnoid tunnels.>
“Awesome.”
Now all they needed to do was bring everyone there.
* * *
Making their way back didn’t take too long, but they had a few close calls with demon patrols, which were growing more numerous. Hawke’s Twilight spells worked on the demons, however, and between him and Saturnyx’s senses, they were able to spot the monsters before they came too close. As long as everyone stayed still when the monsters passed them by, they were able to evade them.
Using the invisibility spell meant Hawke couldn’t use his Light Magic buffs, but it was worth the risk, if the group could make it out of the Labyrinth without a fight. He had never meant to drag a bunch of normies and low-level Adventurers into this monster-infested hellhole. He just wanted to bring everybody out so they could confront their real enemy.
They reached the Seal where they had left everyone. After everyone was ready, they headed towards the exit, with Hawke in the middle of the Volunteers, keeping them inside his Twilight Mantle. Crommen used the Song of Not-There, which created a similar but smaller stealth bubble, to do the same for Korgam’s team.
They almost made it all the way to the entrance. Almost.
A patrol – six Imps led by a Centurion – was following the wall and moving in the opposite direction. Hawke spotted them from a hundred feet away and guided his group away from the patrol before gesturing at them to stand still. But when the monsters walked past the huddled Volunteers, one of them panicked. His name was Ulus Bastardes, a cabinetmaker’s apprentice who had joined the guard after the liberation of Orom; when a couple of Imps said something in Infernal and laughed like a pack of hyenas, he took off at a run, becoming visible as soon as he left the Mantle’s area of effect.
The Imps reacted like cats, pouncing on Ulus. The Centurion turned toward the spot where the unfortunate Volunteer had come from.
Get the normies away from the fight, Hawke sent to Tava and Nadia before Twilight Stepping behind the big demon. The six Imps had just finished tearing Ulus apart when Hawke enveloped their boss in darkness and stabbed it. The Demonic patrol focused its firepower on him, filling the darkened area with Fireballs while the Centurion tried to stab him with its trident. Hawke stayed on the defensive while he tossed all his buffs on. Half his Health was burned off by the attacks before he started fighting back.
The pain and suffering had paid off, however. The zero-level Volunteers were herded out of the line of fire while the rest of the Adventurers jumped into the fray. By the time the demons realized they weren’t just fighting one crazy Paladin Ninja, they were surrounded and being cut down. Hawke traded blows with the Centurion as the rest of the team dealt with the Imps. Realizing the odds were against it, the big demon started to cast a Hellhound-summoning spell: Hawke recognized the spell’s code immediately.
Oh no, you don’t, he thought, and sent a spike of a hundred Mana at the spell, disrupting it.
The Centurion didn’t have human expressions, but its shock and surprise were visible to Hawke’s Mana Sight. He didn’t give it another chance to try anything. Hawke kept pounding on it with magic and sword. The fight was brutal, but the Imps were wiped out fairly quickly and their boss got dogpiled and shredded in short order.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 640 Experience (80 diverted towards Leadership; 80 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Congratulations! You have learned a new Mana Channeling Ability: Dispel Magic I
Dispel Magic: You have a chance to cause any spell you know to fail by spending more Mana than the normal cost of the spell. Base Chance: 10% per Dispel Magic level, +10% for every 100% of the spell cost you add to the Dispel Magic attempt.
Current XP/Next Level: 11,875/16,000. Leadership XP: 6,934/10,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,206/3,000
Hawke glanced at the spot where the Imps had caught Ulus. Nothing even vaguely human was left of the Volunteer, just some charred bits of clothing and melted chain mail. Marko and a couple of volunteers wrapped up the remains and carried them away.
Why did I bring them here?
<We are making war on a Stronghold. You will wish you had more soldiers available when you get there. And the Necromancer threatened the entirety of Orom and its surroundings. They did what defenders do, placing their mortal bodies between their people and the horrors of war.>
The words didn’t make him feel better. Neither did hearing that all the newbies had hit level three and that two more Volunteers had become first-level Warriors.
“All right,” he forced himself to say. “I will recast Twilight Shroud and we will get moving again. I’m sure we’re all sick and tired of this place.”




Forty-One

 
You are about to leave: Ostium Tartarus: The Gates of Tartarus
If you do not return to the Labyrinth in six hours, all incomplete Quests will be Abandoned.
Are you sure? Y/N
Summoned minions didn’t count towards their kill totals, so nobody had completed the basic Quest. Hawke didn’t care. Leaving the damned place was the only thing he wanted to do. Maybe when he had a group of higher-level veterans, he’d come back and clear up the entire Labyrinth. He stood by the door while everyone else marched past. The new Adventurers were the last to leave; their expressions held a mixture of fear and excitement. Hawke understood why Kinto had been so worried about his children. There was something addictive about the Path to Power, despite the fact that most who followed it only found death at the end.
Why didn’t they turn everyone into Eternals? Hawke wondered after he left the corridor and the magic door became a stone wall again. They either can’t do it, or are afraid to. I think it’s the first option.
<It is said that in the First Age, all who went on the Path were Eternals. Their numbers have dwindled with each coming of Ragnarök.>
They used them up, then. Which would explain why they had to take people from other realities every once in a while. Something else to think about when he wasn’t leading a bunch of people into danger.
The first thing he did after he left the Labyrinth was to use his new Leadership level to purchase Generalship II. That raised the effective level of everyone in his Party by two. The ability still didn’t provide most of the bennies from actually leveling up but the extra Health alone might make the difference between losing more people and everyone surviving.
The exit led to a natural cavern filled with much cooler air than the hellhole they had left. There was a stream from above that filled a small pond, and everyone filled their water containers gratefully, pausing only to let Egg bless the water with a purifying spell that would remove any microbes, parasites, or toxins from it. Hawke refilled all his old water bottles, feeling almost nostalgic. They found a tunnel leading out, built in a style that Hawke was familiar with; a simple ramp that went up in a spiral, without sharp corners and curving left as you went up. Arachnoid work; he had become quite familiar with it during his first day on the Realms.
The tunnel led to a large cave filled with the remains of an arachnoid town. Most of its buildings were just like the one Hawke had seen when trying to escape the catacombs: homes built into cave walls, fire pits in open areas in the center, right below openings in the ceiling that allowed the smoke to filter out, and wide entrances but no windows. It was larger than the village he had seen, however, with a large building that was clearly a fortification, surrounded by a ceiling-high reinforced wall and plenty of slits for missile troops to shoot from. A main gate built of some sort of plastic-looking substance instead of wood had covered the entrance, but it had been broken into pieces that were covered in centuries worth of dust.
Nobody had been there in a long time; everything was covered in dust, most buildings’ doors had been smashed open, and a few structures had collapsed. The tunnel continued up, but the group took a break there and Hawke did some exploring. As he walked around the edges of the village, looking for more ways out, his Enlightenment spell noticed a glowing yellow patch of wall between two of the largest houses in the town.
He didn’t find any traps, and his Mana Sight didn’t spot any suspicious mana concentrations. Some prodding and poking revealed the wall was a façade hiding something behind it. There once had been a mechanism of counterweights to make the hidden door swing open, but time had rotted it away. Hawke had to use every bit of his superhuman strength to push it inwards.
“Need any help?” Tava asked behind him.
“I would have, a moment ago,” he admitted as he caught his breath. Moving a ton of weight, even though it had been balanced on hidden rails, had been a workout.
“You don’t have to do things alone, you know. We all want to help.”
Hawke shrugged. “I don’t think about asking, I guess. Used to doing things myself.”
“Now you sound like Father.”
“Just what every guy likes to hear. Well, let’s see what we’ve got here.”
The hidden door had covered a passage leading to a large room. The place was filled by the mummified remains of dozens of Arachnoids and the rusted remains of weapons and armor. From the looks of it, they had been standing shoulder to shoulder when they died, packing the passage and the entrance to the room.
“What happened here?” Tava asked.
“Looks like they all stuffed themselves into this passage and waited there until they died of thirst. Crazy.”
Marko brought a few people to help out, and they cleared the bodies out of the passage. Most of the weapons and armor they found had decayed into uselessness, but a couple of swords were Enchanted Quality weapons that had survived the centuries unscathed. They weren’t better than the gear the experienced members of the group had, but Hawke handed them out to a couple of new Adventurers who could use them, after promising Korgam that he would pay the Dwarves their share of their cash value when the expedition was over.
<Wise of you, to put a stop to any grumblings from those who might feel cheated.>
After Desmond, I want to make sure everyone gets a fair deal.
Eventually, the path to the room was opened, revealing a single Arachnoid, bigger than the Warriors who had tended to it, sitting alone. It wore a silken cape covered with gold embroidery, a small jewel-encrusted golden helmet that would have been useless for anything other than as a decoration, and a silver scepter with a giant sapphire, cut into the shape of a spider, mounted on its head.
“The Last Emperor,” Crommen said. The Bard explained: “The Murk Folk once held sway over a vast empire spanning the Dragonback Mountains and beyond. Its last ruler disappeared many centuries ago, defeated by Stygian Troglodytes and their Fae mercenaries.”
“Those are the enduring symbols of the Empire’s power,” Egg added. “Bound with powerful enchantments to enforce its ruler’s will over the Murk Arachnoids.”
“Ye can keep those trinkets, yer holy eminence,” Korgan said. “Cursed they must be, and tainted by the spiderlings’ foul spirits.”
Hawke pictured himself, wearing the crown, scepter and cape, as he led an army of Arachnoids against the Necromancer. I can’t be that lucky, can I?
<Chance may have led you to those heirlooms, but I suspect some Power played a hand. The final resting place of the last ruler of the Spider Empire should have been concealed behind powerful spells that no twelfth level Eternal, however gifted, could have ever pierced. Someone made sure you would be able to find them, should you ever come close enough.>
Do you think I can put that stuff on and become the new Emperor?
<I think not, but you keep surprising us all.>
He examined the items with his True Sight:
Mantle of the Spider Emperor (Legendary Quality, Cloak or Cape slot)
Level Fifteen (Minimum Level Ten). Part of the Vestments of Spider Emperor Set
Attribute Bonuses: + 5 to Intelligence, Willpower, Spirit
Defense Bonuses: +10% versus Elemental (All), Higher Forces (All)
Special Abilities:
Last Stand: Once per day, if struck a mortal blow or wearer’s Health drops below 10%, the Vestment will heal half of its wearer’s Health instantly.
Ruler’s Voice: Once per day, wearer can speak to every loyal member of the Empire for up to five minutes.
Set Bonuses: 2-pieces: +100 Mana; 3-Pieces: +100 Reputation with all Arachnoids, +200 Reputation with Murk Arachnoids (only applicable to members of an Arachnoid species); 4-pieces: Once a day, can assume the form of an Elf for six hours. Alternatively, an Elven or Fae wearer can assume the form of a Murk Arachnoid for six hours.
Okay, dibs on the cape. Or maybe give it to Nadia as a mistress gift? Hawke thought as he took the crown to get a good look at it. There was a moment of resistance, followed by a whirring sound. Dust billowed out from under the golden helmet and when Hawke pulled it loose from the mummified Emperor’s head, he saw a drill disappear into the inner side of the metal hat. The crown had been screwed onto the Emperor’s skull!
That’s a big nope from me, dawg.
<Do not be a child and examine its properties.>
Crown of the Spider Emperor (Epic Quality, Head Slot)
Level Fifteen (Minimum Level Ten). Part of the Vestments of Spider Emperor Set
Attribute Bonuses: + 4 to Intelligence, Willpower, Spirit and Perception
Defense Bonuses: +15% Resistance versus Elemental (All), Higher Forces (All)
Mana Storage: +250 Mana
Special Abilities (Must be connected to wearer’s brain to access):
Speed Casting: -2 seconds/-20% to both Casting Time and Spell Cooldown.
Spell Empowerment: +5 to effective wearer’s level to determine spell effects.
Summon Spiders: Once per day, summon six Spiderling Hounds with a level equal to half the wearer’s level. The Spiderling Hounds will follow mental commands for six hours or until destroyed.
Damn, this is almost worth getting your head drilled into.
<Great rewards often incur great sacrifices.>
He examined the scepter last:
Scepter of the Spider Emperor (Legendary Quality, One-Handed Weapon)
Level Fifteen (Minimum Level Ten). Part of the Vestments of Spider Emperor Set.
Damage: Strength +1-10 (Physical), 1-10/Level (Darkness).
Attribute Bonuses: + 8 to Constitution
Defense Bonuses: +5% versus Elemental (All), Higher Forces (All)
Mana Storage: +50 Mana
Special Abilities:
Command: Can issue orders to all Murk Arachnoids within earshot, at the cost of 10 Mana per Command. The listeners must obey the commands even unto death.
Power Efficiency: Reduce Mana costs by 4 or 40%, whichever is better.
Speed Casting: -2 seconds/-20% to both Casting Time and Spell Cooldown.
“We’re missing a piece for a full set,” he grumbled before he remembered the trapped box he had found at the Arachnoid ruins in the Highlands Forest. It couldn’t be that easy, could it? He removed the box from his inventory. With a little help from Alba and his Mana Sight, he disarmed the traps and opened the box. Inside, he found a dozen large gold squares, stamped with a spider symbol, that were probably worth several hundred regular gold denars, and a ring that matched the set:
Ring of the Spider Emperor (Legendary Quality)
Level Fifteen (Minimum Level Ten). Part of the Vestments of Spider Emperor Set.
Attribute Bonuses: + 3 to Intelligence and Spirit
Defense Bonuses: +5% versus Elemental (All), Higher Forces (All)
Mana Storage: +50 Mana
Special Abilities (Must be linked to wearer’s mind to access):
Aura of Shadows: Creates an energy barrier around wearer that absorbs up to 20 points of damage per level of the wielder. This is a spell, costing 10 Mana and requiring 5 seconds to cast.
“No way this is a coincidence,” he said. “Somebody just dropped all this stuff in my lap.”
<I doubt the Murk Arachnoids will accept a Half-Elf as their Emperor.>
“Dibs,” Nadia said behind him. “I want it. I’m close to hitting level ten, and then I can claim the whole set.”
“You did read the part about getting the crown nailed to your skull, right?”
“It will hurt. So what? I used to live with neuropathy. Shooting pains through your feet that hit you without warning, usually at night. That sucked, and I didn’t get any special abilities in return. I’ll get my head drilled to become Empress of the Spider People.”
“I don’t think the title comes with the gear.”
“That’s fine. I don’t want to be the ruler of a bunch of cannibalistic were-spiders anyway. But I can probably keep them from attacking us.”
<The Arachnoids once served the Fae. An Elf might be able to impose her rule on them, although it would be a struggle.>
Do you think whoever made sure we found this stuff wants one of us to take over the Murk Arachnoids?
<It is possible. It all may be a small part of a larger scheme.>
That doesn’t mean we have to play into it, Nadia said mentally; Saturnyx had been including her in the conversation. But life in the Realms revolves around power. I think I finally understand that. And I’d rather be one of the people with power than their victims.
“Okay,” Hawke said. Even without the head drilling, claiming the Vestments would open a whole can of worms. Maybe sharing that sort of mess with someone else was the way to go. “All yours.”
He handed her all the pieces, which she stored in her inventory. After figuring out that the oversized gold squares were worth about a thousand gold denars, Hawke shared them among everyone else, including all the Volunteers. Nobody seemed to be upset about him handing Nadia the magical items. Maybe they figured that he had found the stuff, so it was his to do as he wished with it. And if Nadia didn’t mind paying the price, that gear would make her one scary Sorceress when she hit tenth level.
“We found another set of tunnels,” Tava announced. She and a couple of Dwarves had kept looking around.
“Okay. Let’s end this once and for all.”




Forty-Two

 
“That’s them,” Nadia said, two days later. “All those poor people.”
That was how long it had taken them to reach the place where Hawke’s journey had begun. They had explored multiple tunnels, with Hawke and Alba invisibly scouting ahead, found more empty ruins, and used Tunnel spells to reach other open spaces the Dwarves had been able to detect. The last magically-dug opening had led to the corpse-strewn chamber where Hawke had started his Eternal Journey.
Everything looked the same, including the smell. Humans, Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, Gnomes, Lizard Folk. All naked, lying where they’d landed after being tossed through the holes in the ceiling like so much garbage.
“Shouldn’t they be… I don’t know, more decomposed? It’s been weeks since you were here,” Nadia asked him as they examined the bodies.
It wasn’t the most sensitive question, but she was right. “Yeah. The bodies at the bottom look a lot like the ones I saw. The Arachnoids were mostly grabbing them from the edges. They have been there for months and only look a couple days old.”
“Arcane Cooks know simple preservation spells,” Tava told them. “Father paid to have one placed on our cellar, to help keep meat fresh.”
“Makes sense,” Hawke said.
He turned on his Mana Sight, and, sure enough, he saw several spells surrounding the four piles of bodies. And inside many of the corpses, he also saw glowing multisided shapes, like jewels made of light, located at their Chakras.
“Jesus. I think they are still alive!”
<I think not,> Saturnyx said. <But their Eternal souls have been bound to their bodies through Necromancy, preventing their Reincarnation until the bodies themselves are destroyed.>
Nadia went pale. “That’s horrible!”
“He keeps them down here until the Arachnoids eat their bodies, steals more power from them when they Reincarnate, and sends them back down. Until their Identity zeroes out and they’re gone for good.”
“How could he do that?” Nadia asked. “He’s one of us!”
“I gotta tell you, I’m not going to take the time to ask him any questions,” Hawke said. “I’m just going to kill him as many times as it takes.”
<We must find his Reincarnation site before you kill him. It might be located somewhere near an escape route.>
“Okay. We disable him, find his respawn area – or, worst case, we drag him into the Labyrinth so he has to respawn there – and then we kill him.”
Nadia nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
<One must enter a Labyrinth willingly. Otherwise, it is as good a plan as any.>
“Okay, we’ll figure something out.”
Hawke looked at the stacks of bodies. I’m almost there. His gaze went towards the ceiling. The holes appeared to go up a long way, and were smooth and hard if not impossible to climb. I could probably get up there by myself, using my short-ranged teleports. But could he take on the Necromancer by himself?
<He will not be by himself. He has the full power of the Stronghold to call upon.>
“Fine. We’re going to have to do this the hard way.”
* * *
They headed up the ramp leading to the Arachnoid village, with Hawke scouting invisibly in front. They were about halfway there when he spotted a party of Arachnoid Workers coming the other way. It was déjà vu all over again. The first-level creatures looked almost identical to the group that had almost killed him on arrival, except for minor differences in their features that, after seeing several dozen of them, Hawke was beginning to recognize.
He could have killed them all with a single spell or a couple of seconds of sword work. Instead, he dropped his invisibility and yelled at them in Common Fey: “Run!”
Saturnyx had told him the Arachnoids had been bred by the Fae as servants, and knowledge of the Fey tongue had been hardwired into their brains. The terrified workers ran away, chittering madly in alarm, except for one who was dumber or braver than the rest and came at him with its trident. Hawke chopped off the weapon an inch away from where its hand gripped it, lightly slapped the were-spider in the face with the flat side, dropping its Health to below half, and repeated: “Run!” That time it turned around and followed its buddies.
<I thought you were scouting ahead to preserve the element of surprise,> Saturnyx commented in her usual dry tone.
“I guess I didn’t think it through. I don’t want to kill a bunch of helpless workers,” Hawke said out loud as he ran after the spiders. Even if they were preparing to have his fellow Eternals for dinner. It just didn’t feel right.
Tava, bring up the vanguard. I’m hoping to clear out the Arachnoids without a fight, but get everyone ready, Hawke sent out mentally as he buffed himself.
Not very subtle, my love, Tava sent back. But such is your way.
<It is the way of the dumbass,> Saturnyx agreed.
Hawke could have easily outrun the fleeing Workers but instead stayed right behind the last one, shouting loudly and hoping they would spread out panic among the rest of the village. By the time he reached the small settlements, it was buzzing with activity like a kicked anthill. He didn’t see any of the small children he’d glimpsed last time. Instead, a line of a dozen Warriors was forming up in front of a Shaman. None were above fourth level, and most were second and third. As the terrified Workers ran past them, the Warriors stepped forward, their heavy chopping swords at the ready.
Having that crown screwed onto my head might have come in handy now, Hawke thought as he shouted at them in Common Fey.
The Warriors ignored him and charged while the Shaman began a spell. Hawke grimaced and fired off a Burning Light spell; the cone of energy washed over the village defenders, killing them all. They eat people and they would have happily killed me, he reminded himself as he shrugged off a notification informing him that he had earned eleven XP from the killings. Out in the distance, he heard the skittering sounds from more Arachnoids. They sounded like they were running away, which was fine with him. He didn’t care about the Necromancer’s allies. He wanted Greg.
As the rest of the group reached the village, Hawke examined the area. There were five tunnels heading off in different directions. Finding out which one to take to get to the Stronghold might take some spellcasting or scouting.
<Undead are coming. >
Or he could backtrack the horde of dead critters the Necromancer was sending his way. That worked too.
Hawke stood by the ramp until the first Undead turned up. They were the reanimated demon bones the Necromancer had revived to chase him down, but he had done some extra work on them, greatly increasing their power:
Reanimated Demon (Undead)
Level 10 Elite Skeleton
Health 1,000 Mana 200 Endurance 0 (Tireless)
Behind the two demon-Undead critters came a whole bunch of Abominations, dozens of them, patchwork critters made from assorted body parts crudely sewn together. Their levels were higher than they had been when they attacked Orom. Hawke wondered how the Necromancer had managed that as he prepared to deal with the monsters:
Abominations (Undead)
Level 10 Monstrosity
Health 400 Mana 10 Endurance 0
He set down Consecrated Ground while Rabbit and Korgam’s fighters spread out to both sides, blocking the mouth of the tunnel. Behind them, a second line Volunteers and Adventurers backed them up with their polearms. And further back, the casters and ranged combatants rained hell on the descending army. The attackers almost literally melted away under the intense magical attacks; only the reanimated demons survived long enough to trade blows with the front line, and neither of them did so for long. But more Abominations kept coming. Hundreds of them, backed by a dozen Harpies and about as many Wraiths floating over them. And they weren’t alone.
“The Arachnoids are coming back to the village!” Tava warned.
Hawke glanced towards the direction she was pointing out. More Warriors and Workers were pouring in from the tunnels at the other end of the village.
“Take Rabbit, Gosto, and the Volunteers to hold the village,” he told Tava.
There were a couple of spots between the rows of houses that could be plugged by four or five people fighting side by side. Gosto reinforced the line with his Nature’s Guardian. They held off the mostly low-level Arachnoids as the spellcasters and Tava’s steady rain of arrows wiped them out by the dozen. Without the Volunteers, Hawke’s outnumbered army would have been surrounded and slowly but surely ground down. With them, they still had a chance. Hawke didn’t know if that justified the lives he’d sacrificed to get them there, but he didn’t have time to worry about it. He had a huge fight in his hands.
More Undead kept coming down the tunnel. Wraiths and Harpies cast spells from range, striking Hawke and his Dwarven allies with a variety of death curses, lightning strikes, and icy missiles. Egg and Crommen kept everyone alive, with Hawke tossing a Healing Wave every few seconds to help out. The Undead spellcasters were disintegrated by Hammers of Light and Fireballs. Up close, he killed melee attackers in bunches with Burning Light and Consecrated Ground. And when he needed to give his Mana a rest, he drank potions and hacked away at any critter in range while his energy levels recharged.
Some Abominations had been equipped with pickaxes and spears, but even when they landed a hit they were unable to pierce his defense for more than one or two points of damage. Others tried to grab him, but all they got from their attempts were agonizing burns before being finished off by Saturnyx or a spell. And whenever the monsters pressed the line too hard, Egg unleashed Mass Blast Undead and wiped out every zombie or ghost within a hundred yards. After a while, the Abominations had to drag the bodies of their fellow Undead out of their way before they could reach the fighting line. There just wasn’t enough room for over three hundred twice-killed bodies.
The Arachnoids are in full retreat, Tava announced mentally. We lost Sopon the Warrior and Tibor. The Spider Shamans’ doing, before we killed them all.
Hawke cleared the area in front of him with a Burning Light and looked at the Party Interface. Two names were now wreathed in black; one of the new Adventurers and a normal guardsman. He hadn’t even noticed the deaths in the frenzy of the fight. That made four dead Volunteers on his conscience; one in five of the people who had followed him there had been killed.
After the Arachnoids were driven away, the two groups joined forces and focused on the Undead. The Necromancer’s minions were destroyed in droves and the small army pushed forward, killing as they advanced. The monsters were tough, but they couldn’t stand up to the combined-arms force facing them. Their attacks couldn’t kill any of the tough Adventurers in the front, not before healers undid all their efforts with one or two spells. A few minutes later, the last Undead, an eight-level Wraith, vanished in the glare of one of Nadia’s Fireballs, and silence returned to the tunnel.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 1,309 Experience (163 diverted towards Leadership; 163 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 13,184/16,000. Leadership XP: 8,934/10,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,369/3,000
“The Milestone,” Korgam said in an awed tone of voice. Killing hundreds of Undead had gotten him to tenth level.
“Congratulations on your advancement on the Path,” everyone who wasn’t too tired to speak echoed.
Over the next few minutes, just about everyone congratulated each other, because most members of the two parties had leveled up. Some newbies had gone up by two levels, and two new Adventurers had been ‘born’ in the brutal fight with the Undead and Arachnoids. Hawke was the odd man out, due to his higher level and for losing all his XP after his double death. He should be level fourteen by now. Instead, he would be facing the Necromancer still stuck at twelve.
<And he may well be level fifteen by now,> Saturnyx, never one to spare Hawke from hearing bad news, announced. <He did slay you, after all, and stole some of your power.>
“Thanks for the moral support,” Hawke muttered as he collected his prizes.
Hundreds of loot bags yielded seventy-five gold denars, over a dozen Lesser and regular Potions of all kinds, and a smattering of Good and Enchanted swords, spears, shields, and pieces of armor. None of the gear was an improvement over what he already had, so Hawke shared it among the Volunteers. Maxom, the new Paladin of Lumina, had traded his old chain mail for a cube-shaped helmet and several pieces of plate armor. He was also fifth level; with Hawke’s Leadership enhancements, that made him a worthy secondary tank and healer. The small army had grown in power at a rapid pace.
“I am now a Paladin of Vitara,” Nadia announced proudly.
She began to put on the Spider Emperor Set. The cape settled easily over her shoulders, and the ring and scepter weren’t a problem, but then she looked at the crown with a doubtful expression. She cast a healing aura on herself, then firmly placed the crown over her head. Hawke heard the whirring sound, giving him flashbacks to some bad sessions at the dentist’s office, and he helped hold her steady as she hissed in pain.
The effect the gear had on her stats, coupled with her new Class and levels, was very impressive. There was a reason it took so long to make it to level ten, because Adventurers and Eternals reached a whole new, well, level of power:
Nadia Morganna (Elf)
Level 10 Sorceress/Paladin
Health 250 Mana 545(1,095) Endurance 204
She was nobody you wanted to mess with. And her casting bonuses let her fire off spells as fast as she could think of them, easily one or even two per second. Nadia had come a long way from the scared Earthling he had met less than a month ago.
“Well, that was unpleasant,” she said, carefully touching the crown. “And it’s going to happen every time I take this thing off and on.”
“Jesus.”
“I may keep it on for a while. Maybe never wash my hair. Just kidding. My heals actually kill a lot of the pain. I guess I can get used to getting my head drilled a couple times a day.”
“You are a brave woman,” Tava told her.
“Coming from you, that is quite the compliment.”
Tava’s smile faded. “I once told Hawke that I thought you were weak. I was wrong. My apologies.”
“I was weak,” Nadia replied. “A fraidy-cat who had to lure a friend into something she was too scared to face alone. I want to be better. To do better.”
The Ranger-Slayer and the Sorceress-Paladin hugged it out.
A big happy family, Hawke thought. As long as I don’t get them killed.
He was more worried about Tava, of course, but Nadia wasn’t immortal, either. Nobody was. A part of him wished he could reach a peaceful arrangement with the Necromancer and try to live out his life in peace… He shook his head, angry at himself. Even without the oaths he had sworn, there was no way he was going to let that dickhead continue tormenting people. Allowing evil people to do what they wanted when you had the power to stop them was almost as bad as doing the deeds yourself.
He watched his small army with a combination of worry and pride. They were almost there, and if he didn’t screw up, everyone would live to see the end of it.
“We’ll take a fifteen-minute break. And then, we’ll finish what we started.”




Forty-Three

 
Warning! You are about to enter a hostile Stronghold.
Stronghold defenders’ effective levels have been increased by five and their damage and resistances will be raised by 25%.
Continue? Y/N
Hawke selected ‘yes’ and looked at the tunnel. He was officially in the Necromancer’s Stronghold, but the two-hundred-foot long passageway looked the same until it opened up into a vast cavern, sealed at one end by a fortified wall. A central double gate was currently closed and flanked by arrow slits, murder holes, and other defenses. Roofed battlements on top were manned by Undead crossbowmen and Wraiths. Nobody had shot at him, even though he was well within bowshot range, but he figured that the moment he took a step into the tunnel that would change.
He looked back at the forces set up behind him. He had left most of the Volunteers as a covering force in the Arachnoid village, led by Marko, to keep the were-spiders from trying a rear attack. Now all he had to do was organize a frontal assault against a fortified position without getting his own people killed. Korgam had a plan, and it might even work. They just had to iron out a few details.
“I should be the one to go,” the Dwarf said. He had acquired a specialization in his original Class, and was now a Shield Master, who could withstand impossible levels of damage and imbue his shield with several powerful spells. He had a point; his survivability was probably better than Hawke’s.
“They’ll need you on the other end,” Hawke replied. “That will take a good deal of tanking, too. And you know your people better; you guys work like a unit. I’ll keep the bastards busy in here.”
“We don’t know how long it’s going to take,” Korgam warned him. “A Stronghold has countermeasures against such things. I trust Egg and Taggan’s power and skill, but such things take time.”
“I know. I’ll be fine.”
“May the gods listen to you.”
Egg buffed everyone in Hawke’s team before the Dwarves went down the tunnel, away from the Stronghold. Hawke turned to his friends. Alba was the unhappiest of the bunch, since she wouldn’t be able to do much until the second phase took place, but she nodded grimly as he went over the plan. Gosto and Tava weren’t thrilled, either, but they understood what they had to do. And Nadia just seemed eager to get started. She had lots of new spells to play with, and was surrounded by the Life equivalents of Hawke’s defensive auras. She didn’t have the survivability of a true tank, but wasn’t a glass cannon anymore.
“You sure you want me to wait before I release my spider-friends?” was her only question. “They might take some of the heat off from you while you get there.”
“Nah. Save them to keep them thinking there are more attack waves coming.”
“Gotcha. Good luck, Hawke.”
“If I die, have everyone pull back and hold at the Arachnoid village. By the time I get back to you, I should have a Plan B worked out.”
“Just don’t die,” she told him.
“She is correct, my beloved,” Tava agreed. “Do not die.”
“I guess it’s unanimous. Everyone ready?”
They all nodded. Hawke did a quick refresh on all his shields and he started running towards the Stronghold’s gates, an assault force of one.
* * *
The Necromancer had been saving his best to defend his domain.
Hawke couldn’t make out who was behind the arrow slits lining up the walls, but there were plenty of attackers on the battlements, too. He was hit by eight spells and over a dozen crossbow bolts in a couple of seconds, not counting the dozens of misses and near-misses that cracked holes on the ground or left shafts quivering in the rocky surfaces. The spells were Death-based, curses meant to shut down organs, stop your autonomic functions, or turn your own blood into poison; each inflicted close to a hundred points of damage. His Bulwark of Light absorbed the first wave of curses and bolts without a problem.
Behind him, his friends provided covering fire. Tava dropped her signature Imbued Killing Arrowstorm and cleared an entire section of battlements while Nadia’s Fireball exploded against the defenders on the other side. Gosto used his new Earth powers to raise a defensive wall a hundred feet forward, providing cover for the rest of the team as they moved forward. From the newly-formed wall, the support team used shorter-ranged spells against the gate’s defenders.
Several creatures went down, but the ones that weren’t destroyed outright kept firing or casting spells without faltering; Undead weren’t affected by pain, shock, or fear. The only way to suppress them was to kill them again. Half a dozen more enemy spells and a second flight of crossbow bolts rained down on Hawke. The multiple hits wiped out his Bulwark of Light and reduced his Health by over two hundred, but that was okay. Hawke used Twilight Step to teleport the rest of the way and fill the area to the left side of the gates with magical darkness that blinded the defenders.
He dropped a Consecrated Ground at his feet and checked the double doors barring the entrance. They were made of some sort of petrified wood reinforced by metal fastenings and ancient magic. According to his True Sight, the doors had a Damage Resistance of 50/60% against everything, and 5,000 Health apiece. Well, time to start banging away. And he wouldn’t be doing it alone, either.
Hawke summoned his Darkness Guardian and put the huge beast to work on knocking down the gate. He followed that summon with Nature’s Guardian, the bear-tank version, mostly to soak up damage but also to weaken the gate. Defenders on the battlements leaned over them to shoot or cast spells downwards, but Hawke fired a double-power Burning Light on them, destroying several damaged Undead. He followed it up with a Dazzling Light that temporarily blinded anyone looking through an arrow slit on another section of wall, and he even had time to drop a Touch of Light on himself and a Healing Wave on him and his pets. Insta-casting was great!
Nadia was demonstrating that as well; she stood in plain sight and fired off high-damage spells as fast as if she was using a semi-automatic weapon, except that her pew-pews were blasting Undead with, eighty, ninety, a hundred and twenty damage per hit. She was taking fire back, but her defenses held out until she stepped back into cover. That was when she released her summoned Spider Hounds, six big black-widow shaped critters the size of Great Danes, and sent them charging off towards the gate. Gosto followed suit with another Nature’s Guardian. The pets soaked up arrows and spells that might have hit someone important. The Guardian lived long enough to reach the gate and join in the attack. Unfortunately, that was when the enemy cut loose with its big guns.
Four pillars of pure Death Magic struck the area by the front gate. All the summons except the Darkness Guardian were destroyed. Hawke sensed his Health plummeting towards zero but was able to use Timeless Mind. Everything slowed to a crawl, letting him use Transference to keep himself zero until the spells were finished, and then took an extra few seconds to throw a healing spell and a new Bulwark on before letting time resume at its normal speed. As the battle raged on, he summoned a Mana Potion from his inventory and gulped it down while Gosto healed him up. Those spells had to be the Necromancer himself and maybe his students. A quick check of his Combat Log confirmed his suspicions:
You have been hit by Level 20 Death Cyclone for 800 Death damage! Total damage inflicted: 257
You have been hit by Level 15 Death Cyclone for 600 Death damage! Total damage inflicted: 122
Timeless Mind Activated!
That was a nasty spell, and Hawke had been in the area of effect of two of them. He did a few more heals on himself and his surviving pet. The Guardian was tough as hell, so it was still in good working order. More importantly, its continuous pummeling of the gate had brought the structure down to below two thousand Health. It was going to take too long, but they were trying to distract the defenders, not overwhelm the front gate.
Hawke teleported to the battlements, casually backstabbed an Abomination trying to reload a crossbow, and threw a double-effect Dazzling Lights onto the courtyard on the other side of the wall, filling the area with blinding, stunning magic. The open courtyard was surrounded by fortified buildings: barracks, he figured. There were dozens – hundreds? – of Abominations lined up behind the gate, ready to attack anyone who broke through, and more Wraiths and Undead crossbowmen rushing to replace the ones destroyed by Nadia and Tava’s withering fire. And across the courtyard, he saw Gregory the Necromancer, surrounded by three pale men wearing lab coats just like his. His apprentices, and they were a nasty bunch:
Gregory ‘Domort’ Ballantine (Human, Eternal)
Level 15(20) Necromancer, Homunculist 
Health 876(1126) Mana 840/1,270(2,140), Endurance 869/1090
Graverobber (Undead)
Level 10(15) Elite Necromancer
Health 500(750) Mana 820/1,200(1,500), Endurance n/a
Most of the targets were blinded and stunned by the Hawke’s spell, but he knew that wouldn’t last long. He exploded into action, casting Burning Light, Dark Tendrils that killed and immobilized at the same time, a Fireball, and smacked Greg personally with a Hammer of Light. He finished his routine with a Healing Wave for an extra f-you, and jumped back towards the other side of the wall. Tava used his spells as a targeting beacon and dropped an Imbued Killing Arrowstorm onto the courtyard, sending dozens of Undead back to hell. Nadia followed suit with all her AOE spells. The Necromancer’s minions were taking a beating; a quick look at his Combat Log showed him that one of the Graverobbers had been destroyed in the process. That was great, Hawke thought as he refreshed his Bulwark of Light, because in a few seconds…
Three Death Cyclones struck him and his pet. Once again, he saved himself by engaging Timeless Mind and switching all his Mana over to Health; he ended the magical barrage with less than twenty points on each. Those spells were the worst, and the twenty-percent bonus the defenders were getting just added injury to more injury. Hawke spent the next few seconds chugging potions and trying not to die. How long had it been? The barrage of spells had finally taken down his giant shadow monster. He was all alone at the gate, and more defenders were filling the battlements despite the best efforts of his friends. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep up. Even with the potions, his Mana was still well below two hundred; another trio of Death Cyclones would wipe him out.
Before that could happen, the cavalry arrived. Or, to be more accurate, the Dwarven Sapper Squad arrived.
Since a direct assault was near-suicide and the best spell of their arsenal, Mass Blast Undead, was line-of-sight only and was thus blocked by defensive walls, Korgam had suggested using Tunnel spells under the walls. The main problem was that a Stronghold occupied a volume of space, including a one-hundred-foot radius sphere under its main floor. To prevent being detected, which would allow the Necromancer to hit the Dwarves with his deadly spells, the team burrowed away from the Stronghold’s borders until they were just below the walls – and then they opened massive magical tunnels under them.
Hawke knew that the plan had worked when a section of wall and courtyard collapsed under a hole and Egg jumped out and cast Mass Blast Undead on every critter on sight. The rest of the Sterns came running out, tearing into the survivors with axe and spell. Hawke joined in the fun, jumping back onto the wall and clearing the rest of the battlements with his area of effect spells and waving at his friends, who were already rushing forward, led by Tava, who was kneeling on Rabbit’s back and shooting off her bow in perfect time with his pouncing strides. The Dire Bear cavalry was on its way, and the Undead were about to have the worst of all possible days.
The only problem was that Hawke could only see the Gravedigger Necromancers lying on the ground like good dead things.
There was no sign of the Necromancer.




Forty-Four

 
Undead reinforcements were pouring out of the surrounding buildings. Hawke wanted to go chasing after the Necromancer, but he couldn’t leave his friends alone, either.
He rushed towards one of the barracks and plugged its entrance with his AOEs, dropping Undead left and right until his friends joined him. The ensuing battle was savage, but most of the enemy Wraiths had been either at the wall or the courtyard, and were no longer a problem. The Adventurers had to deal with waves of Abominations, but despite their size and strength, they weren’t much of a threat for a properly coordinated party. The two teams joined forces in the middle and formed a circle around the ranged combatants, holding off the monsters while spells thinned their ranks. Their coordinated efforts wiped out all the creatures after several furious minutes. Everyone needed some extra Mana and Endurance by the time it was over.
Despite their enemies being raised to level 10-12 or even higher because of the Stronghold defense bonuses, they still only gained the experience from their regular levels. Even so, killing hundreds of Undead paid off:
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 2,600 Experience (325 diverted towards Leadership; 325 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Congratulations! Your Leadership has increased to Level Seven!
Current XP/Next Level: 15,784/16,000. Leadership XP: 11,211/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,694/3,000
You have found: 127 gold, 8 silver.
You have found 21 Healing Potions, 18 Mana Potion, 23 Endurance Potion.
Hawke chose Messenger I for his new Leadership ability, so he could check on Marko. The news he heard from the First Sergeant weren’t great: the Murk Arachnoids had launched two more assaults after the attack on the Stronghold had begun. They’d been beaten off both times, but Marko was sure more were-spiders were coming. Echoing horns and bells could be heard from the tunnels leading toward more villages. From the looks of it, the Necromancer was pressuring his allies to come to his aid. The next attack would involve greater numbers.
He shared the news with the two teams.
“I should go,” Nadia said. “It’s time to put the Vestments of the Spider Emperor to work.”
“You are right. But you will need extra help if they turn out not to work.”
“Take Daggon and Taggan with you,” Korgam said. “The rest of us will assist the Sorceress, your holy eminence.”
“Thank you.”
Nadia would be greatly missed, but having the Warrior and the Stone Mystic along would be a big help if the Necromancer showed up, although Hawke also suspected Korgam wanted to make sure all loot found along the way was properly split up.
“We’ll see you soon.”
He clasped forearms with Korgam, kissed Nadia, and the groups went their separate ways.
The last time Hawke had seen the Necromancer, he had been standing on the steps of the central building, a large cathedral-like structure that reached all the way to the huge cavern’s ceiling, nearly a hundred feet up. That had to be the inner side of the tower everyone had seen protruding out of the mountain. The buildings on the sides had been barracks, or more like storage units, since the Undead there had been standing shoulder to shoulder until there was room for them to come out. From the looks of it, there had been something like fifteen hundred creatures manning the wall. He felt a little bit cheated with the XP he’d gained.
<They were mostly level ten. Also, killing near-helpless enemies with area spells does not incur a great deal of risk; most of their energy is dispelled as a result.>
The Arbiters are harsh but fair, I guess.
<I keep telling you those words for a reason.>
“Okay, then,” Hawke said out loud. “I think he went into the big building. Let’s go!”
* * *
The ‘lobby’ of the tower was a mess. From the looks of it, Greg liked to leave bodies to rot when he didn’t need them, and the place had a stench that only the Undead could endure. After taking one whiff, Gosto turned green, doubled over, and upchucked, which would have been funnier if the sight hadn’t triggered Tava into following suit. After a while, Hawke’s sense of smell quietly died, which he counted as a blessing. How could anything human live like that?
A handful of Abominations came from a set of stairs leading down and attacked. They were level twelve, augmented to level seventeen by the Stronghold, but hadn’t been ready for action, if the missing limbs and slow movements were any indication. It looked as if the Necromancer had released unfinished monsters to slow them down while he did… what? Nothing they wanted him to do, that was certain. Hawke and his friends took down the lumbering monsters as quickly as they could and rushed downstairs. Another Abomination, a big critter that had been made out of Wolf-Men instead of human parts, blocked their way. It was tougher than normal and had over six hundred Health, but that wasn’t enough against the hardened band of Adventurers. Hawke’s backstabs took him down most of the way. A couple of arrows from Tava did the rest. The Necromancer must be scraping the bottom of the barrel, Hawke thought.
He was wrong. They reached the basement, and that was when things became serious.
The stairs took them to a vast underground section, with a thirty-foot ceiling and a hundred-foot long room. Hawke felt a little sick when he recognized the vaulted ceilings. He had been there before, when the Necromancer had recaptured him. Dozens of man-sized glass containers lined both walls. Most of them were open, with nothing inside but spilled pools of some greenish fluid that stank of toxic chemicals; the smell was powerful enough to briefly reawaken Hawke’s olfactory nerves, only to kill them again. A few still had bodies inside them: more Abominations that hadn’t hatched, floating limply in containers filled with the same liquid. That was where the Necromancer made his creatures.
Heavy footsteps coming from the other end warned the group that the Necromancer had more tricks up his sleeve.
It was another unfinished monster, but this one was at least half as tall as the underground laboratory’s ceiling. He had been built with several bodies grafted together. The last time Hawke had seen something so nasty had been at an Area Event: the Lords of Bones had been another mishmash of corpses, but at least those had been clean bones. The thing moving towards them was a composite of at least a dozen different corpses, with sewn-up torsos for legs and arms, some with their own limbs still attached and waving feebly. It had three heads: Human, Arachnoid and Man-Wolf, mounted side by side and looking grotesquely tiny against the barrel-like torso. Hawke found himself having flashbacks to some of his old gaming times, compounded by the paint-peeling stink from the creature, worse by far than everything they had experienced.
Greater Abomination (Undead)
Level 12(17) Elite Minion
Health 2,830/2,400(3,400) Mana 1200(1,700), Endurance n/a
“Time to tank,” Hawke said, and teleport-backstabbed the giant monster. Since the Undead was so tall, he had to hit it in the ass. The monster was heavily armored by thick folds of fat and muscle, though, so he only did a couple hundred damage even with criticals. He followed up with his Light and Life spells, which hurt the critter some more and also kept it focused on him. That turned out to have mixed results.
Two fists the size of a Smart Car came crashing down on Hawke. He rolled away from one but the second smashed him into the ground. The gross damage of the blow horrendous, and even after Hawke’s defenses, his Health went down to 206. As his broken bones reassembled themselves, he screamed in rage and pain and slashed at the monster’s hand before it could pull away. A volley of magic and arrows from the team hit the Abomination, including a Falling Boulder spell from Taggan that smashed its Arachnoid head into paste. The ranged hits were followed by Daggon and Rabbit, who proceeded to tear into the monster. They hurt it a lot, but Hawke’s renewed attacks continued to top the damage meter. He used his spells as soon as they were off cooldown, doing his damnedest to be as much of a nuisance as possible.
Unfortunately, the monster didn’t rely on just his fists.
Beset from all sides, the Giant Abomination dealt with its tormentors by spewing a torrent of acid from its two remaining mouths and spinning in a circle, bathing everyone in the burning fluid. The corrosive, Death-attuned chemical ate away at Hawke, Daggon and Rabbit at a continuous rate of 100 Health per second, which Hawke’s Elemental Resistances reduced to 35, still no picnic. For Daggon and Rabbit, it was much worse; his Combat Log reported that both of them were losing Health at sixty points per second. Crap.
Hawke kept slashing away at the creature and using Healing Waves every three seconds. Gosto switched to healing full-time. Between the two of them, they slowed down the acid, but not stopped it. Hawke tried Lesser Healing on Daggon; the spell removed the poison effect from the Dwarf. Unfortunately, Hawke wouldn’t be able to cast it again for another sixteen seconds. Rabbit’s Health was ticking down into dangerous levels. Hawke maneuvered to be close enough to the bear to place him in range of his healing aura and use Touch of Light on it. He took a punch and a stomp from the Abomination along the way. For a couple of seconds, his Health dipped into the twenties, but a rushed heal from Gosto pushed him out of the danger zone.
Unfortunately, the monster did another acid spew before Hawke’s Lesser Healing cooldown was over.
Rabbit’s Health Pool was 440; he would only last four seconds without healing. Hawke kept using Touch of Light on the bear and himself, while sending a Bolt of Life at Daggon, who was still hacking away at the monster despite the painful chemical burns making his skin bubble sickeningly. The fight became a race between dropping Health Pools. The monster was down to its last thirty percent, but that was still over eight hundred Health.
Daggon delivered a Death Blow, a special attack that only worked against gravely wounded targets. The devastating axe swing chopped nearly halfway into one of the Abomination’s legs. The monster’s own weight did the rest: the bones supporting it broke in a series of cracks as loud as gunshots. But the monster stood long enough to turn on its tormentor and smash him with one of its massive fists.
“No!” Hawke and Taggan screamed at the same time. Daggon’s Health bar emptied out completely. You could sometimes help people if they went below zero, depending on how far below zero they had gone, but when Hawke cast another Bolt of Life, it didn’t touch the Dwarf’s limp form. The blow had been immediately fatal.
“Kill you,” Hawke growled as he redoubled his attacks. He almost forgot to keep healing himself and Rabbit, but his Party Interface warned him they both were reaching critical levels.
<Focus your anger,> Saturnyx told him. <Rage can be a good servant, but a terrible master.>
Hawke forced himself to set his feelings aside and fight to win. The Abomination was down on one knee, unable to move with a crippled leg. Tava put arrows into every remaining head’s eyes, but the crippled monster still seemed to know where everybody was, and turned toward Rabbit, trying to take out the weaker front fighter first. Hawke stuck to healing spells while attacking the monster with his blades. That worked, barely. Rabbit staggered out of the fight with less than a dozen Health after the monster landed a punch, but a second later Taggan sent a Stabbing Stalagmite exploding through the Abomination’s crotch. The giant Earth spike emerged from the stump that was what was left of the creature’s Arachnoid head, and the giant Undead seemed to relax as a loot bag appeared over its unmoving form.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 1,440 Experience (180 diverted towards Leadership; 180 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Congratulations! You have reached Level Thirteen!
You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
New Darkness, Fire, Life, Light and Twilight spells available.
Current XP/Next Level: 17,224/18,000. Leadership XP: 12,411/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,874/3,000
You have found: 8 gold, 5 silver.
You have found 2 Healing Potions, 1 Mana Potion, 1 Endurance Potion.
Taggan rushed towards his cousin’s body and began singing a Dwarven death chant. The Stone Mystic produced a dagger as he wailed in an inhuman voice, and drew a bloody line across his cheek. Hawke put a hand on Gosto and shook his head, keeping the Druid from healing the wound. His Lore Skill had informed him that some Dwarves cultures honored their dead by scarring themselves.
“I am so sorry,” he told Taggan when he was finished with the ritual.
The Stone Mystic nodded in acknowledgment. “Ye did as best ye could. Doggan was no fool. He knew as well as I that the Path to Power is dotted with the graves of most who enter it.”
“He was a great Warrior. And we in Orom will honor him to the full extent that we can, according to your customs and ours.”
The Dwarf nodded. “I thank ye. But the best way to honor the fallen will  be to end the life of him who took his.”
“And that’s exactly what we will do.”
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Hawke used Messenger to let Korgam know about the fate of his cousin.
“I understand,” the Dwarf leader said.
Nadia spoke to him next, via Saturnyx. “More Arachnoids showed up. I used the Vestments of the Spider Emperor to stop them.”
“What happened?”
“It seems there are over a hundred tribes living in burrows throughout the Sunset Range. Thousands of Warriors were being roused, led by hundreds of Shamans. We didn’t learn that until later, of course.”
“What did you do?”
“When the first group showed up, I used the Scepter’s Command ability and told them to stop fighting. Spoke to their Shaman leaders for a bit afterwards.”
“And…?”
“They left after saying they would consult with other chieftains. That was when we were told just how many spider-people live in these mountains.”
“Yeah, I thought there would be a few villages like the one we overran, not hundreds of them.”
“We are fine for now, though. Hard to press on with an attack when I can order them to lay down their arms as long as I have Mana to spend.”
Hawke thought about asking the rest of the Dwarves to join his group, but decided not to risk it. Nobody knew if the spider people would remain peaceful. For all they knew, the desire to avenge the fallen might drive them to greater efforts, and their Shamans might be able to overcome the Scepter of the Spider Emperor. He had them pull back to the Stronghold’s gates and hold there. The Arachnoids would regain their village and hopefully have less reason to attack them. The Stronghold should be easy to defend if the spiderlings changed their mind; a section of wall had gone down, but the Dwarves’ Earth Magic could patch over the breach.
I hope I’m not making a mistake.
<You have all the time in the world to second-guess yourself after the fact. You have minutes to make a decision. There is no perfection to be found on any of the Realms.>
Hawke watched Taggan place his cousin’s wrapped remains inside his Backpack of Holding, something that hadn’t occurred to Hawke. It seemed a disrespectful thing to do to someone’s body, but on the other hand they didn’t have time to bury the fallen Warrior. He probably should have done that for the Volunteers they’d had to bury in shallow graves along the way. He resolved to return and recover their bodies for a proper burial in Orom.
On the other side of the Necromancer’s breeding tube room was a corridor lined by a dozen metal doors with small slits at eye level. A quick glimpse through them found that most were empty, but three had prisoners inside. They were a large Arachnoid, a Wolf-Man, and a tall green-skinned humanoid that his True Sight identified as a Fae Scout, seventh level, with no name on his status box. The first two simply glared back at him, but the Scout grinned and spoke in the Common Fey language:
“A Fae-Blooded! Truly and it is a happy day! Will you free me, Brother?”
“Beware,” Tava told Hawke. “Father says that it is dangerous to freely do a favor for any pure Fae. They will think less of you and repay your generosity with betrayal.”
Hawke nodded to her before turning back to the prisoner. “We have business to attend to. When we are done, we will talk.”
He was careful not to promise or offer anything. Oaths had power in the Realms, but even the most innocent comments could be held against you by the Fae. He had picked up those bits of lore during his Sidhe Awakening. The Fae Scout’s smile didn’t waver. He sat back down in his cell and said nothing. Just as well. They kept moving.
That’s going to be trouble, Hawke thought as he moved to the end of the hallway.
<Most likely. Leaving him to rot in that cell or, better yet, slaying – >
No killing without cause!
<I find that in most cases one can find ample cause. But I will respect your desire to safeguard lives.>
The door leading out was trapped, big surprise. It was a magical trip wire connected to a high-energy spell. Hawke decided not to be fancy, moved everyone a safe distance, and sent a Mana dummy to trigger the trap. A Death Cyclone was activated and proceeded to murder the Tulpa with an obscene amount of damage. That was a nasty spell, so nasty that Hawke kinda wanted to learn it.
<Death, like any other Element, has no inherent morality, but their practitioners are hated and feared through the Realms. And it is antithetical to Life, which you contain within your body.>
Are you telling me I shouldn’t try to learn Death magic? Hawke asked the sword as he cautiously approached the door.
<I am telling you that such a path is fraught with danger. Which has yet to deter you from doing anything.>
“What can I say?” he said as he tested the door. It swung open without incident. “I like to live dangerously.” He turned back to his team. “We’re good. I’m going to take a look ahead. Wait for me here.”
Hawke turned on Shroud of Twilight and moved quietly into a smaller lab. That one was more than familiar: the reclining slab in the middle and the bizarre metal contraptions surrounding it were identical to the one he’d woken up on after the Necromancer hijacked his Reincarnation. Under the reclined slab was a set of magical Inscriptions that crackled with Mana discharges. There were a handful of metal tables on one side of the room. Three were occupied by naked figures: a male Elf and two women, a Gnome and an Orc.
Don Juan (Elf, Eternal)
Level 1 Ranger
Health 21, Mana 24 Endurance 22
Players! This was the place where they were sacrificed. Where was the bastard? Hawke looked around but saw neither the Necromancer nor another way out. Except… There was a metallic circle off on one corner, about the size of a manhole cover, only it was made of bronze and had dozens of magical sigils and runes carved into its surface. Hawke turned on his Mana Sight and saw the remnants of a spell slowly rotating above it like an engine winding down. As the spell spun around, he recognized the code from a teleport spell. That damned circle was a teleport pad! But the worst part was, the spell and even the metallic disc on the ground were beginning to disappear, being taken to wherever it had sent the Necromancer.
He just used that spell a few minutes ago at the most. The Mana hasn’t dissipated yet. He can’t be that far away! Hawke thought and stepped on the circle.
<What are you doing?>
“I have a plan,” Hawke said, feeding mana into the vanishing spell. The code began to firm up again. He added more power. Screw that guy! He wasn’t going to let him get away.
Hawke, what do you think you’re doing? Tava screamed at him through Saturnyx’s link. The sword was tattling on him.
The spell was all there, but he only had seconds to act. He could tell that nothing was missing, although he still couldn’t identify what it did. But there was no time to waste. He poured power into the reformed spell until, at seventy-five Mana, it went off.
Everything went dark. The saddest part was that he was getting used to that sort of thing.
Saturnyx?
No answer. Hawke tried to access his Party Interface. Nothing there, either. He was either a disembodied spirit, or had ended up trapped in a sensory deprivation chamber. That usually happened when a goddess wanted to have a private chat with him, but he doubted any gods were involved in this case.
Hello?
[What in the mother-loving blazes are you doing here?]
The new mental voice had a similar intensity to Saturnyx’s, but turned up to eleven. It felt like it was coming from much closer than the sword had ever been, even in their more intimate moments. And it echoed all around him, inasmuch as a bodiless entity could have an ‘around.’ He recognized the voice, of course.
It was the Greg the Necromancer.
Maybe this wasn’t the best idea after all.
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Wassup, Greg? Hawke called out.
[You are really beginning to piss me off, Paladin. No, wait. That’s a fake tag. A Twilight Templar? Never met one of those before.]
It’s like a Paladin, but better. Why don’t you show yourself so we can talk like men?
The darkness began to dissipate. Hawke still couldn’t feel his body, but his point of view was now hovering four or five feet above a glowing disk in a room very much like the one he had just left, except there were no tables or metal slabs, and the Necromancer was sitting on a comfortable looking armchair. Behind him was an Abomination, the ugliest model he had seen yet, with its eyes looking in slightly different directions, a face only a mother could love, and a hunchback poorly disguised by a black cloak.
Eegor/Igor (Undead)
Level 12 Servitor (Elite)
Health 720 Mana 120 Endurance 600
“That’s a little better,” the Necromancer said. “Eegor, go get me something to drink.”
“My name,” the creature slobbered as it slouched away. “Is Igorrrr.”
Greg chuckled. “Old joke. You Gen-Z losers wouldn’t get it.”
“How old is that movie?” Hawke asked him. He still had no control over his body – he couldn’t even see where his body was – so he figured keeping the crazy bastard talking was the best thing to do. As soon as he spoke, he realized the sounds were coming not from his nonexistent mouth, but from the floating light below him; it was vibrating and producing a slightly pitchy version of his normal speaking voice.
“Old enough,” the Necromancer replied.
“I remember seeing bits of it. Black and white, right? Nineteen forties?”
“Seventies, actually, but don’t worry about it. What do you kids say nowadays? Google it, next time you have a chance.” Gregory laughed at his own joke. “I normally don’t entertain in my sanctum sanctorum, and I’ve had my fill of talking to the latest batch of idiots the Arbiters have sent to the Realms. You people are pathetic and disgusting.”
The Necromancer scowled at him as he went on: “The only reason you are still alive is that I want to know how you managed to follow me in. That spell is not only highly secret, it requires two separate devices to work it, both soul bound to me. You are going to tell me, and then I’m going to make you bind your Reincarnation point to this room.”
That seemed to be the traditional way to deal with Eternals you didn’t want around. Torture until you agreed to respawn somewhere nearby, allowing your captors to kill you until your Identity was erased. Nasty business, and if Hawke managed to get the drop on Greg, it was exactly what he would have to do to the Necromancer.
“You aren’t giving me much of an incentive to talk, Greggy,” he told the Lord of the Dead while he concentrated. He couldn’t move without a body, and apparently couldn’t cast spells, either, but he still could turn on his Mana Sight.
“Your body is trapped between teleports,” the Necromancer said. “I let your mind come through, but it is still attached to said body. So I’m going to put just a little bit of stress on your flesh and blood components. Tell me how much you enjoy having every nerve ending you’ve got being pulled apart.”
Hawke only half-heard the threat; he was too busy examining the bizarre Mana pattern behind the entire place. Everything he could see wasn’t real, from the Necromancer himself, to the hunchback bringing back a metal chalice filled with some liquid, to the furniture and walls. They were thoughts given shape through magical energy, a more sophisticated version of the constructs he used to trigger traps. But where was it coming from?
The Necromancer was casting some spell that Hawke was sure would hurt him like blazes, so he turned on Timeless Mind, trying to find the origin of the projections. Everything went into slow-motion: the Necromancer’s gestures came to an almost complete standstill, and the next syllable of his spell became a constant droning sound. Hawke kept analyzing the construct until he saw the source, about one third of the way into his allotted time. Gregory was the source of all of it. The room and everything in it were inside the Necromancer’s mind. A dream? No, he had the feeling that Greg thought he was in a real place. He was being duped by the illusion just as much as Hawke had been.
Doesn’t matter what it is; I just need to find a way out. Things were moving slowly, but were still moving. Hawke followed the trail of energy towards its source and tried to link to it. He pictured the magical connection between him and his Soul-Bound sword, as well as when he used Gift of the Martyr, and tried to copy the energy ‘pipeline,’ except this time it was aimed right at the Necromancer’s mind. Things clicked into place like a key turning a lock. And then he became somebody else.
1987
He dropped the battered Poul Anderson novel and the near-mint copy of Heinlein’s Citizen of the Galaxy right onto the counter. “How much?” he asked the big guy at the register.
“Three-sixty.”
Greg grumbled – he only had a twenty on him and it had to last him the entire week – but paid the man, stuffed the books in his backpack, and left Book World, the used bookstore where he spent a lot of his free time and too much of his money. He was running late, and this game was supposed to be something special. Better than that D&D Immortals campaign that he had run and everybody had hated. He had loved that setting; pretending to be gods was awesome. His players hadn’t agreed, though, and everybody had quit after two weeks. Idiots. The new group was better. Cooler. Saul Valentino was the Dungeon Master, and he was a weird guy but also a cool dude, a smooth operator. Always with two babes hanging out with him, two hot chicks who supposedly liked to game. Greg had never met any females who even pretended to be interested in gaming.
As he walked toward Valentino’ place, he felt his pulse quickening a little. A lot of it was the rapid pace of his walk. It was the poundage, always dragging him down. He was pushing two-fifty and his love for fast food and sodas made it impossible for him to go below that. Last diet he had tried, he’d managed to go from obese to merely fat, and after that, he’d just given up. Giving up was easy for him. He’d given up on college back during Junior year. He’d hated the teachers, his roommates, everything. Hating came easy to him. He loathed most people, and the feeling was mutual. Making friends wasn’t easy, and keeping them was as hard as keeping the weight off. The last guy he’d thought was a friend had walked out of his Immortals game and told him to fuck off.
Greg shrugged. Screw him. Them. He was about to play in a brand-new game with two hot girls and Saul Valentino, who wasn’t a friend but was cool as hell, and if the game went well, maybe they could all hang out. It might even be worth tolerating people for a while. Most people in his experience were idiots, and he often couldn’t stop himself from letting them know his opinion.
Valentino lived right next to the local comic show. That was where they’d met, while Greg had been checking out the latest Uncanny X-Men. Saul had noticed the bag of dice inside his open backpack – truth was, Greg had been planning to drop a couple of comics in there if he thought nobody was looking; he didn’t have a lot of money and comics were getting pricey – and asked him if he was a gamer. Which he was, of course. D&D mostly, but he’d also tried Gamma World Third Edition and couple others. And now whatever this was.
One of the girls answered the door. Total Goth chick, wearing dark leggings and a black t-shirt, her pale skin in stark contrast to the jet-black dyed hair and makeup, complete with enough mascara to make her look like somebody had given her two black eyes.
“Hey, it’s that Greg guy,” she said over her shoulder before giving him a bored look. “Come in. We haven’t started yet.”
“Gnarly,” he said, and she sort of chuckled.
Saul Valentino was sitting on a plush armchair; he waved casually at him. He was a tall skinny dude, like six three at least, with a big mane of dirty blonde hair that made him look a little like the guy from Twisted Sister. Saul wasn’t good looking or athletic, but something about him, some sort of animal magnetism, made people listen to him. He had a reputation as some sort of occult weirdo, maybe even a devil-worshipper, but Greg had laughed at enough Jack Chick tracts to dismiss that sort of bullshit. Besides, there were chicks in the game. The Goth walked into the kitchen while the cheerleader came out, a sexy redhead that seemed like the polar opposite of the Goth, but they both hung out with Saul like they were both his girlfriends. Maybe they were. Maybe he wouldn’t mind sharing.
“So, what are we playing?” Greg asked Saul after he sat on the couch across the table.
Saul smiled. “It’s something I made myself. I call it Eternal Journey.”
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I’m inside Greg’s head, reliving his memories, and I really don’t give a crap about any of it, Hawke thought after he finally was able to break out of the weird movie-like experience of watching the world through someone else’s eyes.
His glimpse of the 1980s had so far showed him a couple of cool-looking cars, a bunch of people smoking in the street, and lots of big hair. Nothing he really cared much about, and he didn’t have time to relive Greg’s alien abduction, which he’d figured was coming up next as soon as the 80s hair band wannabe had mentioned Eternal Journey. Hawke wasn’t sure they had computer games back then, and if they did, he was pretty sure they weren’t online. They probably didn’t even have the Internet. But they’d been abducting people back then, too.
What now? The ‘movie’ as seen through Greg’s eyes was frozen on the redhaired girl’s boobs, which looked nice and snug under a Til Tuesday – whoever they were – t-shirt that was a couple sizes too small for her chesticular area. Hawke had somehow figured out how to push the ‘pause’ button. He thought about speeding it up instead, and things began moving up crazy fast and their voices turned all Alvin and the Chipmunks. He watched the hair band guy talk Greg through character creation and being an Eternal, and Greg, who sounded like an asshole at every speed, decide he wanted to play a Necromancer.
He sped it up a little more, saw them rolling dice and writing things on paper, all very old school, and then hair band guy and his girls started laughing when a cloud of black smoke surrounded Greg and he disappeared. Hawke wondered if the same thing had happened when he had been taken. None of that mattered, of course.
What am I doing here?
Maybe if he rummaged through Gregory’s memories, he would find something he needed. Or figure out how to escape. But the guy had been around for decades. He couldn’t go through that at any speed that would let him understand what was going on. What he needed was Google, or some kind of search engine. What to look for, though? Hawke really wished Saturnyx was able to talk to him; she had a lot more sense than he ever would, even if her go-to answer was to kill everybody before they became a problem.
The construct. I’m trapped inside it, and I think Greg is too.
His superhuman Intelligence didn’t make him particularly smarter, but it did give him near-perfect memory. He visualized the weird Mana structure behind the illusion where the Necromancer’s teleport had taken him, and then tried to find its pattern with while he ran through Domort’s memories at high speed. Years flowed by in a matter of minutes; he caught glimpses of Greg behaving like a typical murder hobo, but with extra Undead help, He watched Greg burn down a city and run away. That happened a lot. Greg was a murderous bastard, but he was also a coward. He ran away, over and over again. Hawke sped things up again until he found the energy pattern he was looking for. He rewound the ‘movie’ back a bit, found the right moment in time, and mentally pressed ‘play’:
“It is called a Dimensional Pocket, Your Magnificence,” a guy in colorful robes with a bright purple peaked hat perched on his head was telling Necromancer Greg.
They were in some sort of bazaar, inside a tent; he could hear a lot of hustle and bustle outside, although only Greg and the used carpet salesman were inside. The guy with the funny hat was showing him a pyramid-shaped object made of gold, with incredibly detailed carvings all over its surface, some of them identical to the ones on the metal disk he had used as a teleport pad. To Hawke’s Mana Sight, the device was glowing with power, and the magical pattern floating around it was a smaller but perfect match to the illusion linked to Greg’s mind.
“Once you create the setting – anything you imagine, as long as it can be contained within a two-hundred-foot radius, can exist there – all you need to do is attune the teleportation disk to yourself. You will always have a bolt hole which your enemies cannot find, and live there in luxury for as long as you want.”
“How much?”
“As you know, such things cannot be had for gold or platinum, Your Magnificence. Four Soul Shards.”
“Three.”
“Three, and your High Fae slave. She seeks only your death, and you will find little joy in her company. I, on the other hand, can make good use of her.”
“Yeah, she’s not fun to have around anymore. Done.”
Hawke speeded up the memory movie again: Greg arrived at the Sunset Range, killed a bunch of Arachnoids, took a trip into the Labyrinth downstairs, came back, found a Mana Node, and formed a Stronghold bound to it. He played the last forty-odd years back and forth until he saw the Necromancer set up the pyramid on the floor of his laboratory. The pyramid glowed brightly and the metal circle – the teleport pad – appeared underneath it. Greg stepped on it, the pyramid clutched tightly in his hands: his vision wavered, turned dark, and then –
Then the illusion began again, but Hawke saw through it, and in the process, figured out what had happened, and what was happening in the real world. He had enough time to prepare a few insta-cast spells before Timeless Mind expired. The slow-time thing started to speed up and he ‘saw’ the illusionary Necromancer almost finish his torture spell – but Hawke’s pre-cast Twilight Step went off before that happened.
He landed in a heap inside of a pyramid-shaped space. A small pyramid, about fifteen feet wide. The golden pyramid he had seen in the vision was floating in the center, each point aligned with one of the room’s corners. Off to one side were the Necromancer and Eegor, trapped in some sort of energy cocoon, dreaming that they were inside a great mansion and having a great time torturing Hawke. An energy polyhedron – it looked a bit like a twenty-sided die – floating nearby must be the Stronghold’s Core. And Hawke’s Mana Sight confirmed that a funky-looking carved pattern on the ground was the Necromancer’s respawn point.
The trinket merchant had tricked Greg. He had sold him a Dimensional Pocket, sure, but it had been a cheapo model. The dimension was a tiny space floating who knew where. The ‘palatial splendor’ was an illusion that played inside Greg’s head as he and anybody he took there were trapped in some kind of stasis. They could dream about eating, drinking and being merry, all at a much lower Mana cost than you would need to create the real thing. Hawke had broken free from his stasis field, and now…
“I’m not trapped here with you, buddy. You’re trapped here with me.”
<… don’t you dare!> Saturnxy finished some sentence Hawke had missed during his mind trip. <What has happened? Where are we?>
Hawke reached into his inventory and pulled out a tankard of beer he’d been saving for a happy occasion. “It’s going to be a bit of a long story.”
* * *
“And there he is,” Hawke concluded, pointing at the smaller figure in the two energy cocoons. “I just need to figure out what to do with him.”
<I believe you are right; they are being held in stasis. As long as they are, they cannot be affected or harmed by magic. Neither will they suffer from the passage of time or lack of food or water.>
“And whenever he comes out thinking he spent his time inside eating the best food he could imagine, he won’t feel hungry half an hour later. That’s a great con job that merchant pulled on him.”
<Do not admire a trickster who deceived a monster. Worry instead about the fact that, as long as he lives, we are trapped here. He controls the comings and goings in this domain. It was only your Mana Sight and Channeling abilities, and your inexplicable luck, that allowed you to follow him there, but they will not suffice to extract you from this trap.>
“So we break him out of stasis, kill him, wait a few hours, kill him again, rinse and repeat.”
<Let us find out if the first part of your plan is possible. Perhaps by trying your luck with his servant first.>
“Eegor/Igor. Yes. Imagine creating a zombie just so you can hear the exact same joke from some old movie for fifty years. This guy is a total psycho.”
<He is mad. That makes him even more dangerous.>
“All right, let’s work on Igor.”
Hawke carefully examined the stasis field around the hunchbacked zombie. It was a spell, but none of its elements matched anything in Hawke’s list. It used completely unfamiliar styles of magic. After running a pattern match through every bit of magic he knew, he got a disappointing message:
Identify Spell Failed
Annoying as hell. Stasis took you out of time, didn’t it? And he had a time-oriented ability. Which meant…
“Is there such a thing as Time Magic?” he asked Saturnyx.
<I never forget how uninformed you are, and if I did, you would swiftly remind me by word or deed.>
“I love you too.”
“As I do you. But yes. Time is one of the seven Primal Forces. For your edification, I will enumerate them: Four Tethered Forces, each balanced by an opposite: Celestial and Infernal; Chaos and Order. And then the three Untethered Forces, without a counterpart: Mind, Soul, and Time.>
“I’ve seen Infernal magic, and I speak the Celestial language. Is that for angels?”
<Celestials are beings created to serve the gods. Many if not most of them were mortals who were exalted into Celestial status. Furies are one such.>
“You are a Celestial? And the magic that created you uses Celestial Forces?”
<Yes to both questions.>
That was an interesting tidbit of information, but it wasn’t very useful for solving their current situation. Hawke turned his Mana Sight back onto Eegor’s stasis field an compared it to the patterns of Timeless Mind. Sure enough, he found parts that matched. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to figure out what the unknown bits of codes did. Okay, ID’ing the spell wasn’t going to happen. He turned to the most basic part: the source of the stasis field’s power. A Mana conduit fed energy to the cocoon from the gold pyramid in the center. If he messed with that, it could cause the spell to fail.
<A malfunctioning spell often releases much of its energy, rapidly and destructively.>
“We call that exploding, but yeah, I get your point. I will put all my shields up, and ready your Elemental Dome in case things go wrong.”
After setting up his precautions, Hawke began to pour Mana into the energy conduit feeding the spell. At first, nothing happened. He kept a steady output, five Mana per second, turning it up to ten per second after a hundred Mana had gone in. At around two hundred Mana, the energy cocoon around Igor began to change colors. Some of the patterns began to unravel; Hawke thought he could see cracks forming in the energy construct.
“Here we go,” he said, turned Elemental Dome on and sent another hundred Mana into the field.
The results were immediate, but not impressive. The cocoon shrunk into a tiny dot and disappeared with a loud pop. Implosion instead of explosion. A moment later, a loot bag showed up over the empty spot where Igor had been.
For slaying your foe, you have earned: 10 Experience (1 diverted towards Leadership; 1 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 17,234/18,000. Leadership XP: 12,412/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,875/3,000
You have found: 2 gold, 1 silver.
You have found 1 Mana Potion
“Twelve XP? Come on!”
<Were you in any danger, Hawke Lightseeker? How much power did you expect to derive from slaying someone who never even knew you were a threat?>
“How about when I backstab someone? It’s just as easy.”
<There is still some risk, unless your target is utterly helpless, in which case the rewards will be small.>
“So I’m getting bupkis for killing Greg. That’s annoying.”
<He will only be in stasis the first time. After that, he will Reincarnate and will be a threat. He is still augmented by his control of the Stronghold and has a great deal of power and experience.>
“Okay, that’s fair.”




Forty-Eight

 
Killing Necromancer Greg the first time was as easy as imploding poor Igor. Hawke flushed three hundred Mana into the stasis field, and the Necromancer vanished with a pop. The rewards were equally unimpressive:
For slaying your foe, you have earned: 240 Experience (30 diverted towards Leadership; 30 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 17,454/18,000. Leadership XP: 12,442/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,905/3,000
You have found: 3 gold, 8 silver.
You have found 1 Health Potion, 1 Mana Potion
“Well, I cheated, so I probably got more stuff than I deserved,” Hawke told himself as he prepared to cheat some more. The Stronghold Core was floating a few feet away. Now that its owner was dead, if only temporarily, maybe he could take it over. He reached towards the floating polyhedron.
You have accessed: Stronghold Core (Undeath): Death Spire (Level 12)
Do you wish to claim Stronghold Core: Death Spire? Y/N
“Yes,” he said.
The glowing shape began to glow more intensely, and Hawke felt it resist his will. The damn device didn’t want to be accessed. Greg wasn’t perma-dead, after all, so the Core wasn’t exactly unclaimed. Using Mana Sight, he was able to study it more closely. The first thing that struck him was how much energy was bound into it. Thousands of Mana were wrapped into the holographic construct. And unlike the Mana Nodes and the Town Core, the Stronghold was alive! He saw a mind at work inside the energy structure. It was some sort of spiritual entity, one attuned to Undeath, which included patterns from the true elements of Darkness, Death and Life. It regarded him with cold hostility. The Core didn’t like the living. From the Undeath entity’s perspective, even the Necromancer was an enemy.
<Go away,> it said. The mental voice sounded more like Saturnyx than anybody else, but it was deeper and full of malevolence. It thrived on two things: using the remains of the dead as puppets animated by its dark energies, and by tormenting souls that had departed their bodies, capturing them before they could move on. Keeping that monster under control wasn’t going to be easy.
Sorry, Count Chocula. I’m taking over.
<YOU DARE?>
<We do,> Saturnyx replied. <A Fury stands by this demi-mortal’s side, Construct. Thwart us and lose everything.>
Hawke felt the entity begin to back off, intimidated by the Celestial being linked to his mind. He kept pushing until his energy field forged a link with the Core that only death could break. The Undeath being inside the Core was now a part of him, a dark presence that weighed on his soul. That was going to be a problem in the future, but the important thing was, he had taken the Necromancer’s playpen away from him.
Congratulations! You Have Claimed: Level 12 Stronghold Core (Undeath)
You have gained a Title: Lord of the Dead
Title Inactive: Prerequisites not met. Missing Prerequisites: Death Magic, Undeath Magic. Unlock those Schools of Magic to activate your Title.
Warning: The Stronghold Core: Death Spire has been removed from its previously assigned location. None of its enchantments can be activated until it is returned or relocated.
Do you wish to relocate the Stronghold? Y/N
Hawke immediately selected ‘No.’
Warning! If Stronghold Core is not returned to its assigned location in seventy-two hours, the Stronghold will collapse and all its buildings and upgrades will be lost. Time Remaining: 71 hours, 57 minutes.
Hawke put the Core in his inventory. “Will that stop the clock?” he asked Saturnyx.
<I do not know. You should examine the Core after some time has passed; that should reveal the answer.>
“That was my Plan B, but thanks for pointing it out.”
<I am always glad to educate you.>
Since he was trapped inside the pocket dimension until the dead bastard came back in a few hours, Hawke spent some of the idle time meditating and working on his Mana Channeling abilities. He had a pending Quest:
QUEST: Mana Channeler III
You awakened one of the Seven Chakras in your body. Now you must awaken the other six to move onto the next stage.
Rewards: 500 Experience per Chakra awakened, 1,000 upon finishing the quest; +10% to Mana Capacity and +1 to Mana Regeneration per minute for each Chakra awakened; additional Rewards will be granted by each Chakra, based on its unique qualities.
Failure Penalties: If the quest is abandoned or refused, you will not be able to advance your Mana Channeling until you find a teacher.
He had accepted it, of course. Increasing his Mana Pool by ten percent per Chakra was more than enough incentive to spend days on end doing Forward Seeing-Eye Dog or any other Yoga posture you cared to name. But the past weeks had been so crazy he hadn’t had a couple of hours to himself to work on the Quest.
<I happen to know there were times you had the time but were intent in doing other things.>
“Like keeping two – now three – women happy. Are you complaining?”
<I have been quite delighted by your performance, as a matter of fact. Your world has taught you a number of things most men of the Realms never think of, for the pleasing of women. And many men never think that women need pleasing, sadly enough.>
“Thank you. You have been delightful too. But that fun took up a lot of time, when I wasn’t fixing water pumps or learning how to manage a town, or trying to organize an expedition to kill a Necromancer. And then there were all the damn meetings. Now let me concentrate.”
He spent the next three hours working on his groin Chakra, because the other easy option was on his butt and he figured the groin might have better potential applications. A couple of failed attempts soon taught him that playing with that area had severely painful consequences. The way of the Mana Channeler was never easy. Annoyed and feeling like he’d taken a couple of kicks to the family jewels, Hawke readied himself to welcome back the Necromancer.
Greg dropped onto the ground on his hands and knees, naked; all the stuff that hadn’t been destroyed in the implosion was probably in his inventory. Without his clothes, Gregory looked even more monstrous. His body was grossly misshapen, covered with patches of different-toned skin and sections of muscle and bone that had been clearly grafted on. There were even metal plates protecting his vital organs, visible despite being covered by layers of skin and fat. Ugly and probably hard to kill.
“What? Wha…?” the Lord of the Death gasped. The shock of dying while in the midst of an illusion had to be confusing as hell. And Hawke didn’t give him a chance to recover.
Backstab. The swords encountered far more resistance than Hawke had expected; the body mods on the Necromancer’s body gave him better protection than a suit of armor. Against the Fury-enhanced Masterwork blades, it wasn’t enough, however; the double critical hits nearly depleted Greg’s 960 Health. The Necromancer only had time to summon his magical lab coat from his inventory before Hawke stabbed him in the neck for another critical, which finished him off. That was the second time.
For slaying your foe, you have earned: 400 Experience (50 diverted towards Leadership; 500 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Congratulations! You are now a Level Three Node Master! New Node Mastery Abilities available!
Current XP/Next Level: 17,854/18,000. Leadership XP: 12,492/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 2,955/5,000
You have found: 12 gold, 7 silver.
You have found 1 Health Potion, 1 Mana Potion, 1 Rejuvenation Potion
“That’s nice,” Hawke said. He checked on the new Node abilities available:
Greater Node Empowerment: You can access up to 50 Mana per Node level every day, from every Node you control, anywhere you are. This Mana can be used for City, Town, Stronghold or Proving Ground Projects.
Node Sight: You can observe the surroundings of a Node under your control by spending 10 Mana. This ability has no range limit, but must be cast separately for each Node you wish to observe.
Create Guardian: You can create an Elite Elemental Guardian to prevent intruders from accessing the Node. This requires a permanent sacrifice equal to 2 Mana per Node level. The Guardian must be from the Element the Node is Attuned to, and has a level equal to the Node’s level; this can be increased by sacrificing an additional 2 Mana per Guardian level, up to the Master’s level.
He picked Node Sight. Knowing what was going on in the places he controlled could come in handy, he decided as he checked on his new loot. Rejuvenation Potions restored ten percent of his Health, Mana and Endurance instantly and restored another ten perfect each over ten seconds. Pretty handy stuff to have around. Hawke ate some of his travel rations and took some time to play with his new Inscription ability. He needed to prepare a fitting welcome for Greg.
The third time, the Necromancer came out of respawn ready to fight.




Forty-Nine

 
Greg insta-cast Mana Shield as soon as he Reincarnated.
The spell was a mainstay of Mages and Sorcerers, and apparently also Necromancers. It was similar to Hawke’s Transference and made any damaging attacks that got through the caster’s defenses reduce their Mana instead of Health. Which effectively gave Greg over twelve hundred ‘hit points.’ Gritting his teeth, Hawke hammered away with sword and spells, but the Lord of the Dead had time to defend himself. A Death Cyclone smashed into Hawke’s defenses and tore them apart, forcing him to spend several seconds to heal himself, plenty of time for Greg to put on all his gear. Domort’s stats jumped up as his items boosted his Attributes and Characteristics. He no longer had the extra five levels from the Stronghold, which meant that he and Hawke were almost evenly matched, and they were in close combat, which should give a Twilight Templar the advantage.
It didn’t. The two Eternals tore each other apart without inflicting a killing blow. Greg used a nasty Death spell that healed him by draining the target’s Health. Hawke’s counterattacks drained the Necromancer’s Mana some more but didn’t stop him. A Major Death Curse followed; the spell reduced Hawke’s Health by 105 per second. He used his energy Hammers and healed himself while he continued hacking and slashing.
Greg kept grabbing Mana potions out of his inventory to replenish his losses; Hawke did the same. He had thought his supply of potions was effectively inexhaustible, but within minutes he was down to a handful of each type. Domort kept chugging them as if he had hundreds of them at hand. He probably did.
Summoned Wraiths and Skeletons joined in the fray. Hawke countered with his Nature’s Guardian and Animated Shadow, keeping the ghosts busy while he concentrated on their creator. When his summons went down, he used his AOE spells to finish off the minions. Things didn’t look good, though; Greg had managed to keep his Mana Shield up despite Hawke’s best efforts. He had a couple of aces in the hole, though; he only needed to play it at the right time.
Shadow Leech
Time to Cast: 2 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 1 minute (48 seconds). Cost: 20(12) Mana. Duration: 3 seconds. Range: 100 feet. Effect: Target loses 15 Mana per level and is unable to cast spells for three seconds.
Hawke kept dishing out damage and waited until Domort unleashed another Death Cyclone and a Major Death Curse. Near death, the Twilight Templar dumped his unused Attribute points into his Constitution, healing himself and removing all the negative effects as he finally reached thirteenth level. The Necromancer’s Mana had just dropped below 1,200 when Hawke used Shadow Leech, depleting Greg’s pool by 360. As the Necromancer staggered in shock, Hawke teleported and backstabbed the helpless target, piercing Greg’s kidneys for massive damage that drained his Mana Shield even more. Three seconds weren’t a long time, but he made the most of it. Saturnyx ripped into the Necromancer, going for vital points that almost always resulted into criticals. The rain of blows was delivered at inhuman speeds. He also kept insta-casting spells as quickly as he could. When Domort summoned a potion, Hawke slapped it out of his hands with a swing of Saturnyx before the Necromancer could drink it.
Against somebody with the Health and Mana of the Necromancer, that wasn’t enough. Unfortunately for Greg, Hawke had another ace in his figurative sleeve. He had spent some of his down time using his new Simple Spell Inscription ability. In the process he had used up almost all his Mana – 660 total, even with discounts; it had taken over half an hour to regenerate it – to Inscribe two more Shadow Leech spells right next to Domort’s Reincarnation site. Just as the three seconds from the first Leech were up, all Hawke had to do was use the activation words – ‘Screw you’ – and both spells went off, hitting Domort for another 720 Mana loss – dropping him below zero Mana and preventing him from spellcasting for another three seconds.
The negative Mana Pool inflicted wracking agony on the Necromancer – his Health and Endurance were reduced by the excess Mana decrease – at the worst possible time, while Hawke kept him from drinking any more potions as he sliced and diced the Lord of the Dead. A Fireball, delivered at point-blank range, drove Greg to below a hundred Health. He fell to his knees, screaming in pain until Saturnyx’s double edges met in a scissoring cut that chopped his head off.
Greg went down for the third time.
For slaying your foe, you have earned: 1,200 Experience (150 diverted towards Leadership; 150 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Congratulations! You have reached Level Fourteen!
You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
New Darkness, Fire, Life, Light, Nature, and Twilight spells available.
Current XP/Next Level:19,054/30,000. Leadership XP: 12,642/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 3,105/5,000
You have found: 23 gold.
You have found: Lesser Ring of the Adventurer (Masterwork Quality): +2 to all Attributes.
You have found 4 Rejuvenation Potions
“That was rough,” Hawke muttered as he gratefully put on the ring. “I wish I knew how much Identity he has left.”
<It will deplete even more rapidly now. The first time an Eternal dies without a power reserve – what you like to call ‘0 XP’ – he suffers a penalty to further gains. The second time one dies without ‘experience’ is far worse, however. This defeat will cost him four Identity units. Each additional death will increase that loss by an additional unit.>
“Wow. Spawn camping really does a number on you.”
No wonder the Necromancer had gone to such lengths to protect his Reincarnation site. And Hawke was lucky he’d been able to use his new Inscription ability to give him an edge during the fight. He would do that again for the fourth fight. How many times was he going to have to fight the same battle, knowing one misstep would undo all he had accomplished so far? He was beginning to realize why the Greek version of Hell consisted of doing the same thing over and over. Grinding had been a pain in games, but the real-life version was much, much worse.
Hawke had finally made level fourteen, although he was shocked to realize that reaching the next Milestone was going to take an enormous amount of XP. He could only hope the rewards would be worth the effort. Meanwhile, he had to make a choice: save his new level for an emergency and risk losing it, or accept all his bennies right away. He was going to need every last bit of power he had to take out the fifteenth level Necromancer, but being able to recover immediately could come in handy on their next battle – and the one after that, and however many more times he had to beat Gregory.
He decided to save the level, but he still had two new spells to pick, and five schools of magic to choose from. There were over twenty spells available, but luckily most of them were weaker than spells he already knew, or were so similar in effects that there was no point in taking them. His final choices concentrated on survivability. He had to outlast Gregory in the next mano a mano fight.
In Extremis (Life)
Time to Cast: 30(15) seconds. Cooldown: 5(3) minutes. Cost: 30(23) Mana. Duration: 1 hour. Range: Touch. Effect: Imbues one person with a healing charge that can restore up to 20 Health per level. This charge is activated the moment the subject’s Health drops below 10%.  Only one In Extremis can be applied on a subject, and the Mana spent in the process cannot be regained until the spell expires or is used.
Indomitable Aura (Light)
Time to Cast: 5 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 15(12) seconds. Cost: 50(38) Mana. Duration: 6 minutes. Range: 30-feet radius around caster. Effect: Increases Resistance against all Elemental and Forces effects and damage by 5% plus 1% per level. Your total Resistance values cannot exceed 95%.
The higher-level spells were more expensive, but the effects were worth it. He now had a way to avoid being killed without dipping into Timeless Mind, which he had already used more often than was good for him, and the increased damage resistance would come in handy against the Death spells the Necromancer loved to throw around. He redid the Simple Spell Inscriptions: three Shadow Leeches were now a word away from dropping Greg’s Mana by 1,080 points. All he had to do was wait for the right time.
Feeling better about his chances, and with about an hour to kill, Hawke went back to meditating. Unlocking the second Chakra was tricky – even a small mistake sent pulses of Mana right into the attached nerve clusters, with results that would be considered torture under the Geneva Convention – but after a couple of minor mistakes, he got the energy center to glow and blossom. Where failure had been agonizingly painful, success felt quite nice indeed:
Congratulations! You have awakened your Sacral Chakra!
You have earned 400 Experience (50 diverted towards Leadership; 50 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level:19,454/30,000. Leadership XP: 12,692/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 3,155/5,000
You have gained +10% to Mana Capacity and +1 to Mana Regeneration per minute.
You have gained Tantric Touch (Mana Channeling Ability)
Tantric Touch: You can now use your Mana to stimulate a target’s pleasure centers. Cost: 1-10 Mana; the more energy spent, the more intense the stimulation becomes. Range: Touch. Unwilling targets have a 25% (+10% per Willpower level over 10) to resist this effect.
“In the immortal words of George Takei: Oh, my.”
<That seems like a most interesting ability,> Saturnyx admitted.
Hawke checked his timer. “We have thirty minutes to kill. Want to take it for a test drive?”
<Who could say no to such a romantic gesture?>
* * *
The next time, the Necromancer didn’t fight. Instead, he fell to his knees and cried out: “Parley! Parley, I beg of you!”
Hawke ignored Greg and attacked – only to freeze in mid-swing.
You have been offered: Parley. Neither side can act until the offer is accepted or rejected.
Accept? Y/N
Damn game rules. How does this work? Hawke asked Saturnyx while he kept an eye on the Necromancer. Greg was also paralyzed, so both sides were safe until he made his choice.
<For an agreed upon period of time, neither side may attack the other, or do them harm in any way, under penalty of death. For an Eternal, breaking a parley will bring about his Final Death.>
Hawke’s first instinct was to reject the offer and keep whaling away at the mad bastard. He had no intention to let the Necromancer live, so why prolong the misery for everyone concerned? And he really wanted to spend some more quality time with Saturnyx, and, as soon as he could arrange it, with all the other women in his life.
<Stimulation is only a part of lovemaking, Hawke. Do not become overly reliant on it, or you will become lazy and complacent.>
Okay, there was that, Hawke admitted to himself as he agreed to the parley. Maybe he would learn something useful before finishing off the mad bastard. A fifteen-minute timer began to run.
“Speak your piece, Greg. I’m in a rush to kill you and get back to my life.”
“Listen, I know we got off on the wrong foot,” the Necromancer began.
“You literally sucked the life out of me, and who knows how many other Eternals. All innocent victims, just like you once were.”
“You seem to know a lot about me.”
“I took a trip through Memory Lane. Your Memory Lane, Greg. I saw you and that big-haired weirdo, Valentino, and his two girlfriends.”
The Necromancer hissed at the name. “So you know what he did to me. I’ve forgotten most of my past, my life on Earth. But I never forgot that day. Did you see who he was? What he was?”
“I’m going to guess that he’s an agent of the Laughing Man. Maybe a Fae? He was tall and skinny enough. But I honestly don’t care enough to trade you your life for that information.”
“This doesn’t have to end this way. I have massive amounts of wealth. Hundreds of magical items in my Bonded Vault. If you kill me, all of that treasure will be lost.”
“Not good enough.”
“I can teach you. I know four Schools, three Elements, and one Force. I can teach you to unlock all of them. I can swear any oaths you want me to, in triplicate and witnessed by the Arbiters. To never come back. Never bother this miserable valley. Anything.”
That was actually tempting, but Hawke found himself shaking his head. Gregory Ballantine had proven himself to be a murderer, a psycho who thought he was better than anybody else and treated people as things to be used and discarded. That way of thinking, combined with his power, made Domort too dangerous to live. If Hawke let him go, any victims the Necromancer claimed from then on would be on his head.
“It’s a no, eh?” Greg said, sounding almost resigned. “Well, I suppose it makes sense. Too bad.”
Before Hawke could react to the words, the Necromancer dropped to the ground, dead. Hawke didn’t gain any experience or treasure. He guessed that when Greg threatened him, the Parley’s rules had killed him. Final Death for the bastard. Greg’s body vanished before Hawke could loot the corpse. And he didn’t get any experience, since Greg had self-owned himself. Bastard.
“Too easy,” he said. “What is the catch?”
Pocket Dimension Self-Destruct Initiated: Time to Self-Destruct: 15 seconds. 14 seconds…




Fifty

 
There was no time to do much.
Hawke tried Node Recall; it didn’t work. Wherever they were, it was out of range of the ability. Less than ten seconds to go, and he didn’t have time to figure out how to escape the dimensional pocket before it ceased to exist. He spent his Attribute points so he wouldn’t lose his new level. Two points on Intelligence, two to Spirit, and the last two to Willpower. He was going to die. Again. Maybe for good? He didn’t know what would happen when the little miniature dimension ceased to exist.
“I love you,” he told Saturnyx, wishing he’d been able to say that to Tava. And Nadia. He sent all his gear into his inventory, to spare them the damage he was going to endure. He wasn’t sure if that would spare the sword, but that was all he could do.
<We all love you,> Saturnyx said as the timer wound down to zero.
Poof.
* * *
Hawke sat up in the purple cave.
“I’m back!”
<In which case, let me out of your Vault, if you don’t mind,> Saturnyx said.
He put all his stuff back on, including the Twins. He didn’t remember dying. Whatever the collapsing pocket dimension had done to him, it must have been so quick that it hadn’t even hurt. A quick look at his stats showed him his Identity was at 18. He had gained two points for leveling twice, and lost one when he died. It could have been a lot worse.
Hawke checked his clock app. It had been a bit over thirteen hours since he’d followed the Necromancer to his dimensional pocket. He had no idea what had happened since he’d been gone. With his death, the Party had been dissolved, so he didn’t know where everyone was. Next, he took the Stronghold Core. It was still there, but it informed him he had fifty-nine hours to return it to its usual place. He accessed his Node Travel ability and found that the Death Spire Stronghold was on his list of teleport locations. Whew!
Seventy-five Mana and one teleport later, Hawke was back in the laboratory where the whole mess had started. Tava was sleeping in a bedroll near the spot where he had disappeared. The teleport pad to Greg’s now destroyed Pocket Dimension was gone, of course.
“Hey,” he said gently.
Her eyes opened. “You said you would stop dying.”
“I’m trying to cut back, I swear.”
“And you came back,” she said, hugging him. “And congratulations on your advancement on the Path.”
“Thank you. What did I miss since I was gone?”
“First Sergeant Marko had the courtyard and the barracks cleared of Undead. That took them until nighttime, not that it makes a difference in these caverns. We all helped. Korgam’s Adventurers used their spells to dig up pits, and between their magic and a lot of hard work, we removed the sickening bodies.”
“That’s great.”
“Much work remains, of course. This Stronghold is not fit for the living. The place still has a foul stench.”
Hawke sniffed and nodded. “I’ll see what I can do about that.”
“You claimed the Stronghold as your own, didn’t you?”
Hawke grinned. “Don’t worry, wife to be. You get half of everything. Or, well, whatever share the first wife gets.”
“I am sure Saturnyx knows all the proper laws, but I wish to have little part of dealing with a haven of Undead.”
“Yeah, there is that. The Stronghold Core is also sort of alive.”
“How is such a thing possible?”
<Some Cores evolve as they gain power. A few gain some level of sentience by the time they reach the Tenth level on the Path. Dungeon and Labyrinth Cores are always self-aware, however. They often become the Masters of their Proving Grounds, or their chief lieutenants. Destroying or claiming them is no easy matter.>
“Something else to worry about, I guess. How about Nadia? I tried to reach her but she seems to be out of Saturnyx’s range.”
Tava smiled. “She met with several of the closest Arachnoid chieftains. She even turned into a spiderling herself during the negotiations. She has gone to meet with others, deeper into the mountain range.”
“By herself? Is she nuts?”
<Imagine the foolhardiness of someone going alone to meet grave danger.>
“Not now,” Hawke told the sword.
“She is with Korgam and the Sterns,” Tava explained. “She will be safe enough. All the nearby tribes have sworn their allegiance to her and renounced any and all agreements they had with the Necromancer.”
“They accepted her as a ruler?”
“As far as those six chieftains are concerned, she is now the Spider Empress. She expected the rest to follow suit. I do not think she will agree to become your third wife, darling. It probably wouldn’t be fitting for someone of her rank.”
“I guess so. I’m just a Town Prefect, and she is an Empress.”
“Well, the title is largely honorary. She has convinced the chieftains of those tribes to sue for peace but they will conduct their other affairs as they see fit. She and Korgam are working to negotiate for mining rights, and she has offered to act as an intermediary between them and the new Lord of the Dead. That, my love, would be you.”
“I guess.”
“As Master of the Death Spire, you will be known by that title.”
“Awesome. Have you explored the place yet?”
“We have only taken a cursory look through the tower, to ensure no enemies remained. The sight from the upper reaches of the is magnificent, I must say; never have I watched over Orom’s valley from such a height! You must see it as soon as you can!”
“I will,” Hawke said, trying to process everything. “Where’s everybody else?”
“They are camped out by the courtyard, near the wall. Marko says he does not have enough men to watch every tunnel leading out of the Stronghold.”
“Yeah, I’ve got to do something about that. If the Arachnoids remain peaceful, we should be alright. Hopefully, Nadia can convince them to stop eating people.”
“From what she was told by the chieftains, that practice was introduced by the Necromancer. Most of their tribes live by raising several varieties of mushrooms and domesticated spiders that provide some sort of milk-like excretion as well as meat.”
“Sounds appetizing. Maybe we can put some of that stuff on a pizza.”
“It sounds disgusting to me, darling. Speaking of food, we are running low on supplies, and the pantries in the Stronghold only held food for its lone living occupant. There is a way out that is easier than the one we took, but only the Lord of the Dead can open it.”
“Okay. The Stronghold. Have to take care of that first. What happened to the Eternals who were in the lab?”
“We covered their nakedness, but left them on the tables. They are not hurt, but we cannot wake them up.”
Hawke nodded and took out the Core. The glowing shape floated towards one of the walls and seemed to melt into it. A map of the tower appeared on the wall and a new menu appeared on his mental display, one labeled ‘Death Spire.’ He opened it:
Death Spire (Level 12 Stronghold)
Affinities: Darkness, Death, Undeath
Current Mana/Maximum Mana: 2,154/12,000
Garrison (Maximum Size): 0/1,200
Mana Generation: 1,000/day (1 Level 5 Mage’s Tower, 1 Level 10 Mana Node (Death), 1 Death Temple (Level 1), 1 Darkness Temple (Level 2)).
Mana Expenditures: 400/day (Minion Support: 0, Processes: 250)
Ongoing Processes and Enchantments:
Soul Syphon: Extract Eternal energy to manufacture Soul Shards. 150 Mana/day)
Empower Defenders: Raises the level of all sworn defenders and created or summoned minions by 5. (100 Mana/day)
Enchantments Available
Arcane Appointment, Call to Arms, Demonic Ward, Empower Champions, Empower Defenders, Fae Ward, Undead Ward.
Structures (Current Durability/Maximum Durability):
Alchemist Laboratory Level IV: 4,000/4,000
Arcane Smithy Level II: 5,000
Barracks Level II (3): 1,244/3,000, 3,000/3,000, 2,511/3,000
Catacombs Gate and Walls: 1,853/5,000
Enchanter’s Spell-Forge Level II: 3,000/3,000
Mage’s Tower Level V: 6,000/6,000
Vault Level III: 5,000/5,000
“There’s all kinds of stuff going on,” Hawke muttered. The Arcane Craft buildings would have drawn most of his attention if he hadn’t been focused on what he had sworn to do; he set everything aside and opened the Soul Syphon Entry:
Soul Syphon (Ongoing Process)
Soul Shards Generated: 635
Soul Shards Available: 141
Souls in System: 79 (36 depleted, 43 viable)
Release Depleted Souls? Y/N
Summon Soul for Processing? Y/N
Release Viable Soul? Y/N (Select Number)
“You are seeing this, right?” Hawke asked Saturnyx. “Any idea what it means?”
<Yes. This ‘process’ creates Soul Shards, highly valuable items. They empower the most powerful enchantments and spells. In the higher Realms, they are also used as currency, since gold or even platinum are little more valuable than copper is here.>
“I take it that to get Soul Shards, you have to destroy souls.”
<Not necessarily. Shards are awarded like gold or silver at higher levels. You will not see one of them until you reach the twentieth level on the Path, however. One can also voluntarily give up a portion of their power to create Soul Shards. What you like to call Experience Points. In those terms, it would take 5,000 XPs to create one Soul Shard.>
“Crap.”
<But this device uses the life force of Eternals. Each death produces one Soul Shard. The six hundred and thirty-five Shards that have been created so far are the number of times Eternals were killed. Thirty-six of them no longer have an Identity and have reached their Final Death. Those are the Depleted Souls in the list.>
“Jesus. So, releasing them means letting them die?”
<They are beyond help. The Necromancer was likely planning to turn them into Wraiths, violating those unfortunates one last time.>
“If I keep them there… will they suffer?”
Maybe he could do something to help them out. A resurrection spell, divine intervention. Something.
Saturnyx sounded sad. <Their Identities are gone. Everything they knew, everything they once were, no longer exists. Releasing them is their only chance to find themselves as they move on.>
You have chosen to Release All Depleted Souls. Are you sure? Y/N
“I’m sorry,” he told the people he had failed to save, and selected ‘Yes.’
<They are at peace now, Hawke.>
Tava had heard the entire conversation, of course. She held him tightly. “They will find their eternal reward, won’t they? Nadia has been telling me about life after death, while we waited for your return.”
“I think so,” he said. “I hope so. But I don’t know for sure.”
“That is what she calls faith.”
“Yes,” he told her, unsure if he had any. But the fate of those unfortunates was out of his hands now.
I have faith, Nadia said through their sword link. And I’m on my way! Just got back from my meeting with the Spider-People. I think we have a deal.
“Good,” he told her as he turned to the fates of the rest of the former gamers. There were forty-three of them left. “What happens when I release them?”
<I am not sure, but I recommend starting with one of them and observing what happens.>
“Yeah. That makes a lot of sense.” He paused for a second. “I really haven’t thanked you enough for talking sense into me when I needed you to. And even when I didn’t,” he added with a smile.
<I will say many things you will not like, Hawke. But I will always tell you the truth as I know it.>
“Can’t ask for anything more,” he said, and released one Viable Soul.




Fifty-One

 
One of the metal tables in the laboratory began to glow before all the lights around them dimmed, just like they had when Hawke saw Nadia’s Reincarnation. A second later, a naked body appeared on the table. A male Orc, with the heavy build and deep green skin common in the species, and with a long tuft of red hair on top of his otherwise bald head.
Moe Butts (Orc)
Level One Summoner
Health 16 Mana 40 Endurance 18
As they watched, Moe sat up, looked down at himself, and began to shout in English:
“What the fuck is this?”
“Hey, Moe” Hawke told the Eternal. “I know this is a shock.”
The newly-awakened Eternal sat up and looked up and down at himself. “No! No way! What is this?”
Nadia arrived in time to hear the shouts. “I know this is a shock,” she said gently.
Moe rolled off the table and crouched behind it. “Holy shit! My skin is green! I’m naked! What is this!”
“Hey. It’s okay, bro. What is the last thing you remember?”
“No! This isn’t happening! Is this a prank? Other Sam, are you doing this?”
Other Sam? That kind of stirred a memory in Hawke’s head, but didn’t quite click. “Listen, I know this seems crazy, but it isn’t a joke.”
“Has he gone mad?” Tava asked Hawke, looking like she was about to summon her bow from one of the bags of holding she now owned.
“No, he’s just upset. He’s dealing with the same thing I did. He sat down to play a game and is now in a different body.”
“What are you talking about?” the guy shouted. He didn’t seem to have a normal speaking volume.
“Eternal Journey Online, right?” Hawke replied, raising his own voice. “You were playing it. Do you remember that?”
“Yes! I just started it! For my review! Bastards wouldn’t give me early access, so I had to start the game like everyone else! I wanted to try it out before going on Twitch and streaming live!”
“The game wasn’t just a game,” Nadia explained. “It kidnapped a bunch of people to a different world.”
Moe turned to her, his eyes nearly bugging out of his head. “You’re an Elf! And I can see your stats!”
Nadia frowned. “You know, you sound a lot like that YouTube guy. Angry Bob or something.”
“Sam. Furious Sam,” Hawke said, the vague memory clicking into place. “Furious Sam’s Game Reviews! I used to watch your channel.”
Moe/Sam didn’t look any happier after being recognized. “Tell me this is a joke. Tell me Other Sam slipped some acid in my beer or something! Tell me this is a fucking joke!”
“Sorry, man. The whole thing was a trap, no joke. Think of it as an alien abduction.”
“You cannot be serious!” Moe/Sam yelled. “I just had a Jacuzzi installed! Signed a seven-figure deal with Beastly-Juice! And now, this? I’m green and my name is Moe Butts! Forever!”
“I used to love his rants,” Nadia commented dryly. “Not so much right now.”
And that was how they met Sam Monticello, a.k.a. Furious Sam.
* * *
They released twelve more people that day, including the three they had found in the laboratory. Eight men, five women. Seven from the U.S., four from Canada, one from the U.K. and another from Mexico. Half of them were human, with the rest belonging to a variety of the available starter races. For the most part, their reactions were similar to Moe’s. Disbelief, denial, anger. In one case, violence: a Dwarven Rogue by the name of Beefarino Short came out swinging and broke the knuckles of both his hands against Hawke’s armor. After the damage was healed away, Beefarino calmed down and heard them out. By then, Nadia had run out and come back with a couple of bottles of booze, pilfered from a well-stocked liquor cabinet the Necromancer had kept in the lab. Moe Butts was already drunk as a skunk; Beefarino and a Half-Elf Dark Priestess whose name tag said Anita Fake soon followed suit. They had plenty of company as more Eternals learned of their situation. After the fourth awakening, Hawke began welcoming people with a full shot glass in hand, for medicinal purposes.
Many broke down into tears. Nadia took them aside and helped them calm down. And four of them woke up with no idea of who they were or what had happened to them. They all understood English and whatever their characters’ languages they had picked, but didn’t know anything about themselves. Their Identity had been reduced to the single digits, and they had some vague memories of Earth but no personal knowledge, not even their original names.
That’s what happens, Hawke thought bitterly as the latest victim, a female human Warrior by the name of Anastasia Melendez, was led away. She spoke Spanish as well as Vulgate, and said she was from Mexico City, but wasn’t sure if Anastasia was her real name or one she’d picked for her character. Her Identity was down to four points. One or two more deaths and she would be completely gone. As it was, the bewildered look in her face as she tried desperately to remember who she had been was heart-breaking.
I let you off too easily, you bastard, Hawke silently told the Necromancer.
<He didn’t suffer enough,> Saturnyx agreed. <But no amount of suffering could ever account for the misery he brought. The important thing is that you made sure he will not do so again.>
Waking thirteen people was as exhausting as fighting through the Stronghold. After they explained things to everybody and got people settled down, they were all drained, emotionally if not physically. Hawke had people camp out in the bigger lab, which had already cleaned off all the broken glass and Frankenstein-looking stuff. Egg had a Priestly spell, Purify, which removed any filth still remaining in the area and cleansed off most of the bad smells permeating it. Donated bedrolls and blankets provided them with something to sleep on. Hawke handed off his own bedding to one of the recently awakened Eternals. Before he brought the rest of the players back, he would need to prepare better.
Earlier in the day, he had used his Node Travel ability to visit Orom and let everyone know what had happened and bring back more supplies. He had filled his Inventory with food and drink, much to the relief of the Volunteers. The Eternals ate dinner in mostly stunned silence, still coming to terms with what had happened. Some made faces at the bland food. Hawke didn’t know how long it would take them to realize they no longer lived in post-modern luxury, with exotic food only an app button away.
After standing one watch over the makeshift camp, he sat on one of the armchairs the Necromancer had placed at assorted places in his labs, and promptly fell asleep.
* * *
“So what classes are available?” he asked Saul Valentino as he tried to suck in his gut. The Cheerleader was sitting on the couch right next to him; he could smell her hair and one of her knees was touching him. He shifted uncomfortably, terrified that all of them could see the bulge in his pants.
“Anything you want,” Saul said. “No limits, Greg. Whatever fantasy you want to roleplay, this game can make it happen.”
“Necromancer,” he blurted out. “Raise the dead. Hail to the king, baby!” he quoted from the great zombie movie he’d watched a couple months back. No do-gooder crap for him, though. He wanted to roleplay someone who was above puerile morality. Someone who made his own rules. Screw good and evil!
“Bold choice, Greg,” the Goth chick said. She was sitting on the other side of the low table where all the gaming stuff was; as she spoke, she leaned back and crossed her black-stockinged legs, giving him a quick flash of red panties, and he crossed his own legs, trying to hide the totally noticeable stiffy he’d gotten. Oh, man, oh, man!
The Cheerleader chick leaned against him. “It’s cool, Greg. We’re all friends here. We love to play games, don’t we, Saul?”
“Oh, yeah,” the tall guy agreed. “Necromancer it is. Got a name in mind?”
“Just Greg, that’s fine. Gregory Ballantine. I’ll be Necromancer Greg,” he said. He’d never done that before, but he couldn’t think of an appropriately cool name off-hand, and didn’t want to make even more of a fool of himself than he already was. The idea that he might be coming here every week, to hang out with those girls and play games – and what sort of other games did they want to play? – made him feel light-headed.
“You’ll be stuck with that moniker. You sure?”
“I think Necromancer Greg is pretty groovy,” Cheerleader said.
“Let’s get you statted out, then,” Saul said.
* * *
Hawke woke up with a start. What the hell was that?
<Are you all right?>
Had a weird dream. About the Necromancer and how he got started.
<You were exposed to his memories. Maybe you absorbed some of them.>
Just what I always wanted, to be inside the head of a gaming geek with some sort of borderline personality disorder.
He looked around. Most of the new Eternals were sleeping more or less peacefully, although a couple of them were crying softly, their backs turned to everyone. In time, he was sure they would adapt to their new reality. He only hoped that none of them would turn out to be a danger to themselves or others. Like Desmond, who had turned from potential friend to someone who might kill Hawke on sight. He still felt guilty about that mess. Well, he had learned his lesson. Not more getting involved in other people’s personal business. The thing with Nadia had been a special case, of course; he had known her before reaching the Realms. He didn’t regret having a thing with her, but it had been a mess. And there were thirty more potential messes waiting for him in the morning.
Hawke didn’t get any more sleep for the rest of the night.




Fifty-Two

 
You have accessed: Level 12 Mana Node (Death Attuned). You have the following choices:
Leave Mana Node alone: No risk or reward. Y/N
Claim Mana Node: +1,200 Experience, +240 Mana as long as you are within 1 mile/level from the Node. Y/N
Destroy Mana Node: 2,400 Experience, +5 Spirit. Y/N
Absorb Mana Node, becoming attuned to its Element: Access to Death magic and Special Secret Bonuses! Y/N
Warning: Your Affinity to Life makes Death an opposing Element. Trying to Absorb it will have unpredictable results. Great Risks Lead to Great Rewards! Choose Wisely.
Hawke claimed the Mana Node, located in a natural cave linked to one of the middle levels of the Death Spire, where it abutted into the mountain. He didn’t want to learn Death magic in the first place, so he wasn’t interested in risking his life for the privilege.
Congratulations! You Have Claimed: Level 12 Mana Node (Death).
You have earned: 960 Experience (120 diverted towards Leadership; 120 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have gained: +200 Mana as long as you are within 1 mile/level from the Mana Node.
Current XP/Next Level: 960/30,000. Leadership XP: 13,652/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 3,275/5,000
“Why are you still up?” Nadia asked him. She didn’t look bothered by the four flights of stairs she’d climbed to get there. Elves didn’t get tired at the same rate as humans, yet another unfair advantage from their Fae heritage.
“Couldn’t sleep. Weird dreams. What’s your excuse?”
“I’m on watch. Saw you sneaking out and followed you here.”
Hawke had figured he might as well take care of that bit of business before morning. It was going to be busy as hell: thirty people to awaken, all asking the same questions. Hawke was thinking about having a pre-written script handy. He dismissed the idea. It would feel fake. Better to deal with each person on an individual basis.
“It’s going to be rough, isn’t it?” Nadia said, guessing what was on his mind.
“The saddest part is, I thought we were saving more of them. It looks like the bastard had already wiped out forty or fifty Eternals, not counting the thirty-six I had to put out of their misery myself. Forty-three are left, and I don’t know how many of them are going to come back with terminal amnesia. We saved one in three, give or take. That’s not good.”
“Saturnyx is right. You think you can fix everything.”
“No. I want to fix everything. Everyone keeps reminding me I can’t.”
“I’ll help with the orientation program as much as I can.”
“I really appreciate it. That’s what this is, isn’t it? An orientation session. ‘Welcome to the Realms. This is not a game, but you may feel like you are in one.’”
“We just have to remind ourselves that it’s the first time for each of them, no matter how many times we go through it.”
“As you say, your Imperial Majesty.”
She laughed. “It’s an honorary title. The Arachnoids were created by the Fae, another of their mad chimerical experiments, but they have no desire to have another Fae creature ruling over them. They will listen to me, though, which probably saved a bunch of lives on both sides.”
“The peace agreement looked good enough. And the mining rights.”
“Korgam and the chieftains I spoke to were all willing to make compromises. The Arachnoids don’t care much for mining for some reason. Others are welcome to do it, as long as their tribes get something in return. They don’t care for raw ores but their chiefs would like to be paid in finished goods: tools, weapons, some foodstuffs – for example, they apparently love olive oil, which Orom produces.”
Hawke nodded. “Cheaper – and better, both morally and practically – to pay them off than to fight them. Trade will be good for everyone.”
“At first, Korgam wasn’t thrilled about not clearing all the spider-folk out of the mountains, but he is smart enough to understand that doing that would take years, not to mention massive bloodshed on both sides.”
“Good.”
“Anyway, my watch is over, and I already had all the sleep I’m going to have tonight. So why don’t we go somewhere quiet and have our own orientation session?” She smiled. “Saturnyx said you’ve picked up a new magic trick that she’s sure I’m going to love.”
“I think you will. Let me wake Tava up first.”
* * *
“… and if you check on your quest log, that is the question mark you will see floating off to the side, you will see your first quest there,” Hawke finished his spiel.
Instead of the desperate Quest Hawke had received on waking up, the rescued Eternals had a much easier – but also less profitable – beginner’s mission:
QUEST: Reach Civilization
After being tormented by a Necromancer, you have finally awakened and your Journey has truly begun. The Necromancer has fallen and you must reach a civilized outpost and set a Reincarnation site there.
Quest Objective: Reach a village, town or city and assign a proper area as a Reincarnation site. Until you do, you will Reincarnate in the Necromancer’s lab. Available locations can be found on your personal Map.
Rewards: 50 XP, New Reincarnation Site.
“I know this is a lot to take in, but we are all in this together,” Hawke went on. “We have food and refreshments waiting in the common area, and you can meet everyone else there. Maybe you might find somebody you knew from before. A few people already have.”
“This is crazy,” the last Eternal, a human Priest of Shining Father by the name of Olaf Goode, said. “But thank you for the whole welcoming committee thing. I’m sure most other players didn’t have it so easy.”
“The only other group I know of didn’t,” Hawke told him. “They woke up in a swamp jungle and had to fight their way out. Whoever did this to us didn’t seem to care about our well-being.”
The Priest nodded. “It does sound rather Darwinian. I hope we will be able to talk again soon. I have a lot of questions.”
Olaf seemed to be taking things much better than average. His sharp eyes looked around as he spoke, missing little. Maybe he would be an asset to the community. Or turn out to be a Kaiser Wrecker type, ready to reform society by destroying it first. Time would tell.
“We will,” Hawke said. “I’ll do a Q&A at my place when we return to Orom tomorrow. Everybody is welcome, and there will be pizza.”
As the newbie let Nadia guide him towards the common room and the refreshments table they’d set up there, Hawke slumped into an armchair. That had been brutal. Eight more people had been nearly zeroed-out. They barely knew their characters’ names and had no idea who they had been before. The remaining twenty-two had run the usual gamut of the five stages of grief: lots of denial, anger and depression, and a little bit of bargaining. A lot of crying; he had ended up taking a bunch of towels he had found in the Necromancer’s bedroom and torn them up into hankies, ready to hand them out as needed. That and the shot glasses had helped comfort a lot of the new arrivals.
A few Eternals had woken up in bodies of a different sex than they had been in real life, but they all seemed happy about it. In other cases, their new bodies now fit their original sex despite not having been created that way. Hawke supposed that the ‘system’ let you be whatever you wanted to be. It was none of his business, of course, as long as nobody was attacked for being different.
One guy had quietly listened to Hawke’s explanation, gone off into one of the unoccupied barracks, and hung himself. He had respawned back at the laboratory a few hours later, said he was fine and wouldn’t do that again, gone back out, and done it again. As it turned out, suicide removed four Identity points per death. The second time around, the death removed five Identity points, bringing it down to 2. The poor bastard no longer remembered why he’d tried to kill himself. Hawke had thought about keeping the guy locked up after his first suicide, but had decided against it.
<Harsh, but fair, I think,> had been Saturnyx’s comment.
Hawke didn’t know if that was true. All he knew was that he had been too wrung out after handling dozens of traumatized people to care much one way or another. He had taken the suicidal gamer’s word that he wouldn’t do it again, and let him go. Now he had a Dwarf Mage who had forgotten his old life. Korgam had taken him under his wing. Maybe it was for the best. If somebody hated the situation so much that they wanted to die, who was he to stop them?
But it was done. He had done what he had promised on his first day on the Realms.
Quest Completed: To Save Your Brethren
You have saved all the Eternals trapped in the Necromancer’s lair.
You have earned 4,800 Experience (+20% from Triune Goddess bonus, 600 diverted towards Leadership; 600 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have gained: +100 Reputation from all released Eternals towards you, +100 Global Renown.
Current XP/Next Level: 5,760/30,000. Leadership XP: 14,252/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 3,875/5,000
“Only twenty-four thousand XP and change to go,” Hawke said, too tired to be angry about it. “Hey, at least I didn’t lose the XP dedicated to my Leadership or Node Mastery when I died.”
<Those energy gatherings are separate from you on some level. One is bound to your Party, the other to the Nodes under your control.>
“Cool,” Hawke said.
He felt drained, but there were still things he needed to do. Like destroy the device the Necromancer had used to rip apart the souls of Eternals. Nobody was ever going to do that while he was around. After that, he had to check on the Stronghold’s two temples, and also visit the chapel of Vitara. And after that, he needed to speak to the prisoners in the tower’s cells. Nobody had done anything about them yet. He wanted to take care of those things before heading back to Orom the next day. Taking close to sixty people back to town was going to be a major undertaking, at least until they reached the main road and met several wagons he would have sent out the next morning.
The Soul Siphon was right next to the Stronghold’s Reincarnation Site for easy use. A couple of commands through his Core interface caused the mechanism to disintegrate. That was easy enough, although the disapproving feeling radiating from the sentient Core bothered him. So did the next notification:
You have found: 135 Soul Shards
WTF?
<The Shards must have been stored in the device rather than the Necromancer’s Bonded Vault.>
“I don’t want them! Those are people’s lives that the bastard ripped apart!”
<They represent enormous wealth and power. You can do great things with those Shards.>
“I hate this,” Hawke said as Nadia and Tava, with Rabbit in tow, came in.
“Hate what?”
He explained to them what had happened. They were both horrified, of course.
“Well, set them aside for now,” Nadia said. “Maybe you can help undo some of the evil that created them.”
“I have only heard Soul Shards being mentioned in songs. But you should not profit from the suffering of your fellow Eternals,” was Tava’s opinion. “If you use them, do so to benefit others.”
“I will figure out something eventually,” Hawke said with a shrug. “I want to check on the temples next.”
“I definitely must pay my respects at the chapel of Vitara,” Nadia said. “Got to show off for the home office, as it were. Still not planning on worshipping anybody, though. But maybe I should go there myself.”
“Be careful,” he told her. “The goddesses can be touchy.”
“I promise I won’t touch anything that doesn’t belong to me, get snarky with the deities, or think impure thoughts about them.”
You told her?
<I told Tava as well. I do not believe we agreed to keep your escapades secret.>
“I guess you’ll be fine,” Hawke grumbled. “We’ll keep in touch, though.”
He turned to Tava. “Well, let’s go check the other temples.”
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The Death Temple was near the top of the tower, on the last floor still connected to the mountain by its side. A tunnel linked the ninth floor of the Spire to a large natural cavern, where a black pyramid stood.
The thirty-foot-tall structure was made of blocks of obsidian, shiny black with blue specks along its surface. A single entrance, flanked by two jackal-headed statues, led inside. From the moment he entered the cavern, Hawke felt something stirring inside the temple. Rabbit growled, his hackles rising as the Dire Bear’s instincts warned him of some danger he couldn’t see or smell. Tava put a calming hand over her pet, but her own body language showed tension. Death might be just a facet of reality with no inherent goodness or evil, but few people liked it.
“Maybe I should go in by myself,” Hawke said. “Since I am the Lord of the Dead, sorta kinda.”
“Perhaps that is wise. But say the word and Rabbit and I will come.”
He gave her a brief kiss, summoned his armor, and walked the rest of the way alone.
Inside the pyramid was an altar made of the same black stone, except black with reddish-brown swirls that made Hawke think of dried blood. A tall statue, flanked by three smaller ones, stood behind the altar and reached all the way to the ceiling. It depicted the stereotypical figure of the Grim Reaper: a hooded figure holding a scythe in its bony hands, except that under the hood there was no skull, just a pool of darkness that Hawke sensed was no sculpture but the actual Elemental substance. Using his Mana Sight would have confirmed that, but he was worried about what else he might see. He was beginning to understand that seeing too much could be dangerous.
The three smaller statues were on their knees, facing the Reaper like worshippers, or maybe defeated rivals. One looked like the jackal-headed Egyptian god Anubis; the second was a bearded man with a Greek-style helmet and a staff; and the last figure was female, with a winged helmet and long braided hair.
<Your first guess was correct: there kneels Anubis of the Pantheon of Mayet. The other two are Hades and Hel. Gods of the dead. In the Realms, however, all three are but servants of the Maker known as the Reaper,> Saturnyx explained.
That was the first time Hawke had found a temple dedicated to one of the mysterious Makers. From what little he knew of them, they didn’t need or want to be worshipped, unlike the gods. The whole thing was unnerving. But what really got him was the item he spotted hanging from one of the skeletal wrists protruding from the black robes. It was sculpted of the same black stone, but the shape of a wristwatch – it looked like a Rolex or some similar kind of fancy timepiece, as a matter of fact – was unmistakable.
It didn’t make sense. Somebody from Earth had built the Realms. Somebody who might be from a time before his; most people didn’t wear wrist watches anymore. But that was only one of the many weird things about the Realms. He wasn’t a historian, but he was pretty sure the Romans hadn’t existed six thousand years ago on Earth. And yet, they had been around in the Realms for at least that long. Wrist watches hadn’t existed six thousand years ago, but one of the Makers of the Realms was wearing one. Time travel? Were the Realms in a different time? Could he ever return to Earth?
Hawke shrugged, dismissing the useless questions. The Death Temple seemed safe enough, but for the time being he would keep it off-limits to anybody without a pressing reason to go there. The important thing was that the pyramid contributed 200 Mana every day to the Stronghold. He would look into improvements later, when he had a day or two without having to deal with life or death matters. Hawke, carefully not to touch the altar or any of the statues, headed out. Something occurred to him: he had purified a Death Orb; could he purify the Temple and dedicate it to Life?
<Such things are possible, but neither easy nor safe,> Saturnyx said as he crossed the threshold – and a notification appeared in front of him:
You Have Been Offered Two mutually-exclusive Quests: Choose Wisely
Quest #1: Render Honor to the Reaper
You have found a Temple dedicated to the Grim Reaper Himself. Increase its power and you will gain the favor of the Maker of Death.
Objective: Raise the Temple to Level Three.
Rewards: 5,000 Experience, 20 gold, one Epic Quality Death-Attuned Item. Unlock the Element of Death. Gain three Death spells. Gain +100 Reputation with all Death-attuned deities as well as the Grim Reaper.
Warning: Accepting this Quest will automatically reject Quest #2: Purify the Temple. Completing this Quest does not break the Tenets of the Triune Goddesses, but it will reduce your Reputation with them by 100.
Accept: Y/N?
Quest #2: Purify the Temple
As an Adept of Life, you have the means to transform this Death structure into its Elemental opposite. Doing so will gain you the enmity of all Disciples of Death, but also the favor of the Goddess Vitara and all Life-attuned deities and adepts.
Objective: Create a Life Temple on this site. The process will require you to find and bring a holy relic of Life to the Temple, undergo a Ritual of Purification, and defeat a Death Guardian.
Rewards: 3,500 Experience, 25 gold, one random Masterwork Item. Gain +100 Reputation with the Triune Goddesses.
Warning: Accepting this Quest will automatically reject Quest #1: Honor to the Reaper. It will also decrease your reputation with all Death worshippers, deities and agents by 500.
Accept: Y/N?
“Eff my life,” Hawke muttered. He didn’t accept either quest, leaving them on his Quest Log to decide later.
<A wise choice. This matter requires some thought.>
“Any suggestions?” he asked the sword as he joined Tava at the tunnel. “From either of you. Nadia, too, if she’s not too busy.”
<Nadia is in a state of communion with Vitara. I cannot reach her.>
“Yeah, I know how that goes.”
“As to your dilemma, darling,” Tava said. “I think choosing Life over Death is almost certainly the right thing to do.”
“Yeah, that is my first impulse. Which is why I’m taking time to make sure that making that choice doesn’t come back to bite me in the ass. I may be a dumbass, but I can learn not to jump before figuring out where I’m going to land.”
<Improving the Death Temple is the easier task, and it provides a greater reward. If you become an agent of Death, you would have to take care not to contravene the Tenets of the Triune Goddesses, however.>
“Well, I don’t plan on harming any innocents. Knowing Death magic wouldn’t change that. But yeah, I’m going to think about it. I don’t want to get on the goddesses’ bad side. They’ve saved my life a bunch of times. Don’t want to get on a Maker’s bad side either, not this early in the game.”
“None of this is a game,” Tava said.
“I know. Just an expression, and not a good one, I guess.”
“Your decisions, darling, will affect the lives of many. Orom stands because of the things you did, for example.”
“The things we did, Tava. You were there too.”
They grinned at each other, remembering the fights. When it came to that, they were like peas in a pod. They both loved the thrill of putting everything on the line – and winning. It probably wasn’t a healthy attitude to have, but neither of them cared.
“Anyway, let’s check the Darkness Temple. After that, I’ll check on the prisoners. I was hoping you could help me decide what to do with them. Nadia, too, if she is done by then.”
“Of course. your Holy Eminent Lordship.”
“Lordship, now?”
“Lord of the Dead,” Tava finished with a grin. “It is only proper to address you by the titles you have earned.”
Hawke grimaced at that. Being a Twilight Templar was cool, and of course it was a secret. People mostly thought of him as a Paladin of Light, however. He didn’t know how to reconcile that with being the ruler of a Necromantic Stronghold. Paladin of Light. Lord of the Dead. Twilight Temple. That was a whole mess of stuff to put over your nameplate.
He’d better figure it out soon, though. Like Tava said, none of this wasn’t a game.
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“That was something else,” Nadia said when she met them at the Stronghold.
The Sorceress/Paladin looked even paler than usual, and her Fae-marked eyes were actually glowing. Hawke turned on his Mana Sight and saw the Elf’s aura was surrounded by yellow light with the soft hues he had learned to recognize as belonging to the Element of Life. He couldn’t figure out what the light did, but his guess was that it was some sort of blessing. Hopefully. It could be a curse, too.
“What happened?”
“The chapel was right where you said. Remember that sacred vessel in the center? It was back.”
“Did you touch it? I thought I said not to.”
“That was okay. Vitara told me to. I did, which led to a brief meeting with the Triune Goddesses.”
“All three of them at the same time? Jeez,” Hawke said.
Meeting the deities one on one had been intimidating enough. He was glad he hadn’t gone through that. With his luck, he would have said or done something to piss off all three deities.
“It was something, all right. Especially when I got into an argument with them.”
“You what?”
“About religion, of all things.”
Tava was looking at the Sorceress like she had ascended to godhood, or gone completely bonkers. Most people in the Realms didn’t have private convos with deities. Hawke’s experiences had been pretty unique, although that might be changing. And they certainly didn’t get into arguments with them, not if they valued their lives and sanity.
“My father used to say that the best way to ruin a social gathering was to discuss religion or politics,” he said.
“They were pretty understanding, actually. They even agreed that there probably was a Creator who had made everything, including them. They didn’t know for sure, though. Kind of funny to hear a pagan goddess admit she doesn’t know the answers to the more important philosophical questions.”
“Okay. What did they do to you? You are glowing.”
“I swore to uphold the Tenets, just like you did. And also, to keep my Fae side under control. That may become a problem as we go up in levels. Sidhe blood tends to make people surrender to their baser instincts, or so the goddesses told me.”
“Great. Poor impulse control and superpowers.”
Come to think of it, he had been acting pretty impulsively since landing on the Realms. Maybe it wasn’t just his natural dumbassery but his Elf-Fae side making him do crazy stuff like getting into polygamy or chasing Necromancers into their sanctum sanctorum. It’d be nice to have an excuse for his behavior. None of that absolved him from trying to do better, of course.
“Yeah,” Nadia agreed. “And we have Awakened that side of ours, so it’s likely to get worse. Keep that in mind. Anyway, I received a special blessing. A permanent one, at least for as long as I stick to the Tenets. It gives me a 25% bonus to my Life magic. Healing, damage, range, everything. Not too shabby.”
“You can be the party’s top healer and DPS, from now on,” Hawke said. “Congrats.”
“How about you? What did you do at the other temples?”
“We just came back from the Temple of Darkness,” Hawke said. “It was interesting, but nothing like the Death Temple.”
Unlike the majestic pyramid of Death, the Tenebra Temple was only slightly bigger than the shrine of Vitara, and was nestled right against the seventh floor of the tower. At first glance, it just looked like a dark corner, so deep in shadow that you couldn’t see into it. When Hawke walked in, he saw an obelisk in the center of a circular room. The obelisk was covered with writing in several styles: he recognized the Roman and Fey alphabets, Dwarven runes, Goblinoid pictographs, and the glowing letters of Celestial. He couldn’t make out most of the words, of course. Nothing was easy to understand when it came to Darkness.
He felt the presence of Tenebra, but only as a vague sense of being watched. As he approached the obelisk, two notifications popped up:
You Have Been Offered Two Quests:
Quest #1: Uplift the Temple
This monument to Darkness was largely ignored by the previous ruler of the Stronghold. As an Adept of Darkness and follower of Tenebra, you have a duty to correct this.
Objective: Raise the Temple to Level II.
Rewards: 1,000 Experience, 10 gold. Gain Mastery over Darkness spells (+20% to damage and effects). Gain +100 Reputation with Tenebra.
Accept: Y/N?
Quest #2: Become a Temple Hierarch
Paladins and Priests of Darkness, as well as Twilight Templars, can become Hierarchs of a Temple. As Hierarch, you have access to its daily Mana, but using it will make it unavailable for Stronghold purposes.
Objective: Link your spirit to the Temple.
Optional Objective (Mana Channeler): By sharing some of your power through your connection with the Temple, you can create a Node of Darkness here. The process is lengthy and requires a Mana sacrifice, but you will automatically become the Master of the new Node.
Rewards: 1,200 Experience, Access to the Temple’s daily Mana generation (100 Mana/day). Gain +50 Reputation with Tenebra.
Optional Rewards: 500 Experience, 1,000 Experience towards Node Mastery, Access to a Darkness-attuned Node (Level 1).
Accept: Y/N?
“I accepted both of them,” Hawke said. “I just have to figure out how to create a Node. The Quest didn’t give me instructions. But the Death Temple is the one that worries me.”
“Yeah, that’s a bit of a pickle,” Nadia said after Hawke explained his options. “Getting on a Maker’s bad side is not a good idea, not when all of us are low-level scrubs. Well-geared scrubs, sure, but we’re not even max level for the Common Realm, which is like the kiddie pool of this universe.”
He had to nod in agreement. Even with all his extra advantages, fighting the Necromancer had been an ordeal. A couple of mistakes or a bit of bad luck, and he would have been the one respawning. He had a lot of spells or abilities, but still didn’t have the proper training to use them effectively. Looking back, he realized that in the heat of battle he had forgotten to use several spells and abilities that might have let him win more quickly and decisively. He kept going for his old reliable spells and often neglected to use more powerful ones. That was probably why it took so much experience to reach a Milestone; to give him time to learn how to use the abilities he already had.
A quick look at his ‘character sheet’ showed him just how many abilities he was leaving unused:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf, Eternal Class: Twilight Templar, Monster Trainer. Level: 14
Experience/Next Level: 5,929/30,000
Attributes:
Strength 26(49), Dexterity 20(43), Constitution 37(59), Intelligence 22(26), Spirit 22(28), Perception 24(30), Willpower 20(26), Charisma 20(22)
Characteristics:
Health: 492 (19.9/min)
Mana: 562(862) (20.8/min)
Endurance 454 (19.9/min)
Identity: 18
Skills
Blacksmithing 3, Climbing 2, Detect Traps 3, Disarm Traps 2, Dodge 7, Lore 4, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 4, Survival 3, Sword 7(21), Swimming 2, Tracking 3
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Aegis of the Fae, Dark Vision, Elementalist, Mana Sight, Sidhe Caster, Sidhe Speed Casting, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Aura of Light, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Dark Step, Enlightenment, Dark Tendrils, Deadly Roots, Fireball, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, In Extremis, Indomitable Aura, Lesser Healing, Nature’s Grip, Nature’s Guardian, Sense Life, Shadow Leech, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Simple Spell Inscription, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step.
Special Abilities
Analyze Monster, Dual-Casting, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Identify Spell, Mana Channeling II, Dispel Magic I, Node Mastery III (Node Recall, Node Sight, Node Travel), Ritual Magic I, Seal Inscription I, Spell Deconstruction, Spellcraft II, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster, Tantric Touch, Timeless Mind, Tulpa Creation I
Arcane Vocations
Blacksmith (Level Four), Mining (Level One), Skinning (Level One), Steward (Level Two)
He needed to practice. A lot. Using the same spell rotation for every problem would not work against powerful enemies. He needed to train with his spells and abilities until they became instinctive and he picked the right one for the challenge at hand. To say nothing of maybe training a Monster one of those days, instead of leaving his second Class largely unused.
“I’ll leave the Death Temple Quests alone for now,” he said. “Let’s see to the prisoners and then get some rest before we take the Eternals to Orom.”
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Gzzatt (Murk Arachnoid)
Level 9 Warrior
Health 270 Mana 156 Endurance 248
The Arachnoid in the cell watched Hawke through the slit on the door, its legs bent in preparation for a leap. If he opened the door, the Warrior would spring into action and do its best to kill him before its inevitable death. He picked that up through his Mana Sight: the spider-man’s emotions had a colder and more detached undertone than other species, but they weren’t that hard to identify. Gzzatt had resigned itself to die and only wanted to take a few more enemies with it.
“The Necromancer is dead,” he told the Arachnoid in Common Fey.
A series of buzzes and clicks were its response.
“He – he is a male – says he is glad the corpse-desecrator is dead,” Nadia translated. “And he only wishes that Domort had lived long enough for any fertile females in his village to implant their eggs in his stomach so a hundred hatchlings ate him alive when they were born.”
“He seems nice.”
“He was the champion of his village,” Nadia added as Gzzatt proceeded to go into a long speech. “Far to the west. He killed several Wolf-Men during a counterraid. The Necromancer didn’t like that, so Gzzatt surrendered himself to pay for the crime, in order to spare his tribe.”
“I killed Domort and now rule the Stronghold,” Hawke told him. “Will you swear an oath to keep the peace? We will let you go back to your people if you do.”
Conflicting emotions coursed through the Arachnoid as he clicked-buzzed his answer: anger, sadness, a tiny glimmer of hope.
“His village rejected him,” Nadia translated; her eyes widened in surprise. “He has nowhere to go. But since I have the symbols of the old empire, he wants to pledge himself into my service.”
“Up to you,” Hawke said. “If I understand how that sort of thing works, you have to provide his food and gear, and he will fight for you.”
“Outcasts can make loyal followers,” Tava said. “He will stand to rise in your service, which will restore his standing in the eyes of his people. When you release him from it, he may have a better chance of finding a home among them.”
“This is a very Edgar Rice Burroughs sort of situation, except those usually involved a manly man having other manly men swearing to follow him,” Nadia mused. “I think I like it.”
With Saturnyx’s help, Nadia came up with an oath of service for one year and one day, binding Gzzatt to her service as her bodyguard. Hawke released the Arachnoid and he stayed by her side, asking only for a weapon. Hawke looked through his Inventory and found a double-headed axe with +3 bonuses to Strength and Constitution, as well as a helmet that raised Perception by 4; he handed them over, getting a lot of buzzes and clicks of thanks in return. Nadia had a handful of Arachnoid suits of armor taken as spoils of war; she gave the best one to her new henchman.
“There you go,” Hawke told her. “You’ll have your own private army in no time.”
“I don’t know how the politics are going to play out, but I guess it’s nice to have an ally.”
They moved to the next cell:
Wolf-Man (Fae Mutation)
Level 8 Hybrid
Health 220 Mana 90 Endurance 220
The next prisoner understood Common Fey but communicated in growls and grunts that not even Saturnyx could decipher. After asking a bunch of ‘yes/no’ questions, they got a sense that the were-creature had been handed over to the Necromancer to be an experimental subject. Having seen Greg’s laboratory, they all knew the likely fate of the furry would have been. The Wolf-Man appeared to be eager to return to his people, and swore never to attack the people of Orom, the Stronghold, or the Arachnoids without provocation. After that, Hawke released him and led him out of the cells; a couple of Volunteers went off to guide the furry out of the Arachnoid caves. Hawke hoped the former prisoner might become an ambassador of goodwill or something.
So far, the Stronghold interface hadn’t shown him what sort of deal the Necromancer had with the Wolf-Men to the west. He was probably going to go to the plateau on the other side of the mountains and either work out a deal with the furballs or drive them out. Couldn’t have an army of hostile werewolves living next door.
That left the Fae Scout:
(Unknown), High Fae
Level 7 Scout
Health 148 Mana 175 Endurance 153
“Ah, you are back!” the nameless Fae said as soon as he saw Hawke. “I will be happy to be released now.”
“I have some questions for you,” Hawke told him.
“And when I answer them, you will release me?”
“No. When I have the information I require from you, I will decide what to do.”
The Scout’s smile became slightly more predatory. “An interrogation, followed by summary judgment. Not very hospitable, are we?”
“You are not my guest,” was Hawke’s curt reply. “I have not extended guest-rights to you. You are a foundling, with no standing on my Stronghold.”
Saturnyx had warned him about that. If he even accidentally treated the Fae as a guest, he would be bound to release him whenever the Scout demanded it, or suffer some nasty magical penalties for breaking the rules of hospitality. When it came to the High Fae, even common courtesy was wrapped up in magic and full of hidden meanings and traps.
“Is this your Stronghold now? What of the Eternal known as Gregory Ballantine, who imprisoned me here?”
“You have it wrong, Scout. I am the one who asks the questions here.”
“Ask them, then.”
“Who do you serve?”
“At the moment, no one. I am a prisoner.”
It’s going to be like that, isn’t it? “Who did you serve before you were captured?”
“A Lady of the Unseelie Court.”
<That was unusually forthright. He could have forced you to ask that question multiple times without giving you even that much of an answer.>
Hawke nodded and went on. “What was your mission?”
“To learn more about Gregory Ballantine, an Eternal from Earth, one of the Outer Realms. My mistress wished to repay a debt.”
One of Domort’s memories flashed through Hawke’s head. “What sort of debt? Did he, I don’t know, enslave her and sell her off to a magic merchant?”
The Fae’s expression changed immediately upon hearing his words. He went from a fairly humanoid specimen with a mean smile to looking like a monster from a horror movie, with a scowl full of sharp teeth that hadn’t been there a moment later, coupled with a murderous glare that made Hawke glad there was a metal door between them.
“To even say those words is to give great offense to the one I serve.”
“So, the answer is yes.”
With a visible effort, the Scout composed himself; his face became humanlike once more, but Hawke realized the Scout’s appearance was little more than an illusion.
“She owes him a great debt. That is all I will say.”
Looks like this lady and Domort had some beef that has nothing to do with us.
<I suppose letting him go back and report that the Necromancer is dead will do us no harm.>
“Well, Gregory is dead,” Hawke told the Fae. “All the way dead. With that in mind, I am prepared to set up conditions for your release.”
“I would be delighted to bargain with you,” the Scout replied. “But there is a small problem with such an agreement.”
“Which is?”
“Gregory Ballantine, or Domort the Necromancer as he is generally known, is not dead.”
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“Stick close together, and you will be fine,” Hawke told the assembled Eternals and their babysitters. “You all have the basic skills you need to stay alive. If you need to fight or run, don’t overthink things; let your character’s instincts take over. Trust me, they will keep you alive much better than anything you learned on Earth, unless you happened to be a Navy SEAL back home.”
“How dangerous is this going to be?” Moe Butts asked. The former YouTuber had calmed down quite a bit and wasn’t yelling all the time anymore, but still sounded worried. They all were, and with good reason.
“Not very. There are a few Dire Beasts in the forest, but they are unlikely to attack a group of people this size.”
Olaf Goode raised his hand. “How about the town? I was a Medieval History major in college. Medieval societies were pretty violent.”
“Orom is a civilized town. Nobody there is going to start trouble with you. And I expect none of you will start trouble with them, either.”
Most people nodded. A couple gave him looks that might be skeptical or even challenging. A few gamers were already questioning why Hawke was in charge. They had a point; he hadn’t been elected to any of his job titles. His counterpoint was that they had two choices: his way or the highway. Luckily, the bonus to his Reputation from the Quest, plus normal gratitude, had left most Eternals with a positive disposition toward him. There was no telling how long that would last, of course.
“Any other questions? No? All right, I’ll lead the way with Team One, then Tava with Team Two, Gosto on Three, and Calvo bringing up the rear with Four.”
Team One was the biggest, with twenty-eight Eternals and a couple of new Adventurers from the Volunteers (Deonos the Ranger and Maxom the Paladin) acting as minders. Hawke’s Leadership raised everyone to at least third level, which would help them survive any trouble they encountered along the way. The other groups had four noobs apiece, as well as a leader and another Volunteer. Three Dwarven Eternals had been left behind with Korgam’s team. They would make the trip the next day.
Getting the whole thing organized had been a major pain. Among other complications, four Orcs, a Lizard-Man, two Elves and two Goblin characters didn’t speak Vulgate. They were all in Hawke’s group, since they all could use English to communicate with him. Most of the players had been from North America; it looked like the Arbiters or Makers responsible had kept arrivals grouped by geographical location.
He hadn’t left the Stronghold unguarded, either. The Sterns were still there, although for the most part they were prospecting. So were ten Volunteers under Marko’s leadership. With the Arachnoids no longer presenting a threat, that should be enough – as long as the Necromancer didn’t pick that time to strike. Hawke was worried about that, but he needed to get the Eternals to safety. The two-day trip should be safe enough, but he couldn’t send off the Eternals by themselves. In any case, his Node Mastery abilities would let him check on and travel to the Town or the Stronghold in a matter of seconds.
Hawke started walking out of the ground-level tunnel, followed by the new Eternals, some of them squinting in the morning sunlight as they saw the new world for the first time. He wanted to get them to Orom as soon as possible, and then teleport to the Stronghold and figure out where the Necromancer was. The nameless Scout’s claim that Greg was still alive had been hard to swallow until the Fae said that he had accepted a Quest to capture or kill Domort – and the Quest was still open. The Arbiters didn’t make mistakes about that sort of thing. If the Quest was still active, that meant the Necromancer was still around.
That had prompted Hawke to swear to kill Gregory, spawning a Quest of his own:
QUEST ACCEPTED: Slay the Lord of the Dead
The Necromancer has lost his Stronghold but remains at large. You must find and destroy him permanently.
Quest Objective: Make Gregory Ballantine suffer his Final Death
Rewards: 2,500 XP, 50 gold, one random item (Masterwork Quality), +150 Reputation with (Unknown).
How the hell did he get away? He broke the truce!
<Not exactly. He died, which triggered the destruction of the pocket dimension. We assumed he had been killed because he had tried to violate the Parley, but perhaps he took his own life, terminating the agreement without breaking his word.>
But that also led to my death. Doesn’t that violate the rules against breaking a Parley?
<That sort of complex issue may have required a ruling from an Arbiter. If it did, it appears the ruling did not go in your favor.>
“Somebody up there doesn’t like me,” Hawke muttered as he checked the Party Interface.
Everyone in the four Parties was sticking together so far. A couple of stragglers were being rounded up by their minders. Maybe he should have hired a couple of shepherds to help get everyone to Orom. And he missed Alba, who had left the day before, intent on tracking down Desmond. Hawke didn’t think she would find him, but if she did, well, maybe she could work things out with the Warrior.
The plan was to get people situated in town ASAP, and set their respawning site in the Temple of Shining Father, which would fulfill their Quests and push them a good ways towards their next level. He was going to let the Eternals use some of the vacant houses the town had inherited after the recent troubles. Eventually, he would start charging them rent with an option to buy. He would use the Town Interface to start assigning them Quests related to improving Orom. That would both level them up and help the town. After that, it would be mostly up to the Eternals themselves. He hoped many or most of them would stick around and either join the Defenders Guild or form their own. Anybody who wanted to behave like a murder hobo would be thrown out, of course.
<And those who become actual murderers?>
Hopefully, we won’t have any. But if we do… Final Death, for any who kills an innocent person.
The sword didn’t say anything else, seemingly satisfied.
Team One reached the river ford. Hawke reminded himself to get a bridge built sometime soon. With mines opening up and a friendly Stronghold on the far side of the Auric, using a slightly less-shallow part of the river to cross was not going to cut it. Unfortunately, that was all they had. He went ahead first with two ropes, which he secured to trees. The newbies crossed one by one, using the ropes for support and with a third line tied to their waist in case they fell. A couple of them slipped and had to be pulled back to dry land by their safety lines, but the rest managed, unsurprisingly enough, since their Attributes even at first level were far above average for their species.
After Team One crossed the ford, Hawke had them wait a short distance away under the care of Paladin Maxom and watched over the next team to cross. The first person – Moe Butts – was halfway across the river when Hawke heard the distant sound of… barks? It wasn’t exactly like the sort of noise dogs would make; there was a whiny almost laughter-like undertone that reminded him of hyenas. Hawke had a Nature’s Guardian in eagle shape flying overhead; he sent it towards the source of the noises.
“Don’t send anyone else through!” he called out to the other side. “We might have problems.” He waded in after Joey, who had frozen in panic three-fourths of the way in, and all but dragged him onto dry land. “No time, bro.”
“What’s happening?” the Orc player asked.
“Trouble. Better call your pet and join the group.”
As he walked up the natural embankment, Hawke mentally reached out to the aerial Nature’s Guardian and looked through its eyes. There was nothing to see but trees so far. Meanwhile, Maxom had organized the newbies on top of a slight rise where a fallen tree – from the looks of it, a victim of Urso or one of the new Dire Bears haunting the forest – had created a small clearing.
“Form a circle. Melee fighters on the outside,” the Guardsman was saying. “Ranged and casters in the center!”
The flying Nature construct spotted movement through gaps in the forest canopy and swooped down closer. A four-legged canine ran past. It looked like a hyena crossed with a porcupine, with a long neck and oversized jaws; rows of spines covered its shoulders and back:
Anger Hound (Fae Mutation)
Level 6 Dire Beast
Health 210 Mana 80 Endurance 210
Those critters were almost as tough as Urso the Dire Bear, and there were almost twenty of them! The pack was rushing towards the ford and the twenty-odd first-level Eternals in the clearing. Hawke looked them over. Nine Warrior- or Rogue-types with melee weapons were on the outer circle; the rest included a few Hunters and Rangers with bows, and assorted magic-users and healers. Moe’s pet, a blue chimpanzee-like critter by the name Little Moe, stepped up to the front line. Hawke set up his auras and dropped Consecrated Ground to help heal people.
“Stick together and we’ll be fine,” he said as the Hounds came into sight.
The monsters received a warm welcome: Hawke’s Fireball exploded on an earth embankment, engulfing several critters. They yelped and whined but kept coming, despite their Health dropping by half and the ongoing damage-over-time the clinging flames continued to inflict. Arrows and spells from the rear ranks landed among them, killing one and injuring a couple of others. The Hounds returned fire: spines on their shoulders and haunches shot out towards the gathered Adventurers. Three missiles bounced off Hawke’s Shield of Light. On his left, a Duelist by the name of Scarface staggered back, a spine protruding from his chest and his Health down to sixteen out of twenty-eight; luckily for him, Hawke’s healing AOEs brought him back to full health a moment later. More cries of pain erupted all around him as the missile barrage fell among the newbies.
A Healing Wave restored everybody who could be saved; a Mage dropped out of the Party as his Health went down to zero. Hawke clenched his teeth and fired off Burning Light at the predators, followed by his Hammers and one of his new Darkness spells, Dark Tendrils.
A dozen shadowy tentacles emerged from the ground and wrapped themselves around four Hounds. He insta-cast Deadly Roots a moment later, immobilizing three others. A couple more were already down, burned or shot to death. But half a dozen monsters charged on; out of spines to shoot but trying to close in with the defenders. One more fell from spells and missiles, but the rest leaped towards the waiting front-line fighters.
Hawke beheaded the one coming at him, then turned and stabbed one who had knocked down Scarface and was about to bite his face off. A second Fireball took care of the immobilized bunch, but the rest of them were too close for AOEs. Hawke used his area heal on his companions and picked off Hounds with single-target spells. Maxon was also using his heals on cooldown while he fought on. Everything would have been fine, except that a couple of newbies panicked and broke ranks, running into the woods – where they discovered that half a dozen more Hounds had crept silently around the clearing and were angling for a real attack. The monsters tore into them, killing them both in a few seconds.
Their deaths served as an alarm of sorts. Hawke had posted three fighters to watch the rear, but all but one of them had moved toward the battle. By the time Hawke reached the rear, a Rogue and another Mage were badly wounded, the former transfixed by four spines, the other with her throat nearly torn out. Hawke healed them and wiped out the rest of the Hounds. That was the last of the creatures. The brief battle had torn through eighteen monsters.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 16 Experience (1 diverted towards Leadership; 1 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 5,776/30,000. Leadership XP: 14,253/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 3,876/5,000
They had won, but three Eternals – the two who had run away, and the one killed by the first volley of spines – were off to respawn at the Stronghold. One of them, a Mage by the name of Motown, would have his Identity reduced below 10. Hawke shook his head, wondering what the poor bastard would forget when he woke up. On the plus side, if the ambush had a plus side, was that the rest of the Eternals had leveled up.
“You said it wouldn’t be dangerous,” Moe told him. A wave of notifications let Hawke know he had lost a good chunk his positive Reputation with the new Eternals.
“Those things weren’t there three days ago,” he said, the excuse sounding lame to his own ears. “We have to keep going, in case more come after us.”
Moe shook his head. The Orc Summoner’s green ape was making obscene gestures at Hawke. “This sucks, man. This isn’t cool.”
There was nothing else Hawke could say, other than to order the march to continue, after overseeing the river crossing for everyone else. People followed his orders, but he caught plenty of dirty looks and muttering along the way. It hadn’t occurred to him that a group that size would be attacked by anything more than a Dire Bear he could easily handle himself.
<This took all of us by surprise,> Saturnyx admitted. <A new Power has entered the land. That is the only way such creatures could appear so suddenly and in such numbers.>
Whoever they are, they won’t be around for much longer. I’ll destroy them myself.
Hawke ignored the Quest notification that popped up a moment later. He’d get the job done, Quest rewards or no rewards.
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“Here you go,” Greg said, leaning over and handing Saul the completed character sheet. “I went mostly for the Mental Attributes.”
The system wasn’t too different from other games he’d played, except you got a lot more Hit Points. Greg figured the damage would also be higher. That was okay; he loved rolling big handfuls of damage dice. That time he had finally gotten to roll a ‘ten-d6’ Fireball had been lots of fun. Imagining people – often with the faces of those who had annoyed or messed with him – running around while being slowly consumed by magical fire had been awesome. Almost as awesome as having Cheerleader lean against him; his elbow was touching her boob, he was sure of it, but he didn’t dare turn his head to make sure.
“Looks good, Greg,” Saul said, handing the character sheet back. “Now, I want you to close your eyes for a second and picture yourself as your character.”
Now, that was weird, the sort of thing people who badmouthed roleplaying games spoke about. But what the hell, a little visualization couldn’t hurt anything. He did as he was told and pictured himself as a Necromancer, raising the dead and…
… he was falling. He opened his eyes and only saw clouds of oily darkness all around him. What the hell? His legs kicked wildly but couldn’t find anything solid; neither did his flailing arms. He screamed as panic overwhelmed him.
He never knew how long the fall through the smoke lasted. At some point, he must have passed out, because the next thing he knew was that he was lying on a cold, rough surface, and his clothes had been replaced by some sort of bathrobe made of a coarse and itchy material. Where was he? A floating piece of paper that glowed with its own light appeared in front of him. He had to read it three times to make sense of the words. And it took him another three minutes to understand that he was in a cemetery and that his first-level spell was Raise the Dead.
His first time he used magic was shockingly easy. So was his first murder, fifteen minutes later.
* * *
“What the hell?” Hawke yelled as he sat up in bed, rudely awakening Tava and Nadia.
That was never a good thing to do, startling two experienced Adventurers. In the time it took him to fully wake up and sit up on the oversized bed, Tava was on her feet, a dagger in her hand and a bedsheet wrapped around her left arm to serve as a makeshift shield. Nadia had prepped an Ice Dagger and was looking for a target. The fact that neither woman was wearing any clothes made the whole situation more than a little distracting.
“Sorry,” Hawke said, laying back down. “Had another Necromancer dream.”
<I could tell your mind was in turmoil,> Saturnyx said. <This no longer can be discounted as simple nightmares.>
“I guess not. Both times have been very vivid. Like I was inside the guy’s head, and trust me, it wasn’t a good place to be. He was happy when he realized he could create a zombie and use it to kill someone. Freaking delighted.”
“You were inside his memories when you followed him into his Dimensional Pocket,” Nadia said. “Without bothering to tell anybody, I might add. Maybe you got contaminated with them.”
“Or perhaps he is working some witchery upon you, my love,” Tava said, putting away her dagger and cuddling back with him. “When we find and inflict the Final Death upon him, then it will be over.”
“I hope so.”
It had been a rough day, and only some late-night ‘bedding’ with his fiancées and mistress had brought him any peace. To have it messed up by those weird nightmares was annoying as hell. Endurance potions were great, but if you didn’t get your eight hours of sleep, your mind started to suffer. Apparently, the Makers hadn’t figured out how to cure the effects of sleep deprivation. If you couldn’t dream and clear out the garbage that accumulated inside your brain, you could go crazy.
And he was tired. After reaching Orom without further incident, Hawke had spent most of the day making sure everyone got housing. The new Eternals were given a choice of either a small hovel for themselves, or sharing one of the larger homes or villas with three to six other people. Most of them went for the shared housing; the idea of sleeping alone in an alien environment hadn’t been very appealing. He made a note of the three exceptions who asked for private quarters, a Rogue, a Warrior and a Battle-Mage. They could be simply shy, or they might have something to hide.
After that, he had used Node Travel to commute from the town to the Stronghold, confer with Korgam, who was happy to report that the Arachnoids were leaving the Dwarves alone, and welcome the three unfortunate Eternals who had been killed by the Anger Hounds. Afterwards, he and the Dwarves had escorted the rest of the former players back to town. Hawke arrived just in time for one more meeting with the Town Council this time, followed by a dinner Q&A with all the Eternals. It had been nighttime before he finally enjoyed a couple of hours of pre-bedtime fun with the future wives and went to sleep. Except the sleep had been short-lived.
“What sort of magic could be doing this?”
<We do not know what other magicks Domort learned during his time in the Realms. Four decades is a long time for someone with Unlimited Potential.>
“Yeah, although from what I saw when I was looking through his memories, he didn’t do a lot of leveling up. He spent most of his career in one hiding hole or another. The Stronghold was the latest one.”
Hawke used Mana Sight on himself, but even a full scan didn’t show anything wrong.  He checked his timer. About four-thirty in the morning. Too late to go back to sleep. He had things to do at six. Might as well get an early start on the day.
“I’m heading back to the Stronghold,” he said.
“Must be nice to be able to teleport back and forth, rather than spend a day or two on the road,” Nadia said. “I picked up a short-range teleport myself, but by short range I mean thirty-feet. Not exactly a way to get anywhere fast.”
“I think that when my Node Mastery goes up by a few levels, I’ll be able to take passengers. Then it will be an easy commute back and forth.”
“Well, good for you, Node Boss.”
“It is good,” Tava said. “Hawke has reaped many great prizes, but he is always willing to share them. He is very generous,” she added with a smile.
“I do try to spread the good stuff around. But you should try to get some sleep.”
“I will,” Nadia said, stretching out in bed and tempting Hawke to get a little extra loving before going off to work.
He resisted the urge, noting that it actually took some effort. Was that his Sidhe side influencing him? For all he knew, it had been at work from the beginning. Maybe that was one reason he’d ended up involved with three women and actually considering adding a fourth. His old self would have found the whole thing ridiculous. Something to think about.
After saying goodbye, he teleported himself to the Stronghold. Lots of work to do.
* * *
“There isn’t much to report, sir,” First Sergeant Marko Clades said. “The Arachnoids are back in their villages, tending to their mushroom fields. They are mostly keeping to themselves. They are, well, just like any other folk, seems like.”
The High Guard sounded a bit surprised about that. Hawke couldn’t blame him for that. Before his current duty, he had only seen Arachnoids from the end of a naginata, with chittering, buzzing warriors charging him in the dark. Between that and their inhuman appearance, it took some mental work to think of them as people. Hawke himself was guilty of thinking of them as ‘it’ rather than him or her. It wasn’t easy to overcome instincts that screamed that ‘different’ was equal to ‘dangerous.’
“Korgam and his followers will be back tomorrow,” Hawke told him.
The Arcane Miners had already located a large deposit of gold, silver and some mithril, as well as several other lesser metals, including lead and copper. Korgam was eager to come back and do some work, although first he wanted to supervise setting up the smaller but more convenient mining camp near Orom. The three Dwarven Eternals had all learned mining and joined the Stern Company. Hawke had let them know that they were always welcome in Orom if they changed their mind, but all three seemed happy with being a part of the small community. Their Identities had been all low – in the case of the poor bastard who had committed suicide, non-existent – and they felt more comfortable turning into their characters. He couldn’t even blame them.
“In any case, I didn’t forget you,” Hawke said as he started unpacking.
He had brought several days’ worth of food, all courtesy of his inventory and the extra pouches of holding he had acquired. Marko smiled at the parcels of dried meat, barrels of wine and other victuals, and had a couple of Volunteers take the stuff to a storage room next to the refurbished barracks that housed the eleven Volunteers still in the stronghold.
Hawke had also brought a disassembled iron cast stove for cooking. The Necromancer’s troops had not needed food or drink; the whole place would have to be remodeled to accommodate human guards. For now, the small force should be all right, although he would look into rotating troops as soon as possible. The Stronghold’s ambiance was not pleasant.
“I also have six extra large pizzas, but I’ll wait until dinner to serve them up,” he told the subcommander.
“The men will appreciate that, sir,” Marko said. “But we all were wondering, what is the status of this place? We all signed up to protect Orom, and to bring down the Necromancer. When we finally find him and give him the Final Death, our job will be finished. What happens next, sir?”
Hawke had given it some thought. “As the ruler of both the Death Spire and Orom, I would like to bring the two places together, along with the territory between them.”
“A Domain, you mean. As a Steward, it is within your power, but folks won’t like the idea.”
“No rush. I will try to talk people into it first,” Hawke said. “This place has a lot of Arcane Workshops. It would be great if people relocated here and made use of them.”
“This place is dark and has an evil cast to it,” Marko said.
“I know. I’m going to work on it. Make the place more welcoming,” Hawke went on, thinking out loud. “Open some light shafts, maybe, and more air vents. Add some basic plumbing. I’ll make sure people get plenty of clean drinking water. Maybe get a recycling system going.”
“That all sounds wonderful, sir. I think it will make the squad feel better. The pizza and extra rations will help as well.”
“Good. Once the place is a little more homelike, it could become sort of a suburb. The craft buildings would make the town stronger and more prosperous, especially with all the mining going on. And trading with the Arachnoids might be profitable as well.”
Marko just nodded in response. Hawke realized he was babbling. Lack of sleep and having dozens of things that needed to be dealt with quickly probably had something to do with it.
“Very well, then,” he said. “Carry on.”
“Yes, sir.”
Hawke headed to the Stronghold Interface and went back to work.
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Death Spire (Level 12 Stronghold)
Affinities: Darkness, Death, Undeath
Available Mana/Mana Pool: 2,154/12,000
Garrison (Maximum Size): 0/1,200
Mana Generation: 1,000/day (1 Level 5 Mage’s Tower, 1 Level 10 Mana Node (Death), 1 Death Temple (Level 1), 1 Darkness Temple (Level 2)).
Mana Expenditures: 250/day (Minion Support: 0, Processes: 250)
Ongoing Processes:
Empower Defenders: Raises the level of all sworn defenders and created or summoned minions by 5. (250 Mana/day)
“Lots of Mana per day,” Hawke said. “Even more if I turn off the Empower Defenders bennie.”
He did so, since at the moment the only defender or minion in the Spire was him. The Volunteers hadn’t sworn allegiance to him as master of the Stronghold; he needed to figure out the politics first.
<Many people at Orom will balk at being associated with a place of Undeath. Even if under the control of an apparent Paladin of Light.>
“Yeah, there is that. You’ve been pretty quiet, by the way. Didn’t even call me a dumbass for prattling on in front of Marko.”
<I was deep in thought, I must admit. Mostly pondering where the Necromancer could be. When their designated Reincarnation sites are destroyed, Eternals will emerge from the previous sites they selected.>
“Which means he could be anywhere. Thousands of miles away for all we know.”
<He purposefully destroyed himself, losing no fewer than seven Identity units, in order to escape. I suspect he had a plan for such an eventuality.>  
“From going through his memories, I know he’s a coward. Maybe he’s running again.”
<Perhaps.>
Setting that aside, Hawke set half of the Stronghold’s Mana per day into fixing the damaged buildings. One Mana point could restore one Durability point; the walls and barracks were down a bit over two thousand Durability, so they would be fixed back to full in five days. He postponed improving any buildings or adding new ones until after that was taken care of. But with Domort unaccounted for, he wanted to improve the defenses. A squad of Volunteers, even if three of them were Adventurers, wasn’t enough. He went through the Interface’s menu until he found an entry for Minions and Summons. As it turned out, Minions were created by the Stronghold itself, based on the ‘recipes’ it owned, and Summons were any entity that Hawke himself could create himself, made permanent by a continuous Mana expenditure from the Stronghold itself.
Available Minions:
Basic
Basic Skeleton (1 Mana/day): Level 5 Undead. Health 100 Mana 50 Endurance n/a. Can be equipped with weapons. Requires a humanoid corpse (any age). Can be made into an Elite (x 3 Characteristics, +100% Damage) for 1 extra Mana per level per day. Level can be increased for 1 extra Mana per day per level, up to level twelve.
Basic Shambler (1 Mana/day): Level 5 Undead. Health 125 Mana 50 Endurance n/a. Cannot wield weapons. Has contagious bite. Requires a humanoid corpse (no more than a week old). Can be improved as above.
Advanced
Abomination (2 Mana/day): Level 6 Undead: Health 180 Mana 120 Endurance n/a. Can be equipped with weapons. Requires three corpses (no more than a week old) and a Mixing Vat (currently destroyed). Can be improved as above.
Harpy (7 Mana/day): Level 5 Undead: Health 70 Mana 100 Endurance 60. Flier (Medium Speed). Can be equipped with weapons. Can cast Minor Lightning Bolt. Can be improved as above.
Wraith (12 Mana/day): Level 6 Undead: Health 90 Mana 150 Endurance 120. 95% Resistance to Physical damage. Flier (Slow Speed). Can cast spells: Minor Death Curse, Minor Lightning Bolt, Terror. Can be improved as above.
Summons Available
Animate Shadow: 6 Mana/day. Effective level: 12. Can be made into an Elite (x 3 Characteristics, +100% Damage) for 1 extra Mana per level per day.
Nature’s Guardian: 12 Mana/day. Effective level: 12. Can be made into an Elite (x 3 Characteristics, +100% Damage) for 2 extra Mana per level per day.
Darkness Guardian: 15 Mana/day per Guardian level (Maximum 12). Elite summon; cannot be improved further.
The Undead would make decent cannon fodder, especially the Wraiths, but then nobody normal would want to visit the Stronghold. Hawke decided not to use them. Instead, he allocated 60 Mana per day to raise ten Animated Shadows, 120 on ten Nature Guardians (split evenly into DPS and Tanks), and a massive 180 Mana per day for a level twelve Elite Darkness Guardian. The giant shadow monster would be the Stronghold’s mobile reaction force. Before he confirmed the additions, he remembered to go outside and warn the Volunteers they were about to have company. The human defenders were intimidated by the Shadowlings, especially the big one, but were happy to have reinforcements. Hawke set Marko and Calvus as sub-commanders who could order the creatures around as long as they didn’t contravene Hawke’s direct commands.
He added the remaining Mana toward repairs, cutting down the time to completion. After that, he could go on a shopping spree on Stronghold improvements. He had done his part in protecting the Stronghold. Now it was time to visit the Vault that his Interface had located underneath the Necromancer’s laboratory.
Hawke might not have killed the Lord of the Dead permanently, but he had taken his Stronghold and all the stuff in it. It was time to collect some loot.




Fifty-Nine

 
All but rubbing his hands greedily, Hawke headed to the Vault.
The labs had been cleaned of all the disgusting experimental tools the Necromancer had accumulated. Hawke had no desire to see them ever again, let alone use them. He had let the Volunteers, under Marko’s supervision, cart everything away and do whatever they wanted with it. Some stuff, like metal pipes and glass compartments, would no doubt be useful and valuable. They had also found about five miles’ worth of copper pipes and tubing in a warehouse next to the barracks, and that he had kept. A closer inspection of the buildings revealed that the Necromancer had running water, fed from one of the streams, throughout the lower levels of the tower. When he had time, he was going to extend and improve the system.
“Faucets, hot showers and flush toilets, baby,” he said to himself.
A section of floor hid a staircase going one more level down, accessible only through a mental command by the Stronghold’s owner, or by a team of people with picks and shovels who didn’t mind getting blasted by a handful of high-powered Death Cyclone spells while they were digging. At the other end of the staircase waited a metal door made of mithril, hardened steel and Adamant, with ungodly damage resistance (250/95%, meaning the first 250 points of damage were simply ignored and anything above that was reduced by ninety-five percent) to just about everything, a Durability of 5,000, and another Death magic trap for good measure. As the current proprietor, Hawke opened it without any difficulty and let himself in.
Lights came on as he stepped into the large room. The magic runes lining the ceiling were just as good as so many hundred-watt bulbs; they were set up in a way that made Hawke remember Earth, where darkness could be banished with the flick of a switch. The Necromancer hadn’t cast aside everything from his previous life, just any sense of morality or compassion. In the Realms, most places shut down shortly after nightfall and cities became completely dark outside a few enclaves of the super-wealthy.
Thanks to his Dark Vision, Hawke wasn’t as bothered as most people, but the Fae ability only showed things in hues of blue, so it wasn’t a perfect workaround. The Necromancer had tried to recreate modern life through the use of magic. The Stronghold had been dimly lit with a scattering of magic runes; Hawke would look into increasing their number and availability. He wanted light for as many people as possible, not just himself.
The room had a central marble table and no other furniture. The walls had twelve metal doors, each about the size of a large locker, on each side. They didn’t seem to have a lot of room inside. As it turned out, they didn’t need to be big. As soon as Hawke touched one of the ‘doors,’ he found himself looking into an Inventory!
<A Stronghold Vault is much like your Bonded Vault, except larger and bound to a location rather than to your person.>
The Vault he opened had sixty-four slots instead of his inventory’s thirty-two. And forty-nine of those slots were filled with all kinds of stuff. Crafting components in dozens of varieties. Many were disgusting things like Preserved Human Brains, but others seemed to be normal Alchemical substances, including herbs, powders, extracts and oils. He recognized Fey Lilies and Bone Caps; there were a whole bunch of varieties of plants he didn’t, species like Infused Sunflowers, Shadow Orchids, and Gold Moss. Each slot had no fewer than a hundred units or bunches or whatever measure you counted ingredients with; some had eight or nine hundred. He had to bring Flava over to help catalogue the stuff. Probably offering her a few of those ingredients would be payment enough. Who knew what all that stuff was worth?
<I am no expert, but I believe none of those ingredients are worth less than five silvers apiece, and many are at least one or more gold each. The contents of this Vault could be sold for three or four thousand gold.>
“That twice the value of those gold and silver bricks I donated. Well, loaned, sort of.”
<The very wealthy can afford to be very generous.>
“Well, let’s see what else I can donate to the needy.”
Three vaults contained nothing but potions. There were the usual Healing, Mana, Endurance and Rejuvenation kinds, in their Lesser, Minor and Common varieties. Each Vault slot held up to a hundred potions. The Vaults held about six thousand recovery potions in total. No wonder Greg had been so carefree with his potion use.
There were plenty of more exotic concoctions as well: potions of Elemental Protection that gave you +10% Resistance against a given Element (all eight varieties were available), two hundred Fire Salves, which smelled terrible but had come in handy during some memorable encounters with Fire Lizards, and all kinds of mixtures that would repair crippling injuries, give you temporary boosts to your Attributes or Characteristics, let you breathe underwater, and a bunch of other abilities.
Hawke took his time examining every type of potion, looking for a particular kind. His pulse quickened as he dared to hope. If any place could have what he was looking for, this was it. He found it in the third Vault. Three slender vials filled with a gold-speckled amber liquid. His True Sight identified them.
Potion of Youth Restoration (Legendary Quality)
Drinking this potion will reduce your biological age by twenty-five years (for Humans, Gnomes, Orcs and Goblins), or one-fourth of your typical lifespan for longer- or shorter-lived species. The potion will not reduce your age below the prime of youth (early twenties for Humans, Gnomes, Orcs and Goblins). Only two potions can be taken safely by an individual; beyond that there is an increasing 40% chance the process will permanently damage the imbiber.
Hawke immediately transferred the three potions to his Inventory. He had no idea what the vials were worth, but he didn’t care. Two for Kinto, who was pushing eighty, and one for Dorrham. He owed them that.
<No one is owed a second chance at life. But it is a wonderful gift to give a friend.>
He wanted to tell Tava the news. She was out of reach of Saturnyx’s telepathy, unfortunately. On the other hand, this was the sort of thing that could wait for the whole family to gather together. He smiled at the thought.
“Who knew that looting the vault of a high-level Necromancer with fifty years’ experience was going to be this profitable?”
He decided to mix things up a little and check the vaults on the other side. The first four were mirror copies of the four he had examined: one filled with Alchemical components (all slots had assorted herbs and spices), and three filled with roughly the same number of common Alchemical mixtures, except there were no more Potions of Youth Restoration among them. It looked as if the Necromancer liked to keep things in matched sets. A little bit OCD, maybe, not that there was anything wrong with wanting symmetry in life.
The fifth Vaults on each side contained a different kind of chemicals: they were filled with poisons of all kinds. Not his sort of thing, even as a Twilight Templar, who did a lot of sneaky things but, unlike Ninjas, didn’t go for better killing through chemistry. Alba, on the other hand, would likely appreciate the chance to put a little something extra in her blades or crossbow bolts; so would the seven Rogues among the Eternals in Orom. Alba would get poisons for free, within reason. The rest would have to pay fair market prices, with discounts for Guild members, of course.
If he found a seller for everything he had found so far, he could make thousands of gold, but the money wasn’t important. What he could do with that stuff was. And he reminded himself he hadn’t taken the Stronghold single-handedly. All the Adventurers and normal people who had followed him into battle were owed a share of the spoils.
<You bested the Necromancer in single combat. The greatest share still belongs to you.>
“Sure, but Greg isn’t dead yet, and I took the Stronghold as my own. That’s a big chunk of loot. Korgam is probably unhappy about that.”
<I think the Dwarf has plans of his own for the Sunset Range, or even the Dragonback Mountains to the north. He will try to organize a settlement of his people near the mines. He might even forge or acquire a Town Core of his own along the way. That will be reward enough.>
“I guess there is enough room in the mountains for everyone,” Hawke said, thinking of the Arachnoid ruins they had found along the way.
The Murk Arachnoids didn’t seem to be interested in resettling their old cities but had spread onto the upper reaches of the mountain, where they met the plateau the Wolf-Men controlled. Maybe the Dwarves could claim the abandoned lands near the bottom of the mountains and build there, after signing a treaty signed with the Arachnoids and one Hawke Lightseeker, Lord of the Dead. More meetings. There were going to be a lot more meetings.
<That is but one of the prices one must pay for power. Bureaucracy.>
Vaults Six, Seven and Eight (again, matched pairs) contained magic scrolls and books. Unlike the assorted components in the previous vaults, there were rarely more than a handful of each kind of scroll, and very often an entire slot would be occupied by a single copy. Greg had either been fond of using his supply, or hadn’t had much luck acquiring more.
<Magical writing is hard to come by in the Common Realm. The components are expensive, especially for higher-level spells, and the value of a single spell is often less than what the ingredients and hiring an Arcane Scribe would cost.>
“Makes sense,” he said. “Now, can you learn a spell from a scroll?”
<Only from a Teaching Tome, in either book or scroll form. They are far more expensive than simple spell-storage documents, and like them they are destroyed upon being used.>
After Saturnyx’s lecture, Hawke was unsurprised to find that all but a handful of the scrolls and books in the four vaults were the kind that let you cast the spell inscribed there, after which the scroll would burn away, or, in the case of a book, the page where the spell was would do so. There were only four Teaching Tomes in total, each a scroll containing a single spell. One he already knew: Animate Shadow. The other three belonged to the Death or Undeath schools:
Raise Zombie (Undeath)
Time to Cast: 15(12) seconds. Cooldown: 10(8) minutes. Cost: 15(12) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: 10 yards. Effect: Raise a fresh corpse from a sapient species, turning it into a servant. The zombie will be one level below yours (minimum level one) You can control a maximum of one zombie per level. Additional zombies can be created, but are not under your control and will wander around, seeking to kill and feed on the living. The spell can also be used to take control of an unbound zombie, at the same cost of raising one.
Death Stare (Death)
Time to Cast: 3 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 30(24) seconds. Cost: 100(75) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: 30 feet. Effect: Look into your victim’s eyes, inflicting 15-25 Death damage per level. Armor and most defenses other than Elemental Resistance will not mitigate this spell. Only living beings can be affected by Death Stare.
Army of the Dead
Time to Cast: 5(2.5) minutes. Cooldown: 24(20) hours. Cost: 250(200) Mana. Duration: Two hours. Range: 2-mile radius. Effect: Any corpse in the area of effect that has not been given a proper funeral and buried in hallowed ground will rise, digging themselves out if necessary, and follow your mental commands. The risen dead will be Skeletons or Zombies, depending on the state of their corpses, and will have an equivalent level to two-thirds the caster’s level, rounded down.
“Holy shit.”
<There is nothing holy about those spells,> Saturnyx said.
Death Stare was the next best thing to a one-shot kill. No wonder Greg had almost murdered him a bunch of times during their fight. Army of the Dead could raise a private army. In the right place – like the unmarked graves of a couple of legions he knew about – he could start his own zombie apocalypse.
Is there a catch? Will raising the dead damn me? Or staring people to death?
<Mindless Undead, as I explained before, no longer have souls to torment, so using them in battle is not inherently evil, although doing so will earn you few friends. And killing by magic is killing by magic, no matter what sort of spell you use. Burning someone alive with a Fireball is no more merciful or beneficent than using Death magic.>
“In that case, I’m taking those scrolls.”
<You still need to unlock the Element and School in question.>
“I know. This gives me one more reason to keep the Death Temple going. I’m already a Twilight Templar. Walking a fine line between opposites is what I do.”
<Until you stumble and fall.>
“Risk versus reward. My only worry is that I already have more spells than I know what to do with.”
<An experienced spellcaster will select a rotation of no more than a dozen spells for a given situation, relying on them for the most part while in combat. You can even visualize those rotations through the tools the Arbiters give Adventurers.>
“Just like a game. Of course it would be just like a game,” Hawke said, cursing himself for not thinking of that before.
A quick look at his spell list let him pick an icon for each spell, and to arrange a series of icons in a floating line in his field of vision, off to one corner so it wouldn’t obstruct his visibility. He could even add a timer function so he would know which spell was on cooldown and which was ready to cast. Setting up more than thirteen or fourteen spells began to clutter up things. It was just like Saturnyx had said. Pick the spells you wanted to use, then you could easily fire them off as needed. Change the rotation for different foes – one for Undead, for example – and you wouldn’t forget a useful spell in the middle of a fight.
“I’ll still have to work on it. Lots of practice.”
<Nothing worthwhile is possible without a great deal of practice. Speaking of which, you could benefit a great deal from some sword work. Your skill has atrophied because you rely too much on the magical knowledge the blades impart on you.>
“That’s a good point. If I ever have to use a regular sword, I’d be still stuck with a Skill of seven. I’ll start working out a few hours a week.” Assuming I can squeeze a few hours a week out of my schedule.
<At your current levels, it will take no less than a thousand hours of diligent training to improve your swordsmanship.>
“Okay. Meanwhile, let’s finish checking the vaults and maybe have an early lunch back in Orom.”
As things turned out, there was no lunch, early or otherwise.
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Hawke didn’t spend much time looking at the regular one-shot spell scrolls. That sounded more like a job for Nadia or other Mage types. He only placed a few one-use scrolls in his inventory, because the spells in question looked cool or might come in handy during an emergency. After closing those vaults, he turned to number Nine.
It was full of magical items. Weapons, rings, necklaces, armor pieces, cloaks, hats, enchanted jewels, even piercings and some weird patterns that Saturnyx explained were tattoo enchantments. Most of the items were unique or close to it, with rarely more than two items of each type in a slot. There were sixty filled slots and about eighty items in total. Hawke opened the vault on the opposite wall and wasn’t surprised to find more of the same. He checked the ninth and tenth vaults on both sides and found yet more. Before he went on a shopping spree, Hawke decided to look at the last two vaults on each side, just in case they also had more useful doodads.
They didn’t. The last four vaults were filled with bodies: sixty-three in three vaults and sixty-two in one, for a total of two-hundred and fifty-one wrapped-up bodies.
“That’s a big nope,” he said, closed all those vaults, and decided to deal with them after he was done picking up some goodies. Whatever was going on there, it was not likely to be pleasant.
Hawke examined the items carefully, looking for some good stuff for himself, as well as some choice presents for his friends and loved ones. He decided that half of the rest of the items would have to be divvied up between everyone who had participated in the expedition, including the families of the dead, both Adventurers and normal people. Everybody was going to get a share of those items or their value in cash, whichever they preferred.
He ended up picking up eleven items from the huge selection. Seven were gifts: two Masterwork Rings of the Sage, going to Nadia and Gosto, which provided a +4 bonuses to Intelligence, Spirit and Willpower, two Rings of the Scout (for Alba and Tava), with +4 bonuses to Dexterity, Constitution and Perception, and a Hunter’s Helm for Tava that gave +5 bonuses to those Attributes plus a self-heal enchantment that would restore 150 Health once a day. He also got her 48 Arrows of Smiting that added +50 Physical damage to each shot. Korgam would be getting a Shield of the Defender, with huge bonuses to Strength and Constitution as well as increased resistance against all Elements and Forces. He would count those things as part of his share; everybody would get their pick after that.
For himself, he took a Warrior’s Ring that added +5 to Strength and Constitution, a Tattoo of the Boar that magically painted a very realistic beast on his chest and increased his Elemental and Force Resistances by 10% and his Health by 20%, and a Cloak of Salvation that gave him another +5 to Constitution and which, if struck by an attack that would reduce him to zero Health, would let him survive with 25% of his maximum Health instead. Considering how close to dying he came on a regular basis, the cloak was a godsend and a good backstop to his In Extremis spell. The ability worked only once a day, so he resolved not to engage in suicidal behavior any more often than that.
Finally, he put an Amethyst of the Magus into the chest slot of his armor. The glowing jewel socketed itself in the breast plate with a burst of light and a small puff of ozone. He still had a Holy Orb of Life in his inventory, but he already had one attached to Saturnyx and he was saving it in case they needed to replace the one that was being slowly destroyed by the strain of housing the Fury’s soul. His Breastplate of the Battle-Mage had a slot for a jewel, orb or other socketed item, and the Amethyst was a perfect fit:
Amethyst of the Magus (Legendary Item)
Level 15 (Minimum Level 10)
Bonuses: +5 to Intelligence and Spirit, +50 to Mana, +20% to spell damage.
Special Abilities:
Draw Mana: Once per day, the Amethyst can replenish up to 50% of your Mana Capacity.
He also set aside a level 20 bastard sword that he couldn’t use yet but would make a fitting replacement for the paired weapons that had served him and Saturnyx so well for most of his adventuring career. With it and the Lesser Shield of Order, he would soon go back to his old sword-and-board tanking days as soon as he reached level 15.
There was a lot more stuff in the vaults, but some of it was level 20 or higher, which he couldn’t use, and other stuff was too low-level for him but might be useful to starting Adventurers. After half of the vaults’ contents were shared by the expedition, Hawke decided that people who joined his Guild (including those who had already joined) would get to pick a magical item as a sign-up bonus, with some limitations. Adventurers who wanted to strike off on their own could buy items instead.
“All right,” he said after equipping all his new gear. “Let’s look at the bodies in the last two vaults.”
* * *
The two hundred and fifty-two bodies were wrapped in bandages like so many Egyptian mummies. He used True Sight on one of them, and made a couple of disturbing discoveries:
Elwynn Alfair (Fae, Undead)
Level 10 Unseelie Revenant
Health 365 Mana 370 Endurance n/a
What the hell? Fae cannot become Undead.
<Indeed, they cannot. They are beings of energy. Creatures of Mana, if you will. Their bodies are mere receptacles of that energy. For them, death is soon followed by Reincarnation into a different form or a return to a state of energy rather than matter. That entity should not exist.>
And yet, there it was, and Elwynn wasn’t the only one. All those hundreds of bodies were some variety of Fae or Elf, all transformed into Undead and kept in stasis inside the Vault, despite the fact such transformation shouldn’t be possible. Hawke hadn’t realized that you could put people in inventory slots, either, and asked Saturnyx about that.
<Stasis is extremely unpleasant for conscious minds. Time appears to stop for everything but thought, which stretches out interminably without any sensory stimuli. Imagine being suspended in utter darkness, unable to see, hear or feel anything, for what feels like years.>
“Crap. I’m sorry for doing that to you.”
<It isn’t as bad for beings like myself, since I have my own domain to visit, but even there, time appears to stretch painfully. Or rather, it did. The bond we share is much stronger now. It anchors me to reality and the normal flow of time, so being inside a Vault is no longer a hardship.>
“But these guys must be insane.”
<Undeath may render them immune to such effects, but I cannot say with certainty. One thing is certain: Domort did not trust them enough to release them, even when it was clear his Stronghold was about to be overrun.>
“So why keep them there? Why create them in the first place? None of this makes sense.”
<Even of more concern, there were sixty-three bodies in each vault, but one.>
“Which means that either Greg couldn’t fill his collection evenly, or one of them is out and about. Doing who knows what.”
<Unfortunately, we cannot ask Gregory what his plans are.>
“No, and when I find him I don’t plan to waste time with questions. I really don’t care what he wanted to do. We’ll leave those guys in there until we can figure out what to do with them.”
He emptied most of the low-value stuff in his Inventory into the Vault’s spare slots and left, making sure the door leading to the stairs was locked and trapped. He looked at the time and realized he had missed lunch and was probably going to be late for dinner. Hawke was just heading for the Stronghold Core when a running guardsman found him.
“Trouble, Your Holy Eminence!”




Sixty-One

 
Hawke followed the guard to the main courtyard, where Marko was talking to a tired-looking guardsman who had gotten off a well-lathered horse; there was a remount behind them, equally covered in sweat. The guard must have ridden all the way from Orom, made it through the ford and then ridden up the tunnel at the foot of the Stronghold. Even with a remount, it must have been a brutal trip, over twenty miles in a couple of hours, over portions of broken terrain and dangerous wildlife. He reminded himself to see that the messenger got a bonus.
“Your Eminence,” Marko said, saluting.
“What’s wrong?”
At a node from the First Sergeant, the messenger spoke up. “Captain Kinto sent me here. Some of the Eternals went off exploring this morning. They came back with tidings of an army gathering in the Shadowy Foothills. He wanted to notify you, so here I am.”
“Thank you. I’ll go to Orom. Get some rest before you head back.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Hawke rushed to the Core Room and teleported to the Prefect’s Keep in Orom. As soon as he was there, he contacted Tava and Nadia through their link to Saturnyx. Thankfully, they were both within reach.
What happened?
We’re in the Keep, Tava said. We’ll talk then.
“Welcome back,” Antana told him, looking up from her desk.
“I don’t feel very welcome,” he replied on his way out of the main office. “We may have some trouble.”
“So I have heard. That seems to have become the normal state of affairs,” the Mistress of Coin said unhappily as she followed him.
Hawke went to the room where he normally held Town Council meetings. The other Town Officials were there, along with Kinto, Nadia and Tava. Also present were a handful of Eternals, including Moe Butts and Olaf Goode, both of whom had gone up to third level.
“What happened?”
“It was my bad,” Moe began. “We got a Quest from the Alchemist lady to collect some herbs up north. We headed up there, no biggie, but then a Dire Bear showed up. Level six. We took it down.”
“Moe kept us organized,” Olaf added. “Good teamwork all around.”
“Yeah, but then we continued north, even though we’d been warned it wasn’t safe. We’d all leveled up and we were feeling a bit cocky, I guess. We made it to the top of the hill, and that was when we saw them.”
“At least a hundred Woodlings,” a female Orc Ranger by the name of Alabama McGee broke in. “Level five, mostly, with a dozen lieutenants and bosses, levels seven to twelve. And about thirty of the Anger Hounds that attacked us yesterday. They were camped between a set of hills, about twelve miles north of town. And more of them were coming in.”
“We took off then,” Moe went on. “But we ran into a patrol. Dozen Woodlings and six Hounds came after us. Howard stayed behind to hold them off.” Moe looked down. “He had the highest Identity of us, so he figured he was the most expendable.”
“I’m back, though,” Howard Strong said; he was a third level Paladin of Hercules. “I just didn’t want the others to lose more points. My I.D. was at twenty. Eighteen now, but I’ll live.”
“They still almost caught us, but Gosto and Tava had been gathering herbs not too far away, and they saved us.”
“We dealt with the remaining Woodlings and their beasts. Then we sent word and raised the guard,” Tava said. “We have brought in all the farmers on the northern farms, and prepared for the worst. The Woodlings haven’t come to us yet.”
“Waiting for reinforcements, I’d wager,” Kinto said. “If they are gathering their forces, it may be a few days before they reach their full strength. Although they may strike sooner, now that they know we are aware of their presence.”
“How many Woodlings can there be?” Hawke asked. “On the way to Akila, you mentioned most bands didn’t have more than twenty, maybe thirty warriors at most. The Event we ran into on our way back must have killed a bunch of them, and that was just a few days ago.”
“The Foothills have been quiet for decades,” the Hunter said, looking old and tired. Hawke had the solution to those problems, but wanted a private moment for it. “But it is said that their forests were the last bastion of the Fae after their downfall during Second Ragnarök, when the Great Dragons were expelled from the First Realm. No one knows how many Wildings have bred there over the centuries, how many tribes wait in the hills. Only fragments of old songs survive that ancient time.”
<He speaks the truth,> Saturnyx confirmed. <When Erison and his band traveled these lands at the end of Third Ragnarök, they chose not to venture into the northern woods, for the Fae were still strong there, and their quarrel was with Demon-kind, not the Children of Chaos. That was a thousand years ago. Their population could have grown greatly during that time.>
“Moe’s team saw over a hundred. There could be a lot more by now” Hawke said. “We’ve got thirty guards in Orom, ten in the Stronghold, plus officers. Forty-three Eternals, mostly second to third level. I have a whole bunch of summoned critters watching the Stronghold, but they cannot exist beyond its borders. Anything else?”
“We can call up another forty, fifty townsfolk, men and women fit to fight in the open,” Kinto said. “And about the same number that I would trust atop the town walls. Call it a hundred, and a few dozen more that can help load crossbows and man bucket brigades when the fires start.”
What fires? Hawke wondered.
<A city besieged has to fear fire, especially if the besiegers care not for conquering but only for destroying. Woodland Fae do not love fire, but will make use of it.>
“Great. I can make a ton of summoned creatures. The only problem is bringing them outside the mountains.”
“Make a Domain,” Kinto told him. “Many will not be happy to owe fealty to the Lord of the Death Spire, but the people of Orom and the outlying villages know of your deeds. They will trust you.”
Saturnyx? Hawke asked the sword while he pretended to be deep in thought. He had thought about doing that, but was hoping to have time to talk people into it first.
<As a Steward who controls both a Stronghold and a Town, you can stake a claim on the lands between them and form a Domain containing both. The Stronghold’s minions and summons will be able to travel anywhere within the borders of the new territory. Your responsibilities will grow a great deal. And such an action will likely attract the attention of the Ruby Empire.>
Yeah, it’s not a great choice. But better than all the others, I suppose.
<Like you, I believed there would be time to consider such things. Events have conspired to deny it to us.>
“Any thoughts?”
“Such a move can only strengthen Orom, I would say,” Town Clerk Markello said. “As the ruler of the Town and Stronghold, you could even petition the Empire for the title of Count of the Sunset Valley.”
“And the petition could be answered by a Legion marching to the Valley to oust the upstart. And incidentally put one of the Emperor’s sycophants on the County’s Seat,” Magistrate Oras countered angrily.
“Let’s save Imperial politics for a day when we don’t have a Fae army on our doorstep,” Kinto said, stilling the argument before it could get going. “Doing this will solve today’s problem and create gods know how many more tomorrow. But that can be said of most solutions.”
“Good point, as always.”
“I would like to bring out the possibility of a diplomatic solution?” Nadia said. “Since, you know, nobody seems to be doing that? As part Fae ourselves, Hawke and I might be able to, you know, talk to them.”
“I was going to try that. But before we talk peace, we need to be prepared for war.”
“Truer words are seldom spoken,” Tava said. “And blood has been spilled already, on both sides, so it may be too late to make parley. But if it isn’t, your being Lord of the Valley will strengthen your position, in war or peace.”
“There is that,” Nadia conceded. “And I would like to remind you that there is a loose federation of tribes in the Sunset Mountains, and that I’m sort of their titular head. As long as your Domain doesn’t plan to take their lands away or threaten them, I think you should go for it.”
“Of course. I think the Arachnoids might make good allies,” he said. “And maybe you can convince them to help us against the Fae. I would be willing to hire mercenaries or form a military alliance.”
“I will go speak to them first thing in the morning.”
“Perfect. Anyone against me doing this?”
“People will grumble,” Oras said. “They will claim you overthrew Prefect Felix and the Necromancer to set yourself up in their places. And then they will go on with their lives, so long as you don’t disturb them. Only the most foolish will even consider going against someone like you, and if they do, they will fare poorly, as fools always do.”
“You’ve helped us out a lot, Hawke,” Moe said. “You ain’t perfect, but who the hell is? Do what you gotta do. I can’t speak for all the other players, but I will back you up, man.”
“Thank you.”
“Same here,” Olaf said. “And I was a Medieval History major, so if you need any assistance in maneuvering through the politics of this mess, I’ll be happy to help out any way I can.”
“Thanks. I will take you up on that. All right, then. I’ll set up the Domain. Meanwhile, Moe, I’m deputizing you into the guard as a Sergeant.”
The Orc looked a little dubious but nodded. “Okay.”
“You and Olaf, help get the Eternals organized. Kinto, I need you for a moment, but after that, I’ll leave you to organize the town guard and raise a militia.”
“And why is that?” the Hunter asked.
“I want to have a word with you and your family. If we can have the room, I’d be grateful.”
Everyone but Kinto, Tava and Gosto filed out of the meeting room, including Nadia, who sent a question via their psychic link.
Everything okay?
Just a bit of personal business, Hawke replied. But it’s good stuff, nothing to worry about. Saturnyx can keep you in the loop.
<It will be my pleasure.>
As soon as the door closed, Hawke spoke up.
“I have something for you.”
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Quest Completed: Bring Youth to an Old Hunter.
You have earned 1,152 Experience (+20% from Triune Goddess bonus, 144 diverted towards Leadership; 144 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level: 6,928/30,000. Leadership XP: 14,393/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 4,120/5,000
The physical change was immediate and noticeable. Within seconds of drinking the vial, Kinto straightened up and seemed to grow half an inch before their eyes. The wrinkles around his face didn’t disappear – years spent outdoors had carved them too deeply for that – but they retreated somewhat, and the white in his hair and beard became black, with a few gray patches. His eyes didn’t change much, but his body filled up as lost muscle and bone mass were magically restored.
Hawke glanced at Gosto and Tava. There were tears in their eyes. Even Kinto looked more emotional than at any time since Hawke had known him.
“Thank you, Hawke Lightseeker. The words are not enough. No words are.”
“Hey, in all honesty, I found the potions in the Necromancer’s stash. I was prepared to go on some great quest to help you out, but I just looted the bastard. It wasn’t a big deal.”
“You have given me something I never expected to have back. I can never repay you.”
“Glad to do it, man. You guys helped keep me alive. Kept me sane, too. And,” he took Tava’s hand. “Soon we will be family, right?”
“You already are.”
“Cool. I think that’s enough mushy stuff. I got everyone some stuff, too. Looting can be fun.”
* * *
Hawke stood in front of Orom’s Interface and looked through the options menus until he found what he needed.
You are attempting to form a Domain: Sunset Valley.
Prerequisites: Rulership over any two of the following Core Types: City, Dungeon, Fortress, Labyrinth, Stronghold, or Town. Prerequisites Met.
You will add the following sites to the Domain:
Orom Settlement (Level 2 Town)
Death Spire (Level 12 Stronghold)
Mana Node (Fae/Nature)
Mana Node (Darkness)
Mana Node (Death)
Proceed? Y/N
Hawke selected ‘Yes.’ After a few uneventful seconds that made him wonder if that was all there was to the process, he went flying into the air as if someone had strapped a rocket pack to his back. Except his body stayed right where it was. His point of view flew up into the clouds, high enough to see the entire valley and the surrounding mountain ranges. He saw that the mountains in the north and northwest were covered by massive glaciers, and that they were the source of the waterfalls that became the Auric River, as well as another large river to the north that cut through the thick forests covering the Foothills. Far to the south, a much smaller mountain range separated the valley from a grasslands-covered plain that spread out of sight.
As he watched the valley, an overlay of purple light, shaped like a rough square, appeared to cover the valley, including the portion of the Sunset Range where the Stronghold was located, stopping at the territory claimed by the Arachnoids. The borders of the Domain ran up to the edge of the Foothills on the north and the lesser mountains to the south and west. Hawke realized that the purple square was the political map of the Sunset Valley, as it had been named by colonists from the Onyx Empire, some fifteen hundred years ago.
Before that, it had been called the Green Cauldron by the Fae clans that lived there, building no cities but dwelling in the forests and building Faery Rings to mark their lands. And before them, it had been settled by long-forgotten tribes of Humans and Goblinoids who migrated from different parts of the continents and turned the valley and the mountains around it into a battleground, dotting the landscape with hill forts and mountain castles that were all gone and forgotten, erased during an apocalyptic Ragnarök that not even Saturnyx had heard of. All that information flowed through Hawke’s mind, too much for him to assimilate. He forgot most of it, other than the most notable events and a general knowledge of the land he was claiming for his own.
After the history lesson was over, he saw a network of ley lines, energy ‘rivers’ where the flow of Mana was higher and denser than normal; they were very similar to the Mana channels coursing through living bodies. When two or more met in one spot, they created Confluences that had the potential to create Mana Nodes. Hawke saw the Places of Power that he controlled, the two Cores and the three Nodes. There had been ley lines that linked them all together, but as he watched, new ones formed and reinforced that connection as all the sites became part of a larger whole.
He also saw places that were within his borders but not under his control. The Labyrinth was one: the Domain included the Gates of Tartarus. Fun. There were also two Dungeons he hadn’t known of, one up by the Foothills border, the other in the west. They showed up in the mark as two glowing spheres, one red, one deep black. He wasn’t sure what those meant, but he would figure it out eventually. And there were two unclaimed Mana Nodes, as well as three ley line conjunctions that might become Mana Nodes, if he figured out how to do create them.
Domain Established
Hawke returned to his body. The sudden shift in perspective made him lose his balance and he fell on his ass. Nobody laughed, however; his friends and the Town Officers were looking at Orom’s Map, which had been transformed into something else. The tapestry was gone. In its place was a holographic, 3-D projection of the Domain, with glowing entries for Orom, the Death Spires, and the twelve villages dotting the valley. Brown lines of varying thickness marked all the main and country roads linking the settlements together, with rivers and forests depicted in vivid colors; he could even see water flowing through the Auric and the unnamed northern stream.
“All hail Hawke Lightseeker, Lord of the Sunset Valley,” Gosto said.
“Hail!” Tava and Kinto said together.
“Yay. You go, dude,” Nadia added, rather less convincingly. Hawke smiled. Having people to keep him grounded was going to be even more of a necessity, now that he controlled a whole chunk of territory.
<Meetings will be plentiful,> Saturnyx reminded him, doing her part to humble him.
“I’m okay, by the way,” he said, getting up.
“We figured as much,” Nadia told him.
Hawke shrugged. He had a bunch of notifications clamoring for his attention, but he ignored them for now. “All right, let’s take this Interface for a ride.”
Sunset Valley (Level 4 Domain)
Current Population/Maximum Pop.: 4,489/15,000
Warning: If its population decreases below 4,000, the Domain’s Level will be reduced to 3.
Available Mana/Mana Pool: 6,643/17,159
Mana Recharge/Day: 1,500
Mana Sources:
Orom: Level 1 Keep: 100. Level 1 Temple of Shining Father: 100. Total: 200
Death Spire: Level 5 Mage’s Tower (500), Level 10 Mana Node (Death) (200), Level 1 Death Temple (100), Level 2 Darkness Temple 200. Total: 1,000
Other: Level 10 Mana Node (Darkness): 200, Level 5 Mana Node (Nature): 100. Total: 300
Current Mana Expenditures: 510/day. Minions: 360 (Death Spire). Processes: 0 Enchantments: 150 (Orom: Undead, Demonic and Fae Wards)
Enchantments Available: Arcane Appointment, Call to Arms, Demonic Ward, Empower Champions, Empower Defenders, Fae Ward, Undead Ward.
“Not bad at all,” Hawke said.
He had a lot more Mana to play with, but a ton more things to spend it on. His main concern was handling the invasion. Orom’s defensive wards included one against the Fae. Could he extend them through the entire Domain? He went to the menu and looked for such an option.
Prerequisites Not Met: Ward Stones not placed.
Hawke soon discovered that the magic that protected Orom covered an area defined by inscribed ward stones that had been added to the town walls and to a rough circle that extended a bit under a mile around the town proper. There were ward stones scattered along the countryside, filling that area. And even though the option to extend the wards was greyed out, he could see that the Mana cost to increase the area, even with ward stones in place, went up at a high rate. Increasing the radius of the Enchantment to two miles would cost 450 Mana per day. Four miles would raise that to 1,350 per day, which would spend almost his entire Mana ‘budget.’ And to reach the border with the Shadowy Foothills would require extending that radius to ten miles. It wasn’t going to happen, not until he could increase his Domain’s Mana production by a lot.
Troops, then. Any summoned creatures the Spire produced could now travel anywhere within the Domain’s borders. He then figured out how many he could make. Burning through the Valley’s combined Mana reserves was a possibility, but he decided to save it for an emergency. He ended up summoning two Darkness Guardians for 360, 30 Nature Guardians (10 of each kind) for 360 Mana, and 10 Animated Shadows for 60. And, reluctantly, he used the last 210 daily Mana production to create 30 Undead Harpies as well. That was the only type of Undead that didn’t need a corpse to desecrate, and their flying and spell capabilities would come in handy for the battle to come. They weren’t very sturdy or high-level, but having seventy flying monsters could make a huge difference.
After he finished shopping, he checked his notifications, just in case there was something important among them.
Congratulations! You have earned a new title: Lord of the Sunset Valley.
You are now a Level Three Steward! You can improve any Structure under your care up to Level Three.
By linking all the Nodes under your control into a Domain, you have earned 2,400 Experience towards your Node Mastery.
You are now a Level Three Node Master! New Node Mastery Abilities available!
You have earned 480 Experience (60 diverted towards Leadership; 60 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level:7,408/30,000. Leadership XP: 14,453/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 6,580/8,000
“Let’s see what I can get for Node Mastery.”
Advanced Node Travel: You can transport up to three people per Node Mastery level when you use Node Travel. Advanced Node Travel costs 100 Mana plus 50 per passenger (Maximum nine people). Current travel routes available: Death Spire City Core, Node of Darkness, Node of Death, Node of Nature, Orom City Core.
Ley Line Tapping: Once per day, you can draw power from any Ley Line within a hundred feet of you, to a maximum of 125 Mana per Node Mastery level. This is increased to 250 per Node Mastery level if near a ley line confluence.
Node Empowerment: Once per day, you can draw power from your Nodes, increasing your Mana Pool by twenty Mana per level of the Node. The range of this ability is one mile per Node Mastery level.
Hawke picked Advanced Node Travel. He was going to need it.
“Nadia, we’re going on a trip.”




Sixty-Three

 
Hawke, Nadia and Calvus teleported to the Death Spire in a flash of light.
“That’s a nice ride,” she said when they arrived at the Stronghold Core.
“Only the best for the wives and mistresses,” he said, noticing the Stronghold Interface had changed to match the one in Orom. Both places had a Domain Map instead of the original, although he would be able to access the Stronghold’s menu as well. He had been able to summon his small army from Orom, after all.
He explained the situation to Marko and Korgam, who had brought all the Sterns back to the Stronghold upon hearing the news.
“I want you to lead most of the summoned critters back to Orom,” he told Marko. “They will follow your commands and attack anybody they perceive as an enemy. I have given them instructions to protect the inhabitants of Orom and the outlying villages, so there should be no problems.”
“I will be on my way, sir.”
“Calvus, you and the rest of the Volunteers will stay here, with you in charge. I’m leaving you ten Nature Guardians and ten Animated Shadows. It’s not much, but if anything happens, I will find out and bring help.”
“The men will be unhappy about missing the action, sir. So will I,” Calvus admitted.
“I understand that, but this mess could be a trick of the Necromancer. If we lose the Stronghold, we lose the Domain, and likely Orom as well.”
The sub-officer nodded.
“And what of us, Paladin?” Korgam asked, with only a slight hint of sarcasm on ‘Paladin.’ Korgam was one of the few who knew Hawke’s true Class, although it was already widely known that there was more to him than met the eye.
“I could use your help in a diplomatic mission, Korgam.”
The Dwarf glanced at Nadia. “The Arachnoids, you mean?”
“Yes. As Lord of the Sunset Valley, I have given her the authority to negotiate a full alliance with the Arachnoids. I’m hoping that as the Spider Empress, the local chieftains will listen to her.”
“They seem to be decent enough folk, for all their strangeness,” Korgam said. “But this is no empire yer dealing with. The Lady Morganna will have to make a treaty with each chief, for every last one of them fancies himself a king, gods curse me if I lie. They have let my cousins and I travel through their lands, but each tribe has its own rules, and even if we can’t understand their speech, they can speak the Fey tongues well enough to let us know as much.”
“He isn’t wrong,” Nadia agreed. “Getting them to stop fighting was easy enough; they knew they were going to take terrible losses even if they won. More than that is going to take a lot of work. We might be of more use fighting the Woodlings. The Sterns and I, I mean.”
“You are probably right, but I’m still worried about the Necromancer. Even if you cannot get us an army of Arachnoids, you guys can keep an eye on the Stronghold while I deal with the invasion.”
“All right. We’ll keep your little Undead pied-a-terre in one piece,” Nadia said.
“Thank you.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Well, I’m off on a scouting mission. Going to take a closer look at the enemy.”
“How? They are like twenty, thirty miles from here. It’s going to take you a day or two to reach them.”  
Hawke grinned. “Not if I fly.”
* * *
“It’s a long drop,” Hawke said, looking down from the tower terrace.
The top of the Spire overlooked the valley, a few thousand feet below. He could see the waterfall and the river rapids at the foot of the mountain, but barely. The forest was mostly an indistinguishable mass of green with the occasional patches of open water or grass. The view was great, but he hadn’t climbed the seemingly-endless flights of stairs there to enjoy it.
The Harpies he had summoned were gathered together, filling the terrace and staring coldly at him. This was the first time he had seen one from up close. The creatures had been damn ugly in life, but mummification only made them look worse. Their dry and dusty smell had enough of a hint of rotting flesh to it to make him slightly nauseous, combined with some sort of musk that had a little too much of skunk in it for his taste. But they were his, and they waited for his orders.
Unlike most of the other Undead minions of the Stronghold, Harpies could talk. Like the Murk Arachnoids, the Wolf-Men and, come to think of it, Half-Elves like Hawke, the creatures were a creation of the Fae, a hybrid of human, snake and vulture. They understood and spoke Common Fey. They weren’t very talkative, but that was okay. When they said anything, they sounded like serpents trying to form words.
“Fly over the summoned unit headed toward Orom,” he told them. “If they come under attack, come find me.”
The thirty creatures nodded at the same time. Kind of unnerving. A moment later, they were aloft, their wings beating steadily. Despite being lighter than a human being their size, the Harpies’ wings didn’t produce enough lift to allow them to fly; the limbs helped increase their speed and also glide without tiring themselves – unlike zombies or skeletons, Undead Harpies had Endurance and could run out of it – but their ability to fly was ninety-nine percent magical. Hawke watched them until they were out of sight, then read one of the spell scrolls he had found in the Necromancer’s Vault and jumped off the terrace.
Minor Flight (Air, Level Twelve spell)
Time to Cast: 15 seconds. Cooldown: 1 hour. Cost: 50 Mana. Duration: 36 minutes. Range: Touch. Effect: Subject can fly at a speed of 20 miles an hour plus 2 miles an hour per level of the caster. The flier can turn the ability on and off at will for the duration of the spell.
Hawke flew forward for a hundred feet or so, then turned the spell off and went into freefall for several seconds. He had never skydived before: seeing the ground below grow closer took a lot of getting used to. After four seconds or so, he turned on the spell again and used it to steer around. He was now going at well over a hundred miles per hour, courtesy of gravity’s twenty-one miles per hour per second of falling. That had been one of the few things he remembered from science class, and it paid off.
<Do not forget that you will need to decelerate before you reach the ground.>
I know, he said mentally. Terminal velocity is about a hundred and twenty miles per hour. The spell lets me move at forty-four miles per hour, which will also let me slow down by that much. I’ll be fine.
Hawke cast Twilight Shroud around himself as his flight or controlled fall, depending on who you asked, continued. He was losing altitude as he flew to the northeast, towards the Foothills, but he had started at a good height and kept using the spell’s thrust as lift, reducing his rate of descent. Fifteen minutes later, he was still a few hundred feet above the ground, and his speed had decreased to the spell’s normal maximum. And he could see the enemy camp.
The Woodling army had gotten reinforcements. A lot of them. Hawke flew a wide circle around the gathered forces. It was still early in the afternoon, so there was plenty of sunlight to see dozens of Woodling bands and packs of Anger Hounds. More were coming in from the thicker woods to the north. His quick count was a good three or four hundred Woodlings and maybe half as many Anger Hounds. Woodling chiefs stood out because of their larger size, easily half again as tall as the regular warriors. Hawke also spotted creatures with tree trunks for bodies and long insectile legs. Some kind of Nature Elemental, maybe? They were too far for his True Sight to identify them. And on top of one hill, he saw a figure riding a giant moose. It was taller than the Woodling chiefs and even the tree monsters, and it was wearing a cloak that concealed its shape.
Hawke decided to take a chance and descended towards the hill to take a closer look. He had a nasty suspicion of who the enemy boss was.
Huntmaster Laryn (Fae, Undead)
Level 15 Unseelie Revenant
Health 1,442 Mana 1,500 Endurance n/a
Well, there was one missing slot in that Vault, Hawke thought as he flew away. The invasion was the work of one of the Necromancer’s bizarre hybrid monsters. As he moved away, he managed to ID the tree monsters as well:
Sapling Warrior (Earth/Life Elemental)
Level 10 Construct
Health 600 Mana 200 Endurance 450
There were a few dozen of the tree critters. He also discovered that there were about twenty Nature Guardians flying scouts with the army. It became obvious when the flock of eagle-shaped critters started chasing after him.
But I’m invisible! Hawke complained as the turned to the south at top speed, which unfortunately appeared to be slower than the enemy scouts.
<Many Fae can see through such illusions. Did you think you were invincible?>
“Guess not,” he muttered as he activated Node Recall. Time to get out before the Fae tried to knock him out of the sky.
Normally, the teleport worked almost instantly: there was a brief moment of darkness, maybe about as long as an eye blink, before he would find himself at the nearest Node under his control. Not this time, however.
Every nerve in his body screamed in agony as something burned through his mind. He felt some force dragging him away from his body. He recognized the hostile presence attacking him. It was Greg; that mixture of fear and sadism was unmistakable. He fought back and felt Saturnyx coming to his aid. The Necromancer retreated, unwilling to confront him openly. A moment later, he was back at the Nature-attuned Mana Node, which had been closest at the time. Every muscle in his body hurt as if he’d been put on the rack, but a couple of healing spells killed the pain.
“What the hell was that?”
<Some kind of Mind Magic spell. The Necromancer picked the time to strike carefully. During long-range teleports, your body and mind are in flux. I think he was trying to destroy your mind while bypassing your normal defenses.>
“And I keep having dreams about Greg’s past. He must have put some mojo on my brain when I was inside of his.”
<I take it ‘mojo’ means some spell or ability you do not understand.>
“Pretty much. How am I going to get back to Orom? I was planning to use Node Travel to get there.”
<I would use such abilities sparingly until this matter is resolved, but we are prepared now, and the Necromancer prefers to strike unaware foes. He is unlikely to try again so soon.>
“Then I guess I’m teleporting. We have a battle to prepare for.”




Sixty-Four

 
The slender figure moved noiselessly through the slumbering camp, headed for the large tent where her target slept. The dozen Undead standing watch had been dealt with, also in perfect silence. Nobody was aware of the lethal presence in their midst.
At least, that is what you think, Greg thought as he sprang the trap.
Tendrils of glowing darkness sprang all around the Fae intruder and grabbed her, pinning her arms to her sides and her legs together. A pulse of Death energy from the tendrils flowed through her body, paralyzing her and making spellcasting impossible.
“Good evening, Leara,” he told the helpless Sidhe. “My sexy Cheerleader.”
The Fae woman looked quite different from the tanned redhead that had rubbed herself against Greg at Saul Valentino’s place. Her skin was noticeably darker, her hair was now seemingly made of gleaming copper strands, and her eyes were nearly twice as large as a human’s, giving her a disturbing appearance, something bordering between cartoonish and monstrous. Greg had read about the ‘uncanny valley’ effect, how things that looked not quite human were actually more disturbing the closer the resemblance got. But the features were still the same as when she had pretended to be human, and the aura was identical. Cheerleader had come to pay him a visit, and seeing her again sent thrills down Greg’s spine.
Unable to speak as the Rigor Mortis spell froze her in place, she glared at him, her purple-flecked eyes literally glowing with rage.
“The rest of your snatch team is already dead,” he went on, relishing the way shock replaced her anger. “They sold you out, your fellow fairies. No honor among the Fae, I guess. You and Saul – or Panadel, as he is known around these parts – have made a lot of enemies. I made a deal with one of them.”
He watched her strain against the Death and Darkness bonds holding her down – and fail. His benefactors had given him her True Name, and adding it to his spells made them impossible to resist. Cheerleader belonged to him now. Greg licked his lips. All his dark fantasies were going to come to life.
“I am working on an important project for the Court of Thorns,” he told her. Once again, her eyes widened, this time with fear as well as surprise. “In return, it will make sure nobody comes looking for you. If you were hoping Panadel would rescue you, prepare to be disappointed.”
With a supreme effort of will, Leara forced her lips to move. “You dare not touch him.”
Greg pushed a little more Mana into the spells, silencing her again.
“That is true, unfortunately. He has too many friends in high places. But you will do for a start. Maybe Goth Chick will be next.”
He proceeded to tell her, in obscene detail, what he was going to do to her. A tear broke free from one of her staring eyes and ran down her cheek.
* * *
“How long was I out?” Hawke said.
He realized he was sitting on his chair in the meeting room; he must have dozed off. Images from the dream were still floating inside his mind. Greg was a sicko. Looking through his eyes made Hawke want to take a shower.
Kinto looked up from the map on the table. “You should get some rest. Still some hours until dawn.”
“How about you?”
“I have been resting. Old soldier’s trick, to find sleep when you can.”
Hawke shrugged. He had returned to Orom without problems, and spent the rest of the day preparing for the coming battle. His aerial scouts were keeping a constant watch over the lands between Orom and the Foothills. So far the Fae army hadn’t moved, but he expected that would change the next day. The enemy was roughly ten miles away. His plan was simple: he was going to lead the summoned monsters out as a mobile force to confront the invaders. If they headed straight for Orom, he would try to pin them down between the town walls and his mobile force. If they went for the farmland, he would launch hit and run attacks, forcing them to come for him.  
All the farmers and livestock within a day’s march had all been moved inside the town’s walls, along with as much food as could be carried. People and animals were the important thing. Most of the wheat in the valley had not been planted yet, so there wasn’t much the invaders could do to the fields. There were olive groves and orchards, and other crops that needed harvesting, but even if they were burned or razed, there were magical ways to replace the losses. Lives, on the other hand, could not be replaced. That was why he wanted to keep most people inside the town.
“I’ll sleep when this is over,” he told Kinto.
He was tired, but he was worried about the Necromancer messing with his mind while he slept.
“In that case, I will take another nap,” the Hunter said. He produced a bedroll from his pouch, lay down on the floor of the office, and was snoring lightly a few minutes later while Hawke went over the map one more time.
There wasn’t much else he could do. His forces were outnumbered, but he had a lot of magical firepower. He was sure the town could be held, especially with the Call to Arms special ability, which for a period of several hours would raise the level of all the town’s defenders by five and imposed an eighty percent failure chance on any enemy magic. To take the town by storm would require overwhelming numbers the enemy didn’t have. Unless the Revenant had something up his sleeve; Hawke couldn’t discount that.
He could be certain of victory if he summoned more monsters, but that would eat into the Domain’s Mana stores. It always came down to that. Spending more than the Domain could generate in a day meant that in a few days, the whole place would run out of Mana. He walked up to the Domain Interface and checked the numbers:
Available Mana/Mana Pool: 6,643/17,159
Mana Recharge/Day: 1,500  
Current Mana Expenditures: 1,500/day. Minions: 1,350 (Death Spire). Processes: 0 Spells: 150 (Orom: Undead, Demonic and Fae Wards).
Hawke had been forced to stop all the repairs on the Town and Stronghold. Once again, he wished that he could use his own energy to empower Settlement spells. Saturnyx had said that sort of thing could be done by higher-level Stewards. That had been before Hawke acquired Advanced Mana Sight, though. He turned it on and examined the map as he experimentally summoned another Harpy. He watched the Mana flow from the Domain’s pool as it burned through seven points to call another ugly flier. The Mana units used in the spell were a different kind than what flowed through Hawke’s body: it was thicker, somehow, or maybe denser. A milkshake versus a glass of water. Or diesel versus gas. Stewards eventually learned to convert their Mana into something they could use. Maybe Hawke could cheat and figure out how they did it.
He had some time to kill, so he called out ten Mana points and tried to reshape the energy into the right frequency or thickness. After some experimentation, he discovered that he needed to add more Mana to the mix. And it worked! Fifty points of regular Mana yielded one point of Settlement Mana. He transformed eight hundred Mana, adding 16 points to the Domain’s reserves. It wasn’t much, but the Arbiters rewarded him anyway:
Congratulations! You are now a Level Four Steward! You can improve any Structure under your care up to Level Four.
Hawke quickly figured that with his enhanced Mana Recovery, he would be able to replenish the Domain’s Mana at a rate of a hundred and forty-four points an hour. To match the town’s 1,500 Mana production, he would have to spend almost eleven hours doing nothing but pouring in energy as fast as he regained it. Mana potions would raise that rate, for as long as his supplies held. Knowing that he could double the Domain’s energy regeneration gave him options.
He looked at the accumulated Mana he could now afford to play with, and grinned. Lots of options.
* * *
Hawke scampered atop one of the two Darkness Guardians in his small army. The headless monster didn’t have too many good places to use as a seat, but the juncture where one of its central tentacles was connected to its barrel-like body was about as thick as a horse and he could perch there, although a few tentative steps demonstrated he was going to be bouncing up and down rather painfully. He gritted his teeth and held on anyway. On the other hand, the view from fifteen feet up was good.
Around him were gathered twenty Nature’s Guardians, all level twelve, evenly divided into bearlike tanks and antlered damage dealers. Ten Animated Shadows slithered around the central formation. And circling like so many vultures were ten eagle-shaped Nature constructs and thirty Harpies. It wasn’t a huge army, but pound by pound it could match many times its number of low-level Woodlings. Hopefully, he would make good use of it. And with his new gear, including the magic tattoo decorating his chest, he was bringing a lot of firepower:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf, Eternal Class: Twilight Templar, Monster Trainer. Level: 14
Experience/Next Level: 7,392/30,000
Attributes:
Strength 26(54), Dexterity 20(43), Constitution 37(69), Intelligence 22(26), Spirit 22(28), Perception 24(30), Willpower 20(26), Charisma 20(22)
Characteristics:
Health: 686 (20.9/min)
Mana: 528(828) (20.8/min)
Endurance 574 (19.9/min)
Identity: 18
Skills
Blacksmithing 4, Climbing 2, Detect Traps 3, Disarm Traps 2, Dodge 7, Lore 4, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 4, Survival 3, Sword 7(21), Swimming 2, Tracking 3
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Aegis of the Fae, Dark Vision, Elementalist, Mana Sight, Sidhe Caster, Sidhe Speed Casting, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Aura of Light, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Dark Step, Enlightenment, Dark Tendrils, Deadly Roots, Fireball, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, In Extremis, Indomitable Aura, Lesser Healing, Nature’s Grip, Nature’s Guardian, Sense Life, Shadow Leech, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Simple Spell Inscription, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step.
Special Abilities
Analyze Monster, Dual-Casting, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Identify Spell, Mana Channeling II, Dispel Magic I, Leadership VII, Node Mastery IV (Node Recall, Node Sight, Advanced Node Travel), Ritual Magic I, Seal Inscription I, Spell Deconstruction, Spellcraft II, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster, Tantric Touch, Timeless Mind, Tulpa Creation I
Arcane Vocations
Blacksmith (Level Four), Mining (Level One), Skinning (Level One), Steward (Level Four)
His monster mount headed down the road, heading west. The other Shadowling giant followed a short distance behind, and then the rest of his foot critters, while the flock of Harpies and fake eagles orbited overhead. Hawke looked behind him. People were waving goodbye from the battlements of Orom. He spotted Tava and Kinto there. Helmets and spearpoints reflected the morning sunlight. The town was ready for war, its gates closed, and its people armed. If he did his job, they wouldn’t be put to the test.
“Let’s go get them.”




Sixty-Five

 
As the minion force left Orom behind, Hawke formed an Adventuring Party of twenty-five members that included himself, both Darkness monsters, ten Harpies and twelve of his other ground troopers. After that, there was little left to do but march. He soon learned firsthand that his brother had been right about military life: a lot of it was nothing but boredom and drudgery. Walking or driving around, digging holes and filling them up again. Or, in Hawke’s case, going up and down like a seesaw every time the giant monster he was riding took a step.
“Any thoughts?” he asked Saturnyx.
<I think your plan is as good as any, given your determination to minimize casualties among the folk of the valley. If you had fielded a larger army – making use of your fellow Eternals, who risk far less than ordinary mortals, for example – your chances of success would be greater.>
“I know. But I want those players to have a chance to level up a few times before risking more Identity losses. And I have a way out if things get hairy.”
<Your Node Recall could deliver you into the hands of the Necromancer. But I suppose we shall see.>
Hours went by as the small army left the main highway and followed country roads to the north, with his aerial scouts keeping watch. Hawke spent the time setting up spell rotations and ‘saving’ them in the magical record-keeping system that held his stat sheets and other information. He made one rotation against Undead, one as a main tank and secondary healer, and one for mass combat, specializing in area of effect spells, which he expected to use in the upcoming battle. To that he added a pre-fight rotation with all of his buffs. A simple mental command would make the spells in each list appear and he would only need to see which ones were ready to cast and make his selection at a glance, without having to think about it. Satisfied, he settled down on the uncomfortable mount and wished he could take a nap.
Noon came and went, still without any signs of the enemy. Hawke had the critters stop for an hour so they could replenish their Endurance pools, grabbed a quick lunch, and resumed the march. It wasn’t until mid-afternoon when one of the Harpies spotted the enemy and squawked a warning. Hawke looked through the flying minion’s eyes and saw movement. Bands of Woodlings were moving from one patch of forest to the next, avoiding open fields whenever possible. Packs of Hounds ran on their own. And marching behind them was the core of the Fae army. The Revenant was in the center on his giant mount, surrounded by ambulatory trees. When one of Hawke’s Harpies flew too close, the Fae leader obliterated it with a Greater Lightning Bolt.
That was Hawke’s target. The Necromancer had released the Undead-Fae hybrid, who had somehow assembled an army of Woodland creatures. If Hawke could destroy it, he was sure the Woodlings would return to their forest. All he had to do was smash through any scattered bands in his way and get to the Revenant. Hawke sent one Harpy off as a messenger, and drove the rest of the force forward.
After another half hour of marching, the first enemies made contact. Woodlings and Hounds began shooting enchanted arrows, spines, and spells at the Animated Shadows that led the way. Hawke sent his Harpies to clear the way. The battle was joined, with missiles and magic from both sides filling the air. Two of his Shadows went down, but the Fae critters scattered away, leaving a dozen dead behind. A few of the small humanoids kept shooting at his force’s flanks, but he sent ten Harpies off to keep them away. Any Elementals wounded in the brief skirmish returned to him so he could heal them. Not the Harpies, of course; they could only be healed through Death Magic, which Hawke didn’t have.
Twenty minutes after the brief skirmish, the enemy leader came into view, standing on top of a hill, less than two hundred yards from Hawke.
“Charge!” he shouted, adding a mental command that all his summoned creatures heard. Led by the two Darkness Guardians, his army rushed forward while the Harpies and flying Nature Guardians dived on the enemy or cut loose with bows or spells.
Hundreds of Wildling archers fired a volley of arrows in return. Hawke saw the shafts rising up, deceptively slowly at first, until they became a rain of missiles. Most struck nothing but the dirt between his Elementals, but not enough. Hawke kept using Healing Wave on his forces as the bear- and deer-creatures began to sprout arrows by the handful, and eventually by the dozen. Here and there, a Guardian or a Shadow that had strayed out of range of his healing spells went down. Anger Hounds charged in, stalling his advance until the Darkness Guardians moved forward and cleared the way with their flailing tentacles, sending the doglike critters flying or crushing them to the ground. Losses continued to mount, however. Thirty became twenty-six, which in turn became twenty by the time his force had covered half the ground toward the enemy. And then the enemy spellcasters joined the action.
Mass Blast Undead spells wiped out half of his Harpies. The survivors climbed out of spell range and tried to pick off Woodling Shamans with arrows or dropped rocks. Nature, Air and Earth magic began to whittle down his creatures’ Health faster than he could heal them. Entangling spells immobilized half a dozen of his pet monsters. Only the Darkness Guardians were strong enough to rip through the obstacles and keep going.
By the time Hawke reached the hill, only the two giant monsters and the ten Harpies he had placed in his Party remained. He was unhurt, and he had kept the two big beasts healed, but now a solid wall of Sapling Warriors stood between him and his target, who joined the action with a Death Cyclone. Hawke withstood the 600-point blast and concentrated on healing his mount. All the archers and spellcasters still standing were pouring their fire on the two Guardians. Despite their high defenses, their Health was pouring out like water from a ruptured water tank.
Hawke cast another Healing Wave, then began his rotation: Fireball, Burning Light, then a couple of heals on his dying pets as they struck out at the tree creatures barring their way. The charge came to a standstill as the giant Shadowlings were surrounded. Hawke finished off a couple of enemies with single-target spells, repeated his heals, then started his rotation again just as another Death Cyclone struck. The area effect Death spell hit the Sapling warriors near Hawke as well as its intended targets, but the Revenant didn’t care. More Woodlings were converging on the hill, filling the air with shafts while the Shamans in their midst burned through their remaining Mana, intent on smashing the last titan and the handful of Harpies still aloft.
Just as one of the Darkness Guardians finally collapsed, the cavalry arrived.
Three hundred Harpies descended on the distracted enemy army, coming from behind the setting sun, unnoticed until they entered arrow and spell range. Hawke had burned over half the stored Mana of the Domain to summon that horde, and had tried to arrange things so the giant flock would arrive in the middle of the fight. He hadn’t quite gotten the timing right, but late was better than never.
Low in Mana and taken by surprise, enemy Shamans went down in droves as arrows, lightning bolts and death curses from the Harpy casters tore into them as well as the few surviving Sapling Warriors. The few enemy spellcasters left didn’t have enough power to cast Mass Blast Undead, and the Harpies soon made sure they wouldn’t be able to cast any kind of spell, ever.
Hawke summoned his personal Darkness Guardian to replace the one that had been destroyed, leaped up in the air, and Twilight Stepped towards the Revenant, who was recoiling from dozens of arrow and spell hits. He drove the Saturnyx Twins right into the Undead’s back and followed up with his AOE spells, which incidentally killed the Revenant’s giant mount. Most of the Fae’s bodyguards were down or still fighting the Darkness Guardians. For a few seconds, it was only the two of them, Hawke and the Revenant.
The Undead Fae hit back with another Death Cyclone and a curse that tore through Hawke’s defenses and would have killed him except for the In Extremis spell he had cast on himself. Hawke kept using his swords while he called up his anti-Undead rotation, using healing spells for the dual purpose of keeping himself alive and damaging his target. In a matter of seconds, he had reduced the monster-in-chief to less than half its Health, just in time for another Death spell barrage that would have killed him if it wasn’t for his new magic cloak, which kept him alive long enough to heal himself. He had the Undead critter right where he wanted. It was simple math: he was doing more than enough damage to destroy the sumbitch before it could repeat the Death spells.
The Revenant could work out the math just as well as he did, however. Hawke chopped off one of the hybrid creature’s hands, but whatever spell it had been casting worked. The Revenant vanished from the battlefield with a loud pop.
“You bastard!”
The sight of their leader disappearing, not to mention the loss of most of their Shamans and Sapling Warriors, was enough to break the Fae creatures’ morale. The Woodlings and the few surviving Hounds broke ranks and fled, chased mercilessly by Harpies. Hawke had read that most of the losses incurred in medieval combat happened when one side routed and was massacred. That was what happened next. Hundreds of Woodlings were shot of spelled to death as they tried to escape. Hawke turned his attention to the few remaining Sapling Warriors, making sure none of them lived to return to the Foothills. Hopefully the terrible casualties would teach the Fae not to threaten the Valley again.
The Revenant was still on the loose, however. And the Necromancer hadn’t even shown himself.




Sixty-Six

 
People in town were still celebrating the victory, but the noise had mostly died down.
It was late; Hawke had spent most of the day chasing the Woodlings back to the Foothills. After he was done, he teleported back to the nearest Node and visited the Stronghold. He and Nadia returned to town just in time for dinner and a long meeting with the Town Council, involving after-action reports followed by a Q&A session. By then, news of the victory had spread out and everyone in Orom who wasn’t on wall duty went off to celebrate in a town-wide party that Hawke had missed. Life was never fair. But he was back at his villa, with the women in his life. That was more than good enough for him.
“You did it, Lord Hawke,” Tava said as he stepped out of the bath. “You have conquered.”
“I killed a bunch of Fae that probably would have never bothered us if not for the Necromancer’s pet, and I let the pet get away. Not exactly a massive success.”
“They won’t be attacking again,” Nadia said, stretching by the bed in a very distracting way. “And the Sunset Mountains are safe.”
While Hawke had gone off to war, the Elf had gone through her own battle. A bunch of Arachnoid tribes from farther up the mountain chain had been enticed by the Necromancer to invade the lands around the Stronghold. Nadia and the Dwarves had led a coalition of friendly tribes against the invaders. The fight had been decided swiftly, thankfully, with few casualties on either side. Nadia’s Scepter had quickly ended the fight. She had brought back a treaty that should bring peace to all the Murk Arachnoid settlements in the surrounding mountain ranges.
“I really could use eight or nine hours of sleep, but I’m still worried about Greg messing with my head.” 
“It’s got to be Mind Magic,” Nadia said. “The game’s Wiki didn’t have a lot of info about it, since it wasn’t something starting characters could get, but it said it was more powerful than normal Elements and Schools of Magic. Maybe he’s trying to turn you into a pod person.”
“A what?”
“Invasion of the Body Snatchers mean anything to you? No?” Nadia asked with a shrug. “Sometimes I forget I was like twenty years older than you back on Earth. Anyway. Mind control. Use you like his personal sock puppet.”
“Well, that’s gross. I scanned myself and couldn’t find any signs of mind control, though.”
“Maybe you should do it again. Use those awesome Mana Channeling powers you keep meaning to teach me.”
“I too would like to learn such abilities,” Tava said. “Especially the latest one.”
“I promise I will teach everyone. I guess since we are all awake, this is as good a time to start the lessons as any.”
A couple of minutes later, the three of them were sitting in the lotus position around the bed, taking long slow breaths and trying to visualize the Mana flows in their bodies. Hawke was already an old hand at that, of course, but his students were catching up quickly. He extended his senses briefly and saw Nadia was already beginning to explore her solar plexus Chakra. Tava was still behind, not having the senses of the Fae-blooded or as much experience using Mana for anything other than her abilities. He hoped neither of them hurt themselves; he had warned them about the things he had done wrong, but was having trouble showing them how to perform the Chakra awakening.
<The process is different with everyone,> Saturnyx said. <Which is a reason I haven’t been able to help you. My advice was as likely to lead you to a blind alley as to help you progress on your path.>
Hawke turned his attention back to himself, to his own Mana flow. He had gotten pretty good at seeing how emotions and different Schools of Magic altered the energy inside his body. At first glance, he couldn’t find anything wrong, so he went deeper, looking for any changes in his energy channels. He had managed to invade the Necromancer’s head. What if the evil bastard had returned the favor? He kept looking until something finally showed up.
There were two Chakras in his head. One was right between his eyes, the other on the crown of his skull. He had left them alone because the Quest had suggested those were harder to awaken than the ones in his lower body, but as he took a close look at them, he realized the Crown Chakra had unfurled, not up to a full awakening, but a lot closer than it had been, and he hadn’t touched it at all. There was something working inside its energy folds, and he instinctively knew that whatever it was, it didn’t belong there.
Saturnyx, I think I…
White-hot pain ripped through his Crown Chakra. For several moments, he thought he was dying.
When the paralyzing agony finally dissipated, Hawke found himself somewhere else. The bedroom in his villa, as well as Tava and Nadia, were all gone. It was still night out, but he was lying next to a pile of loose dirt on a grass-covered field. There was a man-sized hole on the ground next to the dirt pile, and little stone markers stood on the grass, all around him. He recognized the markers from the funerals he had attended at Orom. He was in a graveyard, and he was wearing an uncomfortable, poorly-woven robe. And he wasn’t alone, he realized when he heard somebody rising behind him. Hawke twisted around, leaped to his feet – and found himself facing Saturnyx in her human shape, with regular hair instead of living hooked chains, and as beautiful and naked as she usually was.
“What is this?”
“We have fallen into some sort of construct,” she said. “Similar to my personal sub-realm and the Dimensional Pocket the Necromancer used as a bolt hole. And it seems you have assumed his role.”
Hawke checked his status, realizing she was right:
Hawke Lightseeker (Half-Elf, Eternal)
Level 1 Necromancer
Health 55 Mana 47 Endurance 46
“Oh, shit!”




Sixty-Seven

 
There were some bits of good news mixed in with all the bad ones. Hawke tried hard to find the silver lining in the giant dark cloud of crap he was in as he and Saturnyx (now partially clothed with pieces he had cut out of the Necromancer’s robes) followed the trail of Gregory Ballantine.
The first thing was, even though he had been transformed into a first-level noob, Hawke’s Attributes had followed him into this dream or whatever it was. Which meant that he was a first-level noob with a Constitution of 37, among several other superhuman stats, giving him Health, Mana and Endurance Pools that most fifth-level Adventurers would kill to possess. Also, his Perks were still active, including his High Sidhe abilities.
Secondly, although he no longer had access to most of his spells, the Necromancer Class automatically unlocked Darkness, Death and Undeath Magic, which meant all his Darkness spells (but not the Twilight versions) were at his disposal. And he knew three new spells, none of which he particularly liked:
Congratulations! You have unlocked a new Element: Death
Congratulations! You have unlocked a new School of Magic: Undeath
Minor Death Curse (Death)
Time to Cast: 2 seconds(instant). Cooldown: 6(4) seconds. Cost: 4(2) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: 25 yards. Effect: Inflict 1-4 Death damage per level to a target, every second for 6 seconds.
Raise Zombie (Undeath)
Time to Cast: 15(12) seconds. Cooldown: 10(8) minutes. Cost: 15(12) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: 10 yards. Effect: Raise a fresh corpse from a sapient species, turning it into an Undead servant. The zombie will have the same level as the caster. A maximum of one zombie can be controlled per level. Additional zombies can be created, but are not under the caster’s control and will wander around, seeking to kill and feed on the living. The spell can also be used to take control of an unbound zombie, at the same cost of raising one.
Steal Life (Death)
Time to Cast: 1 second(instant). Cooldown: 8(6) seconds. Cost: 6(4) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: Touch. Effect: Steal 2 Health per level from the target; this can be used to heal any wounds the caster has.
Besides his superhuman stats and his new spells, Hawke had the starting equipment of a first-level Necromancer. He had woken up wearing Shoddy Robes with no value as armor; he had cut it down into a sleeveless tunic and he and Saturnyx had used the rest to fashion her a short skirt and a halter top. It wasn’t exactly fashionable but at least they wouldn’t get arrested for indecent exposure. Besides that, he had gotten a pair of sandals and a Shoddy Quality dagger that inflicted a base of 1-4 points plus one third of his Strength Attribute, and had a sixty percent chance of breaking if he ever did more than twenty points of damage in an attack. Their only other weapon was a shovel (with a wooden rather than metal head) that they found in the graveyard, and which Saturnyx was currently wielding.
From the looks of it, Greg had raised a zombie from a fresh grave and headed out to a nearby town; Hawke could see a few lights in the distance. Their plan was to follow his trail and kill him; neither knew how this living memory worked, but killing the guy who had put them there felt like the right place to start.
As they walked, Hawke examined Saturnyx:
Saturnyx Demons-Bane (Human)
Level 1 Dedicant
Health 75 Mana 100 Endurance 75
“What is a Dedicant?”
“One who does battle in the name of her gods. Dedicants focus on combat and lack the spellcraft of Paladins or Priests. We can augment and heal ourselves in a number of ways, but cannot ‘buff’ others, as you like to put it.”
“And your Attributes are all at around fifty or so, aren’t they?”
“Now that I have been reduced to my human self, yes.”
“That’s cool. I mean, this is cool. Gives me a taste of what things will be like when we figure a way to free you from the sword.”
“In more ways than one,” she said, and didn’t sound happy at all. “The madness that drove me into accepting a disembodied existence is still within me. I can feel it begin to grow. In a few hours, a day at the most, it will consume me.”
“Okay,” Hawke said. He turned his Mana Sight on her, and he saw what she was talking about. There was a giant ball of concentrated rage around every one of her Chakras. She was one unkind comment away from ripping somebody’s face off. Since he was the only person in range, he told himself to be very careful with his choice of words. He also realized he was alone in his head for the first time in a while, and that he missed having Saturnyx there.
After a fifteen-minute walk, they could see a walled village in the distance, lit by several out of control fires that had started among its houses. They also heard screams of terror coming from the settlement. This was a remake of Greg’s first night on the Realms, when he had gone off to start a zombie apocalypse and murder almost dozens of innocent people.
“Come on,” Hawke said, and started running. Saturnyx followed suit, and soon left him behind. Those Attributes of fifty really made a difference, he reflected as he did his best to catch up. He saw her slow down when a couple of shuffling figures came into view: zombies.
Shambling Corpse (Undead)
Level 1 Zombie
Health 22 Mana 16 Endurance n/a
The creatures headed towards Saturnyx, arms outstretched and moaning like damned souls. She swung the wooden shovel and batted the closest Undead’s head clean off its shoulders. When the other came closer, she shoved it to the ground instead of destroying it.
“Do you wish to take control of it?”
Hawke hesitated. “I still can’t believe this isn’t a violation of the Tenets.”
“Not truly,” she said, keeping the zombie pinned down. “The soul of the victim has already fled this body, gone to meets its fate. What remains is dead flesh, under the control of a near mindless entity using the corpse as a vehicle. Other forms of Undeath affect souls as well as bodies. Vampirism, for one. Not this simplest of Undeath spells, however.”
“Okay, I’m sold,” Hawke said and went through the casting motions. The language of the spell was different than the stylized form of Latin that used, or, in the case of Nature spells, High Fey. This was a guttural, harsh tongue whose words he didn’t recognize at all. When he was done, the zombie stopped struggling and looked at him, waiting for instructions.
Follow. Defend me.
The zombie obediently rose to its feet and stood behind him. “Okay, then.”
The gate to the village consisted of a big wooden door that wasn’t mounted on hinges but was simply carried into place and secured with two sets of crossbars. Somebody had moved the crossbars from the inside and let the door drop to the ground. Hawke saw running figures being chased by more Shambling Corpses. From the looks of it, Gregory was killing people and then animating their bodies, just for the hell of it. That degenerate bastard needed killing.
Hawke sent his zombie after one trying to hammer its way into a house, then used Shadow Step to teleport to an area of darkness close to another Undead. He didn’t quite get close enough to backstab the creature, only to wound it. It took several stabs with the crap dagger he had to finish it off. During that time, Saturnyx ran from one Shambling Corpse to the next, smashing heads with her improvised weapon and screaming in uncontrollable rage. She was controlling her anger enough to go only after the Undead, but Hawke wasn’t sure how long that would last.
Gregory stepped out of one of the village’s houses and blasted Saturnyx from behind with a Minor
Death Curse. She screeched like a banshee and went after him, bashing three more zombies to re-death along the way. Hawke charged in as well, grimacing when the Necromancer hit Saturnyx with the same spell a second time. The cumulative damage of the first-level spell wasn’t dangerous to someone with her Health, but the damage would accumulate over time and become a threat.
She didn’t give him the chance, however. Before Hawke could reach the Necromancer, Saturnyx beat him to death with her shovel.
Everything went dark.
* * *
Hawke woke up back at the cemetery, wearing the same clothes, and with Saturnyx lying by his side, naked once again.
“Freaking Groundhog Day,” he grumbled. “Killing him sent us back to relive the memory all over again.”
He had a really bad feeling about the whole situation. If he was trapped inside an endless memory loop, what was the Necromancer doing out in the real world?




Sixty-Eight

 
“If slaying Domort did not release us, what will?” Saturnyx asked.
For the first time since he had known her, the living sword seemed to be at a loss. Hawke could sympathize. In the Realms, killing was the solution to a lot of problems. Sometimes, it was too easy not to bother looking for alternatives, especially when it came to somebody truly awful like Greg. Maybe having to think instead of relying on mindless violence would be good for both Hawke and his sword.
They headed back towards the village, except that this time they didn’t bother getting Saturnyx dressed. The Necromancer’s robe had no defensive value and the Fury didn’t care about being naked; the only things she missed were her inherent weapons, the barbed chains that normally replaced her hair and the claws and teeth she could produce on command when she was a spirit of vengeance. She did pick up the wooden shovel, with which she promptly crushed every zombie they encountered.
Everything was the same, down to the screams of terror and the moaning creatures. Hawke headed straight for the house where the Necromancer was, letting Saturnyx smash aside any Undead that got in his way. Right on cue, Greg stepped out, a Minor Death Curse glowing purple in his hand. Before he could cast the spell, Hawke punched him in the face, pulling his punch a bit because he didn’t want to kill the guy. Greg still recoiled from the impact, bounced his head against the doorsill, and fell on his ass, grabbing at his spurting nose.
“Try casting a spell again, dickhead,” Hawke told him in English.
“Who ah ooh?” Greg said, his speech distorted by his battered nose. He froze when he saw Saturnyx behind Hawke, holding the bloodied shovel and looking like the personification of death that she was even in human form.
“Shut up, Greg. I really want to kill you, but I need you alive for some reason.”
But why?
Hawke tried his Mana Sight on the Necromancer and found a big mess. Everything in sight, except for him and Saturnyx, were projections of Gregory’s mind. They were inside another illusion, just like the one that had kept Domort entertained in his pocket dimension. He could see Mana tendrils coming out of the back of Fake Greg, the zombies, even their victims, all going… where? Hawke decided to follow them to their source. To the real Greg.
“Can you watch my back while I try to find the real Necromancer?” he asked Saturnyx.
“None will disturb you.”
He kissed her. It felt more real than the times he visited her in her personal realm. Better. He wanted to tell her he would do anything to find her a new body and free her, but he restrained himself. Promises had too much power in the Realms.
“Just don’t kill him,” he added. “But you can break his bones if he tries anything.”
“It would be my pleasure,” Saturnyx said, and smashed the Necromancer’s left knee with her shovel. “He might have been trying to cast a spell,” she added as an explanation as Greg howled in agony and grabbed the broken limb as if trying to push the fractured pieces together.
Hawke shrugged and to work.
After a few minutes of meditation, he detached his perceptions from his surroundings. He distantly heard Saturnyx dealing with another wandering zombie: a swing and a sickening crunch as an Undead skull got turned into mush. He set that aside and concentrated on the tendril coming out of Fake Greg’s back. It seemed to go on forever, eventually disappearing out of sight. Unlike the Dimensional Pocket’s illusion, this one seemed to be farther away from the real Greg’s mind.
Following the psychic tendril led him to a glowing sphere floating in the air. Bits and pieces of memory flashed through the energy globe like clips from a hundred movies. He recognized some of them: Greg’s fateful game night with Saul Valentino and his girls, Greg raising the dead in the village, and, disturbingly, a vision of Hawke himself in his full suit of armor, screaming in rage as he fought. That had been the last fight with Greg, although he couldn’t remember being that angry when it happened.
None of that mattered. The important thing was that the floating sphere had to be a conduit to the real Greg’s mind. Last time, he had escaped the mind trap by teleporting out of this. This time, he was in a section of Greg’s mind and needed to go deeper in. Hawke turned his focus on the sphere, trying to figure out how it worked. There were several kinds of Mana rushing around the construct: he recognized the frequencies of Death and Undead magic, the colors of emotions – the real Greg was both terrified and excited – and something else, a different energy flavor or spectrum that matched the tendrils linking the Necromancer’s living memories to his mind. That had to be Mind Magic.
A cry of pain made Hawke turn around. He opened his eyes and saw Saturnyx on the ground, half a dozen zombies biting her as they held on; the bodies of several others lay next to the broken shovel. Fake Greg was chanting a spell, grinning evilly despite the broken leg.
“This is all an illusion!” she shouted at him. “Do not stop!”
Hawke projected twenty Mana into a spherical shape and tried to alter it to match the type of energy that he had tentatively identified as Mind Magic. He made the sphere vibrate with different harmonics, twisted and turned it, and changed its color, picking up more knowledge about the force that made the Realms into something special, different from the universe he had called home.
Like he had mused some time ago, the ‘game rules’ that dominated the Realms were hacks on reality itself, and those special bits of code that the Makers had used to rewrite the laws of physics could themselves be reprogrammed, changed to suit different purposes. And he was beginning to figure out how to do that.
One more twist, and the Mana tendril now matched the frequency of the type of magic that had created the living memory.
Congratulations! You have unlocked a Primal Force: Mind!
You have learned three new spells: Astral Projection, Communion, Send Thought.
You have acquired a new Mana Channeling Ability: Alter Magic
ERROR. Prerequisites not met. Achievement Unlocked. Prerequisites not met. ERROR.
The notification flashed past his eyes. A moment later, Hawke found himself in a disembodied state for the second time in a few days. Or was it the third? He was beginning to lose count and still didn’t like the experience, not one bit. And, somewhere in the total darkness that was the only thing he could see, he heard a male voice crowing in triumph.
“I’ve got you now, you cocky bastard! Triggering a System Error is an offense punishable by Oblivion.”




Sixty-Nine

 
“Hello?” Hawke called out in the darkness.
“What the..? You’re not supposed to be awake!” the voice replied. “This is just more proof you need to be purged from the Realms. You are nothing but an unevolved monkey with delusions of grandeur. I’m tired of watching you while you mess things up.”
“Wait a second, Vice,” a female voice broke in.
“What for? To give one of his goddess pals a chance to plead for his life? This shithead is breaking all the rules. Someone is tilting the random number generators in his favor. It’s got to stop.”
“Think about what you just said, Vice. Someone is putting their thumb on the scale to help him out. Are you sure you want to get on their bad side?”
“Damnit, Nona,” the male speaker – Vice – said. “Erasing him is perfectly legal. If they didn’t want their pet wiped out, they should have left a note to that effect. They can’t punish me for doing my job.”
“Not legally, no,” Nona replied. “But just image all the extralegal ways one of the higher-ups can mess with you.”
Vice began cursing. Hawke realized they were speaking in English, although Nona had a distinctive accent – Russian or Eastern European, maybe? None of it made any sense to him, but he let it slide; he needed to concentrate on saving his life.
“You guys are Arbiters, right?” he said, startling Vice into silence. “Maybe we can help each other.”
“You can’t even help yourself, monkey-boy,” the male Arbiter snarled. “But you’ve got friends in high places. Lucky you.”
“Greetings, Hawke Lightseeker,” Nona said. “You are speaking to Arbiters Vicesimo and Nonaginta. You should consider this a rare honor, granted to only a few denizens of all the Realms.”
“Totally honored. I’m proposing to make a deal. You let me slide on the whole System Error thins, and I will owe you a favor, payable whenever you want. Happy to swear an oath to that, with only one condition.”
“You want to set up conditions?” Vice growled. “On us?”
“Yeah. I do. Like Miss Nona said, if you kill me, you’re going to be in trouble with whoever has been helping me out. But you can still try to screw me in other ways. If you give me a break, I will do something for you. I’m just a fourteenth level scrub right now, but I’m planning on moving on up, as quickly as possible.”
“You’re a ticking time bomb,” Vice replied. “You not only unlocked Mind Magic six levels before you should have been eligible to do it, you now know Death and Life Magic. As soon as your mind integrates with your body, you have a good chance of dying for good.”
“I survived mixing Light and Darkness together. Twilight Templar, you know? I figure I can get the opposing Elements to behave. And I made an oath to the Triune Goddesses not to harm the innocent and punish the guilty. I’m sticking to that, so any oaths I make to you can’t contravene their Tenets.”
“You think that because we sound like you, we are human like you used to be,” the male Arbiter said, now sounding more amused than angry. “We carry on with our old personalities the way one of you might wear an old sweater. Nostalgia and comfort. But we are no longer anything like you.”
“Awesome. Do we have a deal, or will you send me back without a deal?”
“We have a deal, and it’s better than the one you wanted,” Nona told Hawke before her counterpart could speak. “I, Arbiter Nonaginta, will interpret the Rules of the Realms in the most favorable light possible when it comes to judging you and those close to you. In return, I may call for one favor to be determined at a later date. Such favor cannot run counter to the Tenets of the Triune Goddesses. Only thing is, you will owe a favor to each of us. Your turn, Vice.”
The male Arbiter grudgingly repeated the oath. Hawke replied in kind, everyone repeated themselves three times, and he felt something click inside his head as the two deals – one with each Arbiter – were written into the code underlying the reality of the Realms. A code that somebody from Hawke’s universe had written, although he had no idea how or why. The important thing was that the Arbiters and the Makers had once been humans like Hawke. One day he might match them in power. It might be him deciding how the code was written down. And maybe he would do a better job than somebody like this Vice guy.
“Done,” Vice said, sounding a lot less angry. “Maybe this will work out for everybody concerned. You better get back in there, kid. You have a big mess waiting for you.”
An eyeblink later, Hawke returned to the Realms, and not a moment too soon.
* * *
His perspective shifted. Hawke found himself looking through his own eyes, but only as a passenger. Greg was inside his head. The Necromancer had taken over Hawke’s body and was looking at Nadia and Tava, who were still meditating, naked, their eyes closed. Helpless. He felt Greg’s stolen face twist in a cruel smile as the Necromancer quietly leaned over and reached for the pair of swords by his side.
Hawke activated Timeless Mind as the Necromancer’s hand closed around the hilt of the sword.
Timeless Mind has triggered a Side Effect: Temporal Distortion.
Temporal Distortion: Every day, there is a cumulative 5% chance that your sense of time will slow or speed up for five to thirty seconds. During that time, you will suffer a penalty to all actions.
Hawke noted the cost of activating the ability, but didn’t spend any time worrying about it. His senses shifted back to the illusion where Greg had trapped his mind. Saturnyx was there, frozen in time as the zombies reached for her. He took her hand and they both pushed with their wills to force their way out of the illusion. Hawke used all the Mana he had left to get them there. It wasn’t enough.
Warning! Spending Mana beyond your limit will result in a permanent Mana loss.
He burned more power anyway. Whatever it took.
You have permanently lost 25 Mana.
It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had returned Saturnyx’s mind and soul to her swords, and that she used the link between them to bring the Necromancer into her own pocket dimension.
For a moment, the three of them just stood on the circular bedroom, surrounded by red mists, a place that Hawke had grown to love almost as much as the women he had brought there. The Necromancer was back in his normal body, wearing all his gear. So was Hawke. And Saturnyx was in her full Fury form, living metal chains moving sinuously like so many snakes.
Nobody spoke. There really was nothing left to say.
Domort insta-cast Major Death Curse at Hawke, who managed to cast In Extremis before the spell struck home. The curse surrounded him in purple light and pulsed pure death to the tune of 600 damage per second. Hawke’s Health dropped by 210 points, and he was wracked by paralyzing agonies. Even worse, the spell was an ongoing effect and it would keep draining his Health at the same rate.
Unfortunately for Domort, he had gone after the wrong target.
In her personal Realm, Saturnyx could manifest to the full extent of her powers. Hawke’s True Sight only showed ??s for her level and all her stats; she was too far above him to garner any more information. Her chains flew forward and pierced the Necromancer in a dozen places, tearing through his defenses with contemptuous ease. Greg was shredded down to a few dozen Health and held helpless, hanging in the air from a multitude of hooks and barbs embedded in his flesh. One hook smashed into Greg’s mouth and tore out his tongue. It must have hurt almost as much as what Hawke was feeling as he fought for his life.
The Major Death Curse lasted for six seconds. Hawke cast all his healing spells. In Extremis kept him alive when the third damage pulse nearly drained him to zero. The other heals managed to stay just ahead of the last three ticks. It hurt like blazes, but he survived.
“Do not kill him!” he told Saturnyx when the last agonizing DOT finally expired.
Saturnyx grinned with a hateful expression that sent a shiver running down Hawke’s back. “Of course. He has not suffered nearly enough, and he has more lives yet to take. We must find his Reincarnation site.”
“Yes. And he won’t tell us, so I’m going to have to look for it myself. Can you keep him from casting spells while I do it?”
“One of my Fury gifts is called Mages’ Bane. My chains make it impossible for him to use Mana for any purpose for as long as he is held. The ongoing energy cost is intensive, however. I can only hold him for about fifteen minutes before my own Mana is depleted.”
“Got it. Fifteen minutes.”
Hawke examined his new Mind Magic spells and found the one he needed:
Communion (Mind)
Time to Cast: 30(23) seconds. Cooldown: 10(8) minutes. Cost: 50(38) Mana. Duration: 2 minutes. Range: 50 feet. Effect: Links you to another mind. Both participants will have full access to their memories, thoughts, and emotions. Unwilling participants have a 5% chance per point of Willpower over 10 to resist; add +5% for each level difference. Drugs, pain, or unconsciousness can reduce the target’s chances to resist the spell.
Hawke looked at the dangling figure above him and remembered what he had seen at the village. The things Greg had done within minutes of his arrival at the Realms. The many other crimes he had glimpsed as he rummaged through the Necromancer’s memories.
“Make him hurt,” he told Saturnyx as he began to cast the spell. “Stop when I’m inside his head.”
He ignored Greg’s wordless screams and cast Communion. There was a brief moment of pure torment before he broke through and made full contact with Gregory Bellamy. Before he could start searching for the information he needed, he came to fully understand the man he was trying to kill.
If there was one word that could describe Greg, it was ‘loser.’ A loser at the game of life almost from the moment he was born. He and his fraternal twin sister were raised by parents who doted on their beautiful girl and largely ignored the plain and dull boy who happened to have the same birthday she did. Greg always got the short end of the stick. He became envious and resentful long before he knew what those feelings were. Gifted with slightly above average smarts, he had done his best to undermine his hated sibling, and even tried to kill her on two occasions, failing only by luck. The attempted drowning in a swimming pool was dismissed as horseplay gone too far, and nobody knew that a ‘loose brick’ that had fallen from their house’s second floor and nearly hit her head had been dropped from his trembling hands. Trembling because of excitement rather than fear.
It all had gone downhill for him. Greg had been smart enough to be annoying but not smart or dedicated enough to excel at anything. He had found solace in games, but even there his antisocial tendencies had made him few friends. He was always trying to make everything about himself, always ready to give or take offense, quick to anger but also too cowardly to strike back except in small, cowardly ways. He liked nobody, and the feeling was mutual. Bullies had loved to target him, and no one had come to his defense, only worsening his hatred and contempt.
When that angry and resentful virgin had become a Necromancer, his revenge fantasies had been let loose on anybody unlucky enough to cross his path.
Hawke skimmed through memories of violence and brutality; he had already seen enough of them to last a lifetime. He delved into places where pure information was stored. Greg knew well over a hundred spells in a dozen Schools of Magic and Elements, but trying to steal even a few of them would eat away minutes he couldn’t spare. He dug deeper, looking for the Necromancer’s new respawn point, and finally located it: a sealed compartment deep inside a mountain, ten miles from their location. Getting to it would take hours or even days. They couldn’t get to him in time. Greg would die, respawn, escape.
Hawke checked at his timer. Only seven minutes left.
You lose, moron, Greg’s mind told him. I’ve been five moves ahead of you from the start.
“Never was much of a chess guy,” Hawke said. “I think I’ll just knock the pieces off the table and beat you to death with it.”
Hawke went hunting for something else. Found it.
Identity 13
There it was. The bastard must have avoided death for most of his career, to be in the teens even after Hawke killed him a bunch of times and he committed suicide. He used his Advanced Mana Sight to see the energy pattern underlying Greg’s Identity – and then began to stab it with Mana spikes, trying to take it apart. And it worked. He could use Communion to destroy an Eternal’s Identity!
Identity 12
What are you doing? Greg cried out as an entire chunk of his life – swimming lessons when he was nine, another humiliating part of his life – disappeared without a trace. Hawke kept picking apart at Domort’s life. Yearbooks came and went. Birthdays and schoolyard brawls, insults and recriminations. Gone. The faces of his parents faded away.
Identity 9
Hawke kept chipping away, frantic with the knowledge that he was running out of Mana and time. The twin sister – she had gone on with her life, married and had kids that Greg had never met – disappeared. All his childhood followed. There was no love in those memories, but Hawke took away the growing grievances and resentment that the Necromancer had nurtured throughout his childhood. High school disappeared. The one year in college before he dropped out vanished a moment later.
Identity 4.
Gregory no longer remembered why he was so mad at everybody and everything. He could only recall a handful of his many crimes, and the dull eyes of his many murdered victims gave him some comfort as his befuddled mind tried to come up with a way to strike back at his tormentor. Hawke didn’t give him the chance.
Identity 1
“Why? Why are you doing this? Who are you? I’ll kill you!”
Almost nothing remained of Gregory Ballantine. Just his anger. Hawke stepped away from the mostly empty mind, feeling like he’d gone swimming in raw sewage.
“Finish it.”
Saturnyx did.




Seventy

 
For slaying your foe, you have earned 2,880 Experience (+20% from the Triune Goddesses bonus, 360 diverted towards Leadership; 360 diverted towards Node Mastery).
Current XP/Next Level:10,228/30,000. Leadership XP: 14,813/15,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 6,940/8,000
Warning! Unlocking Death and Undeath Magic has thrown your Mana flow off-balance. You have 9 hours to harmonize your inner energies before you begin to experience ill effects.
Quest Complete: Slay the Lord of the Dead
Rewards: 2,400 XP (+20% from Triune Goddess bonus, 300 diverted towards Leadership; 300 diverted towards Node Mastery)
You have received: 50 gold
You have found: Ring of Spell Storage (Masterwork Quality)
You have gained +150 Reputation with (Unknown).
Congratulations! Your Leadership has increased to Level Eight!
Current XP/Next Level:12,628/30,000. Leadership XP: 15,113/25,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 7,240/8,000
Hawke grunted and struggled to his feet. He felt as if he had aged a year, although his timer claimed that only thirty-seven minutes had elapsed since he had started his mental adventure. Time flew when you were having fun.
“Are you all right, darling?” Tava asked him.
“Yeah, sort of.”
In that time, he had not only killed the Necromancer but had picked up three new schools of magic, including a Primal Force. And he would have to deal with the mess of having both Life and Death magic coursing through his Mana channels, not to mention their misbegotten amalgam, Undeath. At least he had a few hours to deal with that. He turned to his sword next:
Are you all right, Saturnyx?
<A strange ordeal, that was, but, sadly, not the strangest one I have experienced. The important thing is that the loathsome monster is finally gone. You have enacted just retribution on Gregory Ballantine, for the many crimes and sins he committed.>
“Yes,” he told the sword. “We got the bastard. I even got to know what it was like to be him, which was nasty as hell.”
“What did I miss?” Nadia asked him.
Hawke sighed. “He’s gone. Greg. For good this time. Got a quest reward and everything. But I have to take care of a small matter of knowing Death and Life magic at the same time. It’s going to take a lot more meditation before I can rest.”
“There is a story there, and no mistake,” Tava said.
“A long story, but I think it can wait until breakfast. Or until I’m no longer about to explode.”
Hawke sat back down and turned his Mana Sight on himself. The lines of Death and Undeath showed up throughout his channels, as well as the upsurge of Life Magic that was reacting to it. Their interaction was complex. Death and Undeath were in many ways in as much opposition as Death and Life. Death was an Element of peace in many ways: an end to the toils and conflicts of life. He even saw hints of Order in the shadowy energies of the Element.
Undeath was something else: it offered no peace, just a state between Life and Death that was driven by strange hungers and a desire to multiply, not through reproduction but via infection. The Amalgam was like a virus, not quite alive but able to mimic some of Life’s functions, and, like a virus, it was devoid of any sense of mercy or sympathy. Hawke understood how easy it would be to give in to Undeath. The school of magic opened many paths, and almost all of them led to evil and damnation. At the most basic levels, its energy filled dead organisms with false vitality, but the deeper one went into it, the anti-Life force began to infect souls as well, binding them to the physical realms in ways that only inflicted torment.
By accepting those energies into the core of his being, Hawke had agreed to walk a difficult road, one where a misstep could turn him into as much of a monster as the Necromancer had been. He would gain a great deal of power, but the price might end up being the loss of who he was, or of any chance at having a normal life. That probably had been inevitable the moment he clicked ‘Yes’ on the Eternal Journey Online screen and ended up in the Realms, thrown on top of a pile of corpses like yesterday’s garbage. Hawke wanted to see things to the end. Whatever it took.
Resolving the conflicts between the different forms of magic was tricky, but his experience in making Light and Darkness balance out helped him deal with the new challenge. Life and Death were two sides of the same coin; putting them together was like moving magnets around until the positive and negative portions clicked together. Undeath was trickier, but he forced it into place by surrounding it with a promise to use the power only to affect dead flesh, not living souls. By the time it was over, he was covered in sweat and felt like someone recovering from a bout of fever. He crawled back into bed as the women in his life watched him with worried expressions.
“I could really use some sleep.”
Nadia smiled. “And maybe a little something-something before bedtime?”
“I’m just going to lie here, and if something happens while I’m sleeping, that would be awesome.”
And it was.
* * *
Alba joined them for breakfast. Her travel clothes were stained and dusty, indicating she’d been out and about and just gotten back to town.
“Just came back from Northpass,” she said, which explained why her travel clothes were dusty and stained, as well as her absence during the short-lived Fae invasion. “Desmond stayed at an inn there a few days ago. He is headed for the Kingdom of Dun-Takah. At least, that was the road he took.”
“That’s a Dwarven kingdom, right?” Hawke asked as he helped himself to a second helping of pancakes, an innovation he had just introduced to Orom and which Dorrham was helping spread far and wide. They had to make do with honey rather than syrup, but he had heard there some trees in the north that produced a sweet sap. He intended to look into that when he had some free time. Which probably meant never, but he dared have some hope.
<Dun-Takah once was a tributary to the Onyx Empire, but has been independent for some time. Dwarves rule the land, but humans and Gnomes are welcome there.>
“Yes,” Alba said, unable to hear Saturnyx’s explanation. “He picked up quite a bit of their language from the Sterns, and will likely do well there. Perhaps well enough that he will forgo thoughts of revenge and carry on with his life.”
Hawke shrugged. With his Unlimited Potential, Desmond would probably speak Dwarven like a native after a few days of practice. A quick check of his map showed him the kingdom was five weeks’ travel away, through several fairly dangerous mountain passes and one long stretch of desert. If the Warrior made it all the way there, he’d probably level up into the teens. Or maybe he would suffer the Final Death. After dealing with Greg Ballantine, Desmond didn’t worry Hawke much.
“Well, I guess he’s not our problem anymore,” he said.
Alba didn’t look happy, but nodded. “I owe you my apologies, Hawke. I shouldn’t have gone off to find him.”
“You’re in our Guild, but we’re not exactly the military. I didn’t issue orders to you. Maybe next time I will, and see if you obey them,” he concluded with a smile.
“You know we would follow you to the Gates of Tartarus itself,” Tava said. “For we already have.”
“But we will call you a dumbass if we think you’re wrong.” Nadia added.
<And I will echo those calls.>
“Good. I need all the help I can get to learn some humility, what with me being perfect and all.”
Everyone had a good laugh at that.
“Speaking of dumb decisions, I’m heading back to the Stronghold to let that Fae Scout go.”
“Unseelie Court for sure,” Nadia added. To Hawke’s raised eyebrow, she responded: “Hey, I picked a Lore Skill of 6 during character creation. I know stuff.”
<The Unseelie worship Chaos, which is the Primal Force the Maker of Mockery favors.>
“Any suggestions before I cut him loose?”
“I would like to go with you and use some of my Fae wiles on him,” Nadia said.
“Sounds like a plan.”




Seventy-One

 
“Bravo!” the Fae Scout said as he slow-clapped. “Well done! Magnificent!”
“You do not sound very sincere,” Hawke told him.
“I am somewhat disappointed. I had hoped to have the honor of making Gregory Ballantine pay for his many misdeeds. Instead, I will now bring back the news that one Hawke Lightseeker, Quarter-Fae by blood but more than that through Self-Awakening, has slain the ghoul, for which he will no doubt expect some manner of boon or prize. Nobody wishes to be the bearer of such tidings.”
“I am sure your mistress will do as she sees fit,” Hawke said. Saturnyx had coached him on what to say and not say.
“And is she aware of the Undead Fae that is now loose upon the Shadowy Foothills?” Nadia asked him.
“I could not say. I did not know of it myself. There were well over two hundred such abominations in Gregory Ballantine’s custody, I believe.”
“You may be right,” Hawke said.
“And as Lord of the Dead, those entities are now in your possession.”
“You could say that,” Hawke said. Never commit to anything if you could help it; that was the best way to deal with the Fae.
“Those aberrations are likely to prove a most troublesome inheritance, Hawke Lightseeker. Those I serve may take an interest in them.”
“We will see. And now, if you will swear an oath by the terms I have outlined, and keep your word, you will be released.”
The oath made every contract Hawke had read look like a basic ‘smile and a handshake' deal. He couldn’t see any way the Scout could violate the spirit of the deal – we let you go and you don’t mess with us – without also breaking the letter of it, at which point the Arbiters got involved and people started dropping dead. The Scout recited back the words faithfully and without any subtle changes in wording or even tone that might be construed as different from Hawke’s intended meaning.
“You’re free to go,” he said, using a mental command to open the cell door. Several magical barriers meant to stop spells and abilities went down, allowing the prisoner to step out.
“Wonderful words to hear. And you are a fine gentleman to be saying them.”
No ‘thank you’ from him, of course.
<Gratitude is an assumption of debt, to the Fae.>
“I will walk you out myself,” Hawke said.
Now that the Fae was out of the magic-dampening cell, Hawke used his Mana Sight on the former captive as he led him to the western exit, which was the shortest walk and also took him as far away from Orom as possible without having him go through Arachnoid territory. Hawke almost stumbled when his senses revealed the ‘scout’ was much higher level than he appeared, based on the amount of Mana he could see flowing through his body. The skinny guy’s visible stats claimed he only had two hundred and a bit Mana, but Hawke sensed it was closer to eight or nine hundred.
<He must a Blood Hunter,> Saturnyx explained when he shared the news with her. <Much like Elven Blood Spies, Shadow Assassins, or Twilight Templars, they can conceal their class and true power level.>
I can only go up or down five levels, but I have a feeling this guy is a lot higher than twelfth level.
<The Fae are masters of illusion. Does it surprise you that they would be more adept at trickery than a mere demi-human?>
No need for speciesism.
They went down a tunnel that ended in a blank wall. Hawke sent a trickle of Mana to create an exit. “This is goodbye.”
“So it is. I only wish to say one more thing,” the Blood Hunter said. “Whatever is stirring in the Shadowy Foothills is greater than the aberration Gregory Ballantine let loose. Something Fey, but not of the Courts. You might want to look into it.”
Hawke almost thanked the Fae but stopped at the last second. “I take that information in the spirit it is given.”
“Farewell, then.”
The Fae took several steps into the lightly-forested plateau and disappeared from sight as if he’d never been there. Hawke turned on Advanced Mana Sight and caught the Hunter, moving faster than a galloping horse as it rushed through the woods. His special senses could beat invisibility spells and Fae Glamours. That might come in handy one of those days.
“Well, that’s one fewer headache. Time to spend some time checking my new stuff.”
* * *
Among other things, Hawke used his alone time to go over the new spells he had learned during the last few days:
Astral Projection
Time to Cast: 1 minute (30 seconds). Cooldown: 1 hour (48 minutes). Cost: 60(45) Mana. Duration: 10 minutes per level. Range: 5 miles per level. Effect: Project your consciousness away from your body, enabling you to travel through obstacles and fly at a speed equal to (Willpower x 5) miles per hour. You and the ‘silver cord,’ a Mana tether linked to your body are invisible to normal senses but can be detected through magical or supernatural means. Certain magical barriers and wards will prevent the Astral Form from traveling.
Your Astral Form is immune to Physical attacks and has 95% Resistance against Elemental and all Force effects other than those created through Chaos, Mind or Order magic. The Astral Form and Silver Cord each have a Health Pool equal to the sum of your Intelligence and Willpower multiplied by your level. If either is destroyed, you will die. Using magic while in Astral Form is possible, but only spells with a casting time of 0 can be used, and the Mana Cost is quadrupled before any other modifiers.
You must return to your body before the spell duration expires, or you will die and Reincarnate with the loss of 4 Identity points.
Send Thought
Time to Cast: 1 second (Instant). Cooldown: 5 seconds (2 seconds). Cost: 15(11) Mana. Duration: Up to five spoken words. Range: 3 miles per level. Effect: Send a five-word or shorter message directly to the mind of someone known to you.
Both spells were incredibly useful, but Astral Form really got his interest. Being able to fly at a hundred and ten miles per hour and scout up to eighty miles away at his current level sounded pretty amazing. He could think of dozens of uses for that spell, expensive as it was. As soon as he had some free time, he would try it out.
He sighed. Free time was going to be in precious little supply.
* * *
“Are you sure about this?” he asked the group of departing Eternals, three days later.
Moe Butts shrugged. “I’m not. But I think I need to do this, man. We all do.”
Hawke looked over the six former players. All were some kind of Goblinoid, except for the Lizard Man, and although the people of Orom hadn’t been particularly bigoted towards them, they all felt like outsiders, even more so than the rest of the Eternals. None of them spoke Vulgate, for one, which made life difficul, even though they could probably pick it up quickly enough. They would rather try their luck somewhere else. According to the maps, there were Goblin and Orc kingdoms on the southwestern part of the continent they were in, and a few mixed-species areas in between. Maybe they would fit in better over there. Or maybe that was only part of it; maybe they felt like Hawke had taken all the opportunities available in the Valley, and that they would never escape being in his shadow.
“If you change your mind, you’ll always be welcome here,” he told them.
“Appreciate it, man.”
The group headed out the gate. A bunch of second and third level noobs, with no overpowered gear, special Classes or unique doodads. With no responsibilities other than to survive in the bizarre new world that was their new home.
Hawke found himself envying them.
He watched them until they disappeared out of sight, then went back to work. There was a Revenant and something worse lurking in the Shadowy Foothills, several major decisions to be made about the new Domain, and a trading caravan to Akila that had a good chance of attracting the attention of the Nerf Herders. Among many other things.
There was a long road ahead of him. He only hoped the end would be worth it.




Epilogue: Ends and Beginnings

 
Desmond finished his drink and looked around the dimly-lit bar before shrugging and ordering another round.
The place sucked. Prices were high, the food was terrible, and the serving wenches were ugly as sin. According to the locals he had bribed for directions, the next stop on the long road would take him to a major trading route, and things would improve. He sure hoped they would. For weeks, he had been on the miserable road, day after day. He’d bought food from farms he’d passed by, mildly annoyed by the fearful looks the local yokels gave him. Idiots. If he wanted to take everything they had, they couldn’t stop him.
Freaking NPCs. That’s what they were. It didn’t matter. He had plenty of gold, and he would make more. A couple of random encounters with packs of weird hyena-porcupine critters had netted him a few hundred XP and some silver. From what he’d been told, the next stretch of the road was a haven for bandits and wandering monsters. He would hopefully pick up a level or two before he reached the Dwarven kingdom where he was headed. Somebody with his skills and gear would do well there. At least, he hoped so.
They had all turned on him. Even Alba, who’d turned out to be the town slut. Hawke had figured she was good enough for Desmond. Bastard. Every dog had his day, though. Someday, Desmond would collect on everything he was owed. Everything.
He had tried to get justice. Back at the Sidhe Vault, he had asked for the power to defeat Hawke and his whore army. Not because Desmond had been planning to murder the Twilight Templar, no. He just wanted the option, just in case. If he needed to kill Hawke, for being a cheat and a thief, well, then he should be able to do it. But it all had gone wrong. Desmond didn’t remember the details, but he had ended up at the entrance of the Lair, again. Dead, again. With zero experience and an Identity of 11. He had gotten the hell out, headed west, and never looked back. Now he was alone, with only a vague idea of where he was going. Better than living in Hawke’s world, though.
The normal noises in the tavern died down when a newcomer entered. Desmond looked up from his drink and his eyes widened. It was an Elven woman, taller than Nadia, wearing a tight-fitting red leather outfit that left her surprisingly ample cleavage uncovered. Her long copper-colored hair was done in pigtails, which he hadn’t seen any Realms women do. Her deep purple eyes surveyed the tavern until they focused on him and she grinned. Desmond’s heart skipped a beat. She made Nadia and Alba look like yesterday’s fish, and she was walking right up to his table.
“Mind if I sit down with you, Desmond the Destroyer?” she said to him – in English!
“You are from Earth!”
“I’ve been there, yes,” she said, sitting down. The status box over her head said she was Leara LaFey, ninth level Rogue.
“Good to see another Eternal,” he told her. “Can I buy you a drink?”
“That would be wonderful. And while we enjoy each other’s company, I would like to discuss a business proposal with you.”
“Sounds great, Leara.”
Desmond felt like his luck was finally changing.
* * *
Paladin Maxom Petres hadn’t enjoyed being on watch when he was a simple town guardsman, and he didn’t enjoy it now that he was an Adventurer of the fifth rank, soon to enter the sixth level on the Path.
He understood the need, of course. Peace had returned to the Valley, but dangers still lurked in the forests and badlands. Someone with the ability to sense the presence of the Undead, Demonic or Fae was needed to watch over those who passed through the town’s gates. As the last few travelers lined up by the walls, Maxom glanced at the reddening sky. The sun was already behind the mountains; soon he could order the gate closed, concluding his duty for the night. Even a Paladin could enjoy a few drinks at the Soldier’s Well, the seedy tavern Orom’s guards treated as their second home. The place was no Copper Kettle, but the booze was fine and the wenches friendly.
Only four people remained by the gate. Two farmers from a nearby villa leading a donkey-pulled wagon full of produce, a traveling farrier with a tired-looking mule packed with the tools of his trade, and, last in line, a female traveler, most of her features concealed under a ragged cloak. She was an Adventurer of the eighth rank, with an unusual name that was probably that bizarre Eenglees Lord Hawke and his fellow Eternals spoke. After examining the others and letting them through, he approached the newcomer.
“What brings you to Orom, Adventurer?” he asked her as he gestured with his hands and mentally asked Shining Father for guidance.
“I was heading north from Alpina, until I heard news of a new Domain here. One led by an Eternal from another world.”
The spell showed no traces of Undeath or Infernal influences. The woman was no inhuman monster, although that did not mean she was harmless. Maxom decided to speak to Captain Kinto before going to the Soldier’s Well. News of a new Eternal should not wait till morning.
“We must peace-bond your weapons,” he told the stranger.
“Of course.”
Her short sword and dagger were plain and did not seem magical or of high quality, but Eternals could hide all manner of things in their wondrous Bonded Vaults. Still, he had one of the guards secure the weapons with two lengths of string.
“Welcome to Orom, stranger. It is getting late, but if you go to the Lord’s Keep, I am sure he will receive you personally. He is keenly interested in all Eternals who come to his Domain.”
“I see. Am I so obviously an Eternal?” 
“It’s your name, Adventurer. I do not think I can read it out loud without butchering the sounds.”
She smiled, and although her expression seemed designed to put him at ease, Maxom felt a slight chill run down his back.
“Yeah. English spelling is like that. It’s pronounced ‘Girl-Has No-Name.’”
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