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Chapter One




Seven took a breath, composing as he approached his new squad. Never, not once in his wretched life had the gods smiled down on him. But this day, of all days, it had finally happened. He couldn’t have cared less if they spotted his deformity, but he didn’t want them to think he was a coward. The trouble was his hands trembled. Not through fear, although that played a small part, but through nerves. He couldn’t believe no one else had jumped at the chance, but then they all saw it as a death sentence. To Seven, it was a blessing. He’d never go hungry again.

The Atun had crested the hill just after dawn and hadn’t stopped organizing their ranks since. Soldiers moved like ants building a new nest, forming and reforming lines, cycling troops in, then moving them out. Thousands of them, framed against a storm-gray sky, power bleeding as they gathered their essence. It swirled around them, untethered, wild, summoned by their magickers. Their shield wall looked impenetrable, long spears poking through, tips black with poison. Behind them, no doubt, swordsmen in their hundreds, then cavalry mounted on shaggy Yentern horses.

Seven tucked his old wood spear between his legs, rubbing his hands and composing. Sure, he might die soon, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about that. At least he’d die a hero and drink with other fallen ones for eternity. Better that than a cold, hungry beggar riddled with disease.

The Forlorn Hope stood apart from the rest of the Harraden army. Could it even be called that? It was a patchwork army of banners and militia all rallying around Sendor Banewarden’s angry sigil. Few believed they had a chance. More than a few had faded into the Drakewold Forest and more would follow. But Siniman Kayle’s arrival with his Forlorn Hope in tow had brought some much-needed cheer. It didn’t matter that it might not be enough. It only mattered that he was there.

Was the Goddess Azalia smiling upon them? Did she have some greater plan?

As Seven approached, the Forlorn parted, their tightknit ring unfolding like a river bloom capturing the first rays of morning. A younger man stood in their middle, dressed in light leather armor, muscles cut by a sculptor’s hand and wavy blond hair resting on his shoulders. The cheer in his searing blue eyes matched his smile as he unexpectedly clapped.

“Welcome our secret weapon, boys!” he announced, then crouched on the rock-strewn ground, beckoning Seven closer. “Come.” The softly spoken word drew Seven in as easily as any pulled rope.

Seven hesitated, but Siniman was irresistible. His Body number dwarfed Seven’s measly figure, and that was undoubtedly the source of all his charm. But it wasn’t just that. It wasn’t the system alone. That couldn’t trump what Siniman had.

Soon within them, Seven realized how huge the Forlorn warriors were. He paused next to a man with shoulders as broad as Seven was tall and rust running down his gray beard. The man’s fearsome face creased with unexpected glee, his deep-set eyes shining. “They call me Iron-Tooth, kid. Welcome to the Gates of Hell.”

Siniman reached for him, warmth flowing from the warrior’s grasp. The Forlorn leader paused for a moment, his hand gripping Seven’s then opening as he stared at his three fingers. “Name?”

“They call me Seven.”

“On account?”

“Of my fingers, yes.”

“Born like it?”

The last thing Seven had expected was genuine interest in him. He was nothing—a drafted spear, coerced from his village because no one else stepped forward.

“Yes. It’s a deformity.”

Siniman grabbed his chin as Seven looked away in shame. The fabled warrior stared into Seven’s meadow-green eyes. “No, it’s an advantage.”

“How?”

He grinned. “That’s up to you to work out. Let me introduce you to the lads. You met Iron Tooth, he’s our point-soaker. He’ll take most of the damage. Never fear, his endurance is…” Siniman cocked his head. “His own business, but his skin alone can turn most spears. Then there’s Red, for mundanely obvious reasons. The broody black-haired one is Billy-Jay, and next to him is Relish—it’s all he eats apart from meat. Surprised he’s got any teeth left. Then there’s Mallet, on account of the shape of his head, Gorgeous, who’s nearly as handsome as me, and Piper who can play a mean tune. They are side soakers. Do you know the purpose of the Forlorn Hope, Seven?”

“To win battles?” Since the group had closed around him, his nerves had steeled somewhat. The thought of the Forlorn ridiculing him worried him more than facing the Atun.

That worry grew further as all of them laughed. All except Siniman, who became more serious. “Close. Our job is to even things up so the army surrounding us can win the battle. How much do you know about the Atun?” Siniman’s gaze pierced him. No one had ever taken so much interest in him.

“A bit. They come from over The Wash. Garrick says they eat babies and the like. I’m not sure about that. They look…better than us.”

“Eat babies?” Siniman sucked his teeth in.

“Nothing wrong with that,” Iron-Tooth said, and drew a roar of laughter from the side-soakers.

“Don’t mind him.” Siniman glanced up the hill. “But you’re right. They do look better than us, and they are. You must be over level one hundred to hold a spear in Blackwort’s army. But numbers aren’t everything.”

“Garrick says they are.” Seven’s nerves calmed all the while his focus rested on Siniman.

“This Garrick says a lot of things. Why isn’t he here?”

“Had to look after his Ma.”

Iron-Tooth blurted a laugh, but Siniman quieted him with a gesture. “The Atun will win because of one man, Jormun Mulderstrike. His number is supposed to be a little over three hundred. His magical attacks will annihilate the Harraden. He is the difference. You will kill him.”

Seven’s heart stopped. He forced his laughter down. Had he just heard right? “You want me to kill a level three hundred wizard?”

Siniman clapped him on his shoulder, the gesture nearly crushing Seven’s bones. “No, I want you to kill a wizard, and wizards, as we all know, have the mettle of soggy broth and crumble quicker than a chalk castle. You just have to get close enough.” He produced a black ring, holding it between his thumb and forefinger and looking right through its center. “This is a simple storage ring.” He pursed his lips. “Simplish. I’ll be honest, it’s the poorest quality one I have, but it’s still darn good. Put it on.”

Seven gasped. “I can’t. It’s too much. It must be worth…” He gazed at it, sure he could see storm clouds roiling in its coal-like shine. Storage rings were worth hundreds if not thousands of gold coins, and this was the warrior had more than one?

“There are twenty-four level nineteen soldiers in Banewarden’s ranks, and you were the only one who volunteered to join us.” Siniman pushed the ring closer to him. “This is a reward for the faith you had in me. The belief I’d keep you safe.”

But it wasn’t that, Seven thought. It was only because no one else stepped forward. Just like in his village when the recruiters came—just like then—guilt coerced him. He had no faith. He didn’t believe in gods, mostly. Certainly not the ones that were supposed to help the living, as they’d done nothing for him. His eyes grew wide as a silver spear appeared in Siniman’s hand.

“This is the weapon you will kill Jormun Mulderstrike with. Its name is Califire. It’s a legendary piece, and I’m afraid I can only lend it to you. He and I are friends, old friends, and we’ve grown so close that I swear sometimes we think the same thoughts and have the same plans. It was Califire’s idea to use a low-level spearman to kill the wizard.” Siniman proffered him the magnificent spear. “Take it. Don’t mind his sharp tongue. Sentient weapons have a character all of their own, and his humor is rather dry.” He paused. “Yes, dry.”

Seven reached, then shied away. The most expensive thing he’d ever held before was Old Man Tremain’s iron axe with its fancy hickory handle. But that was only worth a silver coin. Probably less, seeing as its edge had a couple of divots out of it. Siniman forced the spear into his hands, and Seven jerked back as the weapon bit into him. Pain akin to a hundred pitch spider bites raced up his arms. He jumped back as the Forlorn laughter rumbled like thunder. Even Siniman broke into a smile, snow-white teeth shining.

“Califire, behave! We spoke about this!” Siniman wagged his finger at the spear. His words held no anger, and his eyes shone with love for the beautiful weapon.

The static calmed, giving Seven a chance to inspect it closely. It wasn’t silver at all, and it was far too light for steel. The engravings on its shaft shifted and flowed like a river, ducking under the central bound handgrip. Its tip caught the morning sun, glinting, almost crystalline, while at the other end, its more subtle animations rippled its fletching.

“Well, don’t just gawp at me!” Califire griped. “Put me in the ring so no one sees the likes of you holding me! But let me tell you something, boy. Don’t for one moment think you are going to steal me away from Siniman. If you try, I’ll gut you like a Vorvon Fillper fish caught in a Ragan spike trap.”

Seven jerked back, dropping the spear, but Califire stuck to him, continuing to berate him.

“And don’t think you can get rid of me until the deed is done. This is my plan, and I’m not about to let you screw it up. Get me in front of the wizard. Show no fear. Then thrust me forward. I will do the rest. Fuck it up, and I will hunt you down and don’t think you can escape. Once I’m thrown, I won’t rest until I find my target!”

Fear ran through Seven, but his natural curiosity quickly countered it. “What if I hide in a room and shutter the windows and bolt the door?”

Siniman chuckled. “That’s the spirit. Don’t let Califire get to you. Let him be your master and he’ll have you running all over the place.”

Before Seven could answer, Califire grumbled some more. “But I’m not just a spear, am I?” The enchanted weapon then morphed into a sword, a mace, and then a beautiful bow, complete with a single-nocked arrow. “I’m a bit of everything. I’ll break your door down, then pin you with my arrow. As the last life drips from you, I’ll slit your throat with my razor-edged blade, then turn into an axe and chop you to pieces.”

“Then I have a mind not to steal you,” Seven announced, concluding he wanted as little to do with the weapon as possible. “The only problem I have is getting rid of you. I don’t know how to use this ring.”

“Get rid of me!” Califire raged. “I am elf-made. I’m priceless. My quality is beyond legendary. It’s knocking on divine, I’ll have you know! You should beg just to be close to me!”

Siniman slapped his head, rolling his eyes and then holding his hands up. “My mistake,” he said. “When you put the ring on it opened a storage tab. It’ll nestle in with your numbers. The first time you use it, focus on the word storage and it will open. Then you mentally slide Califire in. Iron-Tooth still uses his eyes, but most do it instinctively. Do you have complex numbers or simple ones?”

“One page,” Seven said, his cheeks flushing with shame.

“You’re one of us now, Seven. You’ll soon have page upon page of skills.”

Seven doubted that. He doubted he’d see nightfall. A roar rose from the Atun ranks. They were nearly ready. The battle would begin soon.

Seven looked up his numbers, desperate to store Califire before the spear shot more condescending words at him.

Name: Harold Nullhome

Level 19

Titles: None.

Attributes: Strength—17, Dexterity—17, Body—12, Mind—8, Instinct—24, Magic—0, Health—240/240, Mana—0.

Unallocated points: 0

Profession: None.

Primary Class: None Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Novice, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Capable, Hunting—Capable, Cooking—Capable.

Skill points available: 0

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Limited. Entry Parameter—one and a half height and weight.

Storage:

Empty.

He focused on the ring, then instinctively moved the spear inside it. “What’s a parameter?”

“A parameter is like a boundary. So, assuming you’re asking because of the ring’s description, it is the maximum length and weight of something. For instance, you could put a brace of hares in there, and they would keep fresh and ready to cook for as long as you stored them. But you couldn’t place a whole wagon inside because it weighs more than one and a half times your weight and is larger than one and a half times your height. Like I said, it isn’t the best ring, but will suffice for you today.”

Seven fingered the ring. It was more than he could have hoped for. If, with the god’s favor, he somehow survived the day, he’d be able to sell it and buy his own farm. He’d be rich—no longer an outcast because of his name and deformed hand.

Siniman grabbed him. “This is the plan. Their main caster, in this case, Jormun Mulderstrike, will take a position on the highest point.” The Forlorn shifted, allowing Siniman to point at a rock bluff. “There, he’ll be there. The Atun will protect him, mostly at the front. Now, you see the water run off—the furrows they create? We must avoid those. The soil and gravel are no good there, sodden through. No, we take the rock route. It looks the hardest but is the best. The only way we can win is to use the soakers to power us through. Are you wondering, why us?”

Seven nodded.

“Because we are the cargo. When the Forlorn have fought their way through, I will explode out, engaging all around Mulderstrike. I will open a gap and you, Seven, you, so inconsequential you haven’t even got a level twenty class, will strike like a mud snake. Put Califire close, and he will do the deed. You understand?”

Seven understood, but he didn’t believe the Atun would let them through. He didn’t believe the wizard would just let him shove a spear through his gut.

“So,” said Siniman. “Will you swear by the system that you will do this task?”

Seven swore. Not that it mattered. It was an impossible task.

But he believed in Siniman and the Forlorn Hope. Everyone did.

He was a legend.

Before Siniman could say another word, a Harraden war horn blew, and the Forlorn Hope ran.


Chapter Two




The Harraden charged up the hill to the massed ranks of the Atun. Even to Seven’s untrained military mind, this was folly. But when a king loses all hope, folly is all that remains. Iron-Tooth, surprisingly fast given his immense bulk, raced to the front of the rapidly tiring Harraden. The stamina-sapping soggy pasture quickly taking its toll. The Atun, for their part, remained silent and still. Ominously so.

Seven focused on Siniman’s back, trying to keep up with the majestic warrior as he danced over the long grass, picking out his footholds easily, using part-buried rocks and the tough grotwort to shore up the thump of his boots. The Forlorn formed their shape. Iron-Tooth was in front, Gorgeous and Red close behind, Billy-Jay and Relish following, far enough apart for Siniman to fit in the pocket. Mallet and Piper flanked Seven, but they were easily two arm lengths away. It formed an arrow shape, anonymous as they moved laterally across the slope, the laboring Harraden overtaking them.

A sniff of mana settled over him, filling him with stamina, thrown by Harraden mages. Swirls of the magical essence filled the air, its pressure building, making Seven’s ears pop as it sought freedom from the wizard’s constraints. More fell onto the Harraden. They roared, halfway to the Atun lines, renewed, running like they were on flat ground.

The Forlorn Hope carved a line through them, their wake quickly closing. A bark from Siniman and their shields snapped up, arrows thudding into them moments later. Strangled cries rose from the Harraden. Iron-Tooth hurdled the first body, then many more. Seven stumbled, but Piper veered closer, stretched a hand, and kept him upright.

“Use your instinct, boy. Forget your eyes.” Piper’s voice was curiously melodic, floating over the grinding sounds of the already chaotic battle.

Magic streaked the sky, explosions then ringing out. Red, green, silver, and gold lines obliterated the wild mana fog. Harvesters pulled into them, not caring for others but hoarding the power. More arrows rained down as a thunderous bang rumbled along the Atun lines, the two armies finally clashing. The stench of battle filled Seven’s nostrils. Baser smells snuffed out by the acrid stench of burned flesh and spent mana. Seven forced his fear down. He no longer cared about dying. That fate was out of his hands. No god or goddess could save him. He was part of something—part of the Forlorn Hope. He would not let them down. That was all he cared about.

With that realization came courage, and not a moment too soon. Iron-Tooth turned uphill, aiming for the rock bluff. They joined the turbulent swell of the Harraden. Many who’d reached the enemy lines and were now falling back, injured by magical blasts, or filled with cowardice. The eddying throng became a press, but nothing stopped Iron-Tooth. He hacked his way through soldiers, regardless of alliance. Their mission was paramount.

Then the scene changed. Soldiers surrounded them. They wore Atun black, their axes and maces smashing onto the Forlorn shields. Piper struck back, a spear appearing in his hand, carving through the Atun with ease. Iron-Tooth sported a huge hammer, splitting helmets and crushing heads. Red’s ax was soon the color of his beard, and Gorgeous wielded a mighty sword. Their pace slowed. Yards became feet, then feet became inches. But Iron-Tooth never stood still. He marched inextricably forward, closing on the source of golden magic, closing on Jormun Mulderstrike.

Then Billy-Jay jerked backward, a spear tip protruding from his back, coated in blood and sinew, shattered bone speckling his armor. Siniman pushed him out of the way, two curved swords appearing in the man’s hand. He blurred, the blades flashing, and a pocket of grizzly Atun fell.

“Forward!” he cried. “We get the lad there, no matter what! Fulfill his destiny!”

Fulfill my destiny? Seven thought. That was to labor on a farm and die one cold, lonely winter. Not this. Never this. This was someone else’s destiny.

But Siniman’s words unshackled the Forlorn, and they shed their cloak of anonymity, all suddenly becoming ferocious demons—masters of their chosen weapons. Iron-Tooth picked up the pace, and before Seven knew it, they were atop the bluff, a wake of dead Atun littering the long pasture behind them.

Siniman barked some orders, and the Forlorn shields shimmered and changed, metal replaced by wood, each with a glowing aura. Iron-Tooth broke into a run, headed straight for a tall, spindly figure dressed in a conifer-green cloak. Long white hair burst from Jormun Mulderstrike’s overhanging hood. It was hard to tell where his beard started and long hair ended. What wasn’t difficult to distinguish was his bright stare. His eyes resembled red-hot coals, and they seemed to Seven to be staring straight at him.

He held a black staff woven from three vines with a glowing golden orb atop it. “Kill them!” he cried, then pointed his staff at them nonchalantly, like they were bugs on the skin to be cuffed away without a second glance. The swirling magic spiraled toward the group as Siniman ducked into its center and pulled Seven behind him. It smashed into Iron-Tooth’s wood shield, fizzing and smoking and crawling over it like an army of advancing spiders.

“We proofed our shields against magic,” Siniman told Seven and winked.

The Forlorn snickered, pressing forward, closing on the wizard, but dozens of men gathered around him, maces and axes raised. They fell upon the Forlorn, their wooden shields no match for the power of the high-level attackers. Iron-Tooth’s advance faltered. He unequipped his wood shield, his sturdy steel one replacing it. The wizard spied his opening. More magic poured from Mulderstrike. It tore through his own fighters, their backs and guts exploding out. But it also caught Iron-Tooth with his hammer high and his midriff unprotected. The big man shot backward, magic exploding over Red and Gorgeous too. Iron-Tooth thumped to the ground, his barrel chest open, flesh burning, fat sizzling and spitting. Gorgeous sank to one knee, his arm hanging limply by his side. The Atun pounced, axes falling, a mace crunching his helmet.

Siniman hurdled the doomed man, taking all three Atun with one swipe of his sword, its blade sharper than the wind. Billy-Jay broke through, lunging for the wizard. But the wizard’s red-hot eyes blazed with anger. Magic erupted from him, flattening all barring Siniman, who flipped over the top of it, landing close, almost within striking distance.

The blast halved Mallet, the man’s chest sliding from his gut in slow motion, nothing but surprise on his face. Siniman whipped around, engaging more Atun as they encircled the wizard. Relish and Piper attacked, pushing the Atun away from Mulderstrike, who bent double, holding his sides and breathing heavily.

The wizard tires! Seven thought.

Seven rose from behind Iron-Tooth’s corpse and he stared straight into the wizard’s larval eyes. But Mulderstrike discounted Seven and raised his staff, aiming a blast of fire at Siniman. The eruption engulfed the Forlorn leader as Relish took an axe to the neck and Piper lost his legs to a low sword strike.

“No!” Seven screamed, seeing all the Forlorn undone, their plan in tatters. A cheer ran through the Atun ranks as Siniman’s flaming body fell. Mulderstrike gulped for breath again, holding onto his staff for dear life and leaving himself exposed.

None had taken any notice of Seven, all watching Siniman burn. Yet, through the Atun Elite, Seven could see a path straight to the wizard. His rage grew. His courage followed. Seven rushed forward, ready to summon Califire, ready to die a hero and honor Siniman’s valiant death with a snatched victory.

“Now Califire!” he screamed, calling the enchanted spear from his storage. But just as it appeared, silence fell, and everything froze—the wizard, the flames engulfing Siniman, the dying Harraden, and the victorious Atun. Seven skidded to a halt, Califire inches from the level three hundred wizard’s exposed gut.

Silence fell.

A long silence.

Broken by the sound of a man laughing.

No, not a man but an elf, and a very important looking one at that. The elf had spikey, blond hair, and the type of face that only suited humor, which was fortunate because that was his chosen expression. He wore knee-length black boots, tight-fitting tan trousers, and a frilly shirt that sparkled in the afternoon sun. He held a golden cane tucked under his arm, occasionally using it to poke the odd corpse as he picked his way through the battlefield to Seven.

“Hey there!” he cried, then twirling the stick in the air. “How goes your day? Is it all you hoped for?”

Seven suddenly found himself unfrozen, but he didn’t dare move in case time started again and rekindled the horrors of the battlefield. He had no clue how to answer the question either, as he didn’t know if it was the best day of his life or the worst. He assumed the worst, as he would soon die. But, by the same token, he had joined Siniman and the Forlorn Hope. He had been important for a moment. Which was more than most folks got to be. So, in that way, it was the best.

The elf continued forward, screwing his face up as if the slaughter disgusted him. “Well? The Atun cut your tongue out? How goes your day?”

“Bad, good, bad again,” Seven finally answered.

The elf swooped his face right in front of Seven’s. “That’s the spirit. Now, do you know who I am?” He screwed his face up. “No. No, of course, you wouldn’t. How could you? My name is…” He tapped his cane on his lips. “Long and incredibly hard for you to pronounce. Call me Penick. It’s vilely short but suits the twist of the human tongue, and if we’re to be partners, then you must be able to pronounce my name.”

“Partners?” was all Seven could say.

“Partners,” Penick confirmed. “After all, you are the proud owner of my spear, Califire, and that is who I am looking for.”

“It’s not mine. It’s Siniman’s.”

“Not yours? But I can smell it on you. You just equipped it. That’s how I knew where it was. It has to be yours.”

“It’s not. It’s…”

“Siniman’s. Yes, I heard. Where is he?”

Seven looked, then located the pile of ash that was once the flamboyant warrior, leader of the Forlorn Hope—the bravest man Seven had ever met. “You’re…You’re standing in him.”

Penick looked down at the gruesome sight and then grimaced. “I don’t think he has much use for his spear. Do you? As you possess it, and he is no more, it’s yours now. Its soul bound to you.” The elf threw his head back and laughed. Then sobered immediately. “So, you’re not the legendary warrior who’s vanquished every foe he’s ever encountered, bedded every woman who turned his head, and led the most fearsome bunch of soldiers to ever exist?”

“No.”

Penick creased his forehead. “I don’t suppose you’re a level two hundred and seventy-five warrior with multiple mastery skills?”

“No.”

Penick sucked his cheeks in. “Out of interest, what level are you?”

“Nineteen. I haven’t even chosen a class yet.”

The elf smacked the cane onto the side of his head, then winced. “I do wish I hadn’t done that.” He rapped the cane on Califire. “Wake!”

“What?” the spear grouched, then cleared its mouth. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Yes, Califire. It’s me, your creator, and I wish you’d show me a smidge more respect. I didn’t slave over the forge of Effervellyun for an eternity just to sire a petulant child.”

“Yes, you did. Ermmm. Apart from the child bit. I’m an enchanted artifact and you should respect me as such.”

Penick sighed. “You’ll always be a petulant child to me. Now, where was I? Ah yes. What in Filleger’s tits is going on here? You promised me the best warrior this paltry land has, and you deliver me a child?”

“Er, I’m not a child. I’m over twenty,” Seven protested.

“And look at his mangy hand. He hasn’t even got all his fingers! There isn’t even a nub.” Penick screwed his face up. “It looks…yucky.” Then he puffed his chest out and glared at the spear. “Where’s my legendary warrior?”

Seven felt the spear tense.

“The kid told you,” Califire said. “You’re standing in him. Things went south pretty quickly. But all is not lost.”

Penick sagged. “Not lost?” His sharp eyebrows rose. “How is it not lost? We worked this out, Califire. We needed a legendary warrior from a comparable system. The window for our little plan in closing.” He stiffened. “I’m not waiting…What do you mean, all is not lost?”

“Not a kid,” Seven moped.

“I mean,” Califire interjected. “That the kid has courage—good instincts too. True, he’s a pathetic wastrel of a lad that could barely break a wet biscuit, but isn’t he about to kill a level three hundred wizard?”

Penick leaned back, looking down his long, sharp nose. “That would earn him quite a few levels, so quite a few free points to allocate. What are your stats, kid?”

Dumbfounded by the entire conversation, Seven reeled them off without thinking. Penick crouched, and when he spoke, his tone was that of a stern teacher. “First thing. Never reveal your numbers to anyone ever again. Second, why so high on instinct?”

Seven held his hand up. “So I could sense when the beatings were coming. So I could hunt. So I could survive.”

“Interesting. Most use instinct to aid their natural perception, yes. But it’s so much more than that. But!” The elf sprung up. “In this case, we need it to conceal your numbers from others.” He drummed his cane on the charred ground. “It might work. It just might work. No magic?”

“Didn’t see the point. I only got two points a level, and I had no one to teach me, and I certainly couldn’t afford any spells.” Seven shrugged. “Never thought I’d live to see the day I got a class.”

“Never thought you’d live to level twenty, yet here you are fighting a wizard nearly three hundred levels above you?”

“Told you the kid’s got courage,” Califire said.

“Shut it!” Penick snapped. “This is all your fault!” The elf sent Seven a withering look. He glanced at Jormun Mulderstrike. “This is what’s going to happen the moment I unfreeze time. You are going to call on Califire to kill the wizard. Simultaneously, the wizard will unleash his counter. I’m guessing some inferno spell. That will engulf you, burning you from the outside in and the inside out at the same time. The pain will consume you. It will be worse than you can imagine, and death won’t come quickly enough for you. But! And this is the important part. Bards will sing your name for eternity. There, feel better?”

“Not really,” Seven admitted. “I thought…” He frowned, looking away.

“You thought?”

“I thought all this…” Seven tried to wave his hand around to indicate the battlefield that was still frozen in time. “I thought your coming was some solution, otherwise what’s the point?”

Penick tapped the enchanted spear. “He is quick, isn’t he?”

“Told you.”

Penick inhaled. “What if I told you I had a solution? Would you grab the opportunity with both hands and never let go?”

Seven thought about it. He’d grabbed the first chance he’d ever had of getting out of his village. He’d grabbed the first chance he’d had of getting out of his squad, which admittedly had been an error. Both times had been really. But didn’t the saying go, third time’s a charm? “Yes,” he said.

Penick stood, twirling his cane once more. “Then this is what you must do, and then you must swear that you will do it.” Penick winked. “Trust me, every little helps.”


Chapter Three




When time began once more, it started with a bang. Magic exploded from Jorum Mulderstrike as Seven called for Califire to kill the wizard. The spear shot forward, meeting Mulderstrike’s onrushing magic and passing straight through it.

The burning mana smashed into Seven. Scorching waves of super-heated magic burrowed into his armor, pierced his skin, and tore through his eyes. As promised, the pain reached every single part of him, burning in a phosphorescent orgy of unparalleled suffering. Seven waited. He waited for death, even hoped for it, but he also waited for one other thing.

As his tortuous agony scaled new heights, as his burning knees crumbled, just like Siniman’s had, the notifications came.

You have killed Jorum Mulderstrike. As Jorum is over two hundred and fifty levels above you. The system rewards you with experience.

You have leveled up. You are now level twenty. You have two unallocated attribute points.

You are level twenty. Classes are now available to you. The system rewards you with ten attribute points.

The title, Wizard Killer, is now yours.

The title, Slayer of the Mighty, is now yours.

You have gained the skill, Magical Resistance. You are a novice.

You have leveled up. You are now level twenty-one. You have fourteen unallocated attribute points.

You have leveled up. You are now level twenty-two. You have sixteen unallocated attribute points.

For completing your sworn task, the system rewards you with five Mind Points.

You have leveled up. You are now level twenty-three. You have eighteen unallocated attribute points.

For enduring such a high-level attack, the system rewards you with five Body Points.

Skill, Magical Resistance, has advanced. You are now Capable.

You have gained the skill, Pain Tolerance. You are a Novice.

Skill, Pain Tolerance, has advanced. You are now Capable.

You have leveled up. You are now level twenty-four. You have twenty unallocated attribute points.

You have leveled up. You are now level twenty-five. You have twenty-two unallocated attribute points.

“Come on!” Seven said, as his lips melted and his health knocked on zero. Then, the warm feeling of healing mana dashed his hopes of an early death and release from the incredible pain. His health shot back to full, quickly plunging again. He screamed in frustration but gritted his teeth as Mulderstrike’s magic attacked every organ within him. His levels kept rising.

You have leveled up. You are now level thirty. You have thirty-two unallocated attribute points.

You are level thirty. Secondary classes are now available to you. The system rewards you with ten attribute points.

The skill Pain Tolerance has advanced. You are now Adept.

The skill Magical Resistance has advanced. You are now Adept.

You have leveled up. You are now level thirty-one. You have forty-four unallocated attribute points.

Seven couldn’t be sure, but he thought the pain might actually be fading as his Pain Tolerance skill leveled. Was he actually fighting the magic as well?

The skill Pain Tolerance has advanced. You are now Expert.

The skill Magical Resistance has advanced. You are now Expert.

Congratulations! You have one or more skills at the rank of Expert or above. The system awards you with five skill points!

Despite the decreased pain, Seven pleaded for death, but Penick kept healing him, until finally, the notifications stopped.

You have leveled up. You are now level thirty-seven. You have fifty-six unallocated attribute points.

He allocated his points exactly as the elf had commanded him, half in Instinct and half in Mana.

For completing your sworn task, the system rewards you with five Mind Points.

Name: Harold Nullhome

Level 38

Titles: Wizard Killer, Slayer of the Mighty.

Attributes: Strength—17, Dexterity—17, Body—17, Mind—18, Instinct—52, Magic—28, Health—10/340, Mana—0/280.

Unallocated Points: 0

Profession: None.

Primary Class: Options Available.

Secondary Class: Options Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Novice, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Capable, Hunting—Capable, Cooking—Capable, Pain Tolerance—Expert, Magical Resistance—Expert.

Skill points available: 5

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Unlimited. Parameter—One-half times the Bearer’s Height and Weight.

Weapons:

Califire: Quality—Legendary. Type—Pact/Enchanted/Sentient

Then Seven finally let go. He’d done his bit. He’d kept both vows. All he wanted to do was slip away, and that was precisely what happened. Legend told him that a boat would come, rowed by a giant one-eyed cyclops with a tall hat and a long coat. Where you’d expect his eye, a large amethyst would be, and that was the Jewel of Judgement. It told the cyclops whether he should row upstream to the Tavern of Heroes, or to the Great Waterfall where he would toss Seven into the Abyss of Despair—a place reserved for cowards.

Seven was pretty confident he’d sup ale with heroes. Not because he’d been one, but because he’d had the cowardice knocked out of him every day. Once the beatings stopped hurting, it only left words. But often, they bit harder.

No, Seven thought. I might have thought myself a coward, but I fought my whole life.

With that realization, he waited for the river to appear. As he tumbled through a land of no substance but a myriad of bright colors and shapes, he pondered the strangeness of the route. As he careened through clouds of iridescent green, vivid yellow, and bloody crimson, he wondered if the tale-tellers had got it all wrong. Perhaps there were no cyclops, no boat, no Abyss of Despair or Tavern of Heroes. But if that was the case, what was the point of life?

Then a star appeared, scrubbing out all the color with its blinding brightness. Seven fell towards it, his speed accelerating. Before he hit the star, before its warmth melted his skin, he veered away, heading past one vast planet, then another as he fell toward a third. He hurtled toward the blue-green orb, screaming, shouting “Oh shit!” as he braced himself. Then flames erupted all around him. “Oh no! Not again,” he cried, but fortunately, his mind shut down, his body became limp, and his consciousness ended with a final few words from Penick.

“Whatever you do, choose Warlock.”

Those words stayed with him as he drifted into some form of void that was similar to the moments just before sleep came. He understood he still lived, although the mechanics of it all were beyond him. So, when he finally woke, his body healed, he became even more confused. Surprisingly, the first words out of his mouth weren’t a call for his Elven benefactor, but one hoping his new hero had also lived, had resurrected, or whatever the hell had happened.

“Siniman?”

He scoured the bland gray walls of the room. It was ten-by-ten, with a bed in one corner, a desk in another, and a wooden door that split the wall opposite the desk. A chair was tucked under the desk, and a folded blanket and pillow sat on the bed. Seven had appeared in the middle of the small room, sitting on the floor. When Siniman didn’t answer, he called for Penick.

“Penick? Are you there?” He stood. “Penick?” he cried out, trying the door and finding it locked.

A soft female voice sounded in his mind.

Welcome to Quintasia. You have resolved in the Regganon Chapel, which is part of the old temple of Tyrannus. To explore, please review your starting numbers and allocate your beginner’s free points. Should you need any explanation of the points or Quintasia’s system, then focus on the descriptor and an expanded text will enlighten you.

Seven sat on the bed with a thump. “Fantastic!” he muttered. “Just as I got a whole load of points for finally doing something incredible, I get to start again.” He swung his feet on the bed and looked up at the stone ceiling. A smile spread across his lips. “But I killed the wizard. No one can take that away from me. I killed a level three-hundred wizard—me! Seven the Outcast. Seven the Cursed. Seven the Deformed.” Then he remembered he’d got titles as well—that he could finally shed the horrible names folks had given him.

He pulled his stats up, his stomach clenching. His rebirth would scrub his new stats back to nothing. It’d be like he’d just been born. He thumped the bed, growling in frustration. But when he read his numbers, he couldn’t believe his eyes.

Name: Harold Nullhome

Titles: None.

Level 0

Attributes: Strength—17, Dexterity—17, Body—17, Mind—18, Instinct—52, Magic—28, Health—340/340, Mana—280/280.

Unallocated Points: 40

Profession: None.

Primary Class: Options Available.

Secondary Class: Options Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Novice, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Capable, Hunting—Capable, Cooking—Capable, Pain Tolerance—Expert, Magical Resistance—Expert.

Skill points available: 5

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Unlimited. Parameter—One-half times the Bearer’s Height and Weight.

Weapons:

Califire: Quality—Legendary. Type—Pact/Enchanted/Sentient

“I’ve only lost my titles and levels!” he gasped, then he stared at his hand. The Ring of Vesturian sat upon his index finger, the gray storm clouds roiling in its pitch darkness. “I still have Califire!”

He called for the enchanted weapon but received a system notification instead.

You cannot wield an enchanted weapon until you are level fifteen or above.

“Huh?” Seven said. “Califire?” He wondered if he could talk to it even though it was in the ring. When no answer came, he paced the room.

Seven had been alone pretty much all his life. Even his mother and father had pushed him aside. It wasn’t that his missing finger was ugly, nor was it debilitating. Folk saw it as bad luck, and as everyone knew, bad luck was contagious. So, when his parents died of tyne-worm fever, the villagers placed the blame squarely on his shoulders and kicked him out.

Seven turned of age and received his numbers while scratching for food between laboring jobs in the fertile Tarrickdale Valley. No one helped him pick his attributes. No one had cared. He hadn’t even got a sendoff when he joined the army.

“I’ve done it once before. I can do it again.”

He preferred Instinct because that had saved him more times than he could remember. Dexterity was fine and all, but if you had good Instinct, it was worth more than speed. But his Instinct was stupid high. Having a number over fifty without leveling was just plain daft. Although, as he studied his stats, he dove into it. What would his Instinct tell him to do?

The first thing he noted was that his Mana, which he knew to be the legendary magical fuel, was ten times his Magic number. His Health was twice his Body times ten. Which made sense as Body represented everything to do with his constitution. It guarded against poisons and helped mend you when you got injured. Body was important, but he’d previously neglected it as he really hadn’t expected to live long anyway.

He hesitated, then placed thirteen of his points into Body, which brought it to thirty and catapulted his Health to six hundred. As the wealth of points slotted into place, a wave of vitality shot through him, straightening his shoulders and back. His blood surged through him, and an overwhelming sense of energy and exuberance flooded every single muscle.

The sensation wasn’t quite like when he’d first allocated numbers from a baseline of zero, but it wasn’t far away. The next thing he had to work out was Mind. He’d never much bothered with it as Mind, he’d overheard, was associated with magic. As he’d never even thought of himself as a spellcaster, he’d put nothing into Magic. He’d known folk who had only to discover they’d wasted their numbers when the system offered them no magical classes at level twenty. He focused on the word, just to be sure.

Mind. Allocate points to this attribute to increase your ability to solve complex problems, engage in battles of wit, and decrease spell-casting times. Mind increases your ability to recall facts and learn.

As if fate, the battle with the wizard, and the ensuing rewards had boosted his Mind points to eighteen, which was a darn fine score for a level zero. Penick wanted him to be a warlock and warlock’s cast spells. So, he needed a sharp mind. Seven liked to learn things, but he’d had little opportunity to learn anything but some basic farming and laboring.

With that in mind, he moved his Mind number to thirty as well. As the number slotted in, his head cleared, and calmness settled over him. He tracked back over his reasoning and found it flawed only because the elf had demanded he put points in Instinct and Magic. But the system wouldn’t offer him class until level twenty and by then he’d have at least another forty points to allocate. Using that logic, Magic was pretty useless to him until he received the Warlock class, as pure-blood humans had no natural affinity for it. Unless he could find a spell book, but those were never just lying around.

His instinct told him he had time, and that he might need his Strength and Dexterity to survive to level twenty. There was no point in having an immense mana pool if he was dead. But, Penick had told him Instinct and Magic. He compromised and placed five each in Strength and Dexterity, three in Instinct, and two in Magic. That way, each of his stats received a boost.

The moment he allocated the last point, he received a system message.

Congratulations! You have allocated all your free points. The climb has begun. Train, become strong, and fight monsters! The system rewards you with two bonus attribute points and one skill point. Skill points are used to upgrade skills on your skill tree.

Congratulations! Your skill tree is now open. You may gain skills to enhance your ability to perform tasks!

Congratulations! You have gained your first new skill. The system awards you with one skill point. Use it to upgrade a skill and receive a hidden bonus!

Congratulations! You have one or more skills at the rank of Capable or above. The system awards you with one skill point!

Congratulations! You have one or more skills at the rank of Adept or above. The system awards you with two skill points!

Congratulations! You have amassed five skills! Nice work! The system awards you with five skill points.

Congratulations! You have one or more skills at the rank of Expert or above. The system awards you with five skill points!

Seven inhaled hard. He couldn’t believe he was getting all the skill point rewards he’d already received once before. But this time he didn’t need to use them to upgrade a mundane skill like farming just to get a job. No! He could use them to advance real skills like swordcraft or stealth. All he had to do was open them.

Manual skill progression was hard work and a lengthy process. Using skill points was necessary. Skills progressed from Novice to Capable, then Adept, Expert, Master, and Grandmaster. One skill point would get Seven from Novice to Capable. Three would get him from Capable to Adept. But from there the cost rose significantly. Adept to Expert was ten, Expert to Master was fifty, and he’d only heard rumors of how many he’d need to get to Grandmaster. Garrick had told him it was five hundred, but Garrick was renowned for being a liar. Seven hadn’t minded. At least the boy had talked to him.

He also had two more attribute points. He remembered Siniman telling him how weak magic users were, and that you only had to get close to them and the battle was over. Having faced Mulderstrike, he wasn’t sure about that. But all the same, he wanted to be able to fight back. Plus, if he had to fight monsters, he needed something to help him. He allocated both points to Strength, and then inspected his numbers.

Name: Harold Nullhome

Titles: None.

Level 0

Attributes: Strength—24, Dexterity—22, Body—30, Mind—30, Instinct—55, Magic—30, Health—280/600, Mana—300/300.

Unallocated Points 0

Profession: None.

Primary Class: None Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Capable, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Adept, Hunting—Adept, Cooking—Adept, Pain Tolerance—Expert, Magical Resistance—Expert.

Skill points available: 20.

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Unlimited. Parameter—One-half times the Bearer’s Height and Weight.

Weapons:

Califire: Quality—Legendary. Type—Pact/Enchanted/Sentient

The system's messages ended, and the soft, female voice returned.

Well done, Harold. For your bonus reward, you will receive a free Name Change. Should you wish to use it, then focus on your name and think of the name you wish to be known by.

The room’s door clicked open, but Seven didn’t march straight to it. Instead, he focused on his nametag. “Nullhome,” he muttered. “Not anymore. This is my home now.” He tried to think of a scary name—one that would instill fear, but he was Seven and would always be. He held up his hand. He was level zero, and he had one hundred and ninety-one points already. He had seven skills, two at Expert, a storage ring with loads of space, and a legendary weapon. If this was a new start, he wasn’t unlucky—quite the opposite.

His curse was powerless.

“I am Seven,” he told the system, and he approached the door.


Chapter Four




He entered a much larger room, its walls made of the same gray, interlocking stone. This one reminded him of a tavern, such was its size and layout. A pair of foggy windows sat on either side of a substantial door, with one more on one of the side walls. An L-shaped counter area took up one corner, another door to its side. The flagstone floor caught his eye, all gray barring a blue, fifteen-foot square. A pair of armchairs sat in front of a cold hearth. Seven made his way to the counter, looking over it. It housed everything he’d need to make his meals, barring one thing—food.

He tried both doors but found them both locked. Wherever he was, he’d have to earn his freedom and his food.

“What do you want me to do next?” he cried, his anger growing.

The blue square shimmered, and a man appeared. He had a long, curved wooden pole in his hand. An identical pole appeared in Seven’s hand. The woman’s voice sounded in his mind.

Defeat the soldier, and the fog will clear. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

Seven stood dumbfounded. What fog? But years of being told what to do soon kicked in, and he lifted the pole. It resembled a simple training sword. He’d used one during army assessment before being assigned a spear, along with all the other recruits who showed no natural prowess with the weapon. As soon as he stepped into the square, the man attacked, racing forward, his pole drawn back, striking before Seven could defend himself. Pain erupted in his shoulder. His knees buckled. Another hit, and he fell face-first onto the square.

Result!

Throm wins dealing eighty-five health points of damage.

Seven loses dealing zero health points of damage.

Score: Throm 1–Seven 0.

Seven crawled off the square, dragging the pole with him. He waited a few moments, regaining some of his health. Rolling his shoulder, he judged it good enough to continue. But before he did, he replayed the fight in his mind. He could defend, block the attack, and then try to counter, or he could go straight on the offensive. His Instinct told him it was better to defend and see if Throm had a weakness. It also leaned toward the soldier repeating his first attack.

Another thing he had to consider was whether he could hit Throm. After all, he’d just appeared, so likely was a projection with no substance.

“No, defend and gather information,” he muttered to himself.

He held the pole angled across his body and stepped into the square. Throm rushed forward, his weapon sweeping toward Seven. They clashed, a resounding crack echoing throughout the stone room. Throm stepped back, bringing his pole across his opposite shoulder and striking again. The soldier moved so quickly and fluidly that Seven barely countered the second strike and missed the third completely. Throm wracked his pole across the back of Seven’s knees. He collapsed, exposing his back to another strike, then his gut to a blunted stab. But as Seven fell, he unleashed a strike of his own—a desperate roundhouse of a hit that connected with the soldier with a mighty thump.

Result!

Throm wins dealing one hundred and thirty-two health points of damage.

Seven loses dealing ninety-eight health points of damage.

Score: Throm 2–Seven 0.

Seven crawled away, his back and gut throbbing, dulled by his Pain Resistance skill. “I’m not sure I’m liking this game.” But he also wasn’t enjoying losing to an apparition that hadn’t said a word to him or changed his expression at all. “If you’re supposed to be teaching me, you’re doing a pretty crap job.”

But the system’s words rang in his mind.

You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

While he waited for his health to recover a little, he assessed his situation. Throm was there to test him, but Seven was only supposed to have forty attribute points, not nearly two hundred. Therefore, he had to have an advantage he wasn’t seeing. He had to have better Strength and Dexterity than Throm expected. He certainly had better Health. So why was he losing? Was it because he was going down too easily? Was it when his head touched the blue square? If he was going to beat Throm and get some reward, then he had to stand and take the punishment. One of his hits had dealt ninety-eight health points of damage.

“Time to see how many you’ve got,” he growled.

He raced onto the square, taking up a central position. Throm rushed forward, striking as he had before. Seven blocked, using Throm’s power to turn the blunt weapon. He instinctively kicked out, his boot connecting with the soldier’s knee. Throm stepped back, raising his pole and pulling it across his body to strike at Seven’s gut. Seven blocked quickly, losing position as he backed away. Throm spun. The soldier’s hit came from nowhere, cracking Seven in the ribs. He held, taking the blunted pain, riding it, and backing to the edge of the square. Throm pushed forward, his pole a blur. Seven countered one, then two blows, but missed the third stab. He ground his teeth in frustration, grabbing his weapon in both hands and shoving the soldier back, then booting him in the groin.

Throm staggered back but quickly regained his footing, although not before Seven struck. Using all his power, every ounce of his enhanced Strength, he jammed the pole onto Throm’s shoulder. The soldier countered with a thrust to Seven’s gut, but Seven saw it coming and braced, sucking up the pain. Pulling his pole back, he struck Throm in the side, then whacked him again and again, taking the dulled pain as Throm countered. Then one of his strikes failed to connect as his opponent vanished. Seven fell to his knees, gulping for breath, his smile canceling the minuscule amount of pain he felt.

Result!

Seven wins dealing three hundred health points of damage.

Throm loses dealing three hundred and forty health points of damage,

Score: Throm 2–Seven 1.

It was, Seven knew, a terrible victory.

“But I won all the same.” He threw his pole down and punched the air.

Congratulations. You have defeated Throm. While Throm caused more damage than you, your larger health pool won the day. Some fog now clears. Defeat Throm five times in a row and a roaring fire will be yours to command. Be aware, that the Regganon Chapel becomes quite cold at night.

The windows on either side of the main door shimmered and then cleared. Seven marched toward them, pressing his face against the cold glass. A dark coniferous forest hemmed in a stone path that rose toward a stone deck which ran the length of the chapel. A blue sky sat between the split in the trees, lending Seven the impression he was high on a steep mountain slope.

But what surprised him the most was the woman kneeling on the last step. She held her hands in prayer with her head bowed. Her sea-green hair fell around her earthen cloak and before her lay a bowl filled with fruit. Seven pressed his palm against the glass, wishing he could attract her attention, but hesitated to knock on the glass. He stepped away, rubbing his eyes. Then stepped back and looked again. The woman hadn’t moved. So, he summed up the courage and knocked on the glass, hoping to get her attention. His stomach rumbled at the sight of the food, recognizing oranges, bananas, and a large melon.

He pulled at the door—barged it, thumped it, and even tried yelling at it, but nothing moved the woman.

“What can I do to get her attention?” He asked himself, then thought of it straightaway. “Fire! Fire makes smoke and smoke goes up chimneys and she’ll smell and see the smoke!”

Seven marched back to the square but stopped before he jumped in and swept up the wooden pole. He had to do better. He had to win five in a row. To do that, he needed to minimize the damage he took. He replayed the last fight in his mind. He’d used his enhanced Strength and Body but hadn’t used the speed and grace of movement that came with his increased Dexterity.

“I’m better than a level zero. I’m better than Throm!” He told himself. “I just don’t know how to sword fight.”

Seven elected to take a beating and learn rather than just try to batter Throm into submission. The soldier had several moves. He could strike from the left side to the right in a downward motion, then right to left. He could thrust and punch Seven with the butt of his pole. Then there was the strike to the back of Seven’s knees, and the one to his side. All the attacks would be manageable if only Seven became more familiar with his weapon.

He’d seen soldiers practicing on stuffed dummies, and he’d watched proficient swordsmen perform their shapes. Using the increased power of his Mind, Seven pictured the routines and began practicing them. After a short while he received a notification.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Sword Craft. You are a novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

The wooden pole in his hand changed. Its length thinned and its handle altered, fitting his grip more comfortably. Still made of wood and with a blunt edge, it looked a little more like a sword, but not any that he’d ever seen. It was longer, the blade curved, and the handle took up a third of the length. He instinctively gripped it with two hands but knew that he only needed them for control and flexibility, not because of its weight.

Seven practiced more shapes, his body flowing, his feet moving without thought. While desperate to spend some of his many skill points, he tried a fight first in case the weapon changed again and became even more lethal.

He entered the square, and Throm resolved. To his utter surprise, the soldier still had his wooden pole. Sensing a tremendous advantage, Seven raced forwards, a path to victory crystallizing in his mind before the pair clashed. Within a moment, Throm vanished, and the system announced Seven’s victory. He’d only taken one direct hit.

Result!

Seven wins dealing three hundred health points of damage.

Throm loses dealing sixty-eight health points of damage.

Score: Throm 2–Seven 2.

“He stays the same until I defeat him enough times,” Seven said, stepped out of the ring and immediately back in.

He dispatched Throm again and again until he received the notification he’d completed the next task.

Congratulations. You have defeated Throm five times in a row. Warm yourself on the hearth. You may command a fire as and when you need it. Defeat Throm ten times in a row and receive the gifts of Tyrannus’ faithful. Once you have completed this task, Yatun will be your next opponent.

Seven called the fire. Blazing flames appeared in the hearth, its warmth filling the room and taking the chilly edge away. He marched over to the window, but the woman still kneeled, arms clasped, and the basket of fruit in front of her.

He lifted his weapon. “Guess I’m going to have to kick your ass again, Throm.”

The soldier resolved as Seven stepped onto the square. After a few fights, Seven couldn’t believe Throm had ever struck him. The soldier was so slow. His strokes were clumsy. Seven breezed through all ten fights, with Throm only hitting him once. After dismissing him for the tenth time, he received the expected notification and one that made him raise his eyebrows.

Congratulations! You have gained enough experience to level up. You are now level one. You have two attribute points to allocate. Continue to improve yourself to receive further experience and levels. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

Congratulations! You have defeated Throm ten times. You may now receive gifts from Tyrannus’ faithful. You will now face Yatun in the square. Defeat Yatun once to progress.

The door opened, and the woman stood before the threshold. “For you, Chosen One,” she said, setting the basket down and backing away.

Seven hurried to the door, but the woman had turned and walked to the forest. She began climbing down the steps, but not before she turned and smiled, taking Seven’s breath away. He tried to leave the temple, but some invisible barrier penned him in. The door slammed in his face. He side-stepped to the window and watched as the mysterious woman vanished.

“We’ll talk next time!” he said, wondering what the hell was going on. “This is one strange place.”

He peeled an orange, sucking on the juices to quench his thirst. “Guess I’m just going to keep fighting until I unlock all this place’s secrets.” He banged on the window. “Yours included!”


Chapter Five




In line with Seven’s recruiting sergeant’s thoughts, he wasn’t good with a sword. Fortunately, though, he adapted to the weapon quickly. The slimmer version of the training sword felt right. He could feel it sing through the air as he countered Yatun’s attacks. The new soldier had a better weapon, and putting two and two together, Seven concluded it must be the next level’s training weapon. The first, a simple pole, had been there to open the skill. His weapon was a Novice’s weapon for advancing the skill further.

After a few initial setbacks, he beat his new opponent, his extra strength and dexterity certainly playing into his hands. But it was his heightened Instinct that helped the most. Seven knew where the man was going to strike. He understood how to counter and got a sense of what the trainer would do next. As a result, the soldier rarely hit him, and his health hovered around the five hundred mark, regaining between fights but dropping a little during.

By the time he’d finished with Yatun and a new challenge faced him, he had gained another level, had four attribute points to allocate, and had unlocked the room’s last door. Wary of what might be behind it, Seven sat at the counter mulling over his stats. He favored bringing his Strength and Dexterity up, but his Instinct was such an advantage he was cautious about neglecting it.

Then there was Penick to think about. The Arch Elf had told him to place points into Magic and Instinct. In the end, he sat on the fence. He had little experience with numbers. No one had ever told him the correct way to allocate them, so he had to go with his gut. He had to improve his Instinct at the very least.

He placed one point in each of Instinct and Magic and two in Dexterity. It brought Dexterity to twenty-four, the same as Strength. For some strange reason, the choice seemed right. Although tempted to use skill points to up his Sword Craft to Adept, he was holding his own as it was. His next opponent, Brutun, would likely be of Adept level. It was reasonably safe to assume that he would have a better weapon than Seven wielded. But he had the skill points and reasoned he might as well keep them until he needed them.

He ate an orange, letting the juices flow down his throat. He was thirsty. The girl hadn’t brought him any water, and he was pretty dehydrated—tired, too. While his muscles didn’t ache, he had been fighting for a long time. Judging by the sun’s progress over the steep valley, it was late afternoon. Seven had one more thing to do before he had to make a choice—bed or battle—and that was to open the door he’d recently unlocked.

Finishing his orange, he approached it, wood sword raised and ready. With a twist of its handle and a gentle push, the door opened, and a corridor stretched away. The moment he stepped on the first flagstone, a torch burst into light, magical flames spreading a thick, yellow light. He held his heart, breathing heavily.

“Please don’t do that to me!”

The first door he came to opened. The inside was a washroom complete with a privy and a large copper bath. Seven had never seen anything so precious in all his life. A bath, a real bath, was something rich folks had, not something a commoner like him would ever get to use. He reached for the faucets, twisting them and gasping again as piping hot water came out.

“What kind of magic is this?” he asked, all thoughts of fighting Brutun vanishing. There was a bowl too, with a shaving knife and an enormous bar of soap. Above it sat a mirror. Seven looked in the mirror, then stepped back, his hand covering his face as he gasped. He was gaunt, his skin pale, and stubble speckled his cheeks, creating a dark shadow matched by the bags under his eyes. His hair was long and disheveled, and his clothes were a mess of tears, sweat patches, and orange juice.

“No wonder the girl ran away!”

It made Seven’s mind up. He was alone. As far as he could see, he had all the time in the world—or at least until the fruit bowl ran out. Cold water ran from a faucet above the bowl, so he had water to drink.

But there was no way he could bathe until he’d explored the rest of the corridor. Reluctantly turning the tap off, Seven slipped through the door and down the corridor. It had several locked doors. He quickly returned to the main room, grabbed an apple, and marched back to the bathroom, filling the bath and then sinking into its steaming luxury.

He’d gained another level. It was enough for his first day. He knew that he’d face harder challenges the next time he stepped onto the square, but he’d be ready. He might not be able to equip Califire, but that didn’t mean he was at a disadvantage. His Instinct was huge. His Strength and Dexterity were above where any other level four novice would be, and his Health pool was mighty.

Wherever he was, he was in a good place.
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Over the next days, Seven fought, bathed, and slept. There appeared to be nothing else to do. He beat Brutun five times in a row and progressed to Clayden. Each time he dispatched a trainer, he increased his skill level in Sword Craft in doing so. He gained another level and six skill points, but nothing much else happened. He placed his attribute points in Instinct as he had struggled to anticipate Clayden. The highlight of his day was receiving his basket of fruit from the mysterious girl. But each of those encounters was brief, and even though he was prepared, she turned and ran down the steps without a glance back, never answering him.

His new weapon was metal, its blade was fairly sharp. Clayden’s had been the same—copper, by the look of it. While the sword was particularly durable, the metal blade had given the warrior an advantage over Seven’s wooden one. But Seven’s instinct had won out again. He was always one step ahead of his tutor—after taking the customary beatings to get used to him.

Next up was a soldier called Tenk. He was an older man with weathered skin and bright white, shoulder-length hair. He had an impressive mustache and armor that, had they been outside the chapel, Seven would have assumed belonged to a legendary warrior. Tenk shattered Seven’s sword with his first strike, and it was then that Seven knew he’d have to dip into his precious skill points if he was going to progress further. He realized he’d made a mistake.

By using his above-the-norm stats, he’d failed to truly understand the skill as he’d fought the varying warriors. By beating them easily, he’d not learned their lessons and, as a result, his ability lagged behind his skill level. With skills ascending from Novice to Capable, Capable to Adept, Adept to Expert, and Expert to Master, Seven calculated his previous opponent’s levels. Throm had clearly been a novice and Yetan was a Capable. That made Brutun an Adept and Clayden an Expert.

“So Tenk is a Master…” Seven thought.

That he’d beaten an expert while only being adept himself astounded him—if he was reading it right, that was. Then he understood the progression. You had to catch up and beat each opponent handicapped by an inferior weapon.

“But how do I do that against a Master?” he asked himself, stepping into the ring once more.

He elected to take the beatings and see if he couldn’t advance his skill that way. Tenk was so far above him that the Master even had time to turn his blade and slap Seven with its flat edge rather than cut him. Seven ended up on the floor countless times, and his Health struggled to keep up. But he gradually understood. By using his Instinct in tandem with his Dexterity, he could compete. He could last more than a few moments, provided he fought with enough finesse to protect his fragile blade. There was no way he could beat Tenk until he improved, but that was fine. He was learning, and that was the point.

Learning skills with skill points was fine. He’d done it before. But this was different. Before, when he’d got his first skill point, he’d used it to level his hunting skill from Novice to Capable. It had been the difference between him eating and starving. He’d used another to up his farming skill to Capable, and that had secured him seasonal work and a bed for the picking months. Eventually, he saved up enough points to power hunting and fishing to Adept and he’d never gone hungry again, not even during the cold winter months. So, if he was precious, if he horded his skill points, then so be it. He’d only use them if he had to—when it was a life-or-death choice.

It took two weeks of Tenk sitting Seven on his ass for him to gain enough experience to level again. Seven put both points into Dexterity to keep up with the ferocious master.

The reward the system dangled in front of him for beating Tenk once was negligible, and for doing so five times in a row was strangely underwhelming. There remained one fogged-out window. It had an entire wall to itself and was the largest window Seven had ever seen. But, looking out of the front windows, the building stretched away on both sides. So, if it didn’t look out over the valley, what did it look out over?

Tenk proved a formidable obstacle, but Seven persevered. He fought, bathed, and ate fruit. While he didn’t progress with Tenk, he made some headway with the girl. Rather than run from him the moment she’d set the basket down, she hesitated, like there was something she wanted to say.

Then one day, after a particularly brutal battle with Tenk, she finally spoke.

“Are you hurt?” she asked, setting the bowl down.

Tenk had administered a harsh lesson that day. Had Seven been a betting man, he might have thought that the Master was getting frustrated because their battles were getting longer and longer. But Tenk showed no emotion. He hadn’t talked once. Which was a strange way to teach as Seven had to figure everything out for himself.

Seven was tongue-tied when the woman first spoke. He’d not heard another voice in such a long time he’d got used to the silence. She reached for his bloodied chest; the red slash hadn’t had time to heal as Seven was scraping the bottom of his Health barrel.

“He got me. But I’ll get him soon,” Seven said, lost in her green eyes that had the same shimmer as her hair.

“You will master the tests and beat the monsters. I have faith.” She ran her finger along the length of the slash mark, a brush of green mist trailing her gentle stroke. “There, I have healed it.” Then she turned, hurrying away as if she’d overstepped.

“Thank you,” he shouted after her.

She paused. “It is my honor to feed and aid the chosen.”

“Well, even so, thank you. What’s your name?”

“Sinta,” the woman said, and she climbed down the steps.

Seven had a name. Sinta. It suited her. He closed his eyes, burning her image in his memory. He never wanted to forget her sharp cheeks, wide eyes and the way her hair fell over her face as she dipped her head in reverence to him.

“She dipped her head in reverence to me?” He snorted. “Why the hell would anyone do that?”

Taking the fruit in and closing the door, he traced the same line her finger had, expecting pain—expecting a bloody tear. But as she’d said, she had healed him. Not a trace of his slash mark remained.

“A healer?” he said, then wondered if he could let Tenk bloody him at around the same time the next day.

“You will master the tests and beat the monsters. I have faith.”

The next day, he woke with renewed determination. Sinta had shown faith in him, and he was desperate to beat Tenk so he could tell her he’d progressed. She always came late in the afternoon, so he had time. The previous day, they’d fought to a stalemate. Seven’s cut had been the difference, but he had whittled Tenk’s health down to a hundred out of nine, so he’d made significant inroads.

But the master wasn’t playing to Seven’s script, and the moment Seven upped his game, Tenk countered with equal ferocity. They battled back and forth, Seven’s soft copper blade taking more damage than he did. So, he adjusted, angling his weapon to ensure Tenk’s blade slid down it rather than hit it. He pulled his strikes if it looked like Tenk countered. He became more patient. After a morning of continuous sparing, Tenk finally beat him with a sudden thrust. Seven spun from the square to evade the cut, kneeling and gasping for breath.

As soon as he recovered, he stepped back in. Five fights later, he finally beat Tenk. Three fights on, he beat him twice in a row. But he knew well enough by then that he had to beat them five times in a row to progress.

When he finally did it, he fell to his knees in total exhaustion.

But a smile crawled upon his face as a notification blinked in his mind. He opened it.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Sword Craft. You are now a Master.

Congratulations! You have increased your first skill to Mastery. You have opened up higher tiers. You cannot buy these tiers through skill points. They require dedication to increase them. Practice your new art to become a Grandmaster.

Congratulations! You have leveled up. You are now level five.

Congratulations! You have gained two skill points.

Congratulations! You have unlocked observation window one. You may now view a potential candidate. You will need companions to take on the Regganon Dungeon Ladder. Observe, judge, then accept or reject. There is no time limit. Please note, just because you accept or reject a candidate, it doesn’t mean they will accept or reject you. Progress further to open further rooms and communal areas within the Regganon Chapel.

There are five dungeon levels in the Regganon System. Becoming a Master in Sword Craft unlocks access to the first dungeon. Dungeon parties must comprise two or more fighters. Three or more is preferable. Mastery in further disciplines opens further levels. Completion of the first four dungeons allows you to access the fifth. Find a partner! Battle a dungeon!

Each dungeon has a quest. The quest unlocks access to Quintasia. Early quests allow access to certain areas of the great library.

Tenk will always be available to you. Work to become a Grandmaster!

Strive for greatness. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!

He faced the fogged-out window. As it cleared, another room resolved identical in every way to his. A black-haired woman fought Clayden, and from the look of her, she was close to beating him. She wore stunning blue armor that was clearly great quality, and her knee-high boots were the type owned by nobles and royalty alone. She’d fixed her hair in a ponytail, which sprouted from a helmet that partly covered her face. She was relentless; the battle flowing back and forth until Clayden finally beat her with a crafty lunge.

Even though Seven couldn’t hear it, he knew the girl’s cries filled the room. She threw her copper sword down and smashed her fist into a wall, mouthing what looked like obscenity after obscenity. Seven thumped on the window, but she took no notice. He had to assume that she couldn’t see or hear him because she hadn’t faced Tenk yet, let alone beaten him five times in a row.

But he couldn’t help but think she was a better swordswoman than he was a swordsman. Her grace, her poise, and the range of her strokes were something else.

Sinta came soon after, and Seven already had his question prepared. As soon as she set the food down, he asked it.

“Do you take food to everyone?” he asked.

She bit her lip, looking down, then away. “Yes.” She touched his wound, warmth flooding through his side. “You are one of my charges. I look after your other friends—those in this chapel.”

She turned away.

“Wait! They aren’t my—” Before he finished his question, she ran back down the steps.

Seven grabbed the fruit and slammed the door, but not before he tried to follow her. He’d tried every day, but each time he hit an invisible barrier, and each time he slammed the door in frustration.


Chapter Six




A hundred questions plagued Seven’s sleep. He needed to understand where he was. What he was doing. He needed to know what the chapel expected of him. If Penick had signed him up for some army—perhaps an elite fighting force —then why wasn’t anyone telling him?

He was used to having direction. He needed it. Before, it had been simple. To survive, he had to hunt. He needed to fish to eat, and he needed to work to amass enough money for clothes to see him through winter. Here, all he had to do was open a door, and he had food, turn a faucet and he had a bath. If it was raining outside, that didn’t concern him. If it was cold, he demanded a fire, and it came.

But he was progressing. The trouble was, what next? He’d mastered the sword, and he had his shiny steel blade. He assumed he would continue to spar with Tenk. Even though he guessed progression to Grandmaster was a lifetime away. He certainly wasn’t the finished article. Tenk could teach him more. The system had told him that much.

“Besides, what else have I got to do?”

And that was the crushing fact. Sinta came once a day but was gone in moments. The girl in the adjacent room battled hard with Clayden, but she couldn’t see Seven or hear him. He needed something else apart from the three rooms where he ate, washed, trained, and slept.

“But even with that, I’m so much better off than I used to be,” he told himself. “I’d just like someone to talk to.”

Armed with his sword, he stepped into the square, expecting Tenk to appear. As he passed over its threshold, the sword vanished, and a spear appeared in his hand, and then a small shield resolved in his other. The spear was merely a thin pole with a tapered end, but that end was blunt.

“A training spear,” he muttered. “No doubt training quality. I suppose I have to fight my way from Novice to Master again.” Seven inspected the shield. He knew it to be a buckler-type shield, one that he’d strap to his forearm and use to dynamically block strikes, rather than use to conceal parts of his body like a normal shield. It was about the size of a large dinner plate and made from a single piece of thin wood. He didn’t hold out a lot of hope for it.

Defeat Keti once and receive daily bread. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

Keti appeared in the ring. To say the woman was athletic would have been an understatement. Seven stared at her bare abs, so defined he could have climbed up them. She twirled her novice spear like a baton, then settled into a defensive posture, her buckler strapped to her wrist.

Even though trained in spear craft by the Harraden army, it had been more of a long line of recruits, one bored and uninterested tutor, and the words, “Pointy end into enemy scum,” rather than a focused class. He hadn’t even opened the skill despite killing a level three hundred wizard with an enchanted spear. He did, however, know the basics, no matter how rough around the edges they were. Plus, he had an enormous Strength and Dexterity advantage, and he could rely on his enhanced Instinct to see him right.

Keti beckoned him on, but Seven walked the square’s perimeter, studying her closely. Her fluid movements told of her likely prowess, but her eye flicker displayed impatience. He feinted once, then twice before finally attacking. Keti countered, deflecting his strike with her buckler while jabbing her spear into his gut. Had it been a sharp weapon, it might well have been a killing blow. Seven learned, reset, and went again.

Result!

Keti wins dealing three hundred and eighty health points of damage.

Seven loses dealing one hundred and nine health points of damage.

Score: Keti 1–Seven 0.

He accepted the defeat, initiating it by stepping out of the square. Taking a breath, he analyzed what he learned. He could have used his brute force to batter her and shove her from the ring, but if he’d learned anything from his time mastering his Sword Craft, it was that each tutor had something to teach him. But, after days of solely eating fruit, the thought of bread made his stomach rumble. With Keti winning five to zero, Seven reached the tipping point where his hunger for bread outweighed what he thought he might learn, and he used his new knowledge with uninhibited force.

Congratulations. You have defeated Keti. You are a true example of how the will to learn triumphs over the eager. You defeated Keti without taking a single point in damage. Defeat Keti five times in a row and a daily flagon of ale will be yours to enjoy. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

He stared at the girl on the other side of the window as she battled Clayden. Her determination mirrored his, and her sword craft was a wonder to watch. She was getting close, so damn close. With a blistering attack, she forced Clayden on his back foot, retreating all the way to the square’s edge. But the Expert swordsman jinked and swayed, then ducked quickly, administering a devastating strike to her gut. She went down on one knee as the Expert withdrew his sword, her blood coating its blade. She fell back, clutching her stomach, and Seven’s knees nearly buckled. There was no doubt she was dead.

Keti paid the price for his rage.

Congratulations. You have defeated Keti five times in a row. You will receive one flagon of ale per day as a reward for your advancement.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Spear Craft. You are a novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Buckler Craft. You are a novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

You will face Joan. Defeat Joan once and receive a wind chime. The gentle ring of the wind chime encourages meditation. Meditation is a skill that has hidden benefits.

You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

With anger still causing mayhem within him, he marched straight into the ring, all thought of learning having fled from his mind. He launched himself at Joan, a dark-skinned warrior, lithe and beautiful. She countered him easily, leveraging his improved spear and momentum to force him from the ring repeatedly, her elegant prowess too much for him.

After his fifth loss, he decided he needed a cooler head. Returning to the window, he saw the girl standing in the ring, Clayden at her feet. Her smile was broad, and she’d raised her hands in victory.

How? She was dead! There was no way she could recover from that wound!

Confused, Seven called it a day. He had bread. He had fruit, and he had ale. But best of all, the mystery girl still lived. The only downside to his day was missing Sinta. She had come and gone amid his fury.

But there was always the next day.

And the day after.

Joan fell once, and he received his wind chime. She fell five times in a row, and he received a table and chairs for his outside deck. He didn’t receive permission to go outside, which pissed him off, but he assumed he’d done something else out of synch—that his enhanced numbers had in some way screwed with the natural order of things.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Spear Craft. You are now Capable.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Buckler Craft. You are now Capable.

The girl struggled against Tenk. The master was unyielding, offering her no quarter. But her tenacity made inroads into him, and each time he injured her, she somehow recovered and fought again. Her face, her imagined body peeled from her armor, shoved Sinta aside and the mystery girl took front and center stage in his nightly dreams. He was desperate to talk to her, to discuss everything—to have a companion.

After Joan came Rixon, and with her the spear improved again. It had a solid ash shaft and a blunt metal tip. His buckler sported a leather cover, and iron studs turned Rixon’s strikes. He focused. He progressed, and he drew inspiration from the girl’s sheer grit and determination. For the very first time, he knew the new land had blessed him—that the cursed beggar Harold Nullhome—Seven—was more fortunate than another living being.

He dispatched Rixon once, and a wardrobe appeared in his room. When he finally beat her five times and became Adept in both spear and buckler, clothes filled the new wardrobe, shiny new boots lining its bottom.

Meanwhile, the girl was getting closer. She would defeat Tenk soon. Seven had no doubt about that. For his part a new challenge awaited him, and that was another Expert, and her name was Helena. He reread his earlier notification.

Congratulations. You have defeated Rixon five times in a row. You are now Adept. Your wardrobe overflows with clothes!

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Spear Craft. You are now Adept.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Buckler Craft. You are now Adept.

You will face Helena. Defeat Helena once and unlock access to the deck. There is a table and chairs, and, of course, your wind chime. Meditation is the key.

You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

So that was it? The previous rewards were preparation for unlocking the deck. He was pretty sure he was missing something, but there was only one way to find out.

He stepped into the ring, his steel-tipped spear in hand, his steel buckler on his off-arm. With minimal time to set his feet, a woman resolved in the opposite corner. He only had a moment to appraise her before she attacked. She was stunning, blonde hair flowing, tight-fitting armor straining against her voluptuous figure. She leaped across the square; her spear flashing toward him. He brought his buckler around, deflecting the blow but only partially. The spear’s tip tore his side, leaving a bloody rent.

Seven ignored the pain, his Pain Tolerance skill dumbing it down. He jinked to the side, desperate to bring his buckler around, but the strength-sapping wound caused him to slow. The woman pivoted easily, coming at him again. He sidestepped, but she altered direction at the last moment, catching him full in the belly and lifting him out of the square to dump him on the flags, the spear running him through.

Result!

Helena wins dealing five hundred and eighty health points of damage and by a mortal strike.

Seven loses dealing zero health points of damage.

Score: Helena 1–Seven 0.

Seven gasped for air, his health plunging. The spear strikes had gouged great divots out of his guts and punctured vital organs. Her killing shot had ripped through him like he wasn’t there. He lay back, hoping the system could heal him fast enough, but knowing it wasn’t looking good. His health hurtled toward zero.

Helena stood on the edge of the square; her head cocked. “Do you not have the Restoration skill?”

“What?” Seven asked, wincing as the pain became worse.

“The Restoration skill. It helps with wounds and scrapes. By the time a student faces me, they are usually capable at least.”

“Wounds and scrapes? I can see my fucking guts. And you came at me with no notice at all!”

“But you defeated Tenk? Where is your armor?”

“Armor?”

“The system rewards you with armor once you have fought two hundred battles. It is impossible to survive Tenk without armor.”

“Well, I did.”

“How?”

Seven lay back, gasping. “Yeah, well, there’s a story behind that. Not that it matters anymore. I think I’m done for.” He could barely hold his guts in, and the blood was gushing out of his wounds like a belching river.

“Then I have erred,” Helena said. “I will fix my error.” She hesitated, looking down. “This is gonna cost me. You better be worth it.”

She closed her eyes, seeming to have a non-verbal argument with someone. Then she scowled, and her shoulders slumped.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Restoration. You can restore parts of your body to prevent rapid Health loss. Warning, failure to apply Restoration properly will end in death. You are a novice.

“Huh?” Seven exclaimed. “How did you do that? You’re just an illusion.”

“Am I?” asked the woman. “Like I said. It cost me. You owe me, and I always call in my debts.” She winked at him, then vanished.

Seven shoved the real possibility that the trainers had never been mere apparitions to the back of his mind and focused on his new skill. He inspected his wounds and wasn’t sure that Novice was going to be good enough to heal what looked like a load of sausages bursting out of a wet paper bag. It was certainly going to be touch and go. Plus, he was used to getting skills in something he had some clue about, and healing wasn’t one of them.

Although…

He had seen Sinta do it. One time she’d healed him. She’d run a finger along the wound and it had sealed it. Seven had no spells, so he had no magic that he could use. Restoration had all the hallmarks of something that used magic. But he tried it, nevertheless. Beggars, after all, couldn’t be choosers.

He ran his finger over the gaping wound, but it did little but make him wince with pain. So, he tried tucking his torn guts back in, thinking if he could pinch the two skin folds together, he might do something.

When that didn’t work, he checked his Health to see how long he had left. To his surprise, his Health had leveled out, perhaps even climbed by one.

“Eh?”

He pulled up his character sheet and focused on the skill.

Restoration—passive—Will this powerful healing skill into action and it will do the rest.

He’d certainly willed it into action, although whether, “For fuck’s sake, just heal it,” were the correct words, he didn’t know. He lay there, praying for Sinta to open the door and bring him food and water and perhaps heal him.

He breathed hard, rooting around his mind as he tried encouraging the Restoration skill to heal him. Then he checked his health again, hoping it had stayed the same, but it had dropped by a few points.

“I’ve got one chance,” he growled. “One.”

Holding his stomach in, he pulled himself across the stone floor and toward the door. Pain lanced through him, his health plunging faster than ever. He made it to the door just as he was about to pass out. Seven closed his eyes. He was in deep, deep trouble, and he knew it.

“How?” he asked. “How?” But he knew. It had to have something to do with how fast he’d breezed through his swordcraft. Helena had said that he should have had armor. The girl in the room on the other side of the window had it. But was it too late to rectify his mistake?

Then Sinta came—wonderful Sinta—and she pulled the door open and screamed. She dropped the basket and showered Seven in fruit, covering her mouth. “My Lord, what have they done to you?”

“Not a lord,” Seven gasped between ragged breaths. “Can you heal me? I have the Restoration skill, but it’s only Novice.”

She nodded but was clearly unsure. “I cannot do much. I am not supposed to touch you. I can seal the wound, but you must level the skill. I have never known a fighter to have an affinity for healing. You normally only rebuild that which is ruined.”

“Trust me,” he ground out. “I have no affinity for anything. I’m just a—” He wanted to say commoner, but he didn’t feel common. He certainly didn’t feel like a noble, but he wasn’t the man he’d once been. Siniman had seen to that. The warrior had forever inspired him.

The image of Siniman and the Forlorn, of Iron-Tooth and Piper, of all of them attacking the impossible sent a surge of courage through him. “Don’t let me die,” he pleaded. “I have to make something of myself to honor them.”

Sinta stared down at him, her large emerald eyes filling with tears. “I can seal the wound, but you must do the rest.”

“How?” he asked.

“The Restoration skill is exactly what it says. It will restore you, but you must hold its hand. You must think of your body. Think how it was. Picture it as healthy and full of life. You must give it a map, and as it walks that map it will grow and heal you. Do you know how to meditate?”

“No.”

“Then you must. You must set the Restoration skill on its path and then you must cut all ties with this world while your body fights to survive.” She reached over the threshold, wincing as if the very act caused her pain.

Warmth bloomed within his belly. Lurid green incandescence spread across his ruined skin, the torn edges so much brighter than the rest. He inhaled sharply as the tears closed, the heat of their meeting causing him to groan. But Sinta focused until his skin had healed. Then she jerked away, scooping up her empty basket and running to the steps.

“Sinta!” he called. “Sinta!”

She paused.

“Thank you,” he said.

She half turned, just her cheek visible. “I hope you live,” was all she said before she climbed down the steps.

Seven lay by the open door, picturing himself healthy, but the image of him dying stuck to him like glue, clouding his perfect image. His mind wandered once more to Siniman—not the warrior who’d succumbed to Jormund’s infernal flames, but the elegant fighter, the ruthlessly efficient swordsman who danced through death without care.

Then it came to him. His skill points! He could spend his way to Restoration Expert or Master or however far he could get it. How could he have been so stupid? It costs one skill point to get from Novice to Capable. He focused on it and upgraded his skill.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Restoration. You are now Capable.

That done, he tried again. To upgrade from Capable to Adept was five skill points. He focused and tried to pay.

You cannot upgrade a skill twice in quick succession. Skill Point Upgrades have a ten-day lapse per skill.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Seven cried. He’d never had spare skill points before, so he’d never known. He doubted anyone he’d known had, apart from maybe Siniman. So, he focused on Sinta’s advice.

He tried to remember what else she’d told him to do. Meditation? Was it that? Had she asked him to empty his mind? How in Hellfire was he supposed to do that when all he could think of was the dull pain radiating from his gut?

Knowing he couldn’t clear his mind, Seven thought of the wound as a spring. The pain was the spouting water, and he was the hand trying to stem its flow. But the more he tried to stop the hurt, the more the pain radiated despite his tolerance skill. So, he took a few long breaths and let the pain flow through him. He welcomed it as a sign that all was not quite right with his body. Then he reached some peace. Whether it was the total emptiness that Sinta had talked about, he didn’t know. But it was bliss, and even though lying by the front door, the chill air flowing over him, he found peace. He’d tried his best. He’d become a Master in something.

If only his friend Garrick were to know. He could make up a mighty tale about it.

When Seven woke, the cold bit into his bones. His fingers were numb, the chill running right through his bones. He tried to move, but his whole body was stiff. He felt his gut, surprised when no pain radiated from it. He closed his eyes momentarily. Notifications blinked, but he couldn’t focus on them.

He grabbed a banana, peeling it with his shaking hands. As he ate the fruit, a tiny burst of energy hatched within him. He crawled to the hearth, calling for fire, and sat there staring at the flames. Finally, his mind cleared, and he understood what she meant by meditation.

The door lay open, a chill breeze blowing in. He tested his stomach, finding it sore but certainly not ruined. Gritting his teeth, he crawled to the door, pausing, sure he’d seen some movement. Was it Sinta checking up on him? Or was it his foggy mind? Yet, he felt refreshed. Perhaps the meditation helped. His Health was nearly full.

“A strange, strange world,” he muttered as he collected the fruit, then returned to the fire and devoured it all.

“Now all I need is a set of armor because there’s no way I’m fighting Helena without one.”

He replayed her attack but could envisage no defense but to attack her. He had to narrow the field. Spears were all about long to mid-range. Get inside their killing distance and they were just poles. He had the Dexterity to slip close to her. It gave him speed. But could he afford to do it without armor?

Siniman sprang to mind again. The man had charged through the packed ranks of Atun soldiers with hardly any armor on. The adage, if they can’t hit you, they can’t damage you, sprang to mind. Could he be as good as Helena? Could he match her? Could he afford to take the risk?

The last question was the one he’d need to answer because, one way or the other, he had to get through her.

He looked up his notifications.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Restoration. You are now Adept.

“So, I did something right. Or rather, Sinta told me to do it.” He mused exactly what and concluded it was when he’d finally cleared his mind by passing out. He wondered if that was what counted as meditation.

Talking of which…

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Meditation. Clearing your mind increases the body’s ability to focus on replenishing precious resources. You are a novice. Mediation increases Health and Mana recovery by one-tenth. Practice to level the skill.

He reread the notification. It was plain and it was clear. If he learned how to empty his mind, his Health would replenish faster. He supposed it was like when he slept. He could drift off two hundred Health short of his maximum and wake up full to the brim. The only issue he could see was that if his Health was low, he’d likely be involved in a fight. He could hardly ask his opponent to hang on while he had a quick meditation session. But it was handy to have a skill he could level when he had some downtime.

Then there was Helena, and the unexpected concern—the break from being a silent trainer. It had been concern—genuine concern. But what did that mean? He was too tired to think further, but his initial conclusion was the one he’d instinctively had first. She was a student or teacher, as were all the trainers, and some form of magical projection enabled them to teach novices from afar.

With the day done, he forgot about having a bath and went straight to bed, bloodied, bruised, and nearly ruined by one of the fastest fights he’d ever lost. Faster even than his first against Throm all that time ago. But he had progressed.

Before he fell asleep, he checked his numbers. Seeing he had two unallocated attribute points, he added one each to Strength and Instinct to help with his fighting.

Name: Seven

Titles: None.

Level 5

Attributes: Strength—25, Dexterity—26, Body—30, Mind—30, Instinct—59, Magic—31, Health—600/600, Mana—310/310.

Unallocated Points 0.

Profession: None.

Primary Class: None Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Capable, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Adept, Hunting—Adept, Cooking—Adept, Pain Tolerance—Expert, Magical Resistance—Expert, Sword Craft—Expert, Spear Craft—Adept, Buckler Craft—Adept, Restoration—Adept, Meditation—Novice (1/10th Mana/Health)

Skill points available: 27

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Unlimited. Parameter—One-half times the Bearer’s Height and Weight.

Weapons:

Califire: Quality—Legendary. Type—Pact/Enchanted/Sentient

Training Sword—Master, Training Spear and Buckler—Expert


Chapter Seven




He woke in the morning, strolled into the main room, stretched, and screamed as he saw the girl in the next room. She had her face and palms pressed against the glass. Upon spotting him, his arms in the air, screaming at the top of his voice, she jumped back and screamed, too. As Seven couldn’t hear her scream, but only see the rather daft dance she performed, his scream morphed into laughter. He pointed at her, slapping his thigh as he chuckled. It was as he was bent double that he spotted the blood all over him, the rips in his shirt, the tangled mess that was his hair, and he understood precisely why she’d run back from the window scared.

Pressing his hands and face against the window, he gawped at her. But this only made her stumble further back while pointing and holding her mouth. He tried in vain to protest but quickly quit. Blood and gore coated him. His clothes were a mess.

He ran a bath, jumping in before it was half full and scrubbing himself from head to foot. Getting out, he faced another issue. His clothes were all ruined, his shirt beyond saving. Fortunately, his pants and boots were okay, so he slipped them on and walked back out, mussing his shoulder-length hair and approaching the window. She quirked an eyebrow, pointing at his bare chest.

Then he remembered the wardrobe full of clothes, slapped his forehead rolled his eyes, vanished, and changed. Smartening his hair again, he returned to the window. The raven-haired girl sat across the room munching on some fruit. She cocked her head, scrunching up her face and indicating the armor she wore. Seven shrugged and shook his head. She pointed at it some more, and Seven shrugged again, unable to think of anything else to do.

“I haven’t got any,” he said really slowly, exaggerating the words as he spoke.

She approached the window, mouthing back: “Why?”

Seven shrugged again, and she shrugged back, finally breaking into a smile that lit up her face. It was all Seven could do to stop his jaw from sagging to the stone flags. Then she bent, picked up her spear and buckler, and marched to her square. Before she entered it, she gave him a tiny wave. His heart raced. He was desperate for someone to talk to, anyone. He had Sinta, and she was great—more than great. She’d saved his life. But he needed company for more than a few minutes a day. He was tired of being alone.

Rixon appeared in the ring with her, attacking straight away. The trainer clearly took the girl by surprise, spearing her in the gut just like Helena had done to him, but her armor turned the tip, the force throwing her from the ring. She got up, holding her side, then tugged her armor again and mouthed “Why?”

He shrugged again, then equipped his spear, motioning as best he could as he tried to tell her to duck inside Rixon’s reach. He shadow fought, hoping she’d understand. She bit her lip, nodding, then stuck her thumb up and returned to the ring.

Rixon attacked again. But this time, the girl didn’t wait. She leaped forward, dodging to one side, then switching to another and finally crouching centrally and holding her spear ready. The motion was so fluid it was almost seamless. Rixon tried to dodge her passive strike, but in doing so, she lost her balance and, attempting to correct it, the trainer stumbled. The girl sensed victory, attacking relentlessly, jamming her spear into Rixon without mercy.

Then she stood in the ring, her hands aloft, and grinned at him. He put his thumb up, and she laughed, mimicking it. She fought Rixon again and again, winning some, losing a few, until something must have truly clicked inside her and she cruised every single fight after. Seven could do nothing but watch her—marvel at the speed of her improvement. After yet another win, she grabbed an apple and dragged a chair over to the window, sitting with him as he ate.

“Not fighting?” She mouthed the words, but he’d become fairly used to it and understood.

He tapped his temple and shrugged. “Can’t work out how to beat her.”

She creased her brow and raised her hand, clearly not understanding.

“Too good,” he said.

“Armor,” she mouthed.

“Yes.”

She finished her apple, then returned to the ring, smiling and winking at him. She lost. She won. She won. She lost. Seven rapped on the window, but she didn’t hear. Instead, she practiced outside the ring for a bit. Then she gave him the thumbs up, and she entered the ring. Her pace and her strokes increased as if she’d experienced a massive confidence boost. She moved like the wind, so swift she might have been a breeze, and she won, and won again.

Five victories later, she punched the air again as she dispatched Rixon and danced around the square. Then she did something that set Seven’s heart racing. She blew him a kiss, yawned, and padded off to her room.

Seven looked outside. It was pitch black. He’d spent the whole day watching the mystery girl. She besotted him.

They were the same level—both facing Helena, and that seemed right and fitting.

When he woke in the morning, he felt strange. A feeling he’d never experienced before surged through him. He needed to stay ahead of her. He wanted to be better than her and relished the new competition. They could go far together, trying to outdo each other. He washed, then ate a banana, limbered up and walked to his square. The girl was performing some shapes with her spear, but Seven wanted to get on.

There was no doubt in his mind that he’d ducked the fight the day before—that he’d pretended he had to watch the girl and help her progress. The fear he felt as he stepped into the square told him that was all a lie. Helena had hurt him last time—hurt him badly, and he still bore the mental scars. But he had his plan, and he prayed it would work.

Helena immediately appeared, racing toward him, any compassion gone. Seven had already advanced, sidestepping the area she would thrust into and taking up a position in the square’s center. Helena’s proximity took his spear out of the fight too. So, as she whipped around, he drove his boot into the back of her knee, then smashed his buckler down on her back, finishing with a kick to the gut. Stepping back, he raised his spear in triumph, ready to drive it through her when he saw her move. His Instinct alerted him early. He leaped back, throwing his spear rather than jabbing it, and pinned her in the upper leg.

She ripped the spear out, scissoring her legs and using the momentum to stand.

“So, you don’t feel pain at all,” Seven muttered. “Must be nice, but I’m getting there too.” He trod the square’s perimeter, trying to get closer to his weapon while simultaneously kicking himself for throwing it in the hope he’d immediately win the contest. “Not talking today?”

She shook her head and readied her spear. Seven held his buckler up, tilting it at a slight angle to deflect any strike. Helena jumped, pulling her spear back as she struck like a cobra. Blood spewed from her thigh, splattering Seven. He jumped forward, hoping to duck under the spear’s tip. But Helena angled it down, and he hurtled face-first toward it. He ducked, desperate to get out of the way, knowing a spear to the face would end everything. Grimacing, he waited for death, or at least the spear to plunge into his exposed back.

But nothing came. A notification flashed.

Result!

Seven wins dealing five hundred health points of damage by virtue of severing a major artery and Helena bleeding out.

Helena loses dealing one hundred and eight health points of damage.

Score: Helena 1–Seven 1.

Congratulations! You have completed two hundred and fifty battles! The system rewards you with experience and one suit of leather armor. Name your color! You may pick from azure, gray, black, or green.

Congratulations! You have leveled up. You are now level six. You have two unallocated stat points.

Congratulations! You may now go outside. Caution: you may go to the edge of the deck. You cannot venture further.

Work hard to reap more rewards! You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!

Seven punched the air as he selected the green armor. To him, there was no other color. Most battles he was likely to fight would be in the forests and fields. If he could blend in, it would be a tremendous advantage. The armor appeared, replacing his clothes. He rushed to the window and pointed at it, but the girl was battling with Helena and took no notice of him. Seven backed away, approaching the front door and pushing it open. He stepped through, suddenly nervous. He did not know how long he’d been in the chapel, but the outside was foreign to him—alien, almost.

The cool morning air folded around him as he stood on the deck. A table and two chairs sat under the window. His wind chime played a soothing tune. He pulled a chair out and sat. Laughter coursed through him. Not because he found the outside funny, but more because after years of trying to keep a roof over his head, he was finally glad to be rid of one.

“What a strange, strange life this is becoming.”

He clasped his hands behind his head and thought of Siniman. The more he thought of the warrior, the more he wanted to be like him. Better to die fighting than to waste away. He closed his eyes, inhaling the conifer’s scent while he drifted into his meditation. He had to do better because he had advantages the girl didn’t have. Yet she was only a couple of fights behind him. With his increased numbers, he should breeze through the training.

But training for what?

Did it matter?

He’d begun as Seven, a hired spear but no more than a meat shield for better fighters. But he’d become a master, and not only that, once he progressed to level fifteen, he’d be a master with a legendary weapon.

“Hello?” The female voice tore him from the tranquility of his thoughts. He opened his eyes, expecting to see Sinta—hoping to see her, but no one approached.

“Hello? Are you awake?”

Seven jerked sideways, away from the girl who approached. It was the girl from the adjacent room—the raven-haired girl with the blue armor.

“What’s your name?” she asked. “Can I sit and talk to you? It’s been a while since I talked to anyone.”

Seven made some noise as he attempted to speak. His words congealed into each other until a mash of syllables that made no sense came out. Eventually, he formed an intelligible word that closely resembled yes. Once one came, fortunately, more followed. “Please, yes, you beat her then? And Seven,” he added. “They call me Seven, although my real name’s Harold. No one’s called me that for a long while.”

The girl grinned, sitting or rather perching on the seat’s edge. “I’m Keller. That’s it. Just the one name.” She grinned but shied away from making eye contact. “I saw how you beat Helena and copied you. I wanted the reward.”

“To come out here?” Seven could barely breathe. His heart raced as his mouth dried. Keller rubbed her nose, her cute little nose, and blinked. Seven covered his daft question with another. “It worked then?”

“Worked?”

“Copying me. Well, of course, it worked. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.” He grinned, but his words came out awkwardly. “I think I’ve forgotten how to talk to people. I must have been here a month.” He rolled his eyes. “I got my armor.”

“A month?” she said, jaw-dropping. “Only a month? How is that possible? How could you beat Tenk in a month?” She covered her mouth, eyes wide with realization. “Is that why you had no armor?” She reached, leaning over the table, and she brushed his armor. “I was going to get the green to remind me of the forests and pastures. I know we can see them and all, but conifers have never been my favorite. They kill everything under them. I chose the blue to remind me of the ocean.”

Keller stared up, her eyes assuming a faraway quality, dreamy, and Seven sunk into them.

He’d talked to pretty girls before, of course, he had, but only from a lowly vantage point. Keller treated him like an equal, and as he thought about it, Sinta seemed to worship him. Even the Forlorn Hope hadn’t looked down on him. But something about the girl tied his tongue in knots.

“I like green,” he said, then shook his head and held it before banging his forehead on the table. “I sound dumb,” he said with an accompanying grin. “Looks like I have forgotten how to talk to people. I barely got a word out of Sinta, although she healed me.”

Keller sat back, relaxing. “Sinta? You have two observation windows?”

“Two?” He hesitated. “No, not two windows. Sinta—she brings me my fruit basket.”

“You have someone deliver you fruit?” She screwed her face up, a devilish grin appearing on her lips. “Are you kidding me?”

“Don’t you?”

“No! Mine is just there. It appears during the day. I open the door and there it is. I’ve tried looking out of the window, but no matter how long, I see no one. Haven’t done it the whole time I’ve been here. Just the trainers. My scratches tell me I’m on my two hundredth day.”

“Scratches?”

“I scratch the wall in my bedroom every day. Keeps me sane. Well, sane-ish. Have you…” Keller trailed off, staring at Seven, whose mouth gaped open. “What?”

“You’ve been here two hundred days?”

“Yep. Today was the day. I wanted to beat Tenk before two hundred—kind of a goal. Do you set goals? I started just to give myself some focus. I wanted to beat Helena in a hundred more days, but thanks to you, I’m ninety-nine ahead. Am I babbling? Because if I am, just say so. A lot of words have been stuck in this head since the fuckers abducted me.”

Seven reeled from the mountain of information that she’d just dumped in his lap. Two hundred days to beat Tenk? Expecting another hundred to beat Helena? “It’s why I had no armor—yesterday when you saw me covered in blood and that. Helena had ripped right through me. I nearly died.”

“I don’t think anyone’s died for a while,” Keller said. “So, you beat Tenk without armor? How’s that even possible?”

“There are more people here?” Seven asked as their conversation split and became two. He snorted. “Sorry. Yes, I beat Tenk and Helena without armor. I only just reached the two hundred and fifty fights to get it.”

Keller held her hand up. “Okay, that’s a lot of bombshells you’re dropping. What are you? Some kind of elite soldier? That’s the only way I can see you beating Tenk that quick. I mean, I know I’m pretty crap. For fuck’s sake! I was a graphic designer before the fuckers brought me here. What did they expect? Hard to sketch yourself out of a battle.”

Another blast of information assailed him, but he only latched onto one thing. “What’s a graphic designer?”

She stared at him. “You ever had McDonalds?”

He stared blankly back.

“Fuck!” she said. “You’re not from Earth, are you?”

“Earth?”

“It’s a planet, in a solar system—something to do with a chocolate bar—some shit like that. Fuck!” She struck her head. “It never occurred to me. Why would you be? Tell me, tell me everything about how you came to be here.”

Seven pulled a couple of oranges from his ring. He ignored her gob-smacked look and told her his tale, missing out on the part where he had a legendary weapon and had kept all his stats, but leaving pretty much the rest in. He saw no point in being cagey, guessing that if Keller was an enemy, then she’d know all about him already. But when he finished, he wasn’t quite prepared for her reaction.

Keller slammed the table, rose, and paced up and down. “So, let me get this straight. You joined an elite fighting force that took on a powerful magician. You got fried in the process, then rescued by an Arch Elf and transported here? Am I in an episode of Stranger Things or what? I was thinking this was all some grand joke. That any minute Gabby will jump out of those bushes over there, iPhone in hand, and say ‘Gotcha!’”

“Can’t pretend I understood any of that,” Seven told the strange girl. She might have been pretty, but she was as mad as a hedge witch.

Keller reached for the offered orange. “No, I don’t suppose you would. What was your home like? Is it this place? Are you from here?”

Seven shrugged. “I can’t tell. It looks the same, but it doesn’t feel it. Does that make sense? We have all these fruits where I come from, so that tells me it might be the same place, but something in the air tells me it isn’t. It just feels wrong.”

The girl nodded. “Yeah, I get that. We have those types of trees, and our grass is green too. We have the stone blocks and slabs, and the place looks like a chapel. But this isn’t my world. We don’t fight with swords and spears now. We don’t wear armor like this either.”

He couldn’t quite fathom how they’d fight if they didn’t use weapons, but he let that slide. He wanted to hear her story. “How did you…”

“End up here?” She shrugged. “Not a hundred percent sure. I was driving home after a night out. I’d taken the coast road, a twisty fucker with big drops on one side. No idea why. I don’t go that way because the cliffs scare me.” She drifted away, clearly replaying the night. Then she leveled her gaze at him. “I can’t talk about it. It’s too raw. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. Probably wouldn’t help us get to the bottom of it all.”

“The bottom of it all?”

He grimaced, not wanting to spill too much about his bargain with the elf. After all, Penick had told him about keeping his secret, and he’d probably already said too much. “Why we’re here. Sinta calls me the Chosen One. I’m wondering what they chose me for.”

Keller rippled her lips, then bit into the orange as she pondered. “Does it matter?” She tossed the orange peel off the deck. “I mean, does it? I’ve seen the films—screamed at the screen. Take Saw. They found themselves deep in the shit. The ones that said, why me?” She ran her fingers across her throat. “They never made the closing credits, I can tell you.”

Seven chuckled. “I can’t understand a damn word you’re saying.” Somehow, that very fact set him at ease with the girl. He understood she was talking about things from her homeland, and that they meant nothing to him gave her some credibility. He could believe her.

“In plain English—which, by the way, is odd that we both speak, but I’ll come back to that—we’re here and we have to get on with it.”

“That much I understand.”

“Why Seven?” she asked.

He held up his hand.

She rolled her eyes. “So, nicknames are equally uninventive in your world as mine.” Popping another orange segment into her mouth again, she paused until she swallowed. “You aren’t in your world, and I’m not in mine. I’m sure of it. So, how come we can understand each other, and you can talk to Sinta? There must be some kind of universal language and we’ve adapted to speak it.”

“I agree,” Seven said, relieved that something she’d said made sense.

“So, continuing along that train of thought, let’s look at a few things. Did you have a system like this one—like the one inside my head? We didn’t on Earth, but loads of games did.”

A ripple of fear coursed through him. Was this the question she’d been leading up to? Was she out to discover if he’d cheated? But he’d already admitted he had numbers, so he couldn’t very well go back on that.

“It’s nearly identical—as far as I can tell. I’m only saying nearly because something feels off, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“So, you had a system. I was familiar with one but didn’t have one.” She sniffed back a laugh. “I spent a few months thinking this was a game but decided it was too real. You don’t poop in RPGs.”

There she was spouting off rubbish he didn’t understand, and she’d been doing so well before… “It still doesn’t tell us what’s going on.”

She leaned forward. “But it does—it helps us. It tells us we have to get as strong as possible because we have a test coming, and if we aren’t prepared, then that test might kill us.”

Pain suddenly lanced through his mind as a loud bang cracked across the sky. “What the fuck was that?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Unsure, but I think it’s when one of us dies.”

“Dies?”

“Like the Hunger Games. I think the cannon goes off when a trainer, or something worse, kills one of us.”

“How can you be sure?” Seven asked, but his gut told him it was true.

As if they were on the same wavelength, she patted her stomach. “I feel it right here,” she said, “right in my gut.”

He wanted to look at her stats—to ask her what her numbers were but thought that if he did, she’d ask him the same. He didn’t want to lie to her. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had such a long conversation with someone. Well, he could. It had been Siniman, and he was dead. But what would the great warrior have done in his position?

He would have smiled and laughed and set Keller at her ease.

Yes, he would have done that, but Seven didn’t have the man’s confidence. He didn’t have years of being a winner under his belt.

“What are you thinking?” Keller asked.

But before Seven answered, a notification popped up in his mind, the normally soft female voice thundering out.

Do you select the female, Keller, into your dungeon party? Should you select the female, Keller, into your party, access to dungeons will become available. At least one party member must be of the correct Mastery to access the dungeon.

“Did you just get that notification?”

“What notification?”

“It’s asked me to accept you into my dungeon party.”

“That’s because I asked to join you. If you accept, we can go into the first dungeon. Then we might get access to the library. After all, you get nothing for nothing in this fucking place, and if I hear that again, I’m going to scream.”

“Then I accept you,” Seven said, and thought of her as close to a friend as he’d had in an age.

Dungeon Level One is now open. Fight monsters. Grow strong. Participation is mandatory. You must each enter from your own chapels. Both exit into the dungeon in the same place. Failure to complete the quest will result in a severe penalty for one or both of you. Each dungeon quest has a time limit. If you cannot complete the quest within the allotted time, Quintasia reserves the right to eliminate you. Participation is mandatory.

Dungeon 1 Quest: Kill ten rabbits. Time allotted: Four Hours. Quest Reward: Experience and Mystery Prize.

They swapped glances.

“Eliminate us?” Seven said.

“Mandatory?”

“So, we have no choice then.”

“At least we’re a team,” she said. “You got any idea how to get into the dungeon?”

“I know what a dungeon is, but I’ve never been in one,” he admitted.

She grinned. “I suppose we have to think of it as off-site training. Whatever waits for us, it gets me out of this damn place, even if we might die. Not that we have a choice. It’s do or die here. Not many options, eh?” Keller jumped up. “I guess I’ll see you there.”

He looked after her as she vanished into her room. Of all the companions he could have had, he had to get a mad one.

But she was pretty, and she had beaten Helena. Seven had the feeling that they would become good friends.

Provided the dungeon or Quintasia didn’t kill them…


Chapter Eight




The timer manifesting in Seven’s mind’s eye injected some urgency into his legs. He scooped up his spear and shield, had a quick look around the room, then darted into the corridor. Smoke billowed from under the end door, an eerie green light spilling onto the flags.

“I’m guessing you’re it,” he muttered, trotting down and pulling on the handle.

A set of downward steps awaited him. He climbed down them, the luminous green rock surrounding him just like the inside of a dungeon. Smoke coated his boots, and spider webs brushed his forehead. His heart pounded, mouth drying as it usually did when his Instinct told him danger was close.

The timer counted down. Seven had a rudimentary knowledge of figures which quickly became familiar as the numbers cycled round and round, ever decreasing.

0:3:58:39

The first figure clearly represented the number of days, and the rest he imagined were parts of the day and night. Back home, all they had was dawn, morning, midday, afternoon, dusk, and night. The two figures at the end descended rapidly. The two next to it more slowly, while the one next to the days hadn’t moved yet. He guessed he’d get the measure of it pretty quickly.

The steps spilled out into daylight. Quite how that was possible, Seven had no clue as he’d assumed they’d exit under the building. A glade spread up a hill, lined on either side by a forest and split in the middle by a stream. He blinked as Keller appeared by his side.

“You look confused,” she said, gasping and stretching. “Look, this may not mean much to you, but think what it means to me. I’ve been stuck in the place for two hundred days. I don’t care. I just want to progress.”

“Where’s my spear and shield gone?” Seven asked.

The system interrupted before Keller could answer.

Welcome to the Narina Vale, the first dungeon on the path to your graduation. Five dungeons make the path. Defeat each Master five times in a row to qualify for their dungeon. Each has its own challenge. Dungeons operate like real places. Injury and even death can occur if you fail. The weapons you trained with are available to you.

Choose your weapon!

Option 1: Sword (Master Quality)

Option 2: Spear and shield (Adept Quality)

Keller blinked. “So, we get offered weapons we’ve trained with, but I’d guess the real deal rather than the training variety. What are you going to pick?”

“You have Mastery of the sword?”

She nodded. “Same as you — Mastery sword and adept spear and buckler.”

His gut told him they should split their strategy. “I think you wield the sword and I’ll take the spear and shield. We’re both the Masters with the sword but disadvantaged with the spear and buckler. I’ve used a spear in actual battle before. Not a lot, but I’ve used one.”

“What if the sword’s better?”

“Yeah, not gonna lie. I’m torn. But a spear means we can keep them at arm’s length. Plus, one of us will have a shield if they jump.”

Keller shrugged. “Rabbits jump. That’s a fact.” She scrunched her face up. “You make more sense. Doesn’t mean I’m sold on it, but hopefully, it’ll work.”

Seven eyed the glade. “So, you’re familiar with dungeons?”

She shook her head and made a strangled noise. “I wouldn’t say familiar. It was…Do you play games? We played games, and the dungeons were part of them. Except you couldn’t get killed…or hurt…No, it’s nothing like this. But…”

He waited. “There’s a but?”

“But I’d imagine it runs on similar lines. In theory, we should have simple mobs to deal with. The bunnies should be low-level. That’s the theory, anyway.”

She didn’t sound too sure of herself. Seven wondered if she wasn’t shoehorning her vision of a dungeon into the glade. It sounded far too easy, like the place would be gentle on you until you were good enough.

“I’m not sure it’ll be like that,” he said. “Shall we pick our weapons?”

“Me sword and you spear?”

“You sword and me spear,” he confirmed and made his choice.

“So…formation?” Keller asked.

“I’ll go first and keep the beast at arm’s length. You swoop in and chop it in half, or whatever.”

“Is that it? Doesn’t sound like much of a tactic.”

He cocked his head. “Never hunted rabbits with a spear and sword. Used a snare a load of times.” He pondered the quest. “I suppose we are hunting, and I have the hunting skill at Adept.” He looked again, but this time through the eyes of his skill. Keller interrupted him.

“How?” she asked.

“How?”

“How have you got the hunting skill? What the hell did you hunt in the chapel?”

Seven’s heart stopped. “Ah…” he said, remembering that Penick had told him to keep his numbers quiet. But then, the cat was out of the bag, and he was a terrible liar. He tried a half-truth. “Well, when I came through I kept my skills. That’s how I beat Tenk so quickly.”

“So, what other skills have you got?”

Seven looked at the timer ticking down.

0:3:46:21

“Farming, cooking, and fishing,” he blurted. “I was very poor. I had to do them to survive.”

She seemed to wind her tongue around her next words as if considering her response. “Those might come in handy one day. Well, we’d better get on. We’ve only got three hours and forty-five minutes left.”

“Hours? What are they?”

As they moved into the glade Keller explained to him how time worked. “I think they picked hours because I’d understand it. I doubt there’s a universal time-telling system like the language thing.”

Seven veered toward the stream. It was the only natural obstacle in the glade, so if he kept to one side of it, then water would hinder any incoming attacks. “We told the time. There was morning, mid-morning, and late morning. Nothing wrong with that. I didn’t need it down to the last moment. ‘Plow that field, boy, and get it done by mid-morning’ was enough for me.”

Before Keller answered, the hairs on the back of his neck pricked, a light dusting of sweat coating his neck immediately. He crouched low, Keller following suit.

“Something’s coming.”

“If it’s anything like the games, we’ll have to agro them first, and as long as he’s far enough away from the rest of the mob, they’ll not fight.”

“I wish I knew what you were talking about half the time, but it’s less than that.” He glanced at the closest tree line looking for the little rabbit. “What the fuck?” he said upon spotting the largest rabbit he’d ever seen. “That’s not a rabbit. It’s a donkey.”

“It’s not, but it’s a mob alright. How many rabbits do you see with horns and claws that glint in the sunlight?”

The rabbit made a beeline for them, snarling as it kind of ran and kind of jumped. “And teeth like small daggers,” Seven said. “Don’t forget them.”

“What’s the plan?” Keller asked, but Seven had already decided. He didn’t want to be on the back foot.

“Follow me. We take charge of this!” He jumped the stream, powering forward, his spear raised. Yelling at the top of his voice, Seven closed the distance. The rabbit paused, appearing confused that something was attacking him. As Seven stabbed his spear, the rabbit finally made up its mind and lunged. Seven adjusted in mid-strike and jinked to one side, opening an angle past the rabbit’s horn. He struck, powering the spear tip into the beast.

Behind him, Keller yelled. By dodging to one side, Seven had left Keller open to an attack. She skidded to a halt close to its horn’s tip. The rabbit snapped at her, then let out a blood-curdling cry as Seven’s spear ripped through its shoulder. Keller threw herself back but stuck out her sword and carved a rent in its snout. As Seven whipped around, trying to free the spear, Keller struck again, her strokes practiced, almost perfect and befitting a sword master.

The spear came away as the rabbit succumbed to Keller’s slashes. The beast slumped to the ground, and a notification appeared in Seven’s mind’s eye.

Dungeon 1 Quest Update: Kill ten rabbits. Time left in the dungeon: Three Hours Twenty Minutes. Quest Reward: Experience and Mystery Prize. Progress: 1/10.

“We’d best get a move on,” Keller said, clearly getting the same notification as Seven. “That took over half an hour. At this rate, we’ll fail.”

Fortunately for them, two more rabbits jumped from the forest, their oversized back legs clearly affecting their ability to walk or hop or whatever rabbits did.

“The first attack work well enough for you?” Seven asked.

“Plenty good enough to get more.”

“So how do we attract these mobs?”

Keller sniffed. “Best bet is to make plenty of noise and walk close to one tree line—assuming they’re hiding in that.”

“Then we do that.” Seven walked toward the first tree. “I wonder why it’s a leafy forest and not a needly one.”

“Best guess—to hide all the mobs so they could sneak up behind us and kill us to death.”

Seven laughed. “You can’t kill someone to death,” he said. “They’re either dead or they’re not.”

“Not in a dungeon,” Keller said. “Strange shit can go on in one. Trust me, never trust the dead.”

Seven stalked off. “Now I don’t believe you.”

“Trust me. If it’s anything like⁠—”

“Like the dungeons that aren’t dungeons. Yeah, if it’s anything like them.” Seven grinned and took the sting out of his words. He’d never known a girl like Keller before. She was so natural, so easy to talk to, and they had something in common. Admittedly, it was being trapped in some bizarre place, but there wasn’t anything he could do about that.

Unless…

“Can you escape from a dungeon?”

Keller shrugged. “Not usually. But we’ve got bigger concerns.”

The two giant horned rabbits broke from the trees. They were around a hundred yards apart, but closing together as they narrowed on Seven and Keller.

“Shit!” Seven cried. “Gotta take one out! I thought you said we had to get close!”

“In the games—” She said, but then focused. “You go right. I’ll go left. We’ve got no choice.”

Seven was about to protest when he realized he hadn’t got a better idea. He didn’t like the thought of Keller taking on a rabbit on her own, but he had no choice. Without answering, he bolted toward his target, determined to kill it quickly. The rabbit, though, had other ideas. It dipped its head, horn aimed straight at Seven, and leaped. The creature sailed through the air and landed a few yards in front of Seven who didn’t have time to react.

As his spear sloughed over the rabbit’s dipped head it left a bloody welt in its snow-white fur. Seven threw himself to one side, the horn nicking him right where his kidney was. Fortunately, the armor only creased, and Seven tumbled away.

Keller made quick work of her rabbit, first lopping its horn off, then lopping more and more of the unfortunate beast off.

“Two down, Boyo!” she shouted, using her curious way with words that made no sense.

Seven, determined not to be outdone, spun around, pulling the spear to his side, then thrusting it straight into the rabbit’s side. He paused, surprised by his ease of victory and the rabbit’s sluggishness. He finished it off by stabbing it straight through its back, pinning it to the ground.

“Got it!” he declared, only to see Keller staring at him.

“How in God’s name do you move so fast? One second you were missing with your spear, the next you’d turned in midair and struck before the rabbit had even taken another step. How?”

It was his incredible Dexterity, he knew that. “It’s my hunting skill. Must be. Never watched myself hunt,” he lied.

“Well, I want that skill then, and we’re hunting, so I should get it soon.”

Seven gulped. If she did, she’d know he’d told her a lie. “Seven more to get,” he said, changing the subject.

“But where are they?”

They walked further up the glade. Seven stopped by a knee-high waterfall, scooping a mouthful of water. He sipped the water, debating whether to tell her the truth. He didn’t want their relationship to be based on a lie, but then he’d only known her for a few hours. She might be the one who was playing a game with him. He didn’t believe that her birthplace had dungeons you could play in—that wouldn’t kill you. It made no sense. What was the point?

“You miss it?” he asked, trying to probe a little more and see if he could spot any outright lies.

“Not sure,” she said. “Do I miss Earth? I suppose. I quite liked my life. I like it better than being locked up on my own and having to fight time after time. I’m sick to the back teeth of food. Do I miss a prime steak with juice running down my throat as I bite in? You betcha. But do I miss going into a dreary office every day just to get shouted at by customers and management alike? The answer to that is no. So, I’m not sure yet. Parts, I guess. You?”

Seven harrumphed. “I’d rather not talk about my life. The more I think about it, the more horrible it gets. I’d freeze in winter and have to work myself to the bone in summer. Ain’t going to miss that!”

“Sounds like you had a hard life.”

He glanced at her. “Me? I suppose. But don’t feel sorry for me. Loads of folks from my land had a tough life. Mine was just made worse by this.” He held up his hand. “They think of any deformity as bad luck. Get a job on the farm and a cow dies, then it’s my fault—the cursed one. Labor in a smithy and the bellows split, then it’s me—clip around the ear and I’m gone. But lots had it worse.”

“Let’s hope this life is better for both of us,” Keller said.

“Don’t you think you’ll get home?”

“I don’t want to go home,” she said forcibly.

“Why?”

“Because if I go home and tell them about this place, they’ll think I’m mad. They’ll lock me up and throw away the key.”

Seven grunted. “I hadn’t thought about that. I think I’d just get a good beating for telling lies.”

“Then we’re stuck here, and for the time being, you’re stuck with me.”

Seven didn’t mind that at all.
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Dungeon 1 Quest Update: Kill ten rabbits. Time left in the dungeon: sixteen minutes. Quest Reward: Experience and Mystery Prize. Progress: 9 /10.

Seven moved along the path, tracking the rabbit. The creature had eluded them for a couple of hours, the clock ticking down. But he had finally picked up its track with barely a quarter of an hour to go.

“Run!” Keller said. “We don’t want it getting away.”

“If I run, I’ll spook it. Why isn’t it attacking? It’s almost like it’s leading us somewhere.”

Keller fell silent. “Oh shit,” she muttered. “I think I know what it’s up to. The quest said we get a mystery reward for killing all ten.”

“Yeah, so?”

“What if that reward’s a big boss?”

Seven didn’t have time to question her about her last statement before the rabbit burst into a clearing, turning and facing them.

“Fucking thing’s giving us the come on,” Keller said.

“Eh?”

“Never mind. Go spear it, Hero, and let’s see what this fucked up world has in store for us.”

Seven didn’t need asking twice. He assumed he’d get experience for every kill but found the lack of an experience counter somewhat disconcerting. Not that he thought the system would cheat him, but more that he would have liked to know what he was earning.

He had his spear charges honed to perfection, so, shoulder down, he powered forward. The rabbit, strangely, sat there, seemingly happy to be slaughtered. Once Seven had obliged him, he skidded to a halt in the clearing’s center, his momentum having taken him straight over the rabbit’s corpse. A shadow fell over him, one that became rapidly bigger.

“Seven!” Keller screamed.


Chapter Nine




Seven side-stepped the troll’s club as it smashed into the ground and flattened the dead rabbit. Blood and guts washed over his armor like a wave breaking on a beachhead.

Congratulations! You have completed Dungeon 1 Quest. Surprise! You have gained a new quest. Complete the quest or lose all rewards from Quest 1 and suffer all its failure penalties. Remember, you get⁠—

“Nothing for nothing in this bloody land,” Seven growled.

The troll looked down at him, his single bushy eyebrow rippling as confusion filled his shadowy eyes. The creature was twice as tall as Seven, and probably as wide as Seven was tall. His muscles stacked like melons and would have made the strongest blacksmith a proud man. The rags he wore for clothes stank, and his breath could strip varnish from a door.

Completion Quest. Kill the troll.

It didn’t take long for Seven to get the gist of the new quest, nor did Keller, who sprang into action while the troll focused on Seven. She stabbed it with her sword. Her posture was fantastic, the stroke eloquent and worthy of the title, Master. But she never went for the troll’s hamstrings, which anyone used to fighting giants and trolls would know was the holy grail of fight cuts—that and the highly improbable stab in the eye.

“Go for the hamstrings!” Seven said, as if on delay.

“Where the fuck are they?” Keller asked, then pretended to pull up while running and held her thigh. “There?”

The troll lifted his club and turned toward her as she ran her sword through his thigh and into his groin. Seven winced as any man would and winced even more as Keller used the sword like a carving knife. “Right in the crown jewels,” she said, her face twisted in some form of gruesome satisfaction.

The troll tried to bring the club down, but the slightest movement appeared to cause him immense pain. He howled, the club reaching the apex of its ascent, and then he fell backward, thumping down onto the grass, his head smashing into a tree trunk. Seven ran straight for his head, thrusting his spear through his throat and up into his brain. He jiggled it about for good measure, then leaned on the shaft and turned.

“You did good. Real good. I think he might have been dead before I got there.”

Keller smiled, planting her sword tip down and leaning on the handle. “Reckon a man will always want to die once someone’s sawed his dick off.” She pouted. “But trolls could have been different.”

Seven winced at the thought. He pictured it in his mind and immediately wished he hadn’t. “Well, I think we’re done.”

“Oh,” she said. “We’re far from done.” Keller nodded toward a spiral of green sparkles hovering over the troll’s body. “I think we’ve got loot and a few notifications.”

He understood loot perfectly well, but he also understood manners, especially with girls. “You grab it,” he said.

Keller didn’t need asking twice. She reached for the sparkles, cupping her hands, her pale skin brushed with green magic. A pair of gloves appeared, and for a moment Seven shared her obvious disappointment. Then she grinned, her eyes alive with excitement. She walked toward him, offering the gloves in her outstretched hands. “Have these. With your muscles, you’ll be unstoppable.”

He took the gloves.

Gauntlets of Edmund, Duke of Cirencester. Strength +5. Body +3.

Edmund was once a well-known explorer who traversed the land in search of adventure. He focused on close-quarter fighting and on many an occasion one-punched monsters, laying them flat on their back. Edmund trained every day to better himself. Follow Edmund’s example to triumph and impress Tyrannus.

Should you wish to return to the first dungeon, you may at any time, but the reward level will gradually decrease.

Remember, you get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!

Seven handed them back. It was getting increasingly hard to keep his secret from Keller. She was just so damn genuine that he felt he could trust her with everything.

“They’re yours,” he said. “I put a load of stats into Strength. Plus, five will make a bigger difference to you than me.”

He expected a little humility, perhaps even an argument. But Keller snatched them back, wriggling her fingers into them and clapping them together.

“Not going to lie. I was hoping you’d say that.” She shadowboxed. “Next loot’s yours, okay?”

He gave her a lopsided grin. “Sure?” he said.

She feinted a punch. “Sure. Now, what else did we get?”

“I’m gonna look when we get back down the glade. Anything could attack us here.”

She cocked her head. “Yeah, maybe, but my understanding of dungeons is once you’ve sawn their dicks off, they leave you alone.”

He chuckled. “I hear you there. So, what do you think we’ll get? No—don’t answer that. What do you want more than anything? Well, not more than anything. Assume you’re trapped here.”

She clapped her hands together. “What do I want? Books! I’d love something to read. Magic? I’d like magic. Or would I? Undecided—probably not, if I’m completely honest.” She faced him, her eyes still wide with excitement. “But more than all that, I want a piping hot meal with meat, potatoes, cabbage, peas, gravy—lashings of gravy and a round of fresh bread to mop it up with. And books. What about you?”

He thought hard. “I’ve got a lot of things I always wanted. I’ve got a roof over my head. I have a bed and bath—I love my bath. Don’t think I’ve ever been so clean. I’m with you on the food. Cold stuff is getting pretty boring. But books—yes, books. I’d like more than anything to learn to read books.”

“You can’t read? How do you follow the system?”

“I can read that. But I’ve never read a book. I’ve seen them and it just looks like a wall of scribbles to me. I guess I don’t get that problem with the system because it always reads them out, so I read along.”

“Like subtitles,” she said, pointing at him. “You know your letters; we’ve just got to get you practicing.” She sucked her cheeks in. “Tell you what, if you tell me why you want to learn to read, I’ll teach you.”

Seven didn’t see the problem with that. “I want to be a wizard, a warlock, actually. So, I’ll need to learn spells.”

“A warlock, eh? Have you got magic, then?”

“No. I hope to get it at level twenty. You?”

“I’ve got no spells, no mana, no magic. We’ll see if I bother. But if I get it, I only want it as support—like imbuing arrows or adding flames to my sword’s blade—that sort of stuff.”

“You want to be a fighter, then?”

She gave him a devilish look. “I want to feel bone crunching under my hits. I want to be close and not far away. It’s too detached, just shooting arrows or tossing magic.”

“But it’s extra dangerous.” He raked his hair. “But I get it. I don’t want to be that type of wizard. I want to use magic cleverly. I want to defeat other wizards.”

“Because of⁠—?”

“Siniman. I owe it to him to kill them all.” Seven’s words came out filled with aggression. “I want his revenge.”

“Then I definitely don’t want to get on your bad side.”

They arrived at the glade’s base. Their doors awaited them, but both lingered. “Shall we open our notifications on the deck out front? I’ve still got a couple of apples left.”

Keller pursed her lips. “Perhaps tomorrow? It’s been a good day, Sev, and I want nothing to spoil it.”

He stepped back. “What would⁠—?”

“Look, I’m not saying anything would spoil it. Just saying that I don’t want anything to come along and ruin it. If I quit now, I have a great day to remember. Besides, we both need a bath. You’re head to foot in rabbit guts. That troll got you good, too.”

Seven shook his head. “I don’t know.” He closed his eyes. “I guess you’re right. It was a great day. Beats—” He opened his eyes. Keller had gone, the door to her chapel softly closing. “Not gonna lie. It beat the hell out of being alone.” He pressed his hand against her door. “Sleep tight, Keller,” he whispered, and then returned to his chapel, filling the bath and stripping down.

Congratulations! You conquered the first dungeon. You have opened Dungeon Two. You may attempt the Dungeon two quests once you have mastered the Spear and Buckler. Questing will reap you rewards that will help with your training. Training will steer you to quest victory. Work hard, prosper. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!

Congratulations! You have received experience. Your party killed ten rabbits and one Troll. As there were two of you in the party, you received half the available experience points.

Congratulations, you are level seven! You have four unallocated attribute points.

You received a mystery reward! Your party asked, Quintasia listened and rewarded you with one meal for two. You can summon the meal at a time of your mutual choice. You both have to summon the meal simultaneously. Both of you must be present for the reward. Your permission currently extends to the deck and the dungeon.

Work hard—get rewarded!

Nerves immediately filled Seven’s guts. He’d never taken a girl for a meal before. He’d never really had a meal—a proper one, only ever having the tavern slop when he had rare spare money. Even though considered slop by some, it was nectar to him and a real treat. He only hoped this meal was special. He hoped it would be Keller’s favorite.

Finishing his bath, he scrubbed his armor clean and hung it up. It had been a good day. He threw a towel around him and walked to the front door. Opening it, he grabbed his bowl of fruit, shouted a thank you to Sinta, and retired to the small table. He chewed on an orange and pondered his problem.

Just how honest could he be with Keller? Could he trust her?

He doubted anyone could make up the world she had. It sounded so advanced—like a fairy tale. It sounded like the type of place that could transport folks from their land to this one.

Could she have done it?

Seven shook his head just thinking about it, glancing at her window to see all the lamps extinguished.

Yes, it had been a good day. It was time to end it. She was right. Seven did not know what the future held for him. He would end the day and cherish the memory. So, he got up and went to bed, lying awake and staring up at the ceiling.

What would Penick say?

He snorted. At least he knew what Siniman would do. The warrior would charm her straight into his arms and she would fall in love with him in a moment. That’s what Siniman would do.

He wasn’t Siniman.

But he was getting closer…
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Seven woke with a new resolve. There was something odd about it. Previously, he’d wanted to improve and advance because once he leveled to fifteen, he could equip Califire. Then, once at twenty, he could try for the Warlock Class and forge a pact with Penick. Keller had changed all that. It wasn’t that she was a beautiful woman. It was partly that—that and her strange but curiously infective character—no; it was the same feeling he’d had when he’d joined the Forlorn Hope. He was part of a team, and while that team might only be him and the raven-haired Keller—the girl that said plain weird things and spoke of mobs and bosses and other peculiar things—it gave him a sense of belonging. He didn’t want to let her down.

He dressed in his newly cleaned armor, splashed water on his face, and approached the square. He couldn’t resist a sideways glance at her window, but either it was early, or Keller was having a lie in. A quick look out of the front window told him that dawn was about to break, so he assumed the former. He approached the square, a spear appearing in one hand, his buckler on the other arm. Stepping into the ring, he readied, Helena’s attack as predictable as the sunrise itself.

With only mild panic, Seven deflected her spear thrust with his buckler. He stepped back in what had become a reverse skip he’d seen street fighters do, and then he circled. As he came to the other side of the square, he slid forward, Helena just completing her turn. He leaped across the square, two giant steps seeing him on the woman and his spear embedded firmly in her chest. She crumbled to the floor, leaving Seven’s spear hovering in midair.

Helena was an Expert-level trainer, and he was an Adept. Initially, she’d seemed out of his league, but as he learned her moves, his Instinct took over and he found he could read her easily. With his increased insight and new armor, she really didn’t stand a chance. If they were going to attempt the second dungeon, he had to achieve Expert by beating Helena consistently, and Mastery by beating the next. If he could get to Mastery, he could take Keller in with him. He was soon on the road to Mastery as Helena fell at his feet for a fifth time.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Spear Craft. You are now Expert.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Buckler Craft. You are now Expert.

The combination of Keller with the sword and him with the spear had worked well. She had taken out as many rabbits as him, well, almost, and two weapons had given their attacks an extra dimension.

Ask the troll, he chuckled.

Another woman resolved before him. Her spear and buckler were identical to his, and the training update told him her name was Janice.

Defeat the Janice, and another door will open. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

Seven bounced on the balls of his feet. He couldn’t imagine what could be behind the other door, but it wouldn’t be bad. That much he was certain about. He waited, prepared to lose the first bout to gain insight into how she would attack. But Janice waited too, bouncing on her feet.

“So that’s how it is, eh?” he muttered.

Seven sauntered along the edge of the square, waited, his gaze never leaving hers, then jogged back, repeating the process to the other corner. The warrior still didn’t move. He took up a position in the square’s center, crouching as if he was about to spring forward. She mimicked his stance, her eyes tracking his every movement.

Finally, Seven leaped forward, feinting a thrust to her chest, then angling it at the last moment, hoping for a throat strike. Janice raised her buckler, swatting his spear away, then thrust hers. It arrowed straight for his side. Seven saw it coming and curved his body to move it out of the way. He snapped his spear back, his stance out of line, swiveled, stepped to one side, and retreated.

She was fast, very fast, but he was faster. He had the greater Dexterity. He was sure of that and just had to use it. He held the square’s center, jinking from one foot to the other, readying his next attack. He leaped forward the instant he decided. Punching his spear, he dropped the tip this time, forgetting his attack and focusing on defense. Janice countered his strike but had to lean low to intercept his spear. It made her counterstrike weak, no more than a fending blow to give her time. Seven snapped back his spear, spinning through ninety degrees and stepping away. The move exposed Janice’s side, and he ruthlessly drove his spear into her.

Quick as a flash, the warrior swiveled, bringing her buckler around in the nick of time. But his Instinct had told him the fight wasn’t done. He pulled his leg in, kicking out and hitting her shield arm. The crack of her upper arm breaking sent a shiver up his spine, but he didn’t hesitate. With her shield arm out of action, Seven moved in for the kill.

Result!

Seven wins dealing five hundred health points of damage.

Janice loses dealing zero health points of damage.

Score: Janice 0–Seven 1.

Congratulations. You have defeated Janice. A door now opens. Defeat Janice five times in a row and a row of knowledge will be yours. You may use this knowledge to help your companions along, should they be inferior to you. Leadership is as much about giving as leading.

It was probably the library. No, it was definitely the library. Seven entered the corridor, sure he was right. The dungeon door was at the corridor’s end, the bathroom to his right. He tried one of the doors on the left, pushing it open to reveal a rectangular stone hall. Its vaulted ceilings towered over him, and a grand staircase led upwards, easily the width of ten people. Large pictures hung on the wall—portraits of important looking people. Not all were human.

He stepped in, a shroud of silence surrounding him, which drew him toward a set of open double doors on one side. He stepped over its threshold, and a grand library resolved, several floors stacking over him, parades of full bookcases tapering away. But that wasn’t all. That wasn’t what stunned him. It was all the other people.

Desks stood in every alcove, butted together in the walkway’s center. Heads bent over great tomes, fingers holding pages, primed to turn. Some students—he assumed that’s what they were—wrote notes, their pens scratching at off-white paper.

Seven moved forward cautiously. He coughed, trying to catch the attention of a green-skinned man who studied a giant book, columns of writing on one side, and an intricate map on the other. The man either ignored him or couldn’t hear him. For some reason, Seven’s instinct told him it was the latter.

Then he noticed something even stranger. He ducked back into the hall to check, quickly staring back into the library. The place lacked something. It was pale—the vividness scrubbed from the place. The hall, on the other hand, stank of stone and burning mana from the magical lamps. But the library smelled of nothing, nor did any sound come from it. Not even when someone turned a page, selected a book from the shelf, or walked along one of the many alleys, sliding the tall ladders along and climbing them.

He replayed the notification in his mind.

Congratulations. You have defeated Janice. A door now opens. Defeat Janice five times in a row and a row of knowledge will be yours.

Could it be that the system partitioned the library from him until he’d defeated Janice five times in a row? Would some portion of it then regain its color, its sound, its smell? He thought it was the most likely outcome.

There was only one thing to do—get Janice out of the way.

As he turned, another man resolved. He was tall, athletic, and full of energy, and had that look Seven knew so well. It was one of total confidence—the surety that he was number one and nothing could knock him off his perch. Even his blue armor shone with perfection, matched by his chiseled looks and shaggy blond hair. He barged into Seven, looking around as he knocked him over. “Hey, Jen. We got a new one. Looks weak as fuck. Don’t think we’ll bother with him!”

Seven scrambled back as a red-haired girl appeared, her nose in the air. “What do you think you’re looking at?” she sneered, running her hands up and down her nearly naked body. She’d modified her armor to expose her midriff and upper thighs, and make her ample breasts overflow. “You’ll never get to enjoy this body. It’s all Geraint’s.” She leaned down, giving him an eyeful of cleavage. “But you can always imagine what you’re missing and he’s getting.” She winked slowly, running her long tongue over her lips. Then she smiled and backed away.

Geraint draped his arm around the girl. “What the fuck do you think you’re looking at, Noob? Eyes off my girl, you understand?” He ran his hands up and down her body as she backed into him. “Star here is mine. All of this fantastic body is mine.” Then his marine eyes switched, bitter anger filling them. He bunched his hand to a fist as two more men appeared, flanking both Geraint and Star. When he spoke again, his tone was icy, that of a natural-born killer. “You got any thoughts on winning? Forget them.”

“Hey, look at his hand,” one of them said. “He’s deformed. He’s a fucking mutant!!”

Seven’s blood boiled. “You wanna make something of it?” he asked. His own red mist descended straight away. But he’d made a mistake. He knew it.

I should have hit first and talked later. Still got time…

He lunged for Geraint, intent on taking the leader down and dealing with his sidekicks later. Geraint hesitated, clearly caught by surprise by the affront that one man would take him on. But before Seven’s hit landed, he froze in midair.

“What’s this all about?” a stern male voice said.

Seven tried to speak, but he couldn’t move. He leaned forward, his fist in mid-swing, face twisted with intended violence. There was no doubt who the aggressor was.

“Don’t know, Librarian,” Geraint said. “He just lunged at us. Must be feral or something. Haven’t seen him before. Let’s hope he’s neutered. Don’t want wild animals breeding.” Geraint laughed at his own joke, his goons joining in.

“Is that how it happened, Star?” the man asked.

Seven still couldn’t see him, still couldn’t move. But his tone shifted to a creepy letch as he talked to the barely dressed girl.

“Like Geraint said, sir. A deformed savage hell bent on taking down rival teams before it’s time. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s responsible for the recent cannons. He might have eaten his recruits.”

Geraint and the others snickered. “Team of one. He won’t last,” Geraint said. “Best put him out of his misery now, Drake. Like you would a rage-filled dog.”

Drake cleared his throat. “If he won’t last, why bother with him?” The edge of a flowing black cloak came into Seven’s view. “I suggest you focus on you and your growing team, Geraint. I’d get in the library and let me deal with this.”

“Library?” Star said. “We were off to the canteen. We eat real food, not other novices. I wonder if he boils them in a pot. We haven’t seen that green-haired slut deliver the fruit lately. Perhaps he’s eaten her too.”

Geraint bent, staring into Seven’s face. “We’ll meet again, savage, and when we do, I’m going to put you down for good. For the good of Quintasia. We don’t need your kind covering our backs when we take the fight to the twigs!”

“Go!” Drake shouted with mustered authority. Then Seven felt his presence close to him as the man bent and drew beside him, almost cheek to cheek. “I don’t care who you are, what you are, or who said what. You cause trouble in these four walls one more time and I will end you more effectively and comprehensively than any novice here. These are my halls, and you’ll behave civilly in them.”

A whoosh of air surrounded Seven, and he flew toward the exit, smashing through the doors and crashing into his corridor. He lay in a heap, his blood boiling, desperate to return. But he knew—he understood that he only had access to the main hallway. There was no way he could confront them there. Could he even beat all of them? It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. His curse had followed him, after all. He was Harold Nullhome all over again.

Sitting, he tried meditating to get his rage under control. Nothing worked until he pictured Siniman. The warlord wouldn’t have reacted like he did. He’d have laughed in the man’s face, charmed the useless armor off the girl, and then wiped the floor with the goons. He’d have handled it well—kept his cool until Geraint attacked. He’d have won the encounter where Seven had comprehensively lost it.

Determined to be more like his hero, Seven strode back to the square, stepping straight in, knowing he had the beating of Janice, and it was merely a matter of keeping his cool and biding his time. She was a defensive fighter who would strike the moment he showed an opening. He would beat her five times, and then he’d go back. He’d show them who he really was. He was Seven, Wizard Killer, Slayer of the Mighty.

Result!

Seven loses dealing three hundred and twenty-five health points of damage.

Janice wins dealing six-hundred health points of damage.

Score: Janice 1–Seven 4.

Seven held his wound. He’d had her. He’d nearly defeated her five times in a row. But as he’d gone in for the killing blow, Keller had appeared at the window, pressing her palm to it and mouthing good morning. He’d taken his eye off his opponent for a moment, just a moment, but it was all she’d needed. Janice had struck him with her buckler, then followed up with a jab to the gut, another to the groin, and finally his neck. Each wound had reduced his HP like she’d calculated a way to damage him but not mortally. He lay on the floor, grinning ruefully and shaking his head.

“I nearly had her.”

Focusing on restoring his wounds, he turned his head and gazed into Keller’s wide eyes. She had her hand over her mouth, but when she saw his grin, she scrunched her hair mouthing sorry. Seven waited a while, his Restoration skill setting about its business, then rose as soon as the cuts sealed. She stared at him like he was odd, then motioned to the outside.

“How do you do that?” she asked, her arms folded against the chill morning breeze.

“What?”

“Heal yourself so fast. If I had those wounds, it would put me out for the day. You took a few minutes.”

“Don’t you have the Restoration skill?”

“I do. But even so, you’re healing so much faster, and you don’t struggle with the pain. Even after I’ve healed, I can feel it.”

“I’m Adept. What level are you?”

“In Restoration, I’m only a Novice.”

“Huh? I guess that time Helena ripped my guts out she did me a turn.”

Keller shook her head. “No, it’s more than that. I believe the Restoration skill links to Body. The higher your Body number, the faster you heal. I added a couple of points to it to get my Health up and noticed my healing speed increased. But how high is yours that you can heal like that? I know your Strength is high—I can see that, and the speed you move tells me you have high Dexterity. You said you have Magic, so you must have points in that, and now I discover your Body number is huge. What level are you?”

Seven took a breath. His omissions—he didn’t want to tell lies—his omissions were catching up on him. He was floundering, and he knew it.

“Look, I’ve got a couple of things to tell you, but we only just met.”

Her jaw dropped a little, her chin quivering.

“I know, I know, I should trust you, and I do. But I swore I’d keep a secret.”

She reached for him, pressing her palm against his chest. “Don’t. We’ve only just met. You’re right not to trust me in the same way I wonder about you. For all I know, you could be the one who put me here. Keep your secrets until you’re ready.” She pulled back, facing the forest again. “You said you had a couple of things to say to me.”

“There’s a library,” he said. “You beat Helena five times, then Janice once and you get access to it. I’ve been in. It’s massive, and there are loads of people like us in there. I had a run-in with some assholes about our age.”

He told her what had happened.

“Sounds like fucking school.”

“I think we’re in some kind of academy. I’m not sure. I didn’t get further than the hall, but I looked inside before it all went to shit. It’s odd—hard to explain—like there’s a film over everything. I need to beat Janice five times to get access to a row. I’m guessing that means a row of shelves or bookcases.”

“You’re shitting me, right?” She folded her arms, gazing up at the tangerine sky. “A library? Other people? Assholes? It’s my world all over again.”

“Not just a few books. Loads.”

“And all I have to do is beat Helena and Janice. Then we’ll both go in. Got some tips?”

Seven had plenty. He wanted to trust Keller more than anything in the world. But for a close second, he wanted to see her face when she entered the library. She’d help him with the assholes. Her tongue was sharper than his. She listened to his instructions and jabbed with him as he showed her how to stab quickly while using the buckler to fend off incoming strikes. He explained Helena’s tactics, then the defensive ones Janice deployed. Keller soaked in the information.

“Don’t let the dicks get you down. I’ve handled bullies before. I spit them out like orange pips.” She winked at him. “We’ll deal with them together.” She hurried away.

Seven returned to the square. He eyed his foe as she stood and waited. Then he grinned. He had the measure of her and would have dispatched her already had he not become distracted by Keller. But, deep down, he understood it was imperative he learned, that he didn’t just force his way through with his additional points. He had to learn, especially now he knew there was something bigger lurking in the background. They’d mentioned a contest.

What was Penick’s interest in it? Was that why the Arch Elf had hunted a candidate? No wonder it had pissed him off he hadn’t got Siniman. The warrior would have breezed through these trials with or without the extra points.

Congratulations. You have defeated Janice five times. You may now study in the library. You may only access the row available to you. Training the mind is as important as training the body. Only those who have complete balance will progress. Quintasia will cast all others away.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Spear Craft. You are now Master.

Congratulations! You have increased the skill, Buckler Craft. You are now Master.

Remember! You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

Seven pressed his face to the glass and watched Keller battling Helena. The grim determination carving the girl’s expression told him she would triumph sooner rather than later. He was desperate for her to keep up with him, but she’d taken two hundred days to defeat Tenk. But if he admitted a dark truth, he was desperate for her to keep up with him as long as he was a little ahead, that was. The thought brought a wry smile to his face.

“There has to be a way I can help her,” he muttered under his breath. “I can’t do this on my own. Not anymore.”

Keller drove her spear through Helena’s gut. She punched the air and threw her spear down, turning to him and pouting. Then she did something that made his knees turn to jelly.

She blew him a kiss again, but this one was slow, meaningful, and heartfelt.


Chapter Ten




The smell of aged parchment and paper mixed with dust filled his nostrils. He placed his foot on the threshold and strode in. Nerves gathered immediately, a sick feeling growing in his gut. The library was grand, way too important for the likes of him. He was a lowly serf, a vagrant, a cursed one—Geraint and his buddies had seen right through his guise. They’d laid him bare.

He studied the people hunched over their desks, now clear, the strange film less obvious. They all exuded intelligence, superiority, and even breeding. He had none of that. Sweat broke out on his neck, and his forehead, running in rivulets down his back. He became lightheaded at the thought of speaking to one of them. Felt preposterous that he’d even contemplated taking a book from the shelf. He didn’t even know if he could read one. The system certainly wouldn’t read it for him. But he was the groundbreaker. Keller would expect a full report.

She’d urged him to wait for her. Pleading, she’d told him that the two of them wouldn’t make such an easy target. But he was Seven, not Harold. He had more stats and skills than he should have. If he couldn’t put down a couple of bullies, what kind of leader was he going to make? Leader? He scoffed at that. He was a cripple—a mutant. They’d told him. They’d seen inside him. He was and always would be a walking, talking curse.

He stepped into the library from the hall. Two bookcases and the narrow passageway between them became even more vivid like someone had washed color over them. He approached, his mouth drying. It was then he noticed he was the only one in armor. Pausing, he fought the urge to turn and run, but no one was taking any notice of him. He was anonymous—just like he’d always been.

He could handle that as he was used to huddling up in a barn corner with no one giving him a second look. Hurrying through, aiming for the vivid alley like an arrow seeking its target, he closed on the rows of elegant tomes. But when he got there, he had little idea what to do. He stared at their spines, their words a blur, the binding and embossing meaning nothing to him.

As he turned the book around, he heard a female voice. It belonged to a petite girl with a cute green bow tying her white hair up to keep it out of her eyes. A small pair of spectacles perched on the end of her nose, her mirror-gray eyes peering over the top.

“New here?” she asked with a smile.

He whipped around; the book flying out of his hand. The girl leaped back, covering her scream with her hand. He reached for the falling book, trying to catch it, but it smashed onto the floor, its pages creased and spine cracked.

Snickers came from the hallway. Star leaned against the door, Geraint by her side. “Careful Jez. He eats other Novices, and not in a good way.”

Howls of laughter followed as Geraint’s crew crowded around their leader. Seven turned, ready to confront Geraint, but a tall, gangly man filled the passageway, instantly blocking his line of sight. Seven knew it was Drake.

“What’s all this commotion?” Drake bent slightly, coming face to face with Seven. “What did I tell you about causing trouble in my library?”

“He didn’t—” Jez said, her voice squeaky.

“Quiet, Jezabel! I’ve had trouble with this one before!”

Seven scrambled for the book, trying to shut it only to crease the pages more.

“Just leave it!” Drake snapped.

Seven met the steely gaze of an older man dressed in a black gown. His swept-back black hair framed his gaunt, pale face, blank eyes staring out as if the entire encounter was beneath his attention.

“I just dropped the book, sir,” he said. “Then they⁠—”

Drake held his hand up. “Stop! I don’t want to hear your lies.”

The girl stepped back, but one look from the man rooted her to her spot.

“What happened, Jezabel?”

“I…err…he…we…”

“I dropped the book,” Seven repeated.

“Did I ask you?” Drake thundered. His hand shot out, fingers splayed, and bright yellow magic spilled from it, surrounding the book in crackling gold. The tome rose off the floor, its pages unfolding, the book slowly shutting and then slotting onto its shelf.

“No, sir.” If Seven had previously had an ounce of self-confidence remaining, it evaporated there and then. Too many years of kowtowing to authority made him shy away from the man’s steel gaze.

“Name?”

“Seven.”

“I said name, not your Mind number, and if it is seven, you need to rinse more out of it because you’re clearly operating below two.”

“My name is Seven.”

“Seven.” He hummed. “Seven indeed.”

“Yes, sir.”

Drake coughed. “My name, or the name you will address me by, is Librarian or Librarian, sir. I know your name now, Seven, and it is the second time I’ve seen your face here, and the second time it’s been in the center of trouble. Are you aware a student can come through this fine establishment, and I’ll never know their names? Do you know why?” He coughed but fortunately didn’t give Seven a chance to answer. “I’ll tell you why. They don’t make a noise. They don’t throw books on the floor. They don’t threaten to eat other novices. Guess what they do? They study.” He threw his hands up in the air. “That’s it! They study and go.” He whipped around, his cloak fanning out, and marched away.

“What an asshole!” Jezabel said, lifting her middle finger.

“I heard that!” Drake said, stopping. “I told you, Seven. I said I could end you. I think I will. I think I’ll nip this in the bud.”

“But I did nothing!”

His hand rose again. “Don’t! I don’t want to hear it!”

Seven tried to gather his wits. He tried to be the big strong man that had killed a level three hundred magician. But faced with authority and education, he became the filthy kid that had skulked in the shadows.

“So, you’re new,” the Jezabel said.

“I…I gotta go,” Seven replied, and ran from the library.
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Seven wanted to take out his frustration on Janice, but he had no way of summoning her back. He thought about entering the square and taking up his next challenge, but he needed to be in the right frame of mind. He’d lost his confidence and was at a loss. One thing he knew, he didn’t want to venture back into the library until Keller could accompany him. Seven decided it was time for a break from his progression and grabbed an orange from his storage. He sat at his table on the deck, feet up, letting his mind scrub the morning’s events clean away.

His day immediately got better as Sinta climbed the steps, fruit basket in hand. She hesitated, unused to him being outside, but dipped her head and continued forward. His blood boiled again, remembering what the girl Star had called her. But when Sinta spoke, all his gathering rage evaporated.

“Seven,” she said as she moved closer.

“Sinta. I can’t tell you how nice it is to see a friendly face.”

She hesitated, setting the bowl down on the table. “Your sustenance, Chosen One.”

“Sit, stay, have a chat. I can sit out on the deck now.”

“But you are the Chosen and I am…”

“I’m no Chosen. Trust me, I’m lower than a slug’s⁠—”

Her cheeks flushed and bright green eyes flashed with anger. “You are a Chosen. You are Regganon’s herald, his agent sent to brighten the shadows, light the dark, and extinguish all evil.”

Which was news to Seven. “I am?”

She shied away from his ensuing stare. “It is not my place to sit with you.”

Seven grunted. “Well, that’s not quite how I work. I’m no better than you, probably worse, but you’ll have to take my word for that. Tell me, if I’m that important to you, should you make me feel uncomfortable?”

She stared at him, wide-eyed. “No! I would never!”

“Then drop the humble worshiper. I prefer people I can speak to. Besides, you could do me a great service if you’d sit for a while and let me explain.”

“I am bound to serve you.”

“Then sit, make yourself comfortable, and pick a fruit. I command it.” He rounded his commandment off with his best smile.

He’d gone from feeling like the dirt under someone’s toenail to a sort of god in the blink of an eye. It wasn’t the sort of transformation he desired. While he’d felt terrible in the library, being looked at like he was some kind of saint was just plain itchy.

She pulled a chair out, avoiding his gaze and perching on its edge.

“Which fruit would you like?”

“I’m…” She glanced up, her eyes a kaleidoscope of green. “I like oranges, and I am quite thirsty, so it would help.”

“I can get you water.”

“I don’t want to impose. This is too much.”

“This is you helping me,” he said. “A mug of water and an orange is hardly payment.” Seven rose, padding through the chapel to grab her a mug of water. Keller was still battling Helena, sweat dripping from her. He grinned. She was determined to get access to the library, and he needed her to. Returning to the table, he set the mug down and passed Sinta an orange. “I’d like you to tell me about Quintasia.”

She bit her lip. “Of all the things, I shouldn’t talk about that.”

“But this land is called Quintasia?”

“No. The land is called Phillion. Quintasia is the name of the illustrious complex of temples you currently live in. My people once followed the great God, Tyrannus. Some were disciples of Regganon, which is why I serve you. I am bound to this duty until you die.”

“What if I don’t die? What then?”

“Then you will pass through the Cloisters of Darius and enter the Temple of Tyrannus where Quintasia will unleash you upon the land to fight in the immortal battle.”

Which was a hell of a lot to take in. “Let me get this straight. I’m in Quintasia, which is a collection of buildings—temples—and inside each temple is a chapel and I’m in Regganon’s.”

“It’s like a university,” Keller said, marching along the deck while toweling herself off. “And yes, I got the bitch. No need to congratulate me. This place is like a university. It has colleges, and colleges have factions. Some people in one college study one thing, while some study things that span colleges.” She dumped herself down on the deck. “I’m Keller, by the way. I’m helping to mold Seven into a respectable human. It’s a tough ask, but he’s cute enough to be worth it.”

“You’d best be wary about doing that.” Seven shifted uneasily. “Some folks seem to like to hate me just the way I am.”

“More trouble?” Keller pouted, then poked her tongue out at him.

“Let’s just say I make a better savage than I do scholar.” He turned back to Sinta. “What is the purpose of Quintasia?”

“They produce…” She glanced around. “They are the lords. They battle the dark. You are the chosen of Regganon, and all others are your acolytes. My father foretold your coming. All know. A powerful soldier comes. He will break the chains of our suffering and release us onto the Plains of Tellium.”

It sounded a tall order, but Seven’s mind was so scrambled by then, that he had difficulty forming a reply.

“Reckon he could do that without breaking a sweat,” Keller said, rather unexpectedly. “He’s getting better really quickly.”

Seven shook his head. “I saw people in the library today who looked much more powerful than me. I was nothing in there.”

Sinta shook her head. “Many enter Quintasia. Most never leave. Only those judged powerful enough to take on our nemesis can form their vanguard and leave. Such has always been the way.”

Seven and Keller swapped glances.

“Sounds fucking ominous,” Keller said.

“I have said too much.” Sinta rose. “I beg your leave. I must go before I anger the Gods.” Without awaiting an answer, she ran for the steps, taking them two at a time, quickly disappearing.

Keller grunted. “She’s weird. Come on, up you get, Bucko! We’ve got places to be.”

“You qualified for the library?”

Keller screwed her face up. “No! Not a cat’s chance in hell. I mean, we’re going dungeon diving. These gloves are good, but I fancy there’s a matching set of armor with my name on it, and I intend to get it.”

“Are you sure you want to go now? You could wait until you’re⁠—”

“Better? I’ve got you to protect me. I’ll get more power from the dungeon, and that will help me in the square. You are going to help me get more powerful.”

He pondered it. The system and said it was what leadership was all about. He had to help others come through, and Siniman and Penick had given him that opportunity.

“Then let’s go. I’ll help you all I can, Keller,” he said, and he meant it.

“And perhaps I’ll reward you for doing just that.” She winked at him, and Seven’s legs turned to jelly.


Chapter Eleven




Seven stepped out, expecting to see a glade. Instead, he stood on the edge of a dark, dead-looking forest. Gray dominated, consigning green to the very outer fringes. As he peered into the murk, a deep sense of foreboding ran through him as his every instinct told him to run away as fast as he could.

“Where the hell are we?” he asked as Keller appeared beside him. She’d already equipped her sword. He cursed. “Damn it. I forgot to equip.” He pulled out his spear and buckler. “I’m glad I got my spear to Mastery before we attempted this.”

Keller chuckled, then rolled her eyes. “Your progression makes no sense. It should take you weeks to get to Adept, a month or two to get close to Expert, and Mastery—I thought I did well, and you stole that feeling.” She pouted. “You’re showing me up, Chosen One. You’ve got secrets.”

“I’ll tell you a secret over our dinner.”

“Fat chance! Tell me now.”

“I need to get it all right in my head.”

“You can’t do that. You can’t say, I’ll tell you a secret later, that’s so unfair. Now as we’re hunting rabbits or trolls or fuck knows what, I’ll be wondering what the hell your secret is. Probably get me killed.” She glanced at him; her eyes half covered by her lids as if she was gauging his reaction. “You don’t want to get rid of me, do you?”

He made to protest but saw right through her ploy. “Might do. There could be a better partner out there.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wished he could recall them. His cheeks flushed, and he hoped the ground would open up under him.

Keller grabbed his mistake with both hands and yanked it toward her. “Partners?” she asked. “Is that what we are?” Then mischief, as clear as day, packed every aspect of her expression. “What kind of partners? Where I come from, there’s work and the other.” She winked at him. “You want the other?”

Seven snapped. “I…Fighting partners!” he growled. “What else?”

The fun drained from Keller’s face. She creased her lips into a thin line. “Fine! Fighting partners then. Better get to it.” She stomped off into the forest, stopping abruptly as a notification blinked in Seven’s mind. “Are you getting this?”

Seven called it up. “Yeah, I’m getting it.”

“What the in hell’s name is a special quest?”

But the wording told Seven that it was all his fault, that the quest was a gift from a certain librarian. “I think we need to talk right now.”

Special Quest: A mystery party grants you a special quest! Special quests are a test of mettle and only the most capable students can attempt them. You must complete the quest or die trying. There is no time limit. Failure is death.

Within Tanglewood, surrounded by the dead and dying, is a Speakwood Tree. The tree is so rare that most think there are only one or two living. Lumber from the Speakwood Tree is extremely valuable. Scribes, tale weavers, painters, and academics all covet Speakwood as, if pulped correctly, an artificer can infuse it’s paper with magic. The paper can then recant any text written upon it. Imagine opening a great tome like the Assilyian and listening to it without the need for reading. This is especially useful for librarians who have to spend their days cleaning up after idiot novices who can’t read or write and definitely can’t hold a book without dropping it.

Beware! Quest difficulty, Level 20 or above.

Quest reward—Hidden for Adventurers. Quest reward for a certain librarian—peace and quiet.

“What in God’s name did you do?” Keller said, her knuckles white.

Seven relayed the story, and Keller’s anger melted. “I’m sorry that happened to you. They’ve really got it in for you, haven’t they?”

Her change was so stark that he couldn’t quite get his head around it. One moment she was hardly talking to him, the next she was making big, puppy dog eyes at him and reaching for his cheek.

“I told you; I’ll teach you to read and write. Knowing you, you’ll open the skill after a minute and be Master within the hour, but it’ll save the hard slog. I’ll go with you. Two is better than one.” She screwed her face up. “But maybe falling out with the librarian wasn’t such a good move.”

“Have I got us killed?” he asked. “A level twenty quest?”

“You fight way above your level and the tips you’re giving me, they’re accelerating me too.” She grabbed his shoulders. “I believe in you, Seven. I know you’re something special. The only way we get killed doing this is if you don’t believe you are. That’s it. Don’t overthink it. We kill monsters. That’s what we do. Got it?”

He stared into her wide eyes, her fierce determination bleeding into him. “Yeah.” He tried to say more but found there was a lump in his throat. Swallowing, he closed his eyes. “Yeah, I got it.” No one had ever believed in him before.

“Good.” She pulled him close, pressing her body into his, her accentuated curves molding to him. “We’re going to do this Seven, and then, no matter what time it is, we’re going to have that meal.”

He nodded, a fire in his heart, and another in his loins. Keller did something to him, something he didn’t want to think too much about, but had no choice. He was seeing her in a different light, and that was dangerous. Especially when either of them could die at any time.

“You got a good Instinct figure?” she asked.

“It’s my best.”

“Really?” She arched an eyebrow. “How good? Twenties.”

Seven smirked.

“Fuck,” she cursed. “Well, make sure you use it because we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

Seven marched past her, delving into his Hunting skill even though it didn’t quite suit him. Or did it? If the unknown beasts were going to kill him, then he might as well find them first and dispatch them. By that thread of reasoning, he was the hunter, and they were the prey.

“I’ll keep my eye on the last branches down. You take the canopy up. Deal?” he said.

Keller sighed. “With your Instinct, you should be able to do it all. I was going to do my nails this afternoon.”

He glanced around. She grinned back. “Jesus, lighten up a bit.”

“Perhaps,” he said. “But I have to focus on understanding what you are saying. Jesus?”

“He was…” Keller paused. “A man from my world. A good man. Yes, I think he was.”

“Good,” Seven said and marched into the forest.

Darkness cloaked them immediately. He could see, but only barely. With one sense dimmed, others took over. He could smell the rot, the festering evil of the place, and its stench filled him with sickness. Screeches sounded. Scuttling all about. A bark became louder but then faded like some specter had visited but thought better of it. His footsteps sank into dry leaves, crackling, his attempts at stealth futile. They passed by trees, blackened and charred as if struck by lightning. Webs snagged him, dangling from branches devoid of trees but somehow thick enough to snuff out the gray sky.

“This is some dank, horrible place. How do we even know where this tree is?” Keller asked.

“It said within the Tanglewood. No other clues. Guessing we walk for a bit and try to spot it.”

“Seems a bit…” Keller broke off her words, the sound of scuttling coming closer.

Seven’s Instinct went haywire. He spun, facing the onrushing noise as he positioned himself between Keller and the creature. It came fast, racing through the dead trees like it had found a meal and wanted to make sure it got there first. Seven squinted, making out a huge, sickly white spider, its legs blurring as it scuttled toward them.

“Shit!” Seven said. “If you get a chance, go for the legs. I’ll keep it occupied.” He raced forward, spear at the ready, refusing to defend against something that was clearly intent on pulverizing him. He gathered momentum. “When I say the word, break to one side and hide behind the closest tree,” he cried, the gap narrowing rapidly. When it was only a dozen yards away, he screamed, “Now!”

Seven ran, then jumped, hoping to rise above the spider’s dripping fangs. He cycled through the air to prolong his jump while praying that Keller had ducked behind a tree. He peaked, then dropped, the spider nearly under him, and angled his spear into the creature, screaming, emptying his lungs, his rage filling the dead forest. As the tip touched the spider, he yelled once more, forcing the spear home and allowing the spider’s incredible momentum to do the hard work.

Behind him, Keller sprang from behind her tree, bringing her sword across her body as the spider ran past. The blade severed three of its legs with one stroke, making the spider list to one side and careen into a tree stump. Seven catapulted off, wrenching his buried spear out and splitting open the spider’s thorax. He adjusted, using his high Dexterity to alter his posture in midair and land with a thud and a roll. He twisted around, racing for the recovering spider, his fast steps carving furrows in the forest floor.

Keller closed on the giant insect, but even in its wounded state, it managed to partially stand, opening its huge maw and lurching forward. Keller shifted to one side, swiping her sword across one foreleg before sidestepping the spider’s strike and forcing her sword through the chitin plate guarding its cheek.

The plate shattered as Seven vaulted onto its back, standing over it and forcing his spear right through its neck to pin it to the forest’s floor. “Kill it!” he cried. “Hack the fucker to death.”

Keller obliged, mercilessly dissecting the prone spider until it finally slumped in death. Seven pulled his spear out, grinning. “Well, that wasn’t so bad.”

Congratulations! You have slain a ghost spider at least ten levels above your own. The system grants experience.

Congratulations! You have leveled up. You are now Level Eight. You have six unallocated attribute points.

You have loot! The venom gland of the Ghost Spider is precious indeed. You may now dissemble the beast and take your bounty.

Error! You do not have the dissemble skill.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Dissemble. You are a Novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

Error! You need Dissemble Capable to dissemble Ghost Spider.

Congratulations! You advanced your skill Dissemble. You are now Capable.

“What the hell am I going to do with this?” Keller asked, scrunching her face up.

Seven blinked, shaking his head and looking around. “Where’s the spider gone?”

“I dissembled it. Odd series of notifications. I’ve never got error messages before. I think we killed a beast we weren’t supposed to and got loot we shouldn’t have been able to get.” She cocked her head. “You do a lot of strange things, but none stranger than when you get a notification. You close your eyes and mouth the words.”

“I do not!” Seven said indignantly.

“Don’t be upset. It’s cute. I knew a kid who did that once every time he got to his favorite bit of an audiobook. He was a simple lad. Nice but simple.”

“A what? Where’s the spider?” Seven closed his eyes, trying to get his head straight. “I’m not fucking simple!”

She grinned at him. “Simpleish?”

“Maybe a bit,” he admitted, returning her smile.

“So, is this what I think it is?”

“Yeah. That’s the venom gland?”

Keller held it out between her thumb and forefinger. “You want it?”

He shrugged. “I’ll store it.” The venom gland vanished.

“Care to explain that?”

Seven immediately realized the error of his ways. He held up his ring finger. “Storage ring,” he said, having no other way out.

“No fucking shit!” Keller grabbed his hand. “Storage rings are a thing! I want one. I’m desperate for one. If you know where to get one…I’ll let you… I’ll let you…” She narrowed her eyes. “Do you know where to get one?”

“No,” he said. “I got it in my land. It’s why I have to keep it a secret. I don’t think you’re supposed to bring anything through.”

“Don’t I know it! I turned up with nothing but my belly button fluff. There I was, naked as the day I was born with a grand hearth and no fire. Took me weeks of freezing my tits off to get that fire alight.” She stopped abruptly. “You got the fire first day, didn’t you?”

“Can’t remember,” he said cagily. “First or second. I don’t really use it. I’m used to being cold.”

She grinned. “I haven’t turned mine off. It’s bloody freezing in there. Shall we?” Keller pointed her sword down the path left by the spider trampling through the forest. “After all, we’re zero for zero on clues where this Speakwood tree is. We’ve got no map, so I say it’s the best route we have.”

“I make you right.” Seven set off, ambling along the path, focusing on his Instinct while using his Hunting skill.

“What else have you got up your sleeve?” Keller asked. “I know you’re going to tell me a couple of half-truths over our meal, but it doesn’t stop me guessing. So far, you have a storage device. Your Strength and Dex are off the charts. I mean, you went so fast you cut a fucking furrow in the mud. You say your Instinct is better, and I’ve seen you heal, so I know you’ve got great Body. That all adds up to a shit ton of stats.” She squeezed her eyes into slits. “But in the first dungeon, you had no confidence in your level, which tells me it’s not very high. So, I ask myself, how can he have all the high numbers without the high level?”

“Will you think without speaking?” Seven berated. “I have secrets. I told you that. If you keep blurting them out, someone is going to hear!”

“So, I’m right? No, I’m definitely right. But there’s more. I can sense there is more. When I get a scent, I don’t stop sniffing!”

“I’ll tell you when we have our meal,” Seven snapped, but even as he tried to get annoyed, he couldn’t help but smile. Keller’s humor bled through. She was enjoying baiting him, and he was pouring fuel on her fire. “But I can tell you this.”

“What?” she asked, closing the gap on him and tugging him.

“Whatever advantages I have, I’m using them to help you power up. We’ll find a way, Keller. We’ll make you so strong that no one will hurt you.”

“Apart from you,” she said.

“Not going to happen.”

“So, what level are you?”

“Turned eight with that fight.”

She screwed her face up. “It just makes no sense. I’m level eight, and you’re so much stronger than me.” She dropped back, taking up her position. “But thanks for sharing. It helps me trust you more.”

He paused. “Do you really think I could be some wicked overlord who has abducted you from another land to test you in some way?”

“Not anymore.”

“Good. Because I’m trusting you with my life by spilling my secrets.”

“Then we trust each other. But here’s the thing, Seven. If I do trust you. If I let you in. You can’t ever let me down. You understand? You get that?”

“People have let me down all my life. If I don’t get that, no one will.”

She lingered, clearly wanting to say something but unsure, like it was a step too far. But like he’d opened up more than he would have liked, she hovered on the very edge of some confession or the other. Finally, the internal crisis that roiled inside her must have cleared, or, if it was anything like his, she’d controlled it. She smiled. “Then, as one pirate said to another, we have an accord. To the Speakwood Tree!” she yelled.

“To the Speakwood Tree,” he said, “and may all the monsters of this ugly forest tremble at our coming.”

She linked her arm with his, and they walked side by side. “That’s more like it,” she said, marching on until the spider’s path, rather predictably, ended in a tunnel.

“I’ve heard about these sorts of spiders.” Keller peered into the gloom. “Big spiders—not as big as the ghost one, but big enough. I don’t know much as they lived in a country miles away from me.” She chuckled. “Place had loads of dangerous creatures. It was as close to a real dungeon as we got. Anyway, the spider lived in the hole, and it laced the area around the hole with its web that acted like a trip wire. I’ll bet we stumbled through one and that’s how it found us.”

“Then we’d best skirt it and think of another direction.”

Keller flashed him a grin. “But what if the quest led us here for a reason?”

“To a spider’s hole?” Seven somehow doubted it, but Keller appeared to know more about dungeons and quests than he did. And the world she came from! It sounded so vivid, so alive. It had everything.

“Exactly my thoughts. What if there’s treasure down there?”

“What if there’s another spider waiting to rip our guts out?”

She tapped her lip. “A possibility. But I’m going with treasure. Follow me.” She paused, partially looking around as she hovered on the edge of the hole. “Unless you’re scared, that is.”

Seven cut in front of her. “Spears first. Hold up. How are we going to see?”

“Ah, I have a theory about that. We’re in a land with a system. I think the system is stronger in the dungeon—does that make sense?”

Seven had, surprisingly, heard the theory before—not with dungeons, but with people. He’d heard that his old system had been stronger in the cities, less so in the towns and the tapering as places became more rural. He’d heard tell that some remote places had little or no systems and that some had even developed systems of their own. “I suppose,” he said.

Keller grabbed his shoulder, hauling him around. “Think about it. We needed Dissemble to get our reward, and it gave us Dissemble. We’d entered the dungeon. We’d fought the spider. We deserved the loot, and it wanted to give it to us. So, it gave us the skill we needed.”

“But what about the error?”

“That? That’s the system developing. It’s learning about us. We entered the dungeon. We killed the spider. We did something, and as we’re all tired of hearing, you get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.”

“So, it gave us something.”

“Yes, and if we go into the dark, it will give us some form of vision so we can see.”

Seven couldn’t fault her logic, but he knew she was just using it to get her own way. But he didn’t want to be a coward. He didn’t want Keller to think of him that way.

As he stepped into the gloom, the path leading steeply down vanished. He reached out, touching the sticky sides, web strands clinging to him. “Still can’t see anything.”

“Have faith. When the need comes, the system will provide.”

She sounded like the Juvian missionaries that had toured all around Harraden, spreading love for their God. They’d always asked him to believe, but when he’d tried, he was still hungry, thirsty, and cold, so he had seen little point. But this time, he did want to believe. He wanted Keller to be right. He just knew she wasn’t, that was all.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Dark Sight. You are a novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

“Well, I’ll be fucked,” he muttered.

“You wish,” Keller said.

Fortunately, the darkness hid his deep blush. “I just got Dark Sight, but it has done nothing yet.”

“Give it time.”

He paused, squeezing his eyes. Was the tunnel slightly lighter? He thought it might have been. Yes! It was but only enough for him to move forward carefully. It was like a tiny slither of light spread from under a closed door and barely illuminated a dark room. But it was enough. He could see where he was going, and that made it all much, much worse.

“I’m not liking this,” he muttered.

“Me either,” Keller admitted. “But we’re committed now.”

“How? How are we committed? We can back out and pretend we never tried.”

“But what if we’re fighting a dragon, just about to win, and then we’re short a legendary sword that we could have finished the job with? What if that legendary sword is at the end of this tunnel? You’d wish you’d carried on then, wouldn’t you?”

“Yeah, but…” He couldn’t fault her logic, no matter how crazy it was. She was right. If they didn’t do it, he would forever wonder what was at the end of the tunnel.

It wasn’t a legendary sword.


Chapter Twelve




Congratulations! You advanced your skill, Dark Sight. You are now Capable.

The mud turned to rock as his vision became slightly clearer like a door had opened a little and another strip of light brushed its walls and floor. The strands of webbing glinted, giving the tunnel a magical feel, quite the contrary to the ball in Seven’s gut. He gripped his spear tightly. The near-invisible nub, where his fourth finger was missing, throbbed as if a harbinger of doom.

He rarely paid any attention to his deformed hand. To him, it was just a hand. Sure, he missed the extra finger. The nub was a slight bump by his knuckle, a bump—hardly noticeable. But it was all that might have once been his little finger, and occasionally when he was worried, he’d run his hand over it as if seeking reassurance that he was Seven and that he’d survived despite being cursed. As he came to the tunnel’s end and entered the spider’s lair, he massaged his nub furiously.

“What the hell is that?” he said, peering into the gloom.

“It looks very much like a silk pouch that’s suspended from the ceiling of a giant ghost spider’s den.” Keller shrugged. “But I’m no expert.”

He gave her a sideways stink eye. “I can almost see that.”

“Almost? What level’s your Dark Sight?”

“Capable.”

“Really?”

“Why, are you still a novice?”

“Adept,” she said. “And we have another clue.”

“Another clue? About what?”

“About how the system works. Think about it. We’re both in the same situation, but I advanced a skill faster than you did. Must be through need,” she mused.

“We need to get out of here. It’s giving me the creeps.”

“I don’t think we can do that,” Keller said and pointed her sword at the pouch. “It’s moving. So, by a process of deduction, I’d say it’s alive.”

“Then we definitely need to get out.”

“But what if the spider had caught us, trussed us in webs, and hung us up? Would you want two folks who could have rescued us to just up and bugger off?”

Seven sighed. Keller, he noted, had a knack for getting her own way.

“I can nick the string with my spear, but if we try to cut it open with that sword we’ll likely—” He stopped talking, bent, and looked at the burrow’s floor. “I think there’s stuff here. I can see it glinting.” He reached under the pouch. “There are some coins, a knife, a bag of nuts, and a…yuck…looks like a rabbit’s foot on a string.”

“Mine!” came a muffled voice.

Seven stumbled back, tripping over and landing on his ass. Keller screamed, then dissolved into laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Seven snapped, glaring at her.

“You! You jumped out of your skin.”

“Because the bloody thing spoke. You screamed like a girl!”

“I am a girl,” she said. “But yeah. I suppose it scared the shit out of me, too.”

“If you’re done talking,” came more muffled words. “How about getting me out of this?”

“Use the dagger to cut him down,” Keller suggested.

Seven scooped up the dagger, but then paused. “What’s in it for us?” he asked the pouch. “How do we know you won’t attack us?”

“I’m a fucking gnome. We’re peaceful sonsofbitches, that’s how.” The muffled voice grated through the web. “A fucking gnome that can hardly breathe and is sweating like a bear’s bollocks on a summer’s day.”

“A pretty foul-mouthed gnome at that,” Keller observed. “If we cut you down, could you take us to the Speakwood Tree?”

“I could take you close. Cut me down and we can talk back at my village.”

Keller and Seven swapped glances. “You swear you’ll help us?”

“Lady, I’m a fucking gnome. I swear all the time.”

Seven shrugged. “I say we’ve found our treasure.” He cut the gnome down, then stripped him of as much webbing as possible. “What’s your name?”

The gnome pushed and shoved his way out of the web, spitting and rubbing his eyes. “Hamish—good gnomish name and don’t you worry about it.” He stretched his fingers. “Knife’s mine. Coins are mine, and the lucky rabbit’s foot is definitely mine.”

Keller handed it to him. “Not that lucky.”

“You two came along, didn’t you?”

Keller pursed her lips and nodded. “Fair enough.”

“So, the tree?”

“We go to my village first. It’s on the way. Is it day or night out there?”

“Day,” Seven said. “Or at least it was when we entered the tunnel.”

“Then we should get a wriggle on. Don’t want to be in the Tanglewood after dark. There be growlers abroad.”

Once outside the tunnel, Seven got a good look at the gnome. He was a little under four feet tall with a dome-like head completely devoid of hair. His long, gray beard was stuck to his blue coat, which boasted golden-colored buttons. Disheveled was an understatement. Web strands coated him from his head to his boots, making his beard spread at odd angles.

“This way,” the gnome said.

“How far is your village?” Keller asked as she looked at the sky. “Only, it’s got darker since we entered the tunnel.”

“How far? A goodly stride.” Hamish followed her gaze. “We might make it, we might not. If we don’t, keep your wits about you. When the growlers come, they come thick and fast.”

“Thick and fast?” Seven asked.

“Bastard things are pack hunters. They’ll swarm. Big fuckers too. They can grow to a couple of feet high.”

“That’s not so big.”

Hamish looked up at him. “Fuck you. It’s massive.” The gnome trudged off.

“Not sure he even said thank you,” Keller said. “If someone had saved me from certain death, I’d be sure to thank them.”

“First thing out of my mouth.” Seven thought back. “So, what was your theory about Dark Sight?”

“That? Well, my Dark Sight progressed and now I’m Adept. I’ll bet you could see around the same as me and you’re Capable. So, I think to myself, what does that tell us about the system?”

“That we’re all different?” Seven had his own thoughts on the subject but wanted to give Keller free rein to think her thoughts through.

“Exactly. But that’s not the important part. This is. I’ll bet your Body score is much higher than mine. So, bear with me, I think your better Body score enhances your ability to see in the dark. See where I’m going?”

Seven did. “You think my attributes help my skill?”

“More than that. I think the attributes modify the skill, which is huge.”

“Why?”

“Think about it. If you want to improve your Dark Sight, you can do it in two ways. Either you practice, practice, practice until it jumps a level, or you pump a couple of points into the modifying stat. So, say, for instance, I struggle to get past Janice, but I level up.”

“Yeah?”

“Spear and shield—Strength or Dexterity—Mind at a push. Which attribute modifies the Spear skill?”

“I’d go with Dex.”

“Me too. So, I level up and pump the attribute points into Dexterity. I’m better at the skill and defeat Janice. That’s why it’s important, Seven.” She nodded as if cementing her point.

“Bet she’s fun when she’s had a beer,” Hamish grouched as he climbed a steep, rocky slope.

“You’re a real pain in the ass,” Seven snapped. “You know that, don’t you?”

The gnome stood atop the rise. “Yup. Always have been, and always will be. It’s a race thing.”

“Short folk can be assholes,” Keller said.

“Not as big an asshole as some,” Hamish noted, staring straight at her. “Village is just over the rise. Gunter’s the head honcho. Sourpuss of a man, but not as sour as most. I get that accolade.”

Just as Seven was about to agree, an enormous ball of black mayhem barreled across his vision. As it closed on the gnome, its maw opened, teeth flashing and clamping down. Hamish screamed, “Growler!” and fell backward, crashing to the ground.

Seven lurched forward, thrusting his spear at the growler, piercing its hairy flesh. The growler tore a huge chunk of Hamish’s guts away as the spear pushed it off the gnome. “Get it, Keller!” he cried, but Keller didn’t answer initially.

His Instinct went wild as it told him loads of growlers were about to strike. He jumped up the rock, standing over Hamish. Driving his spear into the first beast, he fended off another with his buckler. Keller sliced and diced a couple, her strokes slick and silken. “There’s only a few!” she cried as she worked her way up to him.

Seven worked his spear, the weapon not ideal for defending against the nippy creatures. He slid his hand up its shaft, shortening the reach to enable him to react faster. The creatures bounced off his buckler as they flew at him, but the moment Keller was by his side, the battle turned. Her Sword Craft was brutally efficient, each stroke splitting a growler in two. Seven changed tack, using his buckler to deflect the creatures into her kill zone.

“That’s the last of them,” Seven said as Keller completed a cross-body strike. “But I think Hamish is dead.”

The gnome lay on the forest floor, his spilled guts stamped flat by Seven’s boots. “If the growlers didn’t kill him, I might have done.”

Keller grinned, breathing so hard she couldn’t answer.

“Not sure you’re supposed to think it’s funny.” Seven scraped his boots on a dead tree, sloughing the gnome’s guts off.

“No,” she said, finally able to talk. “Not that. Just leveled up again.” She breathed hard. “Dex or Body, what do you think?”

Seven thought she had a fine body. He couldn’t help but stare at her breasts as they heaved with her gasping breaths. “I think your Sword Craft is just fine, so I’d go with your Body.”

She cocked her head. “Why? Don’t you think I’ve got a fine body?”

“I…” he stammered. “I think you have a great body. Bit bloody at the minute, but it’s got curves in all the--”

Keller started laughing, pointing at Seven with her sword. “You should really get a grip. There are serious comments and there’s light-hearted. But it’s good to know.”

“What is?”

“That you like my body.” She kicked Hamish’s corpse. “Wasn’t a fan of him, but we can’t leave him here. Said his village was close. Let’s take him home.”

“I’m not picking that up. His guts are leaking everywhere. I suppose we could Dissemble him and see what’s left.”

Keller cocked her head. “Why not just pop him in your ring? Would be easier, no?”

Seven recoiled. “Would it make all the other stuff mucky?”

She quirked her eyebrow. “Other stuff? What other stuff?”

“The venom gland?” He stumbled over his words.

“And something else, I feel,” she said, a wry smile on her face before she held her hand up and wiped the smile clean off it. “Nope. Don’t tell me. Your secrets are your own. When you trust me enough, you can tell me what you want.”

He closed his eyes, torn between the Arch Elf and the bloodied girl standing before him, the corpses of their foes littered about her. “How can I not trust you?” he said. “But now is not the time.”

“No,” she said, softly. “It’s not. Nor is it the time for my secrets.”

“You have secrets?”

“My past. Nothing like yours. But if we’re going to be friends, then I think we should know as much about each other as we’re comfortable sharing.”

“We should.” He crouched by the dead gnome. “Do I really have to put him in my ring, or is this another one of your jokes?”

“I think we should take him home. If nothing else, it would have pissed him off.”

Seven focused, willing the body into his ring. Hamish vanished, but his knife, his lucky rabbit’s foot, and his coins remained behind. “Loot?” he asked.

“Loot,” she said with a conspiring grin. “But not the rabbit’s foot. That’s bad luck, no doubt about it.”

Seven popped the coins and knife in his storage but picked up the rabbit’s foot. “Might give it to Gunter. He sounded delightful. Perhaps Hamish’s luck will rub off on him.”

“You’ve got a mean streak. You know that, don’t you?”

Seven grinned. “Guess I’ll have to get meaner to survive here.”

“Just a little,” she said coyly. “I like my men a little edgy.” She strode over the ridge’s top, peering through the skeletal trees. “I can see a pile of tumbled rock, but I’m darned if I can see any village.”

Seven drew beside him. “I guess that’s it. Although why anyone would want to live here is beyond me.”

“Perhaps that’s why they’re so miserable.”

They ambled through the trees. Seven pushed his Instinct out. It was something he’d been trying to do that he wasn’t even sure was possible. When he did it, he could feel an attack coming, but he had no clue how. “My Instinct,” he said. “Do you think I can push it out and sense danger coming? Only I can feel it coming sometimes and not others. Can you use a number like that?”

She twisted her lips up. “In the games, we had this thing called Perception. That worked like that. There could be a skill along those lines, and you might be close to opening it up.”

“So, I just keep trying.”

“Seems that way, although, with your Body score, which I’m guessing is high, it should want to open if my suspicions are correct about how they work.”

He pushed his Instinct out, but no skill opened. “Probably take some work,” he muttered as they came to the rocks.

A whizz and a thud and an arrow thumped into the mud right at Seven’s feet.

“Hold it right there, fucker!” A gnome appeared on top of the rocks. If Hamish had a brother, then the archer would have been him. Apart from the nose. The archer’s nose had a distinct ruddy shine.

“Technically, it’s fuckers,” Keller said. “Fuckers who rescued your man, Hamish.”

“Hamish? You rescued him? Lilly said the wicker spider got him. Certain death that.”

“Wicker spider?” Seven said. “Big bastard, pale as a ghost? Yeah, we killed him.”

“Well,” the gnome said. “Do you both drink ale? Because that calls for a celebration.”

“You might want to put that beer on hold,” Keller said. “Things went a little downhill after that.”

“So, there’s a tale? A longer tale?” He furrowed his brow, his bushy eyebrows meeting. “Hamish?”

Keller drew her finger across her neck.

The gnome beamed. “Then there’s definitely a cause for celebration. Miserable old fucker, Hamish. The world will be a better place without him!”

Keller and Seven swapped glances. The girl shrugged, and they followed the gnome, who’d jumped down and skipped along a path before ducking between two enormous boulders. “Tis a grand day, I tell you. Two of the biggest bastards in Tanglewood are dead. I’ll be honest, was going to pin you if you’d told me you’d rescued him.”

“So, you didn’t bother trying to find him or rescue him?”

“His Missus opened the door to our cave and peeked out, and then shut it quickly. And she bolted it. All three bolts. Does that count?” He chuckled. “You wait. I’ll bet Gunter will make you two gods when he finds out.”

“Don’t worry about that. We just need directions to the Speakwood Tree, then we’ll be on our way.”

The gnome turned. “Reckon you’ll stick around. Don’t want to be out in the woods at night. That’s when the growlers come out.”

“That’s what done Hamish in,” Keller said.

The gnome paused. “A growler? During the day? Then something else is abroad. All the more reason to get locked inside. Might be a howler. Could be a swamp dog or two. Nothing you want to face in the dark, and that’s without the screechers.”

“I think we could do with a rest,” Keller said. “I’ll get to spend the night with my man.” She nudged Seven, who blushed as usual.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t fancy fighting a growler at night,” Seven said, hoping the gnome would stop dithering.

“What would you enjoy fighting?” Keller asked, slapping him playfully. “Tell me, Mr. Gnome man. You gotta name?”

“Named Frenge, but everyone calls me Fren. So, you coming or what?”

“Well, Fren,” said Keller. “That depends. Is there somewhere we can wash up?”

“Decent pool in the caves. A little way from the village too, but not so far, you can’t holler if some bastard goblin comes and causes you trouble. They’ve been getting a little cocky of late. But you and yer man look like you can handle yourselves, so I wouldn’t worry about that.”

“He can handle himself just fine,” Keller said as Fren finally set off, threading his way through the rocks until he came to a stout wooden gate set in a bluff.

“Secret knock,” he said, tapping three times, pausing, then two more. The jarring grind of someone pulling ill-fitting bolts back set Seven’s teeth on edge. Then the dry creak of its hinges shivered his spine.

A woman, just shy of Fren’s height but equally mean-looking, poked her head through the gap. “Ah, Fren!” She narrowed her eyes. “And humans. Friendlies? Best I get Gunter.”

A deeper voice came from behind the woman. “Gunter’s just here, and if it’s that fucker, Hamish, tell him he can bugger off. Fed up with his shenanigans. He can stay outside with all the other vermin.”

“It’s humans,” the female gnome shouted. “I said that. I said it I did, but you don’t listen, cloth ears!”

“Humans? In the Tanglewood. Up to no good, no doubt,” Gunter said, appearing. He looked similar to Hamish and Fren.

“This is gonna get confusing quick,” Keller muttered.

“Up to plenty of good,” Fren interjected. “Killed the wicker spider, and they rescued Hamish.”

“Well, thank them for the wicker spider and tell them to bugger off for rescuing Hamish. The world would be⁠—”

“He’s dead!” Fren shouted, and silence followed. “And there’s a tale,” the gnome said, in barely a whisper.

“A tale?” the woman said. “Well, why didn’t you say that?” She opened the door, and yellow lamplight spilled out, borne on a rush of warm air. She whacked Fren across the shoulder. “Stop hanging around and bring our guests in out of the cold. I’m Gina Coltrane. Welcome to our humble village. Now, who have we here?”

Gina had gone from sour and surly to sunshine, and her chewing-wasp face had morphed into cheery. She opened her arms, pulling Seven to her. “Well, you look a bit bloody and beaten. We’ll have that armor washed and dried in a jiffy. Can’t have a good old feast without getting clean first, can we? And who might the pretty lady be? She your lass, lad? If she is, you chose her well. She’s a keeper.” Gina Coltrane winked at him. “Be about it lad, what’s her name?”

“It’s Keller,” Seven said. “Keller, I don’t know her second name.”

“Just Keller and the lumox is Seven—just Seven. And if you have ale, and meat, real meat, we’ll be besties, Gina, that’s a certainty.”

“Oh, we’ll be besties alright. I can tell. You’ve got the same rosy cheeks as my Elmer.” She reached up to pinch Keller’s cheek, but Keller deflected her hand. “Boundaries, Gina. We humans have boundaries.”

“Of course you do. So, this crumbled up heap that used to be a fine upstanding gnome is called Gunter, and it’s his village.”

“How do,” said Gunter, raising an eyebrow. “Lookin’ forward to the tale.”

Gina carried on talking, lending the impression that she ran the little village, not Gunter. “Not that it takes much running.” She began walking into the cave, the lanterns hanging on a rough-hewn wall. An eager murmur washed up the short tunnel, which ended with a sharp turn. A cavern opened up, a bustling town spreading away.

“Looks a bit shanty-chic,” said Keller in her unintelligible way. “I’m guessing they scavenge anything they can to make a hut.”

“And you’d be right,” Fren said. “What about the Tanglewood hinted at riches and luxury? Anyways, I’m off. Done my bit. Cheerio!”

Seven looked at him as he ambled into a huge hut, a great cheer rising like the gnome was a returning hero. “What’s that all about?” Seven asked.

“First teller. Rumors of the tale will spread like fire through a spider’s web. Some won’t want to wait for you to tell it, Master Seven.”

“I have to tell the tale?”

“Aye. You were there. It’s a great honor. There’ll be a hundred folk listening. You’ll be famous.”

His heart sank as Keller’s laughter peeled through him.


Chapter Thirteen




The pool, which Fren had assured them was a little way from the village, was hardly private. A little way turned out to be fifty feet and well within sight of the villagers. Not that he was bashful. He’d bathed in rivers all his life. The thought of stripping in front of Keller filled him with nerves.

Keller’s mouth draped open. “Here?” She asked. “In front of everyone?”

“Don’t you bathe in rivers where you come from?” Gina asked.

“No, we fucking don’t!” Keller snapped. “We bathe in baths.”

“Oh, a posh one. Well, I’ll tell you what. Why don’t I show you to a little cove around the corner? I’m sure it’ll be private enough for you and your man. We’re not used to gentry around here, but we have a spot for courting couples to get, you know, fresh.”

“That could be fun,” said Keller, eyeing Seven up and down.

Seven took no notice of her. He’d only known her a few days, but it had been long enough to get the measure of her. She had a lot of bluster and confidence, but it only covered her innate insecurity. At least, that’s what he thought, and he found it kind of cute.

Gina showed them to the cove and then told them where to place their armor. The gnomes wanted it nice and clean for the tale-telling. She left them a couple of blankets, and Gunter brought a basket of snacks and drinks. Seven stored their weapons in his ring, and suddenly they were alone. As he’d thought it would, Keller’s confidence evaporated. She stared at the cove, looking from him to the water, then back again. “Look, I know I said…” She bit her lip.

Seven waved her down. “I have a plan. I’ll turn away while you get undressed and put your armor on the ledge. You get in the water, then face away from me and I’ll undress and then the water will hide our modesty.”

“You don’t mind?” She smiled. “I know I…I know I can be a bit forward, but I’m not like that, really. I do like you. I’m just not ready for…that.” She stopped talking, staring at him as she waited for his response.

“I like you too, Keller. But the meat of the matter is this. I’m not very experienced with girls, being a cursed outcast and that. It kind of meant they’d rather spit on me than kiss me. So slow is fine by me, but never think I don’t want to. Just know that—” He lost his thread.

She reached for him, cupping his cheek. “Thank you,” she said and kissed him lightly on the lips.

Seven inhaled her scent. It was heaven to him. He took one blanket, wrapped it around his shoulders turned his back on her, and sat on a rock. A moment later, she unfastened her armor, grunting as she pulled off her boots, and then splashes told him she was wading into the lake.

“Fuck it’s cold,” she said. “Not sure how much it’s going to hide. The water’s so clear I can see my feet. And the rocks, Seven, they’re so beautiful, like shining sequins. Hurry, get in!”

“Cold is good,” he said. “Cold is refreshing. Used to have to clear the ice to wash sometimes, coz if you didn’t wash, parts of you could go rotten, and you don’t want that happening.” He shed the blanket, spreading it on the rocky bank, then undressed, piling his clothes on hers. But as he turned and faced the water, he stopped and gasped. Keller had her back to him, her raven hair spread over her shoulders. She was waist deep in water, the very top of her bottom on show, and what a glorious sight she made.

“I’m coming in,” he said, eager to cover his manhood, but she turned and smiled and offered him her hand. “I’m not so nervous anymore. I trust you, Seven. I trust you with my life.”

Seven rushed into the water before his excitement became too obvious. He took her hand, and she pulled him to her. Her lips trembled, but she eventually got the words out. “I’m still not ready to go all the way, but I fancy getting the measure of you.”

“What changed?” He asked.

“You didn’t peek. I watched you all the time. You didn’t look, so I know I can trust you.”

“I wanted to,” he said. “I wanted to so bad.”

“Me too. It’s just.” She bit her lip. “I don’t want to risk children, not now, not when we’re fighting for our lives. I’ll ask Sinta if there’s anything. She’ll know. That is, if you want to.”

Seven held her, then pulled her close. Her body melded into his, and he pressed against her. “I’ll wait. Courting couples wait. And you’re right. We’re fighting for our lives. Survival has to be our first priority.”

“Telling our secrets must be too. I like you, Seven, and I can see us becoming lovers, but let’s be friends first. Friends, fighters, and eventually…” She kissed him again, reaching down, touching him, stoking his length. “I can do other stuff,” she said. “Once we’re nice and clean. Would you like that?”

Seven groaned, and that was all the answer she needed.
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The feasting hall was vast, by gnomish standards, but the gnomes hadn’t built it with guests in mind. Seven ducked the low roof trusses, feeling like a giant and grinning like an idiot. He did not know where his relationship with Keller was headed. She’d already told him she wasn’t into the whole fairy tale ending. Or, as she’d put it, “Boy meets girl, boy settles down with girls and pumps her full of kids and lives dysfunctionally ever after isn’t for me. Just so you know.” He did not disagree. In fact, as his experience with girls grew, he decided he needed some rules of engagement. He’d hatched the first rule he’d live by while they’d lain together on the rocks.

Seven’s Important Rules of Courtship.

Rule 1. Never disagree with a girl when she’s holding your cock.

It was a good rule and one he could see no downside to. The phrase rules are meant to be broken, didn’t ring true to Seven. If a rule was terrible, everyone would break it. He couldn’t think of a reason he would ever break his first rule, and therefore, he deemed it perfect. As with any choice, a second opinion was always valuable. But in this case, as he could only share his rule with Keller, he decided that he’d go with his gut. After all, with an Instinct score knocking on sixty, he was pretty sure he was right.

The protocols of budding romances still eluded him. As they’d walked in, he’d reached for Keller’s hand. She’d glared at him like they’d just met.

“Just because I, you know, doesn’t mean you own me,” she’d snapped.

He’d then wondered if he’d misread the entire thing. Instead, he believed that the courtship customs of Keller’s native land, a land called Earth, were different from Harraden. It was that or all Earth women were crazy. He felt that conclusion was harsh, as he’d only met one. But he veered back to it as she announced, totally out of context, “More Earth people have come here. I fucking know it.”

Gunter rose from his position behind the head table and greeted them. Gina ushered them to their seats in between her and Gunter, and they all sat.

“How do you know?” he whispered as Gunter told all of the wicker spider’s demise and announced Hamish’s death. The latter brought more cheers from the assembled drinkers than news of the spider’s demise.

“My sword. I recognize its design from Kill Bill.”

“Kill Bill?” he asked, still not conversant with Earthian, or whatever language they spoke where she came from.

“It’s a film about a girl fighter-assassin mash. She gets buried alive—Look, it doesn’t matter. But it’s Japanese in origin. Called a Katana or Naggy something. Not sure. Never studied all that shit. But the slight curve, the long grip. I knew I’d seen it somewhere, and it was in the films. Martial arts ones. It’s big, Seven.”

“What is,” he hissed as Gunter sat, the gnomes banging their tankards on the trestle tables.

“That we’re not the only ones. That there must be a steady stream of abductees. You said that the library was full. What if Quintasia pulled them all from their lands? What then? We’re in some kind of novice area. We know we’re being tested to see if we’re good enough to gain entry to the mainstream.”

“Oh,” said Seven, always curiously disappointed that it wouldn’t be him and Keller. But then the possibilities of a path opened before him like a thick mist lifting. “Just how powerful could we get?”

She thumped his shoulder. “That’s the ticket. Chin up and soldier on.”

He grinned, gradually falling in love with her odd mannerisms. But then he noticed silence filled the feasting hall, and a hundred little faces all stared intently at him.

“If you’re going to tell your tale,” Gina said. “Now would be as good a time as any. Unless you want a hundred angry gnomes stamping on your head.”

He gulped. “You want me to stand up and tell a tale?”

Gunter nodded. “Of your titanic battle with the wicker spider. Of the growlers and Hamish’s fall—try to make him a little heroic. I’d prefer it if folk didn’t spit every time they hear his name. The dead can rise, you know.”

“Most can, but not all,” Gina added like she had some connection to the spirit realm.

Keller nudged him. “Go on. Stand up.”

Seven rose, his knees shaking, a sick feeling roiling in his gut. Sweat broke out on his forehead, and when he looked out over the crowd. All he wanted to do was run for the door and take his chances with the growlers and howlers and every other monster. “I…err…we…fought the—” He stopped, closing his eyes. A chorus of boos rang out.

“Get on with it!” one red-faced gnome shouted.

“Did you fight it or bore it to death!” a drunken female hollered, laughter ringing out.

“We…errr…” Seven said, then looked behind him, hoping the door might come and rescue him. “Look, I’ve never⁠—”

Jeers drowned out his words. Gnomes banged the tables with their heavy mugs. Keller pulled him down, then stood herself.

“Quiet!” she cried. “Do you want to hear a tale of desperate heroism, of life and death, of mortal combat that stretched us to the very edge of our tenuous lives?”

“Yes!” came the shouts.

“Then I’ll have silence,” she said. “Silence.” She softened her voice. “For this is a tale of two brave adventurers on a sacred quest to retrieve the hallowed lumber of the Speakwood Tree. A desperate quest that held the fate of the land itself in its fine hands.” She paused, scouring the silent crowd. “It began on an auspicious day.” Her words lashed the room, her tongue a nine-tailed whip that ranged over the enthralled audience. “There we were, two young adventurers, the weight of the world on our shoulders—shoulders not yet ready for such a burden. But we took it. We seized the opportunity with both hands and, ill-equipped as we were, we entered the Tanglewood.” She paused. “Fear ran through us as its dread shade shrouded us in its doom-woven cloak.”

Seven became lost in her words. Even though he had been there, traveled with her, and fought with her, it was like hearing a new story, one of a hero and heroine that he could only aspire to be. When they defeated the wicker spider, the feasting hall erupted in cheers. More gnomes packed the sides, filled the aisles, and pushed in from the back. When they rescued Hamish, boos and hisses filled the hall, and when the growlers got him, groans and cries mixed with the raucous cheers.

When Keller finished, when she finally sat, the roars and cheers grew to a crescendo. Gunter faced her, tears glazing his eyes. “That was the finest tale I’ve ever heard.”

Gina stood, hugging Seven, then Keller, sitting quietly after and contemplating the story. Seven, who still couldn’t quite believe he was one of the heroes of such a fine story, reached for her as she sat quite still, her gaze distant.

“Thank you for saving me.”

She jerked her hand away. “Sorry,” she said, biting her lip. “I was looking at my new skills. I opened up Storytelling—straight to Adept too and Enthrall. Enthrall looks fantastic. I can hypnotize monsters and creatures alike.”

He was desperate to tell her she captivated him, but he was coming around to the idea that she wasn’t one for romance. Where that left him, he had no clue, but at that moment, she was his world. “What level?”

“It’s given me Expert. But I’m not sure why. That’s what I’m trying to square. How could I get there without even passing through the other stages?”

“Because you were so good at it. You captured all of them and more came in from the street. I’ll bet there were two hundred of them by the end, and all of them were under your spell.”

She took a slug of her ale. “That makes sense. I can’t wait to try it out on a monster.”

“You were fantastic.” He tried to temper his enthusiasm, knowing she didn’t receive praise well.

She blushed, shrinking into her armor. It was like all her confidence had evaporated. “Yeah. I had a bit of training. It wasn’t bad.”

“Trained in storytelling?”

She straightened her back and took a breath. “Kind of. It was called performing arts where I come from. I…I don’t want to talk about it now. I just want to forget. It was a cesspool, Seven. A fucking cesspool.”

“Okay, but I’ll never forget what you did for me. That was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever had to do, and I failed miserably.”

She snorted. “It’s easy, really. You’ve just got to lock yourself in a box and forget who you really are. Trouble is, one day, you wake up and you’ve forgotten.”

“Forgotten?”

Keller stared at him. “You’ve forgotten everything about yourself, and then you’re lost. Seven, truly lost.” She smiled. “But you’ve forgotten something, and that something is rotting in your storage.”

“Oh no,” he said. “Oh shit. I forgot about Hamish!”

“Hamish?” Gina said.

“Yeah. I have his body in my storage ring. I thought you might want it.”

Gunter choked on his ale, then made a grumbling noise as he cleared his throat. He stood, banging the table. “Quiet! Quiet! It has come to my attention that Hamish isn’t lost. We have his body. The question I put before you all is this: Do we give him a hero’s burial on the lake? Do we send him to the bowels of the land for judgement, or do we leave him outside for the growlers to tear limb from limb?”

There was quite a mixed reception. But Keller’s fine oration won the day. The calls for Hamish to have a hero’s burial grew as more made up their minds.

“A hero’s burial it is!” Gunter announced, a few boos ringing out. “We will perform the ritual at lunchtime tomorrow. That will give him plenty of time to fight his way to the Hero’s Hall. I would be grateful, Seven, if you could keep Hamish in your magical ring until then, and I would ask you both to fire his boat when the time comes.”

“Fire his boat?” Seven asked.

“Send a flaming arrow into it before it reaches the Farewell Tunnel. I take it you are proficient with the bow?”

“I’ve never shot an arrow in my life,” Seven said.

“Oh.”

“But we learn really quickly,” Keller interjected. “If someone could teach us tomorrow, then we’d happily delay our quest for a short while and attend the ceremony. We owe Hamish that much.”

“We do?” Seven asked.

“We do,” Keller said, her steely gaze falling on him. She leaned close. “We could open up the skill,” she whispered.

“Then it seems we’re agreed,” Gunter announced. “Helga is our finest huntress. She will teach you in the morning. Not all adventurers survive the Tanglewood. We have some human sized bows and arrows we looted from various dead parties. It’s unfortunate, but most are quite hostile to us, so we lose no sleep over their deaths.”

“Well,” said Seven. “If you’ve no use for the bows and arrows, could we take them with us?”

“Hardly a suitable reward for killing the wicker spider and for what you did for Hamish. He was a fucker, but I’m finding that my memories of him are softening with his demise. It’s like death has made him a better man.”

“It often does,” Keller said but didn’t expand.

“There is one other thing you could do for us,” Seven said. “We must find the Speakwood Tree to complete our quest. If you could, perhaps, tell us where it is, then that would be reward enough.”

Gunter clapped his hands together. “I can do one better than that. I’ll have Helga show you the way. Like I said, she’s our most accomplished hunter. There isn’t an inch of the Tanglewood that she doesn’t know.”

Keller and Seven swapped glances. She smiled. “I guess we’re learning archery.”


Chapter Fourteen




Helga cocked her head, her mousy braids hanging to one side. Her forehead resembled a mallet, and her puffed-out cheeks made it look like she had stuffed a bunch of doughnuts in her mouth. Taller than the other gnomes, she had an athletic build but was still fleet of foot. Seven and Keller followed her as she leaped from rock to rock until she reached her destination.

The Tanglewood spread its gray all around them, making it chilly even though it was a mild morning. A long cut spread away from them, its base dry as a bone. Helga had three bows over her shoulder and a matching number of quivers in hand.

“Here we are,” she said. “This is where I practice.” She squeezed her eyes. “Where to start? You’ve both seen an archer shoot a bow, I take it. But I imagine you think you’re just going to pick up a bow and start shooting arrows like a pro.” She leaned forward. “I know you folks get skills, and those skills help you get better at stuff much faster than us folks, but skills don’t teach you the basics.”

“We’re good studies,” Keller said. “Start the lesson. We’re all ears.”

“Lesson number one.” She tossed them each a bow. “What’s missing?”

Seven caught his bow. “It’s got no string.”

“Got no string,” Helga repeated.

“Good spot,” Keller said, smirking. “Teacher’s pet already.”

He poked his tongue out. “One of us had to answer.”

“Why’s it got no string?” Helga asked, then answered her own question. “Because archery is all about tension, and you create tension by the marriage of string and bow. The string strains the bow. If it remains strung, that tension alters. So,” she tossed them two strings. “Watch me and learn how to string a bow.”

They strung the bow. They unstrung the bow, and then they strung it again.

“Which one of you has to make the shot?” Helga asked after the tenth time.

“Gunter said both of us would have the honor,” Keller said. “Which is okay. We want to get it done, then be off to complete our quest. We’ve already been away from our training for too long.”

Helga Harrumphed. “He chose both of you because there’s a better chance you’ll hit. See the five angled trees that lean into the cut? Each is fifty yards from the other. To make the shot, you must be able to hit the last one. Do you think you can do it?”

“By lunchtime?”

“Yep. Lunchtime. Now you’re nominated, it’s your responsibility to give Hamish a chance to fight his way to the Hero’s Hall. Miss and darkness will swallow his soul.”

“Then we’d best get practicing,” Keller said.

“You want me to show you how?” Helga asked.

Keller winked at Seven. “Let’s see how bad I am first. Just tell me if I’m holding it wrong. First tree?”

“First tree,” Helga confirmed.

Keller drew her bow and loosed the arrow. It shot straight for the tree, whizzing past it and vanishing into the forest. “I’ll take that as a first go. Show me up, Seven.”

Seven nocked his arrow, pulling the string back, then letting go. The arrow clattered against the bow, falling to the ground right by his feet as the string snapped in two. “Fuck it,” he cursed.

“Like this,” Helga said. “Watch. Watch how smooth my draw is. Study the angle of my arms, the way my shoulders barely move, my neck, chin, and my head’s tilt. Little things, Seven, all come together to make a smooth shot.”

Seven committed her shot to memory and replayed it in his mind. Keller nocked her second arrow, much surer, more confident. The arrow flew, heading straight for the tree. Keller punched the air as it stuck in the trunk. “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” she cried. “Suck on that, Seven!”

“Suck on?” Helga asked.

“She makes no sense most of the time,” Seven said. “But there’s only one reply that matters.” He took aim and loosed his arrow and yelled “Ha!” as his arrow struck the tree close to Keller’s. “Next tree?” he asked. “You open the skill?”

“Not yet, but it’s close. I can feel it.”

Keller opened the skill two shots later, punching the air once more. Seven followed as soon as he hit the third tree.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Archery. You are a novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

“So which attribute?” Keller asked. “I’m assuming yours are all way higher than mine.” She stuck her hand up. “Before you say anything, before you deny they are, let’s just accept that fact. I’m going with Mind.”

Seven’s brows creased. “Mind? Surely strength holds the bow steady.”

Helga passed them both a sandwich. “Archery isn’t like any other weapons discipline. Trust me on that. There’s a little of each in it. On the surface, there’s hardly anything going on. You pick up a bow. You point. You shoot. But it’s not that at all. It’s all about feeling. You must be at one with the bow’s tension. Your grip should be rock solid. Your eyes sure and aim true. But that’s all great when you’re hitting a tree. Trees don’t move.”

“Something else comes into play?” Seven asked.

“Instinct,” Helga said. “Anything you’re shooting with an arrow won’t be stationary. If it’s a hare, it’ll bolt the instant it hears the string twang. If it’s a stag, it’ll bolt if the wind changes. Instinct tells you where it’s going. Instinct tells you how far to draw back the string, and Instinct tells you when to release.”

“Then it’s no wonder Seven took longer than me to open the skill. It’s his highest number.”

Seven nocked his bow. He understood—he knew where he’d been going wrong. Rather than use his Instinct, he’d fought it. He aimed at the fifth tree, raising his aim high above his target and drawing back his bow until the string screamed. He poured all his Instinct into the shot, controlling his breath to steady his hands.

“Seven?” Helga asked.

“Leave him,” Keller said. “He knows his body.”

Seven let fly. The arrow arced up, thudding into the distant tree moments later. He closed his eyes, exhaling. “It is.”

“Is?” Keller asked.

“It’s Instinct. Helga’s right. Instinct is all that matters.” He nocked his bow again. This time, he barely aimed, barely focused. He let his gut take the shot, sending the arrow flying true, thudding into the fifth tree right by its counterpart. “See?”

Keller laughed. “Sometimes you are plain fucking unbearable to be with. My turn.”

Seven grinned. “Still a Novice. Let’s see what I can do when I’m a Master.”

Helga scratched her head. “How? How is this even possible? Is it all the skill?”

Seven shrugged. “We’re feeling our way through this whole adventurer’s thing. Both of us are strangers to this land.”

“Kind of figuring out how it all works,” Keller said. She took her next shot. Seven held his breath and watched her channel her Instinct into it. She hit the second tree, punched the air, and beamed. “Might not be the fifth tree, but I’m happy.”

“Well, you pair carry on,” Helga said. “My work is done. Time for a snooze. Wake me up when you’re finished, and I’ll take you back. Gunter says you want to go to the Speakwood Tree. I can take you there alright, but I gotta warn you, the Speakwood is a fucker. Gets right in your head, then tries to eat you.”

“Gets right in your head and tries to eat you,” Seven said slowly. “And this is a tree?”

“And we have to retrieve some of its wood.” Keller sighed. “Let’s hope there are some fallen branches hanging around.” She shot several arrows in anger.

“There won’t be any stray branches or twigs laying on the ground,” Helga said with the smug authority that told them she knew exactly what she was talking about. “For a start, it roams around Tanglewood, and for seconds, it’s not a cracky tree.”

“Cracky?” Keller set her bow down. “Guess I’m walking down to retrieve my arrows.”

“No need. These are adventurer’s arrows. Once you have control of the quiver, you’ve just got to snap your fingers and they all come running.”

“Cool.” Keller snapped her fingers.

“No!” Helga shouted and fell flat on the forest floor as twenty arrows all unplugged themselves from the trees and shot back to her quiver.

Seven barely dodged them. Keller screamed as they all shot towards her, then laughed as she realized she was uninjured. “I think I peed my pants a little,” she said, wiping her brow.

“Best walk away from your companions before retrieving your arrows. Wouldn’t want to kill any. Friendly fire’s a bitch.” Helga backed away from Seven. “You need any more practice or are you done?”

“You think we can hit the boat?” he asked.

“I think you could hit a fairy’s asshole from across a valley. Keller?” Helga shrugged. “She’s fantastic for a novice, but you really pissed on her parade.”

“He’s good at that,” said Keller as she unstrung her bow. “He’d be called a topper back home.” She scrunched her face up. “But I don’t actually mind. When your partner can save your life, it’d be daft to hope he was shit at anything.”

“I hear that,” Helga said as they arrived back at the gnome’s village.

“You said the Speakwood wasn’t cracky,” Seven said. “What did you mean by that?”

“It doesn’t shed wood. Think of its branches as giant arms and its twigs as large fingers. Its roots would be legs and its trunk is a body. Then you have a better idea what the Speakwood is.”

“Doesn’t sound like a tree.” Keller followed Helga through the gate.

“It’s a tree alright, just a darn strange one. Vicious, too.”

“Comforting.”

[image: ]


“How do you kill a tree that has a flexible body, moves, eats folk, and appears to have a bit of an attitude problem?” Keller asked, staring up at the cave’s ceiling.

They’d pushed two beds together to make one long enough for them to sleep on. It was pretty cool in the cave and Keller’s blood ran hot. She was like a mini furnace in the cramped bed.

She’s hot all round…Seven thought, then eventually replied to her question.

“I don’t think the point is to kill it. Just to get some wood.”

“Be a lot easier to get wood from a dead tree, or one that at least acted like a fucking tree. Trees are supposed to be passive. If you wanna chop one down, they just stand and take it. They aren’t supposed to enthrall you, and then eat you. It’s not right.” She turned and faced him, rising and resting on her elbow. “Arrows that act like dogs aren’t right either. I guess we’ll just have to get used to it.” She traced her finger on his chest. “I like a man whose chest is hairy but not too hairy. Yours is just right.”

“I liked it when you said we were partners. Is that what we are?”

Keller tilted her head one way, then back the other. “Unknown at this moment. Do we have to label it? We’re friends. At least, I hope we’re friends.”

“We’re friends,” Seven confirmed.

“Friends, partners and a little bit more. Like seasoning. We have a bit of seasoning.”

“We need an ax,” Seven said. “Then one of us can draw the tree toward us while the other sneaks up behind it and lops a root off. Root has got to be easiest, as it’ll be lower.”

“Will a root do? Are roots made of wood?”

Seven shrugged. “Not something I’ve ever thought about.”

“Hamish burned well,” Keller commented out of the blue.

“Your arrow hit.”

“Barely.” She giggled. “Did you see their faces when you pulled him out of your ring, his guts everywhere, still with fresh boot prints in?”

Seven chuckled. “Yeah. I forgot about that. It was a mix of gasps, screams and people puking.”

Keller yawned. “I got him good, didn’t I?”

Her fingers strayed lower, wrapping around his twitching shaft.

Seven closed his eyes. “You got him good, Keller.”

“And we’ll get the Speakwood tomorrow,” she whispered in his ear. “Speakwood tomorrow. Your wood right now.”

“Friends, partners, and a little bit more,” Seven said, then succumbed to Keller’s roving hand as she moved it slowly up and down. “Is this how you like it?” Her breath brushed his ear.

“Oh, yes,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.

When did I become the luckiest man alive?


Chapter Fifteen




The Tanglewood shrouded them in its gloom. Storm clouds jostled overhead, lightning flashing, thunder rolling, as a storm gathered pace. Rain lashed down, soaking the party of three through. Seven slipped and slid, the mud turning to slush underfoot and nullifying even his exceptional dexterity. Streams crossed their path, and a cruel, icy breeze reached under their armor, seeking every weakness and freezing them to their marrow.

No one spoke as Helga led them on. She’d given them a choice—either wait out the storm or go. Seven had wanted the former. His two nights with Keller had been the best of his life. It was all he could do to stop himself from falling head over heels in love with her. But she’d made her position pretty plain. There were boundaries, and given their uncertain future, he accepted them. His part in their relationship demanded he stuck to the drawn line. The last thing he wanted to do was to lose her. The last thing he wanted was to be alone again.

So, no matter the rain lashing him, the wind freezing his bones, he couldn’t wipe the smile from his face. Something that pissed Keller off.

“Will you stop acting like we’re on a Sunday morning stroll on Hampstead fucking Heath?”

Keller was from a land called Earth, but they’d chatted the previous night, and she’d told him she’d lived in a city called London. He couldn’t imagine a city so big it had its own heaths. He wanted to know more about the place, but when she talked about it, sadness crept up on her. Seven didn’t miss Harraden at all. He had a what if. What if Siniman had survived—what would his life have been like in The Forlorn Hope? But the more he thought about it, the more the name Forlorn Hope fitted.

If every one of their missions had been a desperate act of heroism, it stood to reason that they’d eventually come a cropper. They’d age. Their enemies would be just as strong, if not stronger, and eventually, they’d reach a point where the forlorn outweighed the hope. Or perhaps they’d reached it that day. Perhaps Seven had been unlucky and not lucky.

No, I’ve been lucky. I’ve got power here. I’ve got my points, my ring, my enchanted weapon. But above all else, I have Keller.

Yet even that thought didn’t ring true. No one would ever have Keller. She was a free spirit.

“I’m happy,” he shouted over the howling wind.

“Well, if you get much happier, I’m going to stick my sword right up your ass and see how wide we can stretch that grin.”

“I’m not sure I’d be grinning,” Seven said. “But I have restoration, so it’d only hurt for a bit.”

Keller kicked a slurry of mud at him. “I’d keep twisting the blade,” she said as they entered a shallow valley.

Helga stopped, holding her hand up. “There,” she said. “Rain makes it hard to track the sneaky bastard, but he’s obvious if you’ve spent a load of time trying to run away from him.”

“Him?” Keller asked.

“Made of wood,” Helga said.

“You made that joke last—” Seven made to say, but Keller cut him off.

“Don’t you dare.”

Helga kneeled, pointing to the tree’s track. “I always say it looks like a witch has swept the forest floor with a giant broom. See these scars and scrapes. Rain’s nearly washed it away, but look there and there. See the canopy, the broken twigs. That’s a sure sign of its passing.” She scurried along its track, then doubled back. “This way,” she said. “Keep yer wits about you. It’s a sneaky fucker. It’ll pull all its branches in and look as innocent as the day it was born. Then, as you’re passing it’ll grab you, thump you onto a rock, smashing your skull to a pulp, and eat you whole.”

“Pleasant,” said Keller, pushing Seven in front of her. “You first.”

“Hey!” he said.

“You’ve got all the Instinct, remember? You’re trying to open up Perception because you just haven’t got enough advantages.” She twisted her lips to a frown, the rain dripping off her bangs.

Seven pulled her sword from his ring and tossed it to her. Then he had a thought. “You want your buckler too? Nothing to say it has to go with the spear.” He paused. “Will a spear be any use against the tree? Should I go with a sword?”

Helga grunted. “If all you want to do is lop a branch off and show it some toes, then a sword all the way. If you want to hold it at bay while it flails your skin from your bones, then I’d stick with your spear. The best bet is an ax, though.” She waved hers. “But dumb adventurers never seem to have one. So, I haven’t got one to give you.”

He tossed Keller her buckler, then equipped his and pulled his sword from his ring. “What did we agree about the sword?”

“Dexterity I think.” She looked at the sky. “Shame we can’t burn the fucker down and steal a branch before it goes up in flames.”

Helga gave her a look. “You’re all sunshine and rainbows, aren’t you?”

Keller fixed her a glare but then dissolved into laughter. “Just going a little insane is all. It’s the rain getting me all moody.”

“Well, channel that mood in another direction. There’s your prey.” She pointed to an innocent-looking tree. “It’s fishing, and that means it’s smelled us. I’ve done my bit, so…” She backed away. “Cheerio.”

“Cherry-fucking-o?” said Keller. “You aren’t going to help?”

“I’ve got a fathead, but I’m no idiot. That thing’s a killing machine. I haven’t got a quest to kill it.”

Seven watched the gnome amble off. “I can’t believe she’s gone.” But as he turned back, Keller was walking toward the tree as if entranced. “Keller?”

He rushed after her. “Keller?”

She continued on, getting closer, perilously closer. He pulled her back, but she shrugged him off.

“Leave me alone!”

“Keller, it’s the tree—the way it’s swaying its branches. It’s trying to enthrall you.”

“Who says I’m not trying to enthrall it?” She winked at him. “Perhaps if it’s thinking it can enthrall me, then I can sneak in and get it.”

“I do,” said the tree, its deep voice startling both of them. “You won’t enthrall me because I am unenthrallable.”

The tree edged toward them. Its movements didn’t go unnoticed. Seven edged away from Keller. They’d decided that splitting its focus would be their best plan.

“That’s not a word,” Keller said.

“What isn’t?” the tree asked, lifting itself on the tips of its roots and sneaking a little closer.

“Unenthrallable. My, you’re a handsome tree. Has anyone ever told you that?” Keller came to a standstill.

The tree paused too. “You might want to tell your companion that I know what he’s up to. I might not have eyes, but my perception spreads from my branches. I can see him.”

“He takes no notice of me,” Keller said. “He’s one of those hothead adventurers. Goes in all gung ho. A do-or-die sort of fellow. You know the type?”

The Speakwood Tree growled. “Know the type. I hate the type. Bawdy sorts that stroll up to innocent trees and urinate on them. Worse than dogs.”

Keller took another step forward. “So, Big Guy, what do you do to adventurers like that?”

The tree visibly puffed up its trunk, its branches spreading out. “Why tell you when I can show you?”

The tree lashed out, a root flashing toward Seven. Its speed caught him out, the root punching him in the gut. He flew backward, smashing into another tree and sliding down to slump onto the floor. His Health plunged. He groaned, holding his ruined guts as he used his Restoration skill to mend himself. The tree’s power was incredible.

He urged his Health to rise faster as the tree closed on Keller. He tried to move, but his legs wouldn’t work. He wanted to warn Keller that the tree was sneaking closer, but the pain made him grimace.

If it hurts this bad, it must be bad news.

“That was a mighty fine hit,” Keller told the tree.

To Seven’s consternation, she moved forward, too. He checked his Health, but it was rising painfully slowly. Keller had the tree’s full attention. If he could just…If he could just move behind the tree—sneak up on all fours, then he could attack.

Come on! He cried in his mind.

“I can do better,” the tree said. “Come closer and I can whisper my secrets to you.”

“But if I come closer—” Keller sighed. “My, but you are one beautiful tree. I think…”

“Think?”

“I think I’m a little infatuated with you.”

The tree swayed its branches and twisted its trunk. The wind whistled through its twigs, their motion singing a soothing song. “Why don’t you relax and rest back on my trunk?”

“Why don’t I do just that?”

“Now your pesky friend is done, we could become⁠—”

“Besties, yes besties,” Keller said.

“No!” Seven screamed, but the cry just dribbled from his mouth as Keller moved even closer to the swaying tree.

I need my health and I need it now! He thought.

He scoured his skills. Meditation! Meditation increased his recovery rate by a tenth. But a tenth wouldn’t do anything! Keller was so close to the tree. Its branches spread, a ruby-red maw opening as it bent its trunk toward her.

No! he cried in his mind. His foot twitched as his healing finally gained traction. But it wasn’t enough. Keller hadn’t noticed the tree’s mouth. She hadn’t seen the huge, wooden fangs dripping with sap. He needed a boost, and he needed it fast.

“Restoration,” he groaned. “Of course.” His mind was foggy, but the skill increase helped. If only…

It came to him. It took one skill point to upgrade a skill from Novice to Capable. It cost three to raise a skill from Capable to Adept. It cost ten to go from Adept to Expert and fifty to get to Master. He could raise it once.

“I can get Restoration to Adept, but that’s it.” He closed his eyes and tried to allot the points. It was why he’d saved them up, but he’d assumed he would use them to get himself out of a life and death situation, not someone else. But Keller was everything to him. She’d become his best friend, and Seven would do anything for her.

He raised it to Adept, marveling at the immediate effect. His Health rose, ticking up at a great rate. His legs twitched. The dull pain in his stomach vanished. He got up, lifting his sword and creeping toward the tree, once more attempting to sneak up on it. As the tree’s maw dripped sap on the enthralled Keller, he burst into a run, leaping. He landed, thudding onto the bent trunk and slashing down with his sword. The blade cut through the closest branch, loping it off with one clean hit. He reversed his sword and plunged it into the trunk.

“Leave it” Keller screamed, jinking around the tree and scooping up the fallen branch.

“Huh?” Seven said, taking a moment to understand. He pulled his sword out, leaping down and racing after Keller. The tree whipped around, the very ends of its branches lashing Seven. He used his Strength to hold his course and his Dexterity to keep his balance, swerving, rescuing his fall, and catching up with Keller.

“Nice work!” she shouted.

“I thought he had you!”

“I let him think it, too. I have faith in you, Seven. Now shut the fuck up and run.” She glanced over her shoulder. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”

He looked behind. The tree thundered toward them; its maw open, barky lips peeled back to reveal the full extent of its wood fangs. “It’s fast,” he cried.

“But it can’t squeeze where we can.” Keller raced across a long escarpment, heading diagonally down and into a thicker part of Tanglewood. Seven moved the branch into his storage, his buckler and sword too. He ran alongside Keller, taking her sword as she unfastened her buckler.

“Thanks,” she cried. “Now let’s show it a clean pair of heels.” She turned sharply, racing down a stream, her boots thudding into the fast-flowing water.

“It’s closing!” Seven cried. “We need to get to a thicker part.”

“Where the fuck do you think I’m running to?” She was breathing hard. “But I know as much about this forest as you do.”

“Cave!” Seven pointed.

Keller changed direction, angling straight for it. “Push your Instinct into it.”

Seven tried, imagining his Instinct entering the cave and rooting about. “I can’t sense anything!”

The rumble behind them told them the Speakwood Tree was closing on them.

“We’ve got no choice!” Keller cried and hurtled into it, skidding to a stop as darkness swamped them. The tree skidded to a halt right in front of the cave.

“Thieves!” the tree cried. “You tricked me!” Then it began chuckling, the laughter turning into ominous, deep-throated mirth. “But I’m a patient tree. I’ll wait. Once Ripper wakes, you’ll both run into my embrace.”

“Ripper?” Seven asked.

“I thought you said you couldn’t sense anything.” Keller folded her arms and glared at him.

“I didn’t. I don’t. Hang on! I do now.” He turned, using his Dark Sight to peer into the darkness.


Chapter Sixteen




A pair of red eyes appeared, an ominous, guttural growl following. Seven pulled Keller’s sword from his ring, handing it to her as he equipped his spear. The spear’s shaft glowed, its tip flaming, coated with crackling mana.

“What the fuck?” Keller said, her words barely a breath.

Seven shrugged, “Must be something to do with my mana build up. I need better Dark Sight. Time to spend points.”

“You’re sitting on skill points? I spend mine as soon as I get them.”

Seven grimaced, thinking he’d let slip too much information. Investing three, the cave lightened, and the Ripper became clear.

“Is that a wolf?”

Outside, the Speakwood Tree chuckled. “That’s no wolf. That thing is a killing machine. You’re so dead.”

“I’ll enthrall it like I tricked you,” Keller said, squeezing her eyes and glaring at the wolf while saying, “Here, boy. Come to Momma and get your tummy rubbed.”

Seven thought she might be overestimating the power of Enthrall. Those thoughts were confirmed when the wolf barked and scraped at the rock floor with its blade-like claws. He slipped his buckler on, taking up a position between the wolf and Keller.

“You had your chance,” he said. “Trust me, it’s nice being enthralled by her. Better than being slaughtered by me!”

He dove forward as Keller cooed. “Sometimes, Seven, you say all the right things.”

His leap took him close to the wolf. It stood shoulder-height to him, its haunches tense as it readied its own attack. But Seven’s rapid advance had taken it by surprise. The warrior’s flaming spear stabbed out, the strike so fast and accurate that the wolf didn’t see it coming. Seven pirouetted as the flaming stab closed on the beast. The movement altered the spear’s trajectory, piercing its tough hide on its hackles as he aimed for its spine.

Ripper tore forward. Seven pulled back his strike, the wolf’s rapid reaction meaning his strike missed, shattering his target. But the wolf’s lunge was slightly off-center. That told Seven he’d hit something vital. His move had left Keller exposed. She let out a yelp as Ripper bounded toward her. She went down on one knee, her buckler up and protecting her face, her sword thrusting out at the leaping beast. The movement was deliberate and precise. It was a lunge of absolute confidence, one worthy of a master.

Even though her sword connected, sliding into the beast’s gut, the creature’s power bowled her over. Ripper towered over her, a snarling mass of fangs bearing down as Keller frantically tried to bring her buckler in between her and the beast’s slathering maw. Seven flew at it, his spear flashing forward as he dove, his grip halfway up its shaft. He spun in midair, thrusting the weapon up into its gut, driving it toward the creature’s lungs and heart.

“Do something!” Keller screamed as he thumped to the rock right by her. He rolled, leaving his spear implanted. The wolf hesitated, growling. “Calm Wolfie,” Keller said, doing her damnedest to enthrall it.

“How is it still-” Seven cried as he used his Dexterity to roll up, jumping back to his feet and equipping his sword. As soon as he held it, the Mastery flowed through him, and he struck, slicing down on the wolf’s neck. He held his stroke, stopping it the instant he’d completed the grizzly task.

“I think I just shit myself,” Keller said as the wolf’s head fell beside her, Seven’s blade inches from her chin. Blood gushed over her, pumping out from the wolf’s neck before Seven kicked it off her and pulled her up and out of the way.

“Are you okay?” he asked, dragging her and propping her against a rock.

“So fucking far from okay, I can’t even see it,” she said. “But I’m still alive, thanks to you.”

“No, thanks to us. You got a good hit in, too.”

“But,” said the Speakwood Tree. “You’re not out of the woods yet.” The tree fell silent. “What? Nothing? Not even a small laugh?”

Seven sat back next to Keller. “One beast at a time.” He took a breath as she rested her head on his shoulders, and he checked his notifications.

Congratulations! You have leveled up. You are now Level Nine. You have eight unallocated attribute points.

You have loot! The claws of the Ripper Wolf are precious indeed. You may now dissemble the beast and take your bounty.

“You want to do the honors or shall I?”

“I just want to get home.”

“You wanna get home? I need a bath—like right now!”

“I hear you,” Seven said, needing to think about his spare points. He’d let them mount up a little in case he needed a boost anywhere. He dissembled the wolf, putting the claws in storage, then stowed the pelt away when it didn’t vanish. “Looks like we got a load of wolf meat too,” he said.

“I’m rather partial to wolf meat,” the Speakwood Tree said.

Keller perked. “Then perhaps we could do a deal.”
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They came to their glade. Both walked like defeated peasants rather than victorious warriors.

“I’m so tired I could sleep for an age,” Seven said.

“Bath first. I swallowed some of that wolf’s blood. I can’t get the taste out of my mouth. It was gross but strange.”

“Strange?”

“Sticky power filled it. I’m not sure how to describe it. It’s sapped all my energy.”

“We’re here now. You can have your bath. I’ll wash up then go see Librarian and give him his damn branch. I want to rip his guts out—that’s what I want to do.”

“Why?” Keller asked. “There were some bad bits, but overall, I had a pretty good time. I leveled and got a few skills. We’ve got some loot, and…” She pulled him close. “We became good friends. Friends with…”

“Benefits,” Seven said as they came to the deck. He gathered his courage, facing her and holding her hands. Even coated in blood, she was stunning. He moved a lock of crusty hair out of her eye. “Friends,” he said and kissed her. “But if you ever want more.”

She reached up, pressing her finger against his lips. “We have no idea where all this leads. It appears to be some kind of academy or training place. We have no idea what for.” She grimaced. “I guess I’m saying this way is better for now. Let’s not make plans when we don’t know what the future holds.”

He pursed his lips as she turned and entered her chapel. He wanted more. He was desperate for more. But she was right. They did not know where they were going. Keller paused at her doorway. “Don’t go back to the librarian until I can come. I want to see his face. I’ll beat Janice first thing tomorrow. I promise.” She bent and picked up her fruit. “Can I have a raincheck on that meal?”

“A raincheck?”

“Can we do it another time?”

He smiled and picked up his fruit bowl, bread and flagon. “Sure thing. Another time.” Entering his chapel, surrounded by its familiarity, he leaned back against his closed door and took a long breath. “Yeah, I had a good time.”

He set the bowl down on the table, unstoppered the flagon, and drank. Then he walked to the bathroom, shedding his armor as he went, not caring if Keller saw. They were more than just friends. He knew it. She knew it. Neither of them was prepared to admit it. That was all.

He settled back in the filling bath. The adventure had taught him one thing. He had power, but he wasn’t as strong as this new land would demand. He had to work hard. He had to study hard. Not just for himself, but for Keller, too. They were a team, and no words would change that.

And they were lovers too.

Well, almost…
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Seven dreamed of his time with Keller, of when they lay by the lake, and when they slept in the pushed-together beds. He dreamed of her gentle kisses and her wandering hands. But it was her scream that tore him from his slumber. He’d never heard her—not once since the window had cleared, but he heard her desperate cry, so loud it was like she was in the bed with him.

He tore out of the room, pressing his face against the window. She was there, by the square. Janice lay at her feet, body all slashed and bloody. The trainer vanished and Keller turned and faced him, her eyes blood red, glowing like Ripper’s had. She tried to cover her face, her nose a wolf-like snout, her ears on top of her head, and her raven hair streaked with silver. As she brought her hands up, she gawped in horror at her blood-soaked claws, glinting in the lamplight.

“Oh no,” Seven said, banging on the window as Keller backed away, then ran into her bedroom.

He raced outside, banging on her door. “Keller! Keller! Let me in!”

“You can no more enter her chapel than she can enter yours, young man,” the familiar voice of the librarian said, his tone deep and aloof. “Why is it you feel the need to make a ruckus everywhere you go? If that is what you did? Did you annoy The Speakwood tree so much that it loped its own branch off just to get rid of you?”

Seven glared at him. “This is your fault! This is all your fault! You set me on a quest you knew I couldn’t win. You dragged Keller into it when we went into the dungeon. This is on you.” He rushed toward the librarian, his fists raised. He called for his sword, the weapon appearing in his hand. Drake flicked his wrist, a burst of silver magic spewing from his hand, knocking Seven clean off his feet. He flew back, smashing into Keller’s door and sliding down.

“Think lad! Think before you act for once in your life!”

Seven’s head pounded, and his ribs screamed in agony. He focused on his Restoration, his new level healing him quickly. Jumping up, he registered the shock on the librarian’s face. “I did think! We thought! And we outfoxed the wicker spider. We beat the growlers, made friends with the gnomes, and we got the branch you wanted without having to kill the tree. But the tree chased us right into Ripper’s cave. But guess what?”

Librarian sighed. “Do tell.”

“We beat that motherfucker. But it nearly got Keller, and when I chopped its head off, she accidentally swallowed a load of its blood.”

The librarian retreated to the deck table and sat. “Did she now? Tell me, was she looking into its eyes at the time? Was she enthralling the beast?”

“I don’t know. It all happened so fast.”

“Yes,” a soft voice said as Keller’s door opened. She exited her chapel, standing before the librarian, her armor disheveled and bloody. “It had me pinned, and my only option was to enthrall it. I think it worked because it could have ripped my throat out. Instead, it hesitated. It hesitated and Seven loped its head off.”

“Sit,” Drake said. “Sit, both of you. We need to talk.”

“Is it reversible?” Keller asked. Gone was her normal bubbly demeanor, replaced by shock, sheer, undiluted shock.

The librarian pushed back his cloak. He looked intently at them both, his mind clearly working overtime. “Reversible?” he repeated, crossing his legs and looking at the dawn sky. “I’d say not, but I couldn’t conceive for a moment why you’d want to.”

“But you didn’t see what I did to Janice. I tore her apart.” Keller held her shaking hands as she trembled all over.

“Isn’t that the point? Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do, young lady?”

“How the fuck do I know what I’m supposed to do?” Keller cried. “You fuckers ripped me from my life and dragged me here. I’ve no fucking idea what I’m doing here, what the future holds, anything!”

The librarian held his hand up. “Don’t think for an instance you’re the only one—or that the tutors here don’t understand the feeling. We’ve all been through it. We all know precisely what you’re going through. So, Ms. Keller, I suggest you listen, and if he’s got an ounce of sense, he’ll shut up too!”

Keller glared at him, clearly ready to say more, but then she visibly shrank. “It’s just Keller. No, Ms. Just Keller.”

“Well, Keller, let me tell you what I believe has happened to you. Do you understand what happens when you enthrall a beast?” He didn’t wait for her to reply, shaking his head and drawing his fingers through his black hair. “No, of course you don’t. You aren’t even supposed to have the Enthrall skill. How you got it, I do not know.” He made a pained expression. “Was it on my quest?”

“It was. I told the gnomes the tale of the wicker battle, the demise of one of theirs, and how we defeated the growlers.”

Drake sighed. “That would do it. You must be a magnificent orator. This causes me some issues.”

“The wolf?” Seven asked.

“Yes, that. When you enthrall something, a transfer takes place. The enthralled surrenders some control which the enthraller gains. Wolf blood, of all the beasts out there, is highly contagious.”

“Like a disease?” Keller asked.

“Much like one. I take it you’ve heard of werefolk—werewolves—you get the picture?”

“I’m a fucking werewolf?”

“No. Better,” the librarian said. “A werewolf would be a way of life. You would have very little control over when you change, certain urges, and, of course, there’s the whole full moon thing. My belief is that when you swallowed the enthralled blood, it joined with yours and gave you certain wolven traits. Ones you’ll be able to bring to the fore as and when you wish. In short, you will open up a Companion skill that will turn you into a veritable killing machine. But you will need help learning to control it, and that could cause me a problem.”

“Because the quest you set us was off the books,” Keller said, her expression a little cheerier. “Let me tell you what’s going to happen now, Mr. Librarian.”

“You are the novice—” the librarian snapped, but Keller had gained control.

“I’m speaking. You are going to allow me entry to the library. I have defeated Janice the correct number of times, so that won’t be an issue. I’ll attend at lunchtime. There I will meet whoever can help me open the skill to control my new problem. You will arrange this. In return, Seven will give you the Speakwood branch. You and he will begin again, slates scrubbed.”

“Anything else?” Drake sighed.

“One thing. You’ll teach Seven to read.”

“No deal,” he said. “I can’t do the last one. It would drive me to despair. I’ll arrange tuition with one of my subordinates. How about that?”

“Seven?”

“Deal,” Seven said.

“Then you have a deal. We will hand over the branch when we meet our tutors.”

The librarian grimaced. “Just one issue. You haven’t progressed far enough to gain the access needed.”

“What do we need to do?”

“You must beat Sierra five times in a row. But it’s impossible at your level. You won’t beat her until you’re at least level fifteen.”

“We beat your quest,” Seven pointed out. “We beat the quest that was supposed to kill us.”

“Supposed to kill you?” Drake stared at him. “Yes, it was, wasn’t it?

“Then we can beat Sierra.”


Chapter Seventeen




Seven entered the ring. A staff appeared in his hand. It had no grip and was unremarkable in every way. He held it across his body, thrusting it, swinging it, then bringing it back to his side. He readied, waiting, but then the square shimmered and altered, and he stood on a halved tree trunk spanning a fast-flowing river. Yet it was no dungeon, nor any spreading vista. The scene ended where the square would have done, which told him he was still in his chapel.

Then Sierra appeared. Without an ounce of fat on her, the trainer looked daunting. Every inch of her rippled with muscle. Muscles stacked her abdomen, arms as powerful as a veteran stonemason, her legs as athletic as a scout. She bore her great staff easily, twirling it around like a baton, then beckoned him forward.

Seven used his mammoth Dexterity, ignoring the fall on either side of the trunk and bounding forward, full of confidence. Sierra ambled up to him, performing a series of shapes which he followed, learning from each.

While he’d never used a staff before, he’d done his fair share of any-thing-close fighting. Over the years, he’d used brooms, rakes, spades and forks. Poor folk made do, and when someone attacked him, Seven was perfectly capable of defending himself with whatever came to hand. So he wasn’t that disadvantaged in using the staff. When she attacked, though, he found himself flying through the air and plunging into the river, so cold that might as well have been ice.

“Well fuck a duck,” he muttered and vanished the second he hit the extent of the illusion. He reappeared on the log.

While all but Helena had remained completely quiet, Sierra laughed at him. “They call you a novice for a reason, then.”

Seven closed his eyes, remembering what he and Keller had discussed.

What attributes does the staff use?

Logic told him Strength, but the scene hinted at Dexterity. Sierra’s speed certainly had something to do with that number. He tried to think of a clever retort, but humor eluded him. She beckoned him forward again.

This time, he made sure his defense was solid, protecting his lower half. She bounded across the log, swinging her staff. He pushed his instinct out, hoping for a clue. She struck. He countered. The shock of their staffs connecting sent shivers up his arms. She switched. He changed his stance, but she dove through his defense, clipping his knees. His legs collapsed. Holding the staff in both hands, he lifted it above his head, expecting her to strike. Her boot shot out, catching him in the chest and sending him back. He fell, the icy river carrying him to the illusion’s boundaries.

And he appeared back on the log.

It was Dexterity—definitely Dexterity—and it was free-form fighting. Seven could deal with that. If Sierra wanted to fight dirty, he could do that, too. He bounced on the balls of his feet, readying, then advanced, ducking the moment she came close. He swept the staff in a wide arc, expecting to catch her feet and upend her. She jumped, seeing his move in plenty of time. Her staff came down on his undefended head, splitting his skull and sending him into the icy water.

It was Strength—definitely Strength. He waited for her to come to him. As she reached the midpoint, he raced forward, the staff held like a battering ram. Shoulder down, he screamed his war cry. Sierra vaulted over him, smashing her staff across his ass and sending him floundering. He slipped, fell, and plunged into the freezing water.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Staff Fighting. You are a novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

Whether the notification came on the tenth, twentieth, or thirtieth time he went for a swim, he didn’t know, and it didn’t make a damn bit of difference. She still sat him on his ass, tripped him, smashed his head, or took his legs away.

Then, at some point, he didn’t quite know when a change occurred, he fought her, not matching her stroke for stroke by any means, but actually countering. She retreated. He advanced. She caught him, and he fell. But the next time, he rose with more confidence as a revelation swamped him.

It was Mind. Unbelievably, it was Mind. Staff fighting wasn’t all about brawn, nor was it speed or balance. It was an intricate weave of all, which his mind controlled. As soon as he realized that, he made progress. His Mind score was only thirty, but the librarian had said he’d need to be level fifteen to beat her. A score of thirty was theoretically possible at level fifteen, but it was hardly likely. It would mean massively favoring Mind over all other attributes when allocating the initial free points. So, he was already there. With that realization came confidence, and with confidence came his first victory.

Strength came into play, as did Dexterity, and especially Body. What, on the surface, appeared as brutal weapon was one of elegance, one of finesse, and one that combined every single number he possessed. The trunk narrowed after his win, and they fought again. He lost. She lost. The trunk narrowed again, and he fully understood the lesson.

It wasn’t just about fighting. She was teaching him poise and balance. She was adding to his finesse. So, Seven did something he’d not done before. He kept letting her win, all the while he was learning.

Once he’d learned everything he could, once he’d rung every ounce of knowledge from Sierra, he finished her off, once, twice, and five times. He threw the staff down, walking outside and finding Keller with her feet up and eyes closed.

“What took you so long?” she asked without opening her eyes.

“I found her enlightening.” He sat.

“Sinta dropped off your fruit. I ate an apple.”

“Did she not drop yours off?”

“She did, but she gives you the best stuff. I think she’s got a soft spot for you.”

He reached and took an apple. It was a mighty fine fruit. “I should go ahead and meet Drake. How did you get on with Sierra?”

Keller yawned. “I finished with her some while ago. You’d be amazed how easily the wolf in me adapted to fighting on a log.” Stretching, she winked. “I battered that bitch straight after her first snarky comment.”

“With the staff, or did you just claw her to death?”

“With the staff. Honestly, it would amaze you. I’m not showing any modifier, but my Dex is off the charts and my Mind has had some kind of boost. It was like Sierra fought in slow motion. And Instinct! Fuck! I know what you mean now. I could predict what she would do even before the slow-assed cow even struck.” She squeezed her face up. “I could smell her fear, Seven, even though she’s not really there. Does that make sense?”

“It makes perfect sense, and it means you’ve caught up with me, so it’s about time I told you my truth.”

“Not now,” Keller said. “We still haven’t had our meal. I think that’s the perfect time.”

Seven dithered. He was ready to tell her. He wanted to get it over and done with, so there weren’t any lies or omissions between them. “I,” he went to say but relented when he remembered she had some kind of confession too. “Okay, but we have our meal straight after the meeting.”

“No. We do another dungeon level—we still have level two to do. Drake’s dungeon didn’t count. We must progress above all else, Seven. We’ve got to get strong. My wolven gut tells me this.”

“A level two dungeon?” he grinned. “We’ll breeze it.”

She cocked her head. “Yes, I think we will.” Keller rose. “The library’s through the new door on the left?”

“The one opposite the bathroom.”

“See you in there, then.” She stole another apple, polishing it on her sleeve, then taking a big bite out of it. “She really gives you the best stuff.”

Seven made his way to the library, standing in its hall until Keller appeared by his side. “You weren’t kidding me, were you? Why’s most of it grayed out?”

“We don’t have access to those bits yet. Before I defeated Sierra, I could only access that row there. Looks like another couple of rows have opened up.”

“And that canteen.” Keller pointed to another doorway, a sign by its side.

“And that stairway,” he added. A sweeping staircase rose to another level, which was mostly grayed out, barring a corridor. “Which is probably the best place to find a Librarian.”

“If his name’s Drake, why go by Librarian? You think he’s just a cock?” Keller headed toward the stairs, but a soft, female voice stopped her in her tracks.

“You must learn to use your enhanced wolven senses to detect others even when you turn your back. Had I been a bear or a giant arachnid, you’d be dead by now. While certain larger predators will actively hunt you, certain smaller predators will now steer clear of you, which will add to your isolation. As you can see, Drake has asked me to run through the basics with you.”

Both Seven and Keller turned slowly. A woman stood before them dressed in a similar flowing black robe to Drake. To all intents and purposes, she resembled a human woman, but there was something about her that didn’t ring true. She wore her gray hair cut short. Her eyes sucked him in but also retained a bored look, and Seven had the feeling that while she might be friendly, she wouldn’t care if she saw him again or not. It was like their mere presence had imposed on her day.

“You can smell me, Seven. Feel something is wrong with me. What you are sensing is something Keller must get used to. I am part feline, and I have been for so long that where the cat stops and I begin has become muddled. Your Instinct was right. It’s up the stairs.”

She slipped soundlessly past them and shot up the stairs with all the grace of, well, a cat. Seven and Keller swapped glances and followed.

“You think I’m supposed to come with you? This is your thing, isn’t it?”

Keller shrugged. “Unknown. But this was the way we were going to go to see Librarian so⁠—”

“His name is Professor Drake,” the cat woman said. “He calls himself Librarian because it is one of the most forgettable positions available in the Quintasia Foundation. So, to save him introducing himself and then having to add librarian when he received an enquiring eyebrow, he simply led with the answer. I, for one, do not understand it. The answer to every problem that ever existed is available in these halls. Is there anything more precious than the one who knows where those answers are?” She came to the top of the steps. “Now, I believe there is some transactional payment due before I begin my tutelage. So, let us attend to that.” She wrapped on the first door. A placard on its rich red wood had the word Librarian etched into its polished brass.

“How did you know it was me?” Keller asked.

“I can smell a wolf a mile away. It’s one of the drawbacks to being a cat. Some humans stink worse than a cesspool. Trust me, you’ll understand as you master your ghost form.”

“My ghost form?”

“It is how I refer to my alter-ego, my other half. However you square this transformation within your mind, it is better—” She paused. “Better to accept it early.”

“Come!” Drake’s thunderous voice boomed, and they entered the office.

He looked up from behind his large, polished wood desk. “So soon? That was barely a morning!” He glanced at an hourglass. “It should have taken you months to beat Sierra—months of peace and quiet.” He sighed, holding his head in his hands. “What did I do to deserve this?” Steepling his fingers, he inhaled deeply, closing his eyes before suddenly opening them. “Sit, sit, both of you. And you, Laven, err, Professor Laven. Thank you for escorting them to me. So, my payment.”

Seven slid the chair back and produced the large branch. “There, your bit of wood.”

The two professors gasped.

“That is Speakwood?” Drake eventually asked.

“You said you wanted some. It was the purpose of the quest.”

“Yes, but I expected a twig, at best a small bough. This is priceless—errm—worth quite a few coins. Not many.” He looked up and grinned. “Must be worth a few coins.”

“Drake!” Laven snapped. “You know full well the worth of this piece. Might I remind you that you engaged them in a perilous quest on a vindictive whim in the vague hope you might get a twig or two? You will take what you expected, then sell the rest in the customary way and pass the monies on to them under the strict agreement that everyone will keep their lips sealed. Is that clear?”

Drake’s expression tightened. “I’m so glad I brought you in on this, Laven. Might I inform you that it was no whim? The novice dropped the tome Magical Monsters and their Woven Lore by none other than Brackwood and Anthony. Such a work is priceless, and he threw it down without regard!”

“I did not!” Seven protested, but Laven held up her hand.

“Then it is just as well you brought me in. Were I to have adjudicated that punishment, then it would have been a few trials in the arena with a couple of the offended monsters, not a quest that most of us would have struggled to complete.”

“Ermm,” Keller said, raising her hand. “Surely the quest would have been easy for you?”

Drake snickered. “The quest is nearly impossible. The Speakwood Tree is a protected monster—one of a kind. To kill it is to be sentenced to death. The foundation treasures its rarities. To get the wood without killing it is equally difficult, and the reward is simply not worth it. Paper that can talk has limited uses above being a curio.”

“But you said it was worth a lot?” Seven was gradually becoming more and more confused.

“It is,” Drake said, grinding his teeth. “Because there’s enough there to create an entire speaking book. That will sell well if we can find an author worth his salt to write a tale worth telling.” He grunted. “One of the Royal Guardians will snap it up. No doubt about that.”

“The tale of how two novices lopped an entire branch from the tree without killing it and then got clean away would be worth telling,” Laven said.

Drake sighed. “I will do as you wish. Once sold, I will divide up the excess coins between the pair of them and place the monies in their student accounts for when they graduate from the novice’s dungeons.”

“Acceptable,” Laven said. “Now, with that sordid affair behind us, their quest reward?”

Quite why Laven was on their side, Seven didn’t know, but he certainly would not argue. Drake held his head in his hands and muttered something inaudible. “I shall sort them out a skill book each.”

“Two,” Laven said.

He thumped the table. “Two and that’s my final offer!”

“What’s a skill book?” Keller asked.

“It is a book that once read gives you the skill to which it pertains,” Laven said. “I would suggest one on reading and one on writing for Seven and one on trading and another on tracking for the girl.”

“But you will teach the boy how to read. That was our deal,” Drake snapped.

“That was our deal before I found out all about the reasons for your illicit quest. I’ll still teach Keller, but I’ll not tutor the boy or pay someone else to do it. That’s on you.”

Drake sighed and barely breathed his next word. “Why?”

“Because when I came to my agreement with Aranax it was a very lonely time for me.” She turned to Keller. “Aranax is my spirit. When we first joined, I could have done with a friend. Keller is very fortunate to have Seven. Provided she agrees, Seven should understand the changes to expect in her.”

“I would like him there, if possible,” Keller said. She reached, resting her hand on his. He entwined his fingers, grasping her and holding her tightly.

“And I’d be happy to be there.”

Laven quirked an eyebrow. “Perhaps closer than I thought.”

Drake stood. “Then we have an agreement. Two skill books each, the excess coin from the Speakwood sale, your tutelage, and all debts discharged, and none shall speak of this again.” He snapped his fingers together and a glowing golden disc appeared, hovering at waist height equidistant from all of them. “We swear, and the terms are binding.”

“But they are novices,” Laven said. “The Quintasia Foundation doesn’t know them yet.”

“Of course it does. It knows everything. Now, place your hand on the sigil and swear to abide by the terms agreed.”

Seven held his hand out, waiting for one of the two professors to take the lead, but as soon as it was close to the magical disc, a tug brought it to rest on the sigil.

“Ahh! The Cheater! I’ve been waiting to have a word with you!” The soft female words swirled around his mind. “Do not think for a moment that the deal done with Penick and Califire has escaped my attention. Nor should you assume that your advantage has gone unnoticed. Everything that happens here happens for a reason and there is a price to pay. Remember, you get nothing for nothing in Quintasia, and you have a lot. Your price will be steep, Novice. Expect to pay it or die trying.”

Seven tried to withdraw his hand, but it remained locked in place.

“I believe you have an oath to swear,” the strange presence said.

“I swear to uphold the terms of the bargain forged,” Seven said, the words drawn from him without thought.

“Better,” the voice said. “Despite your gifts, you must work harder than any, or you will fall before you fulfill your turbulent destiny.”

Seven withdrew his hand. Keller reached for it straight away. “Are you okay?”

“I’m not sure,” he said, noticing both professors looking at him peculiarly.


Chapter Eighteen




Laven took them to a small room along the corridor. It had none of the formalities of Drake’s office, rather than a single table with six chairs tucked under. She sat on one, her back straight and gaze distant. “We should have bargained for access to one of these for you. Studying in the main hall can be quite challenging for some. Students, will, after all, be students. But the deal is done.”

“Was setting us the quest so bad?” Seven asked, taking a seat opposite her.

“Bad, yes. Ill-advised, also yes. Spiteful? Without a doubt. What you are missing is this. Drake is a powerful wizard. He should teach one of the top classes. But he has this mischievous streak that has led to his downfall. That is why he is here. His fall from grace has been stunning.”

“Not his first time, then,” Keller said.

“Let’s just say he makes a habit of overstepping. He also thinks everyone is as powerful as he is. Thus, he thought nothing of setting you on the quest and probably only thought of the consequences once you had entered the dungeon. But let’s not dwell on it. All is well that ends well, and this has ended very well for you, Keller.”

She shook her head, then nodded, displaying the conflict in her. “It appears that way, but I’m uncomfortable with it. It’s like something else is living in my body.”

Laven reached, but Keller pulled her hands away. The professor frowned. “It will be a lot harder on your own.”

“I have Seven,” she said.

“In that way, you are fortunate. Most would watch their friend rip a trainer apart and never go near them again. We need to open up your Companion Skill. Then you will command it at will. Would you like me to explain how, or do you wish to find out yourself?”

“No. No, please. Sorry. I’ve always been a private person. It was hard—it is hard enough to open up to Seven, and we’ve been through some stuff.”

“I understand. You will open the skill at Novice. That will immediately allow you to control your wolf. Does it come as soon as your adrenaline flows?”

Keller nodded. “Can’t I swap the trading skill book out and get a companion one?”

“There is no companion skill book. There would be no point in writing one. It would be different for each person. It comes with adrenaline?”

“Yes.”

“Then imagine if you could command it to come before you needed it. Also, if it only comes when you are angry, you’ll miss out on many advantages. Wolves are complex and highly intelligent animals. They aren’t just hunters. They are pack animals. If you are a private person, that may change as your Wolven traits grow stronger. You’ll either be a leader or follower, dependent on your wolf. If a follower, you’ll look to your alpha for order. Or you may become the alpha female, then it will be your task to keep all the other females in line.”

“Hold on a minute,” Keller said. “All the other females?”

“You will expect to form a pack. A pack comprises of more than just two. Trust me, Keller, the bond you will feel will be a reward in itself. If, as you’ve said, you’ve lived a lonely life, that will end. You’ll be part of something that will grow within you and that you will defend with your life.”

She bit her lip. “What else?”

“Your speed will be phenomenal. Your hearing, sense of smell, and vision will improve. Your Instinct will guide you like never before. But this is why you need the skill. At Novice, you’ll be able to switch the skill on and off. At Capable, you’ll see the full extent of the possibilities within you. Adept will see you swapping between the two slickly, but also integrating. You’ll see things from two perspectives. You’ll be able to work out the best form each time you face a test. Expert will allow you to separate wolven traits from human. For instance, you might want to hear a distant conversation but not want to alter your physical form. Expert will allow you to do that. Master will complete the transition and add ancestry. Ancestry is the recording of all things wolven. It lets you immerse yourself in their ancient history, learning all they have learned during their lengthy evolution.”

“Fuck,” Keller said, her head in her hands and her mouth agape. “What about my numbers?”

“When in wolf form or partial wolf form you will gain modifiers. The more you train your wolf, the higher those modifiers get. But you need the skill to see them. At the moment, you won’t see them because the system hasn’t registered your companion’s presence.”

“You called it the Companion skill. So, it isn’t actually me?”

“It will be. I enthralled a cat a long while ago. She was my companion for an age, but then her body gave up and I faced a choice. Keep her alive within me or lose something that had been part of me for a long, long time. I chose the former and haven’t regretted it for a moment. Your circumstance differs from mine and most others. Trust me, there aren’t many of us. I know of no others who have joined with an animal without getting to know them first. You must tread a careful path.”

“But it starts with the skill?”

“It does.”

“How do I open it?”

Laven sighed. “That is a good question. Normally you’d be with your companion in the same way you would a pet. After a while, you’d negotiate companionship and if the system allowed it, it would grant you the skill. In this case, I’m at a loss.”

“She has to remain as a wolf while within my dungeons until I deem she’s worthy of the honor,” the strange voice in Seven’s head said. “I’d suggest you aid her as much as possible. You will need strong friends to get through your punishment.”

“Punishment?”

“You cheated. You cheat, and you will continue to cheat. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!”

“She has to take on the wolf’s form and fight in the dungeon like it—not the one we weren’t supposed to be in, the ones we must fight to graduate from Novices.”

Laven eyed him suspiciously. “How do you know? Is it talking to you?”

“No!” Seven snatched at the word. “I…I’ve got great Instinct and sometimes things just come to me.”

“Great Instinct.” She harrumphed. “I’d love to know what number I’d need to know the unknown.” She struck the table and stood. “Keller, I have the honor of running House Green. It is not the most prestigious. I’d go so far as to say it is one of the poorer Houses in the foundation, but we’d welcome you with open arms should you need a safe place.”

She rounded the table, her hand on the doorknob, when Seven blurted, “What about me?”

“You?” she asked. “I have a feeling you’ll be trouble. I’ve also a feeling that the top guilds will fight over you. Why would you want to join a lowly House?” She smiled. “I only offered Keller out of politeness. She will get snapped up, too. But I wanted her to know there’s a sanctuary in the foundation if she joins us.”

Laven left, and Keller let her head bang on the table as she let out a tremendous sigh. “Well, that settles that. I’m a freak.” She turned to him, still resting her head on the table. “But a powerful one. So, how many mates are you going to invite into our pack?”

Seven blushed. “Mates as in…”

“As in lovers. She had you pegged as the alpha male. If I’m going to be the alpha female, I want to know a rough figure. Three, four, ten, twenty?”

Seven’s blush deepened until his head throbbed. “I haven’t even—” He stopped himself. “You know. With you was the first time I’ve done anything. No one looks at a cursed twice, let alone a pretty girl.”

Keller reached out. “They’re all going to look at you, Seven. I know they are.”

But I’ll only want you…

He snorted. “That’ll be the day,” he said and missed the disappointment that rippled across Keller’s expression.
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Seven walked into the dungeon, Keller already there.

“Where have you been?” she asked, her hand shading her eyes against the baking sun.

He looked up, not a cloud in the sky. “I was hungry. Wolfed a banana down.”

“Very funny.”

“What? Hey? No! It’s just a saying.”

“So, you think I bolt my food, do you?”

“No! I…”

She laughed, play-punching him. “You’ve really got to lighten up. So, kind of a desert, rocky thing going on here. I’m guessing snakes and scorpions are today’s fodder.”

“Do wolves even hunt them?”

Keller shrugged. “I’ve got news for you. Not a clue. Before yesterday I knew nothing about wolves, and now I know slightly less than nothing.”

“Well, you gotta change whatever. We need you to open up that skill. Can’t have you ripping me apart if you get a little pissed at me.”

She turned away. “Promise you won’t look.”

He grabbed her, spinning her around. “Look, it’s me, Seven. We fought the Wicker Spider together. We fought the Speakwood. Nothing you can do can change the way I feel about you.”

She glanced at him from the corner of her eyes. “What way’s that?” She smirked. “Don’t answer. Okay, so, how do I change? I’m not angry. I need to be angry. I can’t change unless I’m angry.”

“Yes, you can,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Haven’t you ever assumed the guise of someone you weren’t? I know I have.”

She snorted. “I pretend to be something I’m not all the time. Well, most of the time. When it’s just me and—Let me try.”

She screwed her face up. “I feel like I’m trying my hardest to fart.” It was then her turn to blush hard. “Did I just say that out loud?”

Seven rolled on the floor, holding his sides. He’d never heard something so funny in his entire life. “Loud and clear.”

“Will you stop laughing!”

Tears streamed down Seven’s cheeks. “Trying to fart!” He slapped the ground.

“Seven!” she snapped, but he kept laughing.

Right until a feral growl rang out, until a wolf pinned him to the ground, its slathering maw dripping saliva onto his face.

“Keller?” Seven asked, his laughter drying up instantly.

The wolf backed away.

“Keller!” Seven said, rising and grabbing the wolf, pulling her into a big hug. “I thought you only partly changed.”

“I…,” she said. “I don’t know what’s happening. I’m still me, just a different me.”

Seven stepped back, gathering his wits. A talking wolf was a step too far. He gulped and composed. “We need to open the skill. It must open fast if you’re fully wolf. Laven never mentioned it, though. Do you think you can hunt?”

She lifted her paw, steel-colored claws springing out, then opened her maw to show him her sharp incisors. “I can hunt.”

“Then let’s do this and get hunting. But one thing.”

“What?”

“Can you change back before our meal? I kinda prefer the other Keller.” He held his hands up in surrender. “Not that there’s anything wrong with you as a wolf. Quite the opposite. That silver-gray hair is stunning, and your eyes.” He crouched down, looking into them. “They’re identical. Maybe a few red flecks. Look, I know it’s you. I’ll always know.”

She rubbed herself against him as he stroked her.

“Say, what’s happened to your armor?” Then he noticed it, spread on the ground a little way away. “Does that mean you’re—You are, aren’t you! You’re naked!”

“Just pick it up and store it. The key question here is what will happen when I change back?” Keller padded away, leaving Seven gawping at her as he collected up her armor, boots, and undergarments and stored them in his ring.

“I guess I’ll turn away again,” he said and trudged after her.

A staff appeared in his hand. He stared at it, wondering about the selection process. Given the likely prevalence of snakes, a spear would have been better—perhaps a sword to chop them up. A staff appeared to be the most useless of all the weapons he’d trained with. But he’d learned from Sierra its various nuances, that it was so much more than it actually looked. He held it, swapping it from one hand to the other. “Well, girl, this is a level two dungeon, and we’ve already beat a level twenty beast. Let’s do this.”

“If you ever girl me again, I’ll bite your nuts off. Just so we’re clear.”

They walked between huge rock pillars, around boulders, and across an arid stretch of baked earth. Seven pushed out his Instinct, searching for trouble. Keller’s hackles rose occasionally. Then, like they were in synch, Keller crouched and Seven pulled his staff across his body and dropped to his haunches.

A giant lizard-like creature was on them in a flash, rounding a boulder at an incredible speed. Its earthen scales matched the ground perfectly. It glared at them for a moment, black slits halving its amber eyes. Seven sprang for it as it leaped toward Keller. He swung his staff instinctively, using everything he learned from Sierra. Powering through with his strength, he focused on the weapon, pushing his strength into it. The lizard exploded as he connected, driving his strike through as she’d shown them.

“One down!” Keller yelled. “Not sure I’m going to be much use. Not sure I want to bite into one of those things.”

Seven crouched by the body. “Perhaps it’s poisonous to you?” He pushed his Instinct into the corpse.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill, Perception. You are a novice. Practice or spend skill points to become Capable.

“Yes!” he cried. “Finally got Perception.”

Name: Cubaraba Lizard

Level: 3

Characteristics: Quick, with a lethal bite, the meat of the Cubaraba is highly toxic unless cooked thoroughly.

He pushed Keller away.

“Hey!” she said.

“You were right. It is toxic.”

“I know. You weren’t the only one to open the skill.”

“Did you get the Companion skill yet?”

Keller nodded and looked away. “Come on. No loot. Let’s get going.”

A dozen Cubarabas later, they entered a large canyon. Towering rock loomed over them, pocked with caves, the sky a mere slit of blue. Seven paused, unsure, pushing his Perception out, filling it with Instinct, then forcing it further. But at Novice it would only go so far. He ground his teeth, knowing he had the ability to sense more, that the skill was holding him back rather than enhancing him. “There’s something out there,” he said.

“No, there’s something up there,” Keller said, lifting her head.

Name: Cubaraba Eagle

Level: 5

Characteristics: The Cubaraba Eagle is the king of the skies. It feeds on any creatures that enter its territory, swooping down and using its vicious claws and formidable beak to rip its prey apart.

“There’s our answer,” Seven said, gripping his staff hard and backing against a boulder. “It’s only level five. Practice. That’s all.”

“Practice can get us killed,” Keller reminded him. “I’ll take up a position on top of the boulder. You draw it to me.”

Seven grunted his agreement, moving forward but careful to keep himself in range of the bird. A shadow passed over him, the bird’s huge wingspan blotting out the relentless sun. Then it vanished. Seven readied, the eagle diving for him. It pulled up at the last moment. Its wings opened, flapping, as its extended claws grabbed at his armor. He adjusted his stance, jabbing with his staff to fend off the attack. But even with its wings splayed, the creature’s momentum drove it onto Seven. He strained, but the force swept him off his feet and deposited him on his back. Its wings closed over him, darkness enveloping him. His staff became useless. Casting it away, he attempted to equip one of his other weapons.

Weapons unavailable—You may only use your current training weapon.

Seven cursed his luck, knowing he should have tackled the dungeon when he was fighting with a spear. He punched out at the creature as it drew its head back, ready for the killing blow.

With a growl and a flash of silver, Keller streaked through the air. She clamped her jaws around the eagle’s neck, biting down and using her momentum to rip the creature’s throat out. Seven slid out from under it, pulling his staff. He drew it back, ready to finish it. But Keller pivoted around, savaging it as it toppled over dead.

Congratulations! You have completed Dungeon Level 2. Because of your high level, you will receive no rewards for completing this dungeon.

“Nothing?” Seven raged. “We get nothing?”

“Well, we are much higher than the dungeon. If it wasn’t for Drake, we’d have tried it before the Speakwood Tree.”

“True,” he said, spitting out eagle feathers. “The question is, this is a level two dungeon. How do dungeon levels relate to ours?”

The dungeon vanished before she could answer, and they appeared back at the entrances to their chapels.

“Go again?” Seven asked.

“No,” she replied. “It’s nearly evening. Let’s finally have that meal. We have a lot to discuss.”

“I suppose we do,” he said, a ball of anxiety growing in his gut.

“So, can I have my armor back?”

He turned his back on her, pulling it from his ring and passing it over his shoulder. She took it, but then reached around him, pressing her naked body into his.

“I won’t always be like this,” she said. “I’m just not as brash as I make out to be.”

“I know,” he said. “I know.”


Chapter Nineteen




“I feel like a dick,” Keller said as she joined him at the table.

They’d entered their respective chapels once Keller had put her armor on. A steaming hot bath had been waiting for Seven. He’d sunk into it, wanting to be clean for what Keller called their date night. He had no idea what one of those was, but the intent was pretty clear. Her voice had taken on a throaty tone as she’d said it, and she’d fluttered her eyelids a little. Seven had little experience with women, but the look had stirred something deep inside him, his blood rushing to his groin. It hadn’t helped that Keller had developed a dangerous edge. The wolf lent her something more—something exciting.

The soap placed by the bath had been unusually fragrant, and scarlet petals had floated on the water. He’d scrubbed himself clean of all the eagle blood, rinsed his ears, and washed his long hair. Once satisfied he was as clean as he could be, he’d toweled himself off and reached for his discarded armor. As he bent, he saw the pants and shirt hanging on the door. The pants were light gray with laces up the sides, and the shirt was of a similar design and as white as fresh-fallen snow. A pair of leather boots sat to one side of the door, maintaining the tasseled theme and completing his new look.

When he’d put the shirt on, it had stretched over his pecs, and as he’d stared into the bathroom mirror, he gasped. His body had changed. He’d known he was becoming more muscular, but he hadn’t taken the time to look. Bath time was usually the last thing he did before falling onto his bed exhausted. He wanted to look his best, and he was happy with what he saw.

But I actually look healthy, he thought. I have some color from the canyon’s intense sun. My hair is softer than it’s ever been.

I’m like a new man!

It put a spring in his step, and his confidence blossomed. But when he saw Keller, he was simply stunned.

“You might feel like a dick, but you look absolutely stunning,” he said, barely able to get the words out.

“This dress is too much. Blue, especially pale blue, isn’t my color. I’m not a girly girl, Seven. I like different shit. This! This is like the chapel, the system, whatever cleans our rooms and puts fresh soap out, wants to serve me up on a platter for you to devour. It’s shit, that’s what it is.”

Seven stood. “Look, let’s just⁠—”

Keller gasped. “Well, you scrub up well. You look positively delish.” Her amusement didn’t last long. She pressed her lips into a firm line and stared up at the starry sky. “If this is all a ploy to get me on my back then you’ve forgotten one important thing!”

Seven, for his part, was still staring at Keller. Once past her stunning good looks, he could see that the clothes didn’t work for her. They fit her body just fine, but they weren’t Keller.

“I feel a little awkward, too. I’ve never had such fine clothes. I think I’ll be too scared of messing them up to enjoy my meal.”

“Should we change back into our armor?”

He chewed his lip. “These are so comfortable, though. If you get past the daft laces and that, they are like wearing pure silk.”

Keller pouted. “I guess. Mine too. If you can just pretend they’re ripped-up jeans and a band T-shirt, then we’re golden.”

He chuckled. “If I could understand a word of that, then I’d do it.”

She ran her fingers through her black hair. “Well, jeans are⁠—”

Seven stopped her. “When did that appear?”

“What?” Keller looked at her hand.

“The white streak in your hair. No, not white, it’s silver, like your wolf.”

She touched the lock. “I thought I’d covered it. I don’t know. It wasn’t there this morning.”

He reached for it, but she shied away. “Let me,” he said, leaning over the table. “It’s the same color as your wolf. You must be close to opening the skill.”

“Perhaps.” She sat, still fingering the lock of silver hair. “I can feel it inside me. I can sense it lurking in my mind. It’s like I can’t turn its perception off.”

“Good or bad?”

“Tiring. So damn tiring but relaxing at the same time.” She shook her head. “That makes little sense, doesn’t it?”

“Explain it to me.”

Before she could, a small procession appeared, coming from the steps with Sinta leading it. She placed a bottle on the table, two mugs on either side. “For you from the Gods.”

Stepping back, another woman set a steaming bowl down, moving the ladle’s handle to Keller. “For you from the Gods.”

A third woman set a plate down before each of them, a thick cut of steaming meat on it. “For you from the Gods.”

The last woman placed a breadbasket down, a huge round of bread in it. “For you from the Gods.”

They all formed a line, bowed, and said, “Enjoy,” before backing away and heading for the steps. Sinta looked around a smile on her face, then disappeared from view.

Keller stared wide-eyed at the food, her focus falling on the meat. “I forgive Drake, and anyone involved in that dungeon,” she said, spooning a healthy portion of gravy-soaked potatoes on her plate. “I’ll wear this dress every night if it gets us meat like this.”

Seven helped himself, piling the potatoes on like Keller had. “Where do you think they come from?”

“The servers? There must be a village down there. That’s the only explanation I can think of.” She shrugged. “That’s if they’re real. The trainers are, so they probably are too. Although…”

“Although?” Seven carved a chunk of meat. his stomach demanding he eat. He placed it on his tongue, closed his eyes. and sighed.

“I know, right!” Keller said, leaning close. “It’s fucking amazing. Look, this shit is going to ruin your head.”

“You said although.”

“Yeah. I was just getting to it. It’s the way Sinta looks at you. That tells me she’s real. Like I said, this shit will do your nut in. If they aren’t real, then is the food real? Are we real? The library—the lot. It’s not worth thinking about.”

“You started it!” Seven said, scooping up a gravy-soaked potato.

“Yeah, because it’s all I think about. Well, not all, but I think about it. Where I come from, we had all these stories about it all. Fake realities and the like. Weird shit. Blow your mind, half of it.” She fell quiet, tucking into her meal. “I’m delaying,” she said after a while. “I’m delaying our confessions by talking rubbish. Who goes first?”

Seven looked up. He’d focused on his meal, hoping she’d forget about it. “I guess I should,” he eventually said. “Seeing as I’ve been keeping a secret that affects everything I do.”

She paused, her fork hovering in midair. “But you’ve told me who you are. You aren’t hiding behind a façade. I know you come from nothing, that everyone persecuted you for your deformity. I know how you nearly died and came here. You know nothing about me, about who I am.”

Seven, however, could not wait. He’d decided. He would ignore Penick and tell her everything, and he needed to do it right then.

“That means I’ve begun my story, so it’s time for me to finish it. Then if you’re still happy to fight and train with me, I’ll hear yours.”

She sawed at her steak. “If that’s the way you want it. But the same applies. Once I’ve told you my story, you can walk away. Pin a blanket over the window so you can’t see me again. Do what you have to.”

“I could never do that,” Seven said, and he began his tale all over, reminding her about Siniman, about the Harraden, the evil wizard, and the Atun. He added in the enchanted weapon, Califire, the bargain he’d made with the Arch Elf Penick, and his aim to form a pact with the elf to become a Warlock—a Hexblade Warlock. Then he told her how he’d woken in the land complete with the storage ring, Califire, and all his stats intact. He’d told her how he’d allocated all the beginner’s stats and explained why he’d breezed through the trainers. He told her how he’d slowed with Sienna and why he’d let her beat him so he could actually learn.

She was silent for a while, then said one word that appeared to be her favorite for the type of situation she found herself in.

“Fuck.”

They finished their meals in silence as Keller processed his confession. Then she looked up. “If you’ve got so many points, how come you didn’t just rip that fucking eagle’s head off?”

“I’ve been thinking about that, and I believe I progressed too fast. One moment I was level nineteen, and my best skill was hunting, the next I was level zero but with loads of points. I think I’m still learning how to use everything. It’s like I can learn fast. Take the sword. I learned that real fast, dispatching Throm in a couple of days. I got Master, but am I really?” He made a strained look.

“Are you really what?”

“A master? I’ve learned everything, but I believe it’s like farming. You can have someone teach you how to do it, but that doesn’t make you an expert. Years of toiling do. The experience of knowing good soil and understanding what plot’s best for what crops. I’m missing all that.”

Keller leaned back, mulling what he’d said. “So, you think it’s more of the potential to be a Master rather than instantly becoming a Master.”

“Yes. It removes all the barriers. You can learn as you fight. It lets you be better, but you still have to work to fulfill⁠—”

“Your potential.” She nodded. “That makes perfect sense. You will become a beast, but you only have the potential to get there at the moment—quickly, mind.”

He settled back. “So, what’s your story?”

Keller paled.

“I’m not sure it’s much.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “No, it is. You should know who you are fighting with. You should know who I am.” She leveled her gaze at him. “I’m a murderer.”

Seven choked on the food he was swallowing. “You mean you killed someone in battle?”

“Nope. I killed a man.”

“Why?” He noticed her hands were shaking. Reaching, he grabbed one, drawing it to him. “Start at the beginning. Tell me everything.”

“That’s just it. I don’t know everything. I just know I killed a man. It was me. I made a terrible mistake.”

“The beginning, Keller.”

She took a breath. “I…It…”

“Imagine you’re trying to enthrall me. Try that. You were great when you talked to the gnomes.”

“This isn’t one of those tales,” she said. “Okay. Let’s give this a go. I’ve said the worst part and you’re still here. Have you ever heard of cannabis? Pot? Dope? Weed?”

Seven shook his head.

“It’s like an herb that you smoke or eat. Sends you a bit do-lally. You get high.”

Seven looked blankly back.

“Gives you vivid dreams.” She snapped her fingers. “Like getting peacefully drunk.”

“Chokevine—like chewing on chokevine.”

“Possibly.” She breathed hard. “Confession time. I liked a bit of weed. No, I liked a lot of weed. I’d been through some things—hostile relationships, crap parents dealing with a crapper daughter, that kind of shit. So, I used the weed to keep my head straight. At least, that’s what I thought it did. A couple of hundred days off it and I see it all differently now.” She poured herself a drink, taking a slug, then spitting it out. “Fuck, that’s too strong for me.”

Seven grinned. “I know. I could barely manage a couple of sips of the gnome’s ale, and my head was all over the place.”

“Too long sober.” She scoffed. “I might have to stay clean. I quite like it. So, anyway, I liked to get out of my face. Needless to say, it suited some things but not others. Some things being laughing, hanging around with folk who just wanted to use you, and shit like that. Some folks were great, but I was weak—easily exploited. Then I got a call—like a message—to tell me that something had happened to my Mum. I borrowed a car and drove like a bat out of hell. I was in⁠—”

“Drove?”

“Imagine a really fast horse and cart. I was in a house by the sea. The coast road was all winds and turns—following the cliffs. The rain lashed down. I could hardly see a thing. Then out of the blue, a man was standing in the road, his arms outstretched, like he was trying to be Jesus or something. I hit the brakes and went into a skid. I must have hit him because there was this terrible thud. But I’d closed my eyes. Then I was falling—dropping like a stone, the car twisting, spinning around. I must have blanked out just before I hit the sea.” She shrugged. “I don’t know, Seven. I don’t know how I got here, but I know the man couldn’t have survived. For an age, well, until you turned up, I thought this was my purgatory. I thought the training was my penance.” She pulled her hand away, holding her head and sobbing. “Then you came along, and I realized I’d got off Scott-Free, and that makes it worse.”

“Why?” He asked.

“Because I could live with myself all the while I paid a price.”

“Perhaps you still are,” he said softly. “Perhaps that’s what this training is all about.”

She grimaced through the tears. “To fight the good fight. To wage war on evil?”

Seven shrugged. “I don’t know, but there has to be some point to it, doesn’t there? It can’t just be to get powerful.”

“I hope so, Seven, because I know I’ve changed. Sure, I still feel the same worthless shit I always did, but sometimes I feel like I’m becoming something.”

It was Seven’s turn to grimace. “I know all about being worthless. I was worthless. We’ll have to shake that feeling between us.”

She looked into his eyes and noticed the tiny red flecks in them again. “I’d like that, and I think the wolf helps. He gives me confidence—gives me clarity. His mind is singular whereas mine is all over the place. Do you still want to fight with me?”

“Because of one mistake?”

“Because of all my mistakes. They led me to that one, but I’d been building up to it for a while.”

“I do,” he said. “I do very much.”

“Then I will help build your pack for you.”

Seven stared blankly through the night, not seeing the forest’s dark outline, not seeing the stars above. “About that, and I know you were joking when you said it but define pack.”

Keller cocked her head. “Unsure. Not unsure of what a wolf pack is. I know very well what one of those is. Unsure about how I feel. A part of me understands it all. One alpha male guides a pack of wolves through a forest, sharing them and protecting them. But the females aren’t useless trophies. Far from it. The alpha selects them for their prowess in battle, for their knowledge and wit. Each must contribute to the pack. But also, each must have a deep, almost transcendental relationship with you.”

“Then it would probably help if I knew what that meant,” Seven said, trying to make light of the conversation, but Keller was having none of it.

“But that’s just part of me—the wolf part, I think. The other can’t see the pack cohesion. The other part can only see chaos, infighting, and jealousy. I think that’s the real me. So, I have to conclude the wolf is better than I am.”

Seven laughed then. “No way. I haven’t met many women, but you’re as close to perfect as any I’ve met.”

She blurted a laugh. “Close to perfect? I’m a fucked-up ex-dope head who probably still has a bit of a drinking problem. But I’m also not daft enough to know I’ve changed. You? You’re green around the gills when it comes to women. You definitely can’t be in charge of your pack.”

He locked eyes with her, a sudden realization coming. “What if I don’t want a pack? I assume we’re speaking about imaginary scenarios. What if mine involves just one woman?”

She returned his stare. “Then I think that one woman would be thrilled. But if it were to stray to two or three, then she’d want a say in who.”

“If it were,” Seven agreed. He walked around the table, his gut a roiling cauldron of butterflies. He reached for her hand and pulled her up. She looked into his gaze, her lips tilted up, partly open.

“Seven, I can’t. We can’t.”

His heart stopped. “You don’t want to?”

“No, no, not that. I want to. I really do. But I need to find out if there’s such a thing as—I don’t want babies. There! Is that plain enough for you?”

“Cubs,” he said, grinning down at her, finding confidence in her rejection because it wasn’t a rejection, rather a… “Is that a raincheck?” he asked.

She laughed. “Yes. Yes, it is. You remembered! It’s a raincheck, definitely a raincheck. I’ll ask Laven when I see her. She’ll know.”

Seven kissed her, his passion flowing, breaths short. Then, when he could barely control himself, he broke off. “I must get some sleep,” he said.

Reaching down, she felt his outline. “No,” she said. “You’re not sleepy. You’re the opposite. Let me…”

“You don’t have to.”

“No,” she said. “I don’t have to. I want to.” She kissed him again, then slid down his body. “If you’re going to be my master, then I must take care of you.”

“Your master?” he asked as she untied his pants.

“The Alpha—call it what you like. I must help you unleash your potential, and this is as good a place as any to start.” She grabbed him, held him, and then she kissed his length.


Chapter Twenty




Seven threw his staff down in frustration. Kira administered her killing blow, and he fell into the ravine. He only fell so far before the illusion catapulted him back to the rope walkway. He backed off, knowing his time was up. Keller’s impatient knocking was a dead giveaway. She wanted to get to the library to continue her discussions with Laven. He wanted to avoid the place completely.

He’d faced certain death in Drake’s dungeon. He’d faced actual death at the hands of the Atun. Both he’d not shirked, but academic humiliation—that feeling of worthlessness that came with it, scared him to his core. He pictured himself staring at a page packed with unintelligible writing while some cocky bastard sat over him, rolling his eyes and wondering why the hell he couldn’t understand it all.

But Keller was insistent, and he was getting nowhere with Kira. He couldn’t moan, though. He’d dispatched the first two trainers early that morning. The first, Radiant, had almost been a repeat of Sierra. It had played out over the same river, on the same trunk. It was just thinner and more rounded. Her tricks, though, were not too dissimilar to Sierra’s, and he’d taken her out in much the same way.

The next trainer—the Adept Level Ulla—had fought him on a sharp mountain ridge. She had proved difficult; the fight moving from one wind-honed rock to the next. He’d fallen several times until he’d accepted his Instinct for what it was—more trustworthy than his natural perception. Once he’d accepted that if his Instinct told him a foothold was there, it would be. There was no reason to pause and look for it. There was no reason to doubt.

It advanced his fighting to no end. The ridges might double as steppingstones, for any number of situations. The trust, the faith in his gut feeling, meant everything. It released him to bring his full attention to bear on his opponent. Once he understood, Ulla didn’t last long.

With Ulla’s demise and his promotion to Staff Fighting Adept Level, came the realization that the afternoon loomed, and with it, the library. His concentration had fled like a gnome faced with a tough battle. It was also a tough ask. The rope walkway swayed with the breeze. Kira, his Expert-Level opponent, didn’t put a foot wrong either.

After delaying for another flurry of knocks, Seven finally opened the door. Keller’s twisted lips and narrowed eyes told him she’d twigged his delay.

“If they take the piss out of you, I’ll turn into Old Redeye and tear them to shreds.”

“Old Redeye?”

“It’s my name for my, errr, companion.”

“Ripper?”

“No, not Ripper. I don’t want anything called Ripper to be part of me. Old Redeye reminds me of some spirit guide—a wise old sage ready to guide me on a path.” She grinned and suddenly all Seven’s nerves vanished. “Admittedly, one that can rip the living fuck out of anything that moves. How are you getting on? I breezed past Radiant and Ulla but struggled with Ulla for a while. Reckon I have the beating of Kira, but I’m trying to learn the staff and not change completely. Paws and ropes don’t really go together, but I can bring my Dex to bear. You see…” She thrust her chin in the air. “It’s the sort of thing you can do when you’ve got Companion at Capable.”

“You increased your Wolf Skill?”

“I sure did.”

Seven ran out of the door, lifting her up and spinning her around. She laughed, so he spun some more, getting his legs in a muddle and tripping. They both fell off the deck, landing on the soft grass. Seven froze. Keller froze.

“We’re off the deck,” Keller said.

“How?”

“Did you check all your rewards?”

“Nope. You?” Seven ran through them.

Congratulations! For defeating Ulla, the system grants access to the Milkwood Glen. The Milkwood Glen surrounds the Regganon Chapel and is home to the local Furxen tribe. They are the custodians of the Milkwood, and you should respect them. Quintasia will not tolerate any interactions that it deems inappropriate. Respect is paramount. The Milkwood feeds you. Do not bite that hand.

“Well,” said Seven. “We should explore.”

Keller frowned. “Oh no you don’t. You aren’t getting out of reading and writing that easily. You need it, Seven. How are you going to become a powerful Warlock if you can’t read a spell?”

“Yeah, but…We could visit Sinta’s village. They might have more potatoes and meat.”

She scrunched her face up. “Nice try, buster, but no dice. I’ll do you a deal. One of my Earth hours learning your words and then we explore.”

“How long’s that?”

“Not even dawn to mid-morning.”

He knew he would not win, and that she was right. If he was going to be a Warlock, he’d need his words. “One of them, then. Just one while you talk to Laven.”

She pulled him back onto the deck. “See you in the hall.” Then she hugged him tightly and pushed him back, holding him at arm’s length. “There’s no shame in not knowing something no one’s taught you. Anyone gives you shit—” She pulled her hand back, splaying her fingers. Long claws sprung out, their steel glinting, quicksilver filled with moonlight. “Anyone gives you shit; they answer to me.”

He walked through his room to the corridor, shoulders slumped. “Easy for her to say,” he muttered. “But it doesn’t take away the feeling of complete humiliation.”

“Oh, that will never go. It should never go. You’ll always be cursed. You’ll always be Seven Fingers. You’ll always be the boy who no one saw. That can’t change. It is your foundation. What you build is up to you, Cheater.”

“Who are you?”

“You know.”

With a long, strained breath, he entered the library’s hall. He knew alright. It had to be. It could be no other than Quintasia itself—whatever and whoever the hell that was.

“There you are,” said Keller. “Seven, this is Tamereth. She’s just advanced enough to gain access too. I explained we weren’t far in front of her. All a bit daunting, isn’t it Tammy—can I call you Tammy? Tamereth’s a bit labored, but we can stick with that if you want.”

Seven eyed Keller, wondering what she was up to, but saw her awkwardness peeking out from under her veil of pleasantness. He tried to follow suit. “Hi,” he said, turning his attention to Tamereth.

He could immediately see why Keller was being so nice. The girl was terrified. Her wide eyes looked like she was witnessing a dozen brutal murders while trying to retreat behind her rust-colored fringe. She wore the same green armor as him, but somehow made it look…He cocked his head. Better? Sexier? Something like that, although she was doing her best to retreat into in, much like a snail might into its shell.

“I’m Seven,” he said, extending his hand. Tamereth held back for a moment, wringing her hands like she was washing them.

“Sorry,” she said, her voice so soft it was like a breath. “I haven’t spoken to anyone in an age, and then both of you. It’s too much.” She tried to edge past him, to get back to her chapel.

He moved, blocking her path. “That’s not the way. It’s what I did the first time. I ran back to my chapel and hid.”

“Yeah!” Keller chuckled. “But he dropped a valuable book on the floor and took a bollocking off the librarian and pissed off the local bully and his cronies.”

“No!” Said Tamereth. “You didn’t!”

“Look,” Seven said, seeing a glimmer of a smile hatch on the girl’s lips. “I can’t even read or write. I got the skills through a scroll and haven’t even used them yet. Scares the crap out of me.”

“Yeah, stop trying to steal his thunder,” Keller said.

“I wasn’t⁠—”

“Just kidding, Tammy. I’m assuming Tammy’s okay. We’re just pointing out that if anyone’s going to make a fool of themselves in the library, it’ll be Seven.” She grabbed the girl. “So, how long?”

“I lost count at one hundred days. Started getting into a muddle. I don’t know why they want me here. I must be useless.”

“What if I told you I’d been here for two hundred days, and I only just beat Tenk? Once I teamed up with Seven, I breezed through a load of trainers and now I’m on Kira—staff. We’ve both got Mastery in Spears. Have you done any dungeons?”

“No. The boy next to me can’t see me, so I can’t do the dungeon. He gets injured a lot. He’s been stuck on Tenk while I fought with the spear and buckler. I don’t think he’ll make it.”

“Oh,” Keller said. “I’ll have to find out how it all works. If we can help him, we will.” Steering Tammy into the library, Keller fell silent. “There must be a way. What do you think, Sev?”

But Seven wasn’t listening. He focused on Tammy as she walked in front of him. There was something about the sway of her ass that powered his blood through his veins. Keller looked over her shoulder, flicking him an enquiring glance. “Sev?” She asked, but rather than annoyance, her expression was one of intrigue.

“Err, yeah, whatever everyone wants,” he said, ripping his gaze back to Keller. “Sorry, was distracted.”

“I could see, and I thought you only had eyes for me.” She laughed as Tammy shrank further into her armor. Keller pulled her closer. “Don’t mind him. He’s never been powerful before, so he’s not used to being desirable.”

“Do you mind?” Seven closed his eyes, wishing the flagstones would slide apart and swallow him whole.

“No,” said Keller. “I don’t think I do. I thought I would, but now I’m sure I’d be okay with it. Curious,” she said. “Absolutely curious.”

It wasn’t what Seven had meant.

They showed Tammy to the rows of books she could use, then climbed the stairs up the offices. As he reached the halfway mark, a notification popped up in his mind.

You have shown interest in the Novice Tamereth Visilona. Do you wish to open an observation window to appraise the Novice?

He paused, unsure what to make of it.

“Seven?” Keller asked.

“I’m getting a notification to ask if I want to watch Tamereth train.”

“A second window?”

“I’m guessing. Didn’t you get it?”

“Not a thing. Have you accepted? Tell me you’ve accepted. We can’t leave her on her own now. Every time that cannon goes, I’ll wonder if it’s our fault.”

“Not sure that’s why we should accept her.”

“No, but did Siniman accept you because of your strength and prowess? With your numbers and Old Redeye, we can help her.”

Seven didn’t disagree, but nor was he sure. “We don’t know the first thing about her.”

“We do. She beat Tenk and is learning the spear—that shows something. Besides, that’s what the window is for. You assess.” She grabbed him, pulling him to face her. “We can’t build a pack without other wolves. That’s a fact. We need to look at others.”

He grimaced. “Yeah, but I was enjoying it being just you and me. I was hoping it’d be me and you for a while.”

Keller pressed her lips together. “Me too,” she eventually said. “But the cannon.”

“Yeah, the cannon.” He thought—thought of all the disadvantages he’d had in life. Siniman had pulled him from the scrap heap. If he hadn’t helped him, and even now, if Siniman hadn’t continued to inspire him when he struggled, then he would have been cannon fodder. That much he was sure of.

“Yes,” he replied to the system.

Room modification in progress. Room modification complete.

“Well?” Keller asked.

“I accepted.”

She grabbed him and kissed him square on the lips. “Good. Don’t ask me why, but it feels right—that’s what my instinct tells me.”

“We’ll see,” Seven said, feeling awkward at the thought of spying on Tamereth. Then horror clamped the pit of his gut as he realized she’d be able to see him too. “Oh no,” he said. “She’ll know.”

Keller laughed. “She’s been on her own for ages. Do you think she’ll moan about company? Don’t overthink it. We’ve got nothing to lose. She can only gain. That’s the bones of it.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him to the top of the stairs.

“What if she thinks I’m a creep?” He asked.

“Then it’ll prove she’s a good judge of character.” Keller laughed. “What if she’s a mad’un?”

“Then you’ll get on fine with her,” Seven sniped, quite happy with his riposte.

Keller, though, nodded. “Yes, you’re right. We’ll get on just fine.”

“No loitering on the stairs!” Drake’s voice boomed out. “I suppose I need to see you and complete our little transaction. Come! Let’s get this over with and then I’ll get a tooth pulled for fun.”

He spun, his cloak fanning, and marched to his office. “Chop! Chop!”

They filed into Drake’s office, the librarian swooping behind his desk and sitting. He steepled his hands and made a clucking noise. “Just what am I going to do with you two?”

Keller replied with her usual brash confidence she displayed in the face of authority. “Why do anything? Why not just leave us alone now you’ve failed to kill us? That might be a good idea.”

He sucked his cheeks in, then sat back, entwining his hands behind his head. “Mistakes can be highly beneficial. What you think of as an error, I like to think of as me giving novice students the ability to shine. That is our story, and here is a non-disclosure agreement for you to sign.” Two papers slid across the desk, one stopping in front of Keller, the other into Seven’s outstretched hand. Drake continued. “It outlines the timetable of events that I would prefer we agree to. The non-disclosure part is that you shall never speak of the actual lead-up to your expedition.” He slid the papers over.

Seven placed his document on the table. “I have the reading skill but haven’t developed it yet.”

Learning a skill from a scroll was a curious process. One Seven hadn’t quite understood. He’d unrolled the scroll, scanned its illegible contents, and the Reading skill had opened. He’d done the same with the writing one. But just because he had the skill, it didn’t mean he could read and write. He assumed he needed to practice as he had with the sword, spear, and staff. But the inclination wasn’t there.

“Ah, that.” Drake closed his eyes. “Felza will be with us shortly. She will teach you what you need, then you may progress on your own or let the skill stagnate. Entirely up to you. If you aren’t looking to open up Magic or Commerce, then I’d question the value of it.”

“The value was in the agreement,” Keller said, putting the NDA down. “So, the story goes you spotted two talented novices and hatched a plan to test them, explaining all the pitfalls of the test. The reason for the test was to assess their potential, which you have now judged as credible and are seeking permission to test them further.”

“Exactly.” He grinned. “It leaves us open to further transactions as you progress through the foundation.” He paused, grimacing. “Should I get approval, that is.”

Seven noted the shift in Drake’s tone. He’d heard it before. It was the same sort of tone used when someone in authority maneuvered someone beneath them. He wondered what the librarian was up to.

“So, Keller, perhaps you could sign, and Seven, just make a mark.”

“I can sign my name,” Seven snapped, grabbing the pen and squiggling on the NDA.

Keller signed as well, pushing both papers back to Drake. “Why? Why can’t you go fight speaking trees to get what you want?”

“Ahh,” said Drake. “They’re known as Eztratide Eggs. The Speakwood is one of them. Now, under normal circumstances, the Speakwood would ignore anything below it in level. Its job is to cull the higher monsters to prevent the dungeon from becoming overpowered. So, the dungeon you went into was Level Twenty. Only level thirty students and under can enter it. The Speakwood is double that at least. The Speakwood is a Dungeon Guardian. They cull all monsters likely to interact with students if they exceed the dungeon level—their good guys if you will. So, you see, any decent student cannot enter the dungeon, and the tree outranks any that do. Thus, I cannot get Speakwood lumber. The only other Speakwood tree I know of has a three-figure level, and I’m not going up against that.”

“So, you need us because of our access,” Keller said.

“You appear to fight above your level, so yes. That sort of advantage is rare. Plus, I am…” He tapped his lip. “I am restrained from certain activities that would be beneficial to certain unfinished projects I have. A team that could perform such activities for me, well, I would look favorably on.”

“No,” Seven said. “You tried to fucking kill us. I will do nothing I don’t have to for you.”

Drake lent him a withering smile. “Fair enough.” He slid two more papers over to them. “Here is the recompense for the Speakwood branch. I opened your student accounts and deposited the money straight in. They won’t activate until you pass into Quintasia’s Capable Quarter and above grounds. Novices do not need money. I might point out that should you fail to graduate from Novice, the money reverts to me.”

Keller grabbed the sheet. She looked over it, her jaw opening. “Over ten thousand gold each?” She gasped.

“Loopholes can be quite profitable,” Drake said. “And I know of others. I told you the wood of the Speakwood tree was quite valuable. Unfortunately, with Laven looking over my shoulder, I couldn’t— Yes, well, the less said about my lack of commission the better. It presents you with a conundrum. It is, once again, in my interests to see you fail. Would you like to reconsider our partnership?”

“You know of others that could get us this much gold?” The words stumbled out of Seven’s mouth.

Ten thousand gold? He’d never seen a silver coin, let alone a gold!

“Students who can fight monsters whose levels are way above their own are rare. But it’s not just monsters we’re talking about.” He rapped on his desk. “Other interesting projects exist. Speakwood is rare for a reason.” He leaned forward. “But then so is Mythril.”

“You’re shitting me,” Keller said. “Mythril? Bilbo Baggins? Are you for fucking real? Mythril?” She guffawed.

“Is she alright?” Drake asked.

“She lives in a strange, strange land sometimes.” Seven flinched when Keller gave him the stink-eye.

“It just goes to prove folk from my world have come here, and probably back the other way.” She raised her finger. “And back the other way? What if Tolkien was here?”

“A very strange land,” Drake concurred. He cleared his throat. “Nevertheless, it doesn’t alter the fact that I know there is a mythril mine in one of the beginner’s dungeons. It’s guarded by a particularly nasty ogre called Iskander who keeps all the lower-level monsters in line.”

“Why would anyone hide a Mythril mine there?” Keller asked.

“Economics,” Levan said, entering. “And before he goes too far into his hair-brained scheme, I would challenge his proof. Mythril is one of the few metals that can store mana. As such, it is one of the few enchantable metals. If you think whoever controls Quintasia hasn’t need of this precious metal, then you understand nothing.”

“But the clues are everywhere!” Drake said, exasperated.

“Nevertheless,” Levan said. “These two should focus on passing from Novices and starting their journey as Capables. You should not coax them into wild goose chases.”

“But,” Keller interrupted. “If we’re in, say, a level four dungeon, wouldn’t it be wise to investigate?”

“Not like we’d be going out of our way.” Seven said the thought of more gold racing through his mind.

“Cannon fodder,” Levan said, confirming another of Keller’s theories.


Chapter Twenty-One




Levan let her words sink in, then turned and called, “Felza!”

A small female entered. If Tamereth had appeared mouse-like, Felza was a curious mix. Her face was wizened like she was ancient, but on closer inspection, it was her skin that gave the impression of age. A gray hue infused scales with a flat, dry look, and her heavily lidded eyes made her look half asleep, the effect exaggerated by thick spectacles. Her nose was shallow, rising slightly to two holes. She pushed her spectacles up, her hands wrinkled with the same scaled gray skin. A thick cloak concealed the rest of her, and as Seven wrestled with what type of kin she was, Keller barged in with her usual nonsense.

“Fuck me, you look like the emperor out of Star Wars.”

“Oh, yes?” Felza asked, her voice like a dry hinge opening. “Is he tortoilian? If he is, I would enjoy a meeting. We are few, but fortunately long-lived. If he were prospecting for a mate, I might consider it. What is his situation?”

“Not an expert,” Keller said. “The whole backward and forward thing confused me. I hate it when they go back in time. I think his wealth crashed a bit when Luke dumped a nuke in the trash chute of his flagship Death Star.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t hold your hopes up.”

Felza swapped a look with Levan and shrugged. “Fortunately, my task is tutoring Seven. I feel for you, Levan.” She chuckled a dry and rasping noise. “Come, student. What these two have to discuss is none of our business.” She waddled off, opening the door and beckoning Seven to follow.

Keller squeezed his arm. “You’ll be good,” she said and pecked him on the cheek.

He took a breath. “I’m not so sure.”

The tortoilian woman led him to another room and sat at a table. The pit in Seven’s gut reopened as he took the chair next to her. This time, his nerves were a gaping chasm of insecurity. Felza morphed from a hunched-over, insignificant tutor into a force that held his very fate in her hands. When Felza motioned with her hand and closed the door, its quiet click sealed his fate.

Seven froze.

“Why so nervous?”

“I…err…I can’t read or write. I have never had any kind of education.”

Felza chuckled, clicking her knuckles and then smacking her dry lips together. She lowered her hood. Patches of dry, hemp-like hair sprouted randomly. “And I am classed as ugly.” She faced him. “There are some things we cannot alter, and there are others we can. Fortunately for you, you can change the hand you were dealt.”

Her words did nothing to close the pit in his gut. Instead, he altered the reason it existed. His heart went out to Felza.

“I think⁠—”

She reached for his hand. “Don’t. Let’s sort you out. You’ve opened the skill, yes?”

“Both.”

“Good. And you read the system as it speaks to you?”

“I try. I mean, I think I do. I follow the words.”

She grinned her teeth small chips of sharp enamel. “Then you know most letters. What I must show you is why and how we put them together.” She pulled a small book out and opened it onto a page in its middle. “This is a rhyme penned by a skilled adventurer. It talks of a famous tree that keeps a low-level dungeon in order.”

“The Speakwood?”

“Indeed. I heard a rumor you’d know of the creature.” She cleared her throat, and her voice took on a magical tone.

“In the heart of a forest, deep and green,

Lives the Speakwood Tree in a mystical scene.

Its branches reach high, its roots delve deep,

A guardian of secrets, eternal it keeps.

With a rustle and creak, it stirs to life,

In the dead of night, ready to face struggle and strife.

It walks through the shadows, where monsters tread,

With wisdom and valor, it forges ahead.

But mayhap an adventurer dare take aim,

And lop off a branch, seeking fortune and fame.

For the Speakwood yields paper, a treasure untold,

With each written word whispered, stories unfold.

So, listen to the tale of the Speakwood Tree,

Where magic and wonder forever shall be.

In the heart of the forest, its spirit roams free,

A guardian, a storyteller, a monster it be.”

She finished, and Seven had to pull himself from her words. “That was beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Now, let’s start with the first verse. I and N makes in.”

A while later, Seven could read the poem unaided, and after reading it without a mistake, his skill leveled up.

Congratulations! You advanced your skill Reading. You are now Capable.

“There,” said Felza. “I suspect you have a good Mind number, although for the life of me why you would have put numbers into it, I cannot fathom. Did you always wish to enter academia?”

“No.” Seven scrambled to cover his tracks. “It’s not like that. I just didn’t want to be stupid.”

She withdrew from him a little, assessing him through her thick lenses. “I think not, but I’ll accept the explanation. The attributes that influence reading: Mind and Instinct. Instinct holds sway to start with. It completes words you have difficulty reading, and it aims your guesses if you don’t understand a certain word’s meaning. But as you master the art, it becomes less influential, and your Mind takes over, dictating speed and understanding, seeking nuance and sub-text.”

“I don’t know what those are,” Seven admitted.

She cocked her head. “Think of them as clues and hidden meanings, not necessarily in that order. For now, you read a poem. That should satisfy you.” She gave him a small book. “Take this but keep it for yourself. It’s not the library’s book, but one passed down for a reason. Genevieve wrote hoping one day it would end up in the hands of a worthy novice. I believe that day has come.”

“Genevieve?”

“He was the same as you, but he had an incredibly enquiring mind. He devoted his life to the study of Quintasia hoping to unlock secrets that might help the graduates.”

“Help?”

Felza raised a heavy eyelid, her large eyeball magnified by her thick glasses.

“Yes, help. Against the Rage. The Rage of Elves. He once defended a tower on the perimeter. Alas, that tower fell.”

“A tower?”

“I have said too much.” She covered his hand with hers once more. “Read it. Perhaps one day you will be Genevieve. No, be better than him.”

“What’s in the book?”

Felza shrugged. “That’s the odd part. No one knows. No one can read it, save that poem. But we took it as a clue—a way Genevieve could tell us who he deemed worthy.”

Felza rose, and her following tone told Seven their conversation was over. “Your skill should grow from this point. That poem has most letters. It misses three, I think, but the skill will fill those in. If you struggle, though, Laven will always summon me for you. For now, my work is done.”

“Thank you, Felza.” He hesitated. “And thank you for not looking down on me. It made it more bearable.”

“Look down on you? You tricked the Speakwood into giving you some wood. A whole load by all accounts which sold on the marketplace a day or so ago. Why would I look down on a brave warrior that could do that?” She fluttered her heavy eyelids and backed away. Seven couldn’t be sure, but he thought she might be blushing.

There’s a marketplace?

He read the poem again, this time from start to finish without pause. The words sung in his mind in the same way Keller’s retelling of the death of the wicker spider had captured his heart and soul. He wondered what it would be like to read a great tome—something on a grand scale and decided it would be magical.

“All done?” Keller asked.

He looked up. “How did it go?”

She beamed. “It helped. I understand it so much better now. Like his spirit belongs in me.”

“That’s huge!” Seven said, beaming.

“Believe it or not, I think I understand it better than any other skill. Levan picked my brains for a while, established where I was, and then gave me a few exercises to do. Then, hey presto! I advanced to Adept. Pretty cool, huh?”

“So, you can…?”

“Control it more. It’s a little like a cache of individual skills and weapons that I can pull out at any time.” She grabbed his hand. “Come on, let’s go see what Tamereth’s been up to.”

“About her,” Seven said. “I’ve been wondering if we aren’t going in with her a little quickly. Me and you—we get on well, real well. Wouldn’t it be better if it was just us?”

Keller rolled her eyes. “Better, yes. I’d prefer it. We could get to know each other. Honeymoon on the Algarve or go to Disney together.” She huffed. “Two or more, that’s what the dungeon told us. Eventually, we’ll run into something that two won’t be able to handle. What then?”

He let her pull him up. “I guess so. It’s just…”

“I’ve told you. We aren’t in a boy meets girl, boy bonks girl, boy and girl live happily ever after life. Things are different here. Old Redeye knows it. He knows we need a pack, and you’re just going to have to get used to the idea.”

Keller led him from the room, stopping abruptly. She slapped her forehead. “Sorry. Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry! How did you get on? Was it as bad—Man, you must think me so insensitive! Did she?”

“Felza was fine. She didn’t treat me like a piece of dirt. Although…”

“Although?”

“She knew about the Speakwood Tree. Apparently, people are talking about us. I think Levan or Drake has let something slip.”

She frowned. “Not sure if that’s good or bad. I don’t know enough about this place to tell. Let’s assume it’s good. Did she let anything else slip?”

“Only that he sold the stuff on a marketplace, and that’s how people know someone stole some wood from the tree. I guess we’re the only ones in that dungeon at the moment?”

“Makes sense. Let’s say it’s good.” She walked down the steps, spotting Tamereth at a table and pointing. “No trouble reading that one! Let’s see whether she’s thought any more about joining us.”

Seven sighed. But when Tamereth looked up from her studies, her huge, green eyes looking into his, a rush of pleasure raced through him. He’d known no one to be that pleased to see him.

“Seven!” she said, beaming. “Keller! I got the notifications.” She scrunched her face up. “How will I be able to see both of you? It makes no sense. But thanks! Thank you so much! I don’t feel alone anymore. Is this how you felt when you first saw each other?”

“He watched me for a few days. Kind of creepy. Could have been doing anything.” Keller winked at Tamereth. “But yeah. It helps to see someone else fight. Plus, we’ll be able to help you through the dungeons. We’ll do one and two again—that should help you. You’ll have the spear and buckler or sword. Staff Fighting can be a bitch, but the early trainers are okay. You have access to the outside, yes?”

“Yes, but no one was there.”

“Maybe that will change? Hopefully. Then we can meet up then. It’s better.”

“We just got access to the forest,” Seven said. “You need to defeat Ulla for that.”

“Quiet!” Drake’s voice thundered down the stairs. “This is a library, not a tavern! If you wish to converse, there’s a perfectly good canteen for that.”

Tamereth closed her book. “I want to get back—to get fighting so I can catch you up. I haven’t got access to the canteen yet, anyway.”

Seven stopped her in the hall. “The staff is all about the Mind. Push that attribute into it. You aren’t far behind us—not far at all, but I guess that’s the point of these stages—so we only meet Novices close to us.”

She pressed her lips together, looking at her feet. “Thank you.”

Keller grabbed her hands. “Work hard, Tammy. You’ve got some catching up to do, but we can help you. We can help you a lot.” She reached for Seven. “I’m proud of him. We’ll be proud of you, too.”

“Proud of me?” Seven asked.

“You can read. You couldn’t yesterday. You’ll make a fine warlock.” Keller pulled him close, and Seven guessed she was establishing her dominance in his imaginary pack. She was odd, but he wondered what he’d done to deserve two beautiful women in his life.

“Come on you,” Keller said as Tamereth vanished through the chapel door. “Let’s try out the canteen.
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The canteen was around the size of a village feasting hall. Twenty trestle tables sat in two banks of ten. All but two were empty, and strangely, both of those were full. Seven had the immediate impression that the two were groups and judging by the distance apart, they didn’t like each other. A long stone table spread the length of the room’s end.

“There,” Keller said, the single word bringing the room to silence. All heads turned, but Keller ignored the attention, dragging Seven toward the stone table.

Both tables turned away, hunching and chatting in whispers. Seven got the distinct feeling they were the subject of both conversations. The mouth-watering smells coming from the end table, however, made him forget both sets of novices. Keller grabbed two plates from a stack and handed him one.

“Guess there are a few other novices still alive,” she whispered. “We’ll keep ourselves to ourselves and wait for the inevitable approach.”

“How come you know so much about this stuff?”

“Preschool, school, college, and university. Been through this shit a few times. Never with swords and spears, though. That’s a first. Don’t mind admitting it.”

She pulled a lid up, a rush of fragrant steam billowing out. “Smells like some sort of curry. That’ll do me to start with. I wonder how many times we can come up. I could eat a horse.”

“This one has steaks in it.”

Keller twisted her lips up. “Steak and curry? I can make that work.” She began piling the food on her plate, then grabbed a tray, and a glass of juice. “I’ll grab a table.”

Seven dished his up, sitting next to her and eyeing the room. “Looks like we’re the center of attention,” he said, shoveling his food down.

“We would be,” she said. “We’re new. They’re debating whether it’s worth approaching us or if we’re useless. One of them will be over soon. If one approaches us, the others will think it weak, but will wish they did it.”

“I wish I could understand all this. Why don’t they straight up ask? Be much simpler.”

“Who cares? Gives us time to eat our food before the shit hits the fan.”

Seven tried to dissemble her words, but without knowing what a fan was, the sentence lost all meaning. He focused on eating his food as fast as he could and was halfway through when one group turned and faced them. A ginger-haired lad, around eighteen or nineteen, got up and sauntered over, sliding onto the bench opposite them.

“Word to the wise,” he said. “You don’t want to eat in here if you’re unattached.”

“Unattached?” Seven asked, barely containing his anger. “Unattached to who?”

The lad leaned in. “Merril—my name—Merril. Unattached to the big three. Look, I know you probably just qualified, but a load of us have been for a while. I’m in Dathus—Devin’s group. We are all at the end of the martial part. We can hold our own against any. My guess is you just got access. You’re weak. My advice, wait until you’ve got through Sirano and then petition to join one of us. We’ll let you eat here this time, but that’s as much slack as we can cut you.” He grinned, his bushy brows overshadowing his intense eyes.

Keller glanced at him, then returned to eating her food.

“We qualified to eat here,” Seven said, his words slow and deliberate. “So, we’ll eat here when we want to.”

Merril sneered. “That’s what they all say, first time.”

Seven didn’t bother replying. He shot up, grabbing the lad’s head and slamming it down on the table. Before Merril reacted, he yanked it up and slammed it down again, vaulting the table and pulling the unconscious man out of his seat. He dragged him back to his group, dropping him on the floor. “I believe he’s one of yours.”

A slow clap broke the tension, then laughter joined it.

“Well, well, well,” Geraint’s voice rang out. “It had to be Darthus, didn’t it? Only Devin’s group would fail to understand what they were dealing with and send over a boy to do a man’s job. Lucky I’m here to sort this all out.”

“We don’t need your help,” a man at the Darthus table said, standing then making his way to Merril. “We were just offering the hand of friendship when this novice bit it off. I shall make amends. Shell, heal him please.”

A wash of green settled over Merril.

Geraint chuckled as Star and his goons blocked off the canteen’s exit. “Novice is one name for him. We prefer the term savage. He’s feral. Tried to attack me in the hallway. Now he’s attacked one of yours, Devlin. What are we to do with him? I say we put him down.”

Keller rose, pushing her empty plate away. “I don’t know what beef you have with us, but I suggest you drop it now. If you want to put him down, which I doubt you could do, you have to put me down. Which I know you couldn’t do. So, Darthus, we regretfully decline your invitation to join you, but thank you for extending it. You, Geraint, I suggest you go play with that mangy thing on your arm you probably think is a catch while we get back to our training.”

“Why you fucking bitch! Who are you calling mangy?” Star yelled as she shot toward Keller.

Keller’s wolf ears, tail, claws, and fangs appeared, her roar filling the room. She leaped, meeting Star halfway. The girl skidded to a halt and tried to backpedal, but Keller grabbed her, an extended steel claw under her throat. “So, Geraint, you going to let us pass?”

Seven noticed a man at the third table stand. His dark skin glistened in the torchlight. He said nothing, but locked eyes with Seven and nodded, sitting immediately and continuing to eat. Geraint took a step forward, but Keller pressed her claw against Star’s throat. “One more step and I slit her throat.”

“Savages, just like I said,” Geraint backed away.

Seven drew beside Keller, then strolled up to Geraint. “Don’t think for one instant I’m afraid of you. Name a time and a place, any place I can get to, and I’ll be there.”

“You’ll both have time for that if and when you enter the fifth dungeon,” a shrill voice said, drawing everyone’s attention away from Seven and Keller.

Geraint’s goons parted, and a tall, elderly lady marched through. Her mere presence commanded the room, a hush falling, broken only by the sound of Keller’s claws retracting.

“You must be Keller. Levan has told me all about you. Release Star, please. You don’t want to get your claws dirty.”

Keller shoved the girl away.

The woman walked up to Seven. “I’d say it surprises me these factions weren’t falling over to recruit you, but a weak leader only wants weaker followers. They’ll pay their price in good time.” She marched on, turning at the food table and resting on it. “Geraint, I believe one comes to the canteen for food. I suggest you and your rabble enter and eat. Seven, Keller, you look like you’ve finished. I think it’s time for you to get back to your chapels. The rest of you? I really don’t care. But, if I catch any scores being settled in here and not in the fifth dungeon, then I, myself, will send you to the cannon. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal,” said Keller, taking Seven’s hand and leading him out.
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He read the poem first thing in the morning. There was something about the simple action that gave him confidence that otherwise evaded him. It absolved him of any worry about the events of the previous day. Keller had said he’d handled the situation correctly. She certainly had. “School all over again,” was all she’d muttered after. The poem was better than any mediation, although it didn’t have the same benefits. It scrubbed his troubles away.

He wasn’t in the slightest bit worried about killing every monster in the first dungeon. Nor was he afraid of taking Kira on. But prowess with weapons somehow didn’t mean as much to him as the ability to read the poem. Once he’d read it, he skipped to the small book’s front. At first, the words were illegible, just like Felza had said, and his heart sank. But then they fuzzed momentarily, and when they resolved, he could read the text, albeit slowly.

This is a tribute to Dextera, Haut, and Wednesday, who we lost along the way. It is my attempt at helping you. For vengeance? Maybe. Are you special? I hope so. No, you must be to be reading this. I am Genevieve and I wish for vengeance. For Dextera. For Haut. For Wednesday.

And, I imagine, for me.

There is one thing I wished I’d known before I graduated, and that would have saved countless lives. That regards the Rage of Elves.

Make no mistake, Quintasia is investing in you as much as you are investing in yourself. They keep us separate for a reason. Initiates may talk to initiates, and graduates may talk to graduates, but by the time you meet the Rage, it is too late to fix yourself.

So, what can I do with my knowledge and that of countless students who have gone before me and will likely go after me? I can hope and pray that this tome might reach you before it’s too late. Here is the all-important fact that no one will ever want you to believe. If you learn nothing else from this book, learn this.

You are being set up to fail.

Seven, still unsure of his reading skill, read the words again.

“I am being set up to fail?” He muttered, but then he froze. Quintasia was in his mind. So, how could he read a book that was contrary to its teaching without Quintasia knowing? But as he looked down again, the text had blurred, and everything he’d read was illegible.

Was the book itself a cipher?

He dressed quickly, needing to speak to Keller. Rushing out, he skidded to a halt by his square. Three windows surrounded him in a U shape. The deck and forest faced him. Keller practiced her shapes on one side, and Tamereth fought Radiant on the other.

So, she’s already dispatched Sierra, he thought. How had they all done that when Drake had said it was difficult? Did Tamereth have advantages too? He watched her momentarily, wincing as she took several blows. Then she noticed him, turning quickly. It was enough for Radiant to knock her from the trunk, her staff no doubt leaving a nasty bruise. Seven wasted no time, indicating to Keller that they should go outside. She protested, pointing to the dungeon’s door.

“Good,” Seven mouthed. “We’ll meet there.” It was better than the deck. There was at least a chance Quintasia might not overhear.

A bad feeling grew within him. Three words repeated over and over in his mind.

Rage of Elves.

He rapped on Tamereth’s window, but the girl had already vanished. He shrugged, desperate to meet up with Keller. Making his way to the dungeon, down the spiral steps, smokey as ever, he exited, hoping they’d enter the first dungeon.

Welcome to the Narina Vale, the first dungeon on the path to your graduation. Five dungeons make the path. Defeat each Master five times in a row to qualify for their dungeon. Each has its own challenge. Dungeons have real penalties. Injury and even death can occur if you fail. The weapons you trained with are available to you.

Choose your weapon!

Option 1: Sword (Master Quality)

Option 2: Spear and Buckler (Master Quality)

Option 3: Staff (Adept Quality)

To his relief, the vale led away. Keller and Tamereth sat on a rock, waiting.

“I have a theory,” Keller said. “I think the lowest-ranking party member dictates the dungeon level we enter. So as Tamereth needs to do level one, and as we still qualify, level one it is.”

Seven ignored her, marching over. “We need to talk and talk now. My situation just got a whole load worse and you both might want to ditch me.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




Seven pulled Keller to one side and told her about the book. She mulled over his words and then called Tamereth over. “What do you know of this place? Everything. Tell me everything.”

“Eh?” Seven said.

“We need to know we can trust her, and we need to know now. How do we know she’s not a plant to find out about this shit that’s happening to you—to us?”

“A what?” Tamereth asked. “A plant? I spent all night fighting in the square just to catch up. I thought you wanted me with you?”

“We did. But now we have to be sure. Plus, Seven’s right. You might be better off without us. He might have brought a whole load of shit down on us, or he might have saved our bacon. So, tell us what you know because right now, I think it’s best we part ways.”

Tamereth glared at Keller. “If you want rid of me, kill me here. Stab me in the back when I’m not looking. But do me a favor. Don’t let me know it’s coming. I’m not going back to being on my own. Never! What do I know? Hell, I didn’t even know the library existed a few days ago.” She marched away. “There. There’s my back. Do it. Bring me my bang bang.”

Keller glared at her. “What do you think? What do your instincts tell you?”

Seven held his breath. “She beat Sierra in a day. I know how you did it, Keller. I know how I did it. But how did she do it? It has to be impossible without some advantage.”

“You think I’m a feruta?”

“A feruta?” Keller asked.

“A person who is not what they seem.” Fire flashed in her eyes—the first sign of anything apart from fear and meekness. “I can look after myself when I know how.”

A spear appeared in Tamereth’s hand. She spun it above her head, twirling it like a baton, faster and faster. With a skip and a bow, she passed it around her body, spinning all the time. She jumped over it, sent it from one hand to the other until it stopped, poised, ready, and then she threw it. It sped straight for Seven, thudding to the ground between his legs. The throw was so fast, so precise, that Seven had no time to move. Neither his Perception nor Instinct warned him of the incoming threat.

Keller gasped. “Oh my, I think I just…” She paused. “That sent shivers through my body.”

“How I beat them?” Tamereth said. She laughed. “I could teach them a thing or two about the spear—probably the staff too, although I’m letting them win at the moment. The sword confused me. I’d never seen a weapon like it before. We never had such a substance where I came from. The sharpest implements were much smaller, made from bone or rock.”

“You never had metal?”

“Metal? Is that what it is? No. Nothing like that. There were rumors of such things, but not in my region.”

“Pre-his-fucking-storic,” Keller said. “Did you have mammoths and dinos and shit? Big fuck-off clubs and hair-dragging?” She dissolved into laughter. “Well, that’s a relief.” Keller sobered when she realized they were both looking at her like she was an alien. “You’re not a plant.”

“Of course I’m not a plant,” Tamereth said it so matter of factly that Seven wondered if she understood Keller.

“So,” he said. “You absolutely have to tell us about a world without metal. But we have bigger problems at the moment.”

“Yeah, Seven’s got his secrets and I’ve got mine.” She changed into her wolf form.

Tamereth leaped for her spear, pulling it from between Seven’s legs, and rolling to a crouch, the tip resting under Keller’s chin. Keller morphed back, leaving the spear pointing to her groin.

“One slip and my fun’s over,” she said with a grin.

Tamereth gasped, stepping back and covering her mouth. “You are part wolf?”

“I am now. Nearly died to get it, but Seven saved me.”

“He has secrets?”

“Cards on the table, Seven,” Keller said.

“You tell. I’ll make a hash of it.”

Keller shrugged. “So, here’s the thing. He’s got a secret pact that one day he might share with you. For now, just know he’s got connections with an elf.”

“An elf?” Tamereth said. “I don’t know what that is.”

It dawned on Seven then that they knew nothing of Tamereth’s land other than the metal thing. “This is too big a discussion to have now. Look, let’s get you advancing, although I don’t think you’ll have any trouble here. This is the crux of it. I have a deal with an elf that made me more powerful than most. But it turns out we’re here to fight elves. So that leaves me wondering⁠—”

“About the motives of the one who put you here. Yes,” she said. “I can see that.”

Keller cleared her throat. “If the stories of my world are to be believed, elves are at the heart of everything. They are the pullers of strings.”

“So, if you are in the hands of such a being, it is you who needs help and not me.” Tamereth stepped away. “I will help you in any way I can, just as you helped me with no promise of reward.” She bowed low, giving Seven a delightful view of her ample cleavage.

“Then we’re a team,” Seven said.

“Pack,” Keller corrected. “We’re a pack.”

“So, what are we fighting? What’s a rabbit?”

“It’s a beast,” Keller said. “I had none of your advantages when I fought them, so you should have no issues. Especially if that little display was anything to go by. I will need to turn into my wolf’s form to build up my skill.”

“A wolf and a Master spearwoman?” Seven laughed. “The rabbits will have no chance.”

“Let’s stick close while we get used to each other’s fighting methods,” Keller suggested. “You sitting this one out, Sev?”

“Yeah. Give me a chance to do some more research.” Seven slumped to the grass, sitting back against a boulder and taking his book from his ring. The action didn’t go unnoticed by Tamereth, but the flame-haired girl chose not to say anything. As the girls walked up the vale, Seven reread the first couple of paragraphs, cementing them in his mind, and then moved on to the next section.

I’m going to assume you are familiar with the dungeons. The first is Narina Vale. It’s a semi-cozy affair designed to get you in the swing of dungeon crawling. The first few dungeons are short. The quests are over in a matter of hours rather than days and are linear with few surprises. You’ll find the first nine rabbits pretty easily. The tenth will lead you to a troll fight where you might gain a pair of gloves. Not bad, but I would suggest there is more to the Narina Vale than meets the eye. Read on, Adventurer.

While writing this journal, I muse regarding time. My companions and I are all of the same opinion regarding this. Time flows naturally in both the dungeons and the towers. Where it’s messed up is Quintasia itself. Time is much slower there. We theorize that the AI designed it that way—that Quintasia and the surrounding forest are in some time sinkhole. So, four hours in the dungeon is the blink of an eye in Quintasia. This enables the system to train its warriors to a greater standard without losing precious seconds. A novice might spend a year fighting Throm, but that is irrelevant as that year is only a few days in Quintasia, and one cannot win a war or lose one in that time.

That said, regarding Narina Vale, I believe that something precious is there. What grounds, Genevieve? I hear you ask. Well, it was I who discovered the Speakwood Tree. It was I who, by accident and lucky coincidence, came by a twig of that beautiful creature, and it is I that discovered the Mythril Mine. Had I known the value of that place, I might well have taken more than just one dull and lifeless nugget. But it was that nugget that enabled me to construct this enchanted tome. So, all is well that ends well.

Seven closed the book and watched the two girls fight. Keller was right. It was much better that she brought Tamereth through. While she could slaughter all with her wolven form, now that she could control it, she was holding it back. Keller was gaining through tutoring Tamereth in the varying quirks of dungeon crawling, and Tamereth suddenly looked at ease. She loped along like a true huntress, her spear clearly comforting her. For the first time, he could see the true value of turning two into three.

A question plagued him, one born of the passage he’d read. Could there really be a prize in the first dungeon? If so, where? As he had little experience with dungeons, he did not know if he would face the troll again. After all, he’d already killed it.

He relayed all to the girls as they returned from their initial circuit of the vale. Keller was of the mind that they would fight the troll again. She pointed out that if the book was to be believed, years might have passed in the dungeon. If not years, certainly a few months.

“So,” she said. “By not killing the troll, we’ll extend our time in the dungeon. It took two of us about twenty minutes to kill it last time. So, let’s help Tamereth beat the rabbits, and then we can leave the troll until half an hour before the end. The question is, where do you look for something when you don’t know what you’re looking for?”

“Exactly where I got to,” Seven said.

“We can’t go on the experience with the Speakwood Tree as we had a guide.” She tapped her lip. “The troll lives in a cave. If I were hiding loot in here, where would I put it?” Then her eyes brightened. “Why hide the loot in a low-level dungeon in the first place?”

“There is only one reason to control the flow of goods and services,” Tamereth said. “And that is to artificially inflate the cost. If you are the only one who has access to that item, then you can become much richer by making it rarer and only available in dribs and drabs.”

“What the hell were you in your past life?” Keller asked.

“I was a guard,” Tamereth said, then screwed her face up. “A simplified explanation. Suffice it to say, I protected the Kerridge Caravan, a prestigious train that traveled the Arnusa circuit. Supply and demand—one must control that to maximize profits. My master taught me that. I think he wanted me to guide his children once he passed, so he was liberal with his knowledge.”

“Which might come in handy for us, but I’ll ask again, where the hell do we look?” Seven said.

“It’s not in this vale,” Keller said. “If I stick here with Tammy, you could go root around, and see if you can find anything. She’s better than either of us with the spear and staff, so I can’t see an issue with a few low-level rabbits.”

“It’s a plan.”

“Plus, you have Instinct and Perception.”

“So, you do the dungeon, and we’ll meet at the troll cave when the count reaches three and zero.” Seven got up and equipped his staff. “Sounds good.” He was about to ask them if they’d be okay, but Keller morphed into her wolf and Tamereth strolled by her side as if her sole purpose in life was hunting rabbits.

He set off, the glade offering no immediate clues. The obvious way was to follow the stream uphill, and that was how they’d proceeded before—any adventurer would, he supposed. If he recalled correctly, they’d followed the tenth rabbit as it had veered to his left. Which left the right-hand side of the valley waiting to be explored. He jumped over the stream and wandered into the trees.

The sparse undergrowth quickly thickened, and Seven delved into his Hunter skill, soon finding a trail. Walking along it, he tensed when a rabbit came bounding along, but with one glance at him, the rabbit veered sharply into the foliage, leaving Seven wondering whether they feared him because of his increased level, and if so, he wondered how Keller would fare.

He climbed and climbed, coming to a ridge and traveling along it, the rise ever upward. After a while he stopped, the counter reaching three hours. He’d covered a good amount of land but had seen nothing out of the ordinary. So, he climbed a tree, and reaching the top, he scanned the horizon.

Something was off. At first, he wasn’t sure what. But as he studied it, he could see bands of the land repeating, which led him to the conclusion that the dungeon was odd. He couldn’t quite wrap his head around the fact that it might be finite and that what he was seeing could well be reflections. But his Instinct told him he wouldn’t be able to travel beyond the first band. His gaze, though, settled on a small, almost invisible haze rising in the distance.

“Is that smoke?” He fixed the location in his mind, knowing he’d have to cross the river. “Past the troll cave?” he mused.

It was hard to know. The ridges and rolls of the area were too uniform. He set off, dropping down and hoping to intercept Keller and Tammy on his way. Swinging around in a grand arc, he shaved the vale’s top. Looking up his notifications, he checked their progress. The girls were doing well and had already killed five out of the ten required rabbits. Seven retreated into the tree line, watching for a moment.

He hadn’t had Keller down for a sociable type, but the girls were laughing and joking, so he revised his opinion. Perhaps she was just slightly more cautious around men. He took off in the rough direction of the troll, but gave it a hundred yards, not through fear but because Tammy would need to be involved in the kill to get her experience. Once past the troll cave, he climbed another tree, searching out the hazy anomaly.

It was much closer, and the smell of slow-burning oak filled his nostrils. Whatever awaited him was powerful enough to not only keep a troll in check but also intelligent enough to tend a fire without burning down the forest. Seven climbed down the tree and moved carefully toward the smoke’s source. A shriek echoed through the forest. High, female, and undoubtedly Tamereth, Seven fought the urge to race to her, but he had to trust them. Both were overpowered for the dungeon. If they couldn’t handle it, there was no guarantee he could.

Seven came to a clearing, a hut in its middle with a small pond offset to one side. A strange-looking creature sat upon the hut’s stoop. Its round head sported a vastly elongated nose, wizened eyes perched over it, with black hairs sprouting randomly from its otherwise bald scalp. A staff lay lazily in the crook of its arm, and it had its feet resting on an empty barrel. It gave Seven pause. He’d expected to find a monster, a brainless creature whose task was to keep the dungeon in some order. But, as he thought about it, he realized how wrong he was. The Speakwood Tree, after all, had been quite intelligent.

He pondered what to do. Was this creature the true prize? Could he learn something from him? Without a good reason not to, he stepped into the clearing and hailed the creature.

“Ho!” He called, marching to the duck pond. “I come from⁠—”

The creature jumped up, screaming some words Seven couldn’t make out. A swirling cone of black fire hurtled toward him. Seven jinked to one side, racing for the pond. The vortex bent in midair like it had a lock on him—as if destiny demanded it strike him. The creature cackled; the chase clearly excited it. Unable to avoid the strike, Seven threw himself to the ground, rolling as the magic crashed into him, tearing up the turf, and tossing him backward. The force washed over him, leaving him prone. He rose, grinning. Compared to the wizard, Mulderstrike, the spell had barely tickled him. He had, after all, Expert Magical Resistance and Pain Tolerance to match. Brushing himself off, he continued around the pond.

“What?” the creature cried. “What the hell? How are you still living?” He hunched his thin shoulders, clamping his hands together, then muttering the unintelligible words again.

Seven sped up. While his resistance and pain tolerance helped a lot, being blasted by a vortex attack spell still wasn’t pleasant. Unfortunately, he only closed half the distance to the strange wizard before the next one drilled into him. This time, rather than try to avoid it, he leaned into it, powering through.

It swirled and buffeted him, threatening to toss him off his feet and deposit him in the pond. But his enhanced Strength and Dexterity won through, and the spell soon passed over him. “You’ll have to try harder than that!” he shouted.

“Harder than that? That was a level twenty-five spell. No way you’re over twenty or Quintasia would deny you entry. In fact, you can’t be over eleven. First dungeon?”

“Nope—done two more. Still, qualify to do this one again.”

“Then you’ll not have Magical Resistance or Pain Tolerance, so I’d question how you are doing it.” He bent over again, a sure sign he was wrestling up another spell. “Let’s see if you like this.”

Seven, though, had had enough. He raced forward, pushing his strength into his speed. He caught the wizard before he’d finished his incantation. Grabbing him by the throat, he pinned him against the hut’s wall. “So, we’re going to have a chat, and if you don’t want me to pull your throat out of your ass, then I’d suggest you listen.”

Taken aback by his own words, Seven waited for a reply. He sounded quite frightening. A thought immediately proved when the creature stammered his reply.

“I…I’m all ears.” Which wasn’t far from the truth. Its ears sprouted from the top of its head, rising like a rabbit’s before flopping over. It narrowed its buggy eyes. “Do you have the Magical Resistance skill?”

Seven paused. “Let’s say not,” he lied, although the lie wasn’t particularly believable, as he didn’t have a mark on him. “After all, how could I?”

“Precisely,” said the creature. “They would have only trained you in swords and spears at the moment. Magic training comes after Novice—and way after these dungeons. So, either you’re a natural or…” He pondered. “There is no or. You must be a natural!”

“Tell me about this place. What’s its secret?”

“Secret?”

“Yeah, what’s hidden here? Who are you? Why are you here?”

The creature strained against his hand. “I can hardly breathe. Let me down and I’ll try to answer your questions.”

Seven glared at him. “Any tricks and you die. Wizards are fodder where I come from. Easy to kill.”

“Kill? I’m this dungeon’s custodian.” It puffed up as Seven let go. “I’m here to make sure you’re safe, although in your case, I’m doubting you were ever in danger. So, what is it then? Natural resistance? Is it a race trait? If it is, you’ll be in high demand. They can’t strip you of your inherent advantages, you know. If someone stitched it into your canvas, the portal can’t wash it clean.”

Which, Seven thought, was a damn good reason to give the strange creature. “Yeah. Where I come from all⁠—”

“All?”

“One in a hundred of us can deflect spells.”

The creature grunted. “No wonder they picked you. Surprised more haven’t come. Fucking elves deal magic—Did I just say elves? Meant something else. No need for you to know…”

Seven grabbed his throat again. “Best start telling the truth, and I want everything. Am I being trained to fight elves?”

The creature paled, turning a light shade of lilac. “I can’t say. You shouldn’t be here. You should just kill the troll and move on. What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m nosey. So…”

“I really can’t tell you. Anything! Anything but that.”

“Anything?” He thought. “You’re here to make sure the troll is killable, yes?”

The creature grunted. “I’m here because I pissed off my magic tutor, but that’s by the by. In essence, yes. I kill it as soon as he gets too difficult for Novices, then I nurture the next along.”

“So, you get a load of downtime, then.”

“I get a lot of time to reflect on the error of my ways and to ponder how I’ll improve my attitude, yes.”

“So, you’re part of Quintasia?”

“Yes? No. No, definitely not. I’m not. No. Could you let me down, please?”

Seven hesitated. “Perhaps. Okay. What’s your name?”

“Cortex. I’m a Cabbacorn—from the land of the same name. We’re magic users. You?”

“Seven. I’m from…” He hesitated, deciding he should keep it a secret in case his lie about the Magical Resistance came back to haunt him. “You wouldn’t have heard of it. Let me get this straight. You’re here as punishment, and if you tell me anything, it’ll get worse?”

“That’s about the sum of it.”

“But you can tell me about this place?”

“Well, not officially.” He furrowed his brows. “But if it’s only regarding this place, then they can’t trace it back to me. Anything you find out about this place could be down to you and nothing to do with me.”

Seven leaned in. “So, what do you know?”

“Huh?”

“What do you know? What’s odd about here? What doesn’t quite fit.”

Cortex leaned in. “You mean apart from the trolls and vicious rabbits?”

“I mean anything apart from you, the troll and the vicious rabbits.”

Cortex nodded slowly.

Seven waited.

Cortex grinned knowingly.

“Yes?” said Seven.

“I get the cut of your jib. You are after knowing if there’s any type of anomaly here that no one else has looked for.”

“I’m after anything at all. Any strange comings and goings. Any odd creatures that don’t fit in?”

“Well, there is something…”

“Such as…”

“A rippling.”

“A rippling?”

Cortex nodded. “It’s weird—weird, I tell you. I’d have investigated, but I’m in enough trouble as it is. Besides, I’d have never got close.” He pointed to his ankle where a silver clasp sat. “I’m tagged. If I stray from a one-hundred-yard radius of the troll, the magical charm goes off and I lose a foot. I don’t want to lose a foot, so I stay put.”

“But you could show me where the rippling is?”

“Why? Why bother? “

He checked his counter and still had over two hours left, then checked the quest log. They were hunting the last rabbit—the ever-elusive tenth rabbit. “I have some time to burn.”

Cortex grunted. “That’s all I have.”

“So?”

“That way and keep going. You can’t miss it. The fields are there one moment and gone the next. Say, you couldn’t put a good word⁠—”

“With your boss? I’m not that advanced—still working the novice angle.”

“Then you don’t want to go there. I’ve seen some beasts—big uns. It’s like they’re patrolling it, drawn to it, something.”

“Bunnies?”

“Nope. More like…I dunno what they’re like. Too far.” He screwed his face up. “Lizards. Maybe.”

“Lizards,” Seven said, following his pointed finger.

“Say,” Cortex said. “When you graduate, look me up. I’ll see you right if you join us.”

“Join you?”

“House D’Armentus. Top guild to join. No hard and fast rules. Loose and easy. You look like the loose and easy type. Join us. We’re awesome.”

Seven stared at the strange being for a moment, pulling back his lips without realizing it. His nose screwed up like Cortex smelled funny. “Let me think about it.”

“Can’t join until you graduate, but the minute you do, get riding the D’Armentus coach.” He slapped his rear and yelped.

“You ever heard of a raincheck?” Seven asked.

“Nope.”

“Well, this isn’t one of them.” He jogged away, conscious of the time, headed through the forest toward the shimmering fields.


Chapter Twenty-Three




He crouched behind a large trunk as the lizardman sniffed the air. A light breeze rippled the air, but Seven’s Hunting skill had ensured he approached from downwind. The large, deciduous canopy flecked the lizardman with shadows, enhancing their natural camouflage. Sword in hand, muscles bunched, Seven readied, just waiting for some sign, any sign, that he had the right place and had to take on the creatures. He could see no shimmering fields—no clue he was at his destination. But his Instinct was keen—his best number by far—and it proved correct as usual as four more lizardmen appeared.

With a jink, the first lizardman slid forward, his spear gleaming in the half-light of the verdant canopy. “You think you’re clever, human, but I can smell you no matter the wind. Your stench is your herald, and it is your doom.”

Seven’s Instinct, already primed, took over. His Perception heightened as the first lizardman attacked, aiming for the trunk as Seven stepped out. He sidestepped the attack easily, equipping his sword. The blade flashed as it sped through the air in a deadly arc. Meeting its mark, a resounding clang announcing the battle’s start, sparks flew as his sword deflected the lizard’s strike.

But there was no time for Seven to revel in his slick swordcraft. The lizardmen closed in, their hisses sliding through the forest. Seven danced between them, his confidence outstripping fear. His training oiled his movements, Tenk’s imparted knowledge boiling inside him. He was a blur of motion, his Instinct driving his battle before the lizardmen had truly started. He parried their strikes with precision and grace. Each movement was not only calculated and aimed with deadly intent but struck before the lizardmen could react.

But five versus one was a great leveler, and the lizardmen’s numbers patched over the gulf in class. They pushed Seven back, even as he used his prowess to turn them. He needed space, the cover of the tree trunks only advantaging them and not him. Into dense foliage the battle raged, the lizardmen springing unseen from bushes and ferns, from shrubs and fallen branches. Seven’s strokes became desperate, like a crumbling dam trying to hold back a reservoir of hatred. The lizardmen snarled and hissed, barking their insults, trying to fuel his mistakes.

But Seven was undeterred and largely unconcerned. The fight was slow to him. The lizardmen telegraphed many of their moves. With all his senses on high alert, he anticipated all. With a swift flourish, he disarmed one lizardman, his blade slicing through the air with lethal accuracy. His follow-up strike opened up its guts, a foul stench hanging on the breeze, filling the forest.

But even with his first real victory, Seven could feel the tide of battle turn against him. The lizardmen began fighting with a ferocity born of desperation, their numbers beginning to overwhelm him at every turn. With each passing moment, the forest closed in further, shadows swallowing his enemies whole. Their blades shot out from all angles, catching him, nicking him.

He withdrew. His Meditation, or at least a form of it, took over as he sunk into his Sword Mastery hunting for a solution. His movements quickened as he relinquished control to his Instinct. It altered his posture and changed his position. It powered his movements, and his reactions, combining his Strength and Dexterity, deploying his Restoration. His fighting prowess reached a new level. The lizardmen fell back, a halo of sunlight framing their bodies—a glowing aura making them appear part ethereal. Tall plants enveloped them as they entered a shimmering field.

Seven burst from the tree line, and with a primal roar, he launched himself anew. Into the fray he leapt, sword flashing with unrelenting precision. Not an ounce of fury powered each stroke, instead pure Instinct dictated every one of his actions, his movements flowing like a river. Each blow landed with bone-crushing force, sending the lizardmen reeling back in shock. Each ripped through their scales with ease, cleaving flesh, and spreading their blood across the stalks of the tall, leafy plants. Yet the plants confused. They pulled him from his meditational perfection as they each vanished and then reappeared.

He fought to rein his prowess back in, knowing the battle wasn’t done. But as it raged further and further into the field, the plants distracted him more and more.

“What the hell?”

“Stop!” cried the final lizardman. “This isn’t what they pay us for. It’s not worth the coin!”

“Pay you?” Seven said. “What do you mean, pay you?”

The exchange knocked him out of his rhythm, and he left himself open. The lizardman struck without hesitation. He thrust his spear forward. Whether it was the initial movement or the glint in his slitted eyes didn’t matter. Seven’s Instinct once more came to his rescue. He angled his body around the thrust weapon, bringing his own across his midriff in a horizontal arc that sliced clean through the creature’s neck, head toppling to the ground, bouncing off the stalks on the way down.

“Who pays you?” Seven asked. “Who?”

But the headless corpse couldn’t answer.

Seven fell to his knees gasping for breath—expecting to be tired but finding himself unaffected. He checked his heartbeat. He was calm like he’d rested rather than fought five lizardmen to their gruesome deaths. A notification filled his mind’s eye, but it wasn’t the battle report. Instead, it was a Perception notification.

Name: Invisible Weave.

Type: Hemp Plant

Properties: Hemp is a highly versatile plant that has the following uses:

Fiber. Hemp fibers are exceptionally strong and durable. They are ideal for textiles, ropes, canvas and cordage. Hemp fabric is breathable, resistant to mold, and softens with each use.

Food. Hemp seeds are nutritious and rich in protein, healthy fats, vitamins, and minerals. You can eat them raw or ground to flour. Hemp seed oil also has a variety of uses.

Paper. You can use hemp fiber to make paper.

Animal feed. You can store hemp seeds and mill it and use them as animal feed.

Medicinal. Hemp oils have therapeutic properties, including pain relief and anti-inflammatory.

Recreational. Hemp leaves can have psychoactive effects.

Peculiarities of the strain Invisible Weave.

Invisible weave has inbuilt refractive properties that enable full or partial invisibility to be added to each of the uses listed above. Paper, for instance, can become temporarily invisible to allow the passing of secret messages. Invisibility cloaks are also associated with Invisible Weave. The strain is open to magical influence.

“Well, what do you know?” Seven asked, knowing he’d found the dungeon level’s secret. He glanced at the timer.

0:0:28:06

“Oh, shit!” he cried, hacking at the plants and gathering them into his ring.

0:0:22:25

“Better get going,” he muttered, having cleared a fifteen square foot patch. “Just a couple more.”

0:0:18:54

“That’s it. I’m off.” He unequipped his sword, racing back toward the hut, then veering toward the stream and running alongside it. He checked their quest status, seeing the bonus quest offered but as yet remained unfulfilled. He hurdled boulders, jumped trunks, skipped hollows, and slid down ridges. Skidding to a halt, he tried to get his bearings when a scream filled the glen.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” he cried, turning toward its source and injecting every ounce of strength into his legs.

Another scream rang out. Seven burst into the clearing, racing to its center, tripping over the dead troll, and catapulting himself ten yards on. He landed on his back with a thump, staring at the sky. “Keller! Tammy!” cried.

Before he could struggle to his feet, both girls appeared and looked down.

“You missed the fun,” Keller said. “Well, you tripped over the fun, but the fun was already dead.”

“Your wolf?” Seven said, breathing a sigh of relief.

“Not mine. This little tiger here. She might look mild-mannered, but she’s got some juice under her hood, I can tell you. She’s fucking awesome.”

Tammy blushed. “Keller’s the best teacher. I just want to get back and try to master the staff.”

“I don’t think the staff will be a problem for you,” Keller said. “Not sure any wooden weapon will be if I’m honest.” She broke off, crouching and stabbing her finger into Seven’s chest. “And just where have you been that you would leave two defenseless women to fend for themselves in a glen full of monsters?”

“I was—” He wondered how to explain. “I met a fellow student whose job it is to maintain this dungeon—like the Speakwood did to the other. He directed me to a field, and I harvested some of its crop.”

She pulled him up. “What crop?”

He brushed his armor down and then plucked a leafy sprig from his storage. “It’s this,” he said, scrunching his forehead up. “It does lots of stuff, according to my perception. But not only that, this particular plant also has invisible qualities.”

“Dope?” Keller asked. “You found a field full of weed?”

Seven cocked his head. Unless he was very much mistaken, Keller was about to boil over with excitement. She was jigging like she was about to explode, and her expression resembled someone who’d eaten a bucket full of happiness.

“Not weeds, no,” Tamereth said. “I recognize that plant—or at least the derivation from my world. It was great for making clothes and rope and stuff. Invisible rope—invisible clothes. We could be invisible. This is huge.”

“Invisible weed. Imagine never being caught. You could smuggle it wherever you want,” Keller said.

“And paper,” Tamereth continued. “Invisible paper.”

“You can smoke it or bake cakes with it,” Keller continued.

Seven stared at them, thinking the troll might have hit them on the head with his club. “We should get going. The timer’s nearly out. We need to get back.”

He set off at a run, Tamereth immediately following.

“Can I have this one?” Keller shouted, then ran after them.

“How much do you have?” Tamereth asked.

“About fifty or so plants. Big ones.”

“Where? In your storage device.” She tugged on his sleeve. “It’s okay. I know you’ve got one. They’re common in my land.”

“In my ring, yes.”

“Then you must do this,” Tamereth said as they came to the glade’s end. “Sell no more than four plants at a time.”

“Sell them?” Keller shrieked. “Don’t sell them. It’s okay to have half a field full. That’s personal use, that is.”

“What the heck are we going to do with all of them?”

She caught up with them, breathing hard. “I’ll show you later. It’ll blow your mind.”

“We’re out of time,” Tamereth said, vanishing through the doorway.

“Deck, now,” Keller said.

“I was going to finish Kira off first.”

“Then deck straight after.”

Seven left the dungeon, wondering at Keller’s strange behavior.

He needed some time alone to clear his head, so slipped straight into his bedroom, lying on his bed and staring at the stone ceiling. He desperately wanted to fight Kira—to get through her and target Mastery next. He had questions—so many questions—and only his progression would answer them. That much he was certain of.

A lot was happening and happening fast. The book had opened his eyes to greater things at work than just their training. Drake, Levan, and Felza had laid the foundation, but Genevieve’s writing cemented it in his mind. There was a battle against the elves—the so-called Rage of Elves—and then there was Quintasia. But it seemed the foundation wasn’t a straightforward training academy. There appeared to be a lot going on under its surface.

But there was one important thing he needed to do. He’d been dithering and had eight unallocated attribute points. He replayed everything that had happened to him, trying to decide where to put the points. Eight in one trait might make a difference—a noticeable boost. Penick had told him to put points in Magic and Instinct. His Instinct was fifty-nine, and his Magic was thirty-one. Magic gave him a greater mana pool, and eight points would increase it to four hundred and ten. The question he asked himself was simple.

“Do I need the points now?”

The issue was, that it annoyed him to have the points sitting there not doing anything. But once he’d allocated them, that was that. In a way, it was like his spare Skill Points. He had them sitting there and the sensible thing to do was to use them—at least on the surface. He scrolled through his skill list, his eye settling on Restoration. That was the most important one. If he could heal himself, then he was virtually indestructible. It would take him ten points to get it to Expert, and another fifty to increase it to Mastery. Of all his skills, Restoration was the one that could save him when things went south.

“Do I need to do it now?”

Like his attribute points, the point remained that it was irreversible. Should he need the points for anything else, then they wouldn’t be available. But then, what was more important than being prepared? What if he fell from a height and didn’t have time to up his skill? Or if he suffered a catastrophic injury and Restoration couldn’t keep up at its current level? What if he was unconscious?

He hedged his bets and advanced his Restoration Skill, leaving his attribute points where they were until he needed them. Satisfied, he ran through his numbers, pleased with how far he’d come but disappointed not to be closer to level fifteen. Once he had Califire in his hand, he’d be unstoppable.
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Chapter Twenty-Four




He left his bedroom, hesitating as he made his way to the square. Keller was nowhere to be seen, and nor was Tamereth. Assuming they’d both gone to bed for a lie-down, he equipped his staff and entered the square, immediately transported to the rope walkway. Kira faced him, her usual cocky self. She shook her chestnut hair back, muscles rippling, shining like she’d oiled them.

Seven let his Instinct do the work, scrubbing his mind of his confusion. He needed focus. He had the numbers, yet the girls were keeping up with him. True, they had advantages too, but not like his. If, as Keller had suggested, he was to be the alpha male, then he should be stronger, more powerful—he should be the one protecting them.

As Kira advanced, he let his fury build, but not unfettered anger, instead the kind that he could channel and focus into something purer. His Instinct took over his actions, directing his Mind which in turn leaned on his Strength and Dexterity. He met her halfway, his feet nimble, not planted but using the walkway’s tension. He anticipated its subtle shifts. He adjusted for their movements as their weapons met with crack after crack.

Her expression changed. At first, surprise rippled her forehead, then it furrowed as she focused, her blows coming harder and faster. Then it was something new—something akin to respect—as the battle raged on. It was the merest of slips that undid her. Seven feinted, moving his weight onto one foot and upsetting the fragile balance he’d established on the walkway. It ruined the tension Kira relied on, doubly so when he intentionally shifted his weight to the other side while delivering a blow that teased Kira over the edge. He stood, unmoving, accepting his victory but not reveling in it. He’d achieved nothing, and he wouldn’t until he beat her five times.

Which came a dozen bouts later.

Kira fought like a lioness. She upped her game with every bout. But Seven’s understanding grew with each one, too. When she got a hit in, it hindered him for mere moments before his Expert Restoration mended the injury. The effect gave him more confidence than he could have dreamed of. He’d increased the skill with a fatal injury in mind, but it was the smaller ones that made all the difference. If he forced a blow through and cracked her elbow, he could disadvantage her. If she did the same to him, he recovered before another blow could land.

While tempted to continue, Seven knew he would piss Keller off. He left the ring, stowing his staff, grabbing a towel, and marching out to the deck. “Sorry, got carried away,” he said, joining them at the table.

“Kira?” Keller asked.

“Yeah. Got the measure of her and wanted her gone. So, you wanted to talk about these plants?”

He expected her to be excited, but both girls became deadly serious instead. “Yeah, we’ve been talking about that. We’re both of the same conclusion that you might have fucked up.”

“Fucked up? Why?”

“Because it’s not like the Speakwood Tree,” Keller said. “That was okay—a cool find—and raiding the Mythril mine would be the same. But this sounds like someone was growing that crop for coin, and you just stole it and killed their guards.”

“We had similar plants in my land,” Tamereth said. “The mystics would smoke the leaves and have great visions. The plants were scarce, and precious. We sold them for good crystal.”

“You think they were someone’s crops? But why would they grow them in the dungeon?”

“Perhaps that’s the only place they could grow. Or maybe they discovered them and farmed them. Either way, Lizardmen tending crops in a dungeon doesn’t sound right.”

“Nor does it add up,” Seven said. “If some higher-up is growing crops in a dungeon, then how are they getting them out if they can’t access the dungeon? Anyone one level eleven and over isn’t getting into that dungeon. I’m nine, so I’m only just sneaking in. Can you see us being under level eleven by the time we graduate?”

“Still doesn’t sound right,” Keller said. She looked up. “Mid-morning, I reckon. So that about adds up. We went in early. Four hours in the dungeon. You’ve been fighting Kira for a few. So, the time in the dungeon was pretty insignificant. What did it say in the book?”

Seven looked it up. “Four hours in the dungeon is a blink of an eye in Quintasia.”

“The blink of an eye.” Keller scrunched her face up. “Yet I’m not feeling any jet lag.”

“Jet lag?” Tamereth asked.

“Dungeon lag—call it that. I don’t feel like it should be afternoon. I’m not extra tired. Dungeon lag—yep, I like that.” Keller leaned forward. “What if they got to a novice?”

Seven cocked his head. “What?”

“The field. What if the farmers somehow infiltrated the novices and had one come through purposely keeping their level low? Could you do that? We’re under level ten and you’re already a Master of the staff. So, the sword got you access to the first dungeon. The spear qualified us for dungeon two. Then the staff gets three. That means with five dungeons we’ve got two more disciplines. So, could someone get through all those while remaining under level eleven? That’s the question.”

“And the answer is yes,” Tamereth said. “Has to be, yes. Think about me. I struggled with the sword but breezed through the spear. The staff won’t be a problem for me. I’m level seven—probably still be seven once I’ve done the staff, especially with you both helping me through the dungeons. So, maybe I get to ten. I’ll obviously try for eleven—higher, even, but with the random way this system gives out points, it’s hard to plan.”

Keller reached for a round of bread, tearing a chunk off. “You had a system back in Bedrock?”

“Bedrock?”

“Where you come from.”

“Bedrock?” She pursed her lips. “I like it. Our land was called different things depending on which warlord had it. Gevonna was the latest. We just went by settlement names and trade routes. Whoever ruled at the time really didn’t matter. You paid levies, and who those levies went to made no odds to us. Bedrock it is.”

“You can’t just rename her land.”

“I just did,” Keller said. “Besides, it fits. Sounds like they only had rock. No metal, remember.”

“Rock, wood, and crystal. Crystals made money—clear crystals were common, blue less so. Ruby—I had a few rubies stacked up before I was taken. Then there were the green ones—emeralds. I only saw one once. Purple—that was for the elites, and black changed hands in the shadier places. That currency had values that depended on shapes. Kind of cool. The less worn and rounded, the more value it had.”

“What about weapons?” Seven asked. “You said you had bone and rock—no crystal?”

“Some had crystal blades, but only the very rich, and they rarely used them in battle for fear of them chipping. Only blades infused with magic could harden enough to hold an edge.”

“This is some mind-blowing shit,” Keller said. “I can’t imagine a land without metal. But then, mine had the stuff everywhere. Like, how the fuck did a wagon’s axle work? Wouldn’t the friction burn the fuck out of it?”

“We use animal fat to cool it down. Wood is versatile, plus we had a version of the plant Seven found. It could hold most things together. If you heated it up just right, it would form a resin that you could use to interlock stones, make chains, doorknobs—anything that I’ve seen that you use metal for. Some resins were even used to make assassin’s blades.”

“But you still went around pummeling the shit out of each other with huge clubs—tell me that happened, and I’ll let my imagination do the rest.” Keller sat back, stretching and yawning. “Maybe those few hours in the dungeon did me in.”

“Let’s say that.” Tamereth rose. “Now, I should fight. I must keep up and excel. I don’t have the advantages you all do.”

“Fuck off,” Keller said. “Have you seen how good you are with a spear? You need nothing else.”

“I was…am…a Kobashi. We fight with the spear, the conchas, and with our hands and feet. We’re horse riders, too. If the disciplines are close quarters, then I should excel. The concha is a blunt weapon, and our spears had no barbs. The purpose of a Kobashi is to defeat the enemy, not kill it. Through defeat, sides swapped, and the vanquished fought for the winning side after. It is less wasteful than a fatada.”

“A fatada?” Seven said.

“A vendetta war. If one of those were called, then it was a war unto death. It was an intention to erase your adversary from the land and cleanse it of their sins. Fatada’s were rare, mercifully.” She bowed, retreating into her chapel, which had moved to the other side of Seven’s room.

“Sounds a delightful place,” Keller said. “Much like my world without the nukes, I suppose.”

“At least we can be strong here. I’ll never forget the fear inside me as the Atun took to the field—their black lines cresting the ridge, staring down at us. The stench.”

Keller reached out for him. “That must have been…”

“Wanna know what the worst bit was? Let me tell you. It was knowing that you had no clue how to defend yourself. It was knowing that the enemy was better equipped, better trained, and better marshaled. That was the worst bit.”

“But not if you’re Siniman.”

“No, not if you’re him. He had belief in himself. He assumed no one could touch him. Even as Mulderstrike’s flames engulfed him, he still believed he’d win. I could see it in his eyes.”

“Then that’s what we do. We get that good.”

“We do.”

Keller rose. “I’m going for Kira. Can’t have you getting better than me. You trying for the next?”

He shrugged. “No, I’m going to sit out here and practice my words. See if I can’t find out a bit more about this place.”

“Might be quicker if I looked.”

He handed her the book. She leafed through it, shaking her head, before handing it back to him. “Must have an enchantment. How cool is that? I’m guessing you’re the only one who can read it. Might improve your skill, which you’ll need if you’re still hell-bent on being a warlock.”

“I’ll be in soon. I just want to get my head around everything.” He took a deep breath. “Like, can we even trust the air? Is it real in the dungeon, real here? I want proof, Keller, and I don’t think I’m going to get it.”

She bent, kissing him, letting her lips linger until she pulled them away a hair’s breadth. “This is real, Seven. I feel it and not because Quintasia thrust us together. It’s more than that. I think…” She kissed him again. “It’s everything, but we need to carve our future. We must focus on that.” And then she left him, breathless, wondering what might have happened had they been anywhere else.

“Everything,” he said as her door shut with a soft and unwelcome thud.

He stared at the tree line, tilting his head, sure he spotted movement. Discounting it, he opened the book, a page springing flat as if demanding to be read next.

Let me introduce myself. My name is Genevieve and I herald from a planet called Hisaro. Where in the traveled universe is irrelevant. You have no craft to reach it, nor is there that type of technology within Quintasia, for the moment. This is a mana-rich land. It practically oozes from the soil, drips from the leaves, and spills from the oceans.

Hisaro is a place of honor through progression. To us, truth is a way of life and not a wistful option. Upon arriving in the Gregory Chapel, I found my temper fraying more and more at the lack of openness regarding our destiny. To be held hostage is one thing, but to be trained for a battle you care little about is a different matter.

So, let me set your mind at rest right from the outset. The battle you are being trained for is your battle. It will be your war. That much is inevitable. They call it Rage of Elves. You will hear those words as much as you hear the interminably dull nothing-for-nothing phrase. But what is Rage of Elves? What does it entail? And why the grand title?

It is like nothing you’ve ever known. A thousand times worse than a frenzied beast feeding after a winter starving. You see, power compels them. Mana is a drug, and they are addicts. But mana is a peculiar thing. You would have smelled the acrid stench of burned mana had you passed a spell cast in anger. You might have savored the juices of mana-saturated fruits. Or have you bathed in mana springs, infused with its hope eternal?

None of that is what the elves seek. They like only one type of mana. It ignites their rage, fuels their lust, and increases their power.

For the blood-borne mana of humans and certain derivatives is their elixir. It is their reason for living.

And your blood, fair novice, is thickening with mana all the while you train. It is a beacon, and you, well, you are but one thing.

Bait.

The book slammed shut as if its author wished to spoon-feed his reader, and Seven stared once more at the tree line. This time, he was certain he saw something move and remembered that he could venture into the Milkwood Glen. He rose. A shaded figure stole toward the steps, Curious, Seven advanced, slow initially and then more purposefully.

He had simmering anger at reading the extract. It was small, like a knotted ball of hatred for those who’d brought him to Quintasia—for Penick, certainly. But also, for the elves that might hunt him, and Quintasia itself that dangled him like a worm on the hook—one they fattened at that moment. To add insult to injury, they spied on him as well—not even giving him privacy on the deck he’d shed blood to gain access to. The same place Keller had kissed him and Tamereth had laughed.

He came to the top of the steps, jagged and cracked, moss replacing mortar and grass encroaching. Steep and narrow, it led into cloud, the green and gray clashing, patchwork tendrils threading through the precarious trunks. He saw her then. Her rich green hair and sylph figure fled into the cloud, trusting the steps to be there.

“Sinta!” He cried, and he dashed down the step, so steep it felt like his body might overtake his feet as they fought to keep up.

Fortunately for Seven, his huge Dexterity number kept him upright. But despite his enhanced strength, his calves protested, his buttock muscles cried in pain, and his hamstrings pinched and tightened. Then he was in the cloud and led by Instinct alone. Unfortunately, Instinct could only lead with a clue, and he had none.

So, it was only a matter of time until he tripped, and fell, and fell some more.


Chapter Twenty-Five




He tumbled through the cloud, smashing every part of his body against the steep stone steps. With a burst of light, the cloud vanished, bright green assaulting his eyes as it cycled past him, mashed together in a blur of swirling color. He thudded to a halt, every bone in his body straining, fracturing, breaking. Pain exploded within him as he screamed, the air punched from him. Two visions clouded his thoughts. His mind pictured his body as it was, as it needed to be, and his Expert Restoration skill immediately set about its monumental task. The other was the hazy vision of a girl with emerald hair and green eyes. She hovered close, her indecision obvious.

“What have you done?” she asked, kneeling before him, her shaking hands hovering over him as a bright light filled the space between them. Warmth surged into him. But rather than calm the muted pain, it exacerbated it as it accelerated his healing, snapping bones back into place, stretching tendons, and binding ligaments. “You should not have come.”

“Why?” he asked, his voice barely a croak.

“It is not right for you to mix with us. We are not worthy.”

Seven tried to reply, but the healing consumed him. He had to focus. He had to heal fast. His Health plunged toward zero. Closing his eyes, his Meditation skill rose from within him, protecting him and transporting him away.

A parade of straight branches lashed with vines spread away above him. A glowing fairy perched upon the rafters, her gossamer wings fluttering and spreading mana dust. His dulled pain had reduced to a throb, and his head rested on a fluffy pillow. The heady smell of burning incense filled his lungs as he carefully breathed. Jagged stabs came with each inhalation as his ribs strained.

“You must rest,” Sinta said, coming into view, her face hazy, painted with an aura. “My healing can only do so much. I have spent my mana. Yet…” She paused. “You heal quickly—more quickly than I would think possible.”

She reached holding a small bowl, a spoon in her other hand. “Perhaps some food? But you will need to sit up. Can you?”

His gut growled at the thought of food. The Restoration skill had drained him worse than hard labor under an unrelenting sun. That and a strange feeling growing inside him made his mouth water. But was the tradeoff worth it? It had to be. He had to explore the new emotion within him. He gritted his teeth, pressing into his elbows as he slid up the bed. While the pain washed over him in waves, he tolerated it, reduced as it was by his Pain Tolerance.

“Fascinating,” Sinta said. “You are truly remarkable.”

“He is one of the chosen,” a man’s voice said. “Yet there is something special hatching within him.”

The man came into view. Wizened skin folds hung from his aged, gaunt face, long and wrinkled by time. Dry gray hair hung, bound by strings, once colorful, long faded. Sinta drew a chair up for him, her deference clear. She knelt by his side, her eyes wide and glazed with wonder.

“You healed him, child?”

“I did, Papa. This is my father, Zenofal. Father, this is Seven.”

“I know his name. It is all I hear from your mouth of late.”

“I healed him, but something is wrong,” Sinta reiterated as she blushed and looked away.

“He heals himself as well.” The old man chuckled, his dry rasps tapering to silence. “He has their skill. The old and the new working together. Possibilities.” He pulled out a long, clay pipe and packed its pot with leaves. A flame appeared, dancing on his thumb, then bending toward the leaf as he inhaled. Heady smoke soon issued, two funnels barreling from his nostrils and blanketing Seven. Its heady scent invaded him, squatting within his mind and expanding his consciousness. The rafters blurred, the pipe fog holding over him as the man began chanting, an odd tune, guttural in parts, nasal in others, harsh on his ears yet soothing.

Seven saw it plainly, his two allies fighting each other. His Restoration Skill demanded structure. It had a plan, and that plan demanded compliance with a set of rules that it understood. It had a picture of him it held above all else—a blueprint it had to adhere to. Then there was Sinta’s healing, more natural, not held to task by a rule book. It sought imperfections, and healed any malignancy, flowing through him like a cleansing wave. It had no preconceptions, no lines in the sand. It saw. It witnessed, and it improved.

The two fought each other, yet they complimented each other. More smoke rolled over him. He breathed hard, letting the smoke infuse his lungs. There was common ground between the two. Both meant well, and both manipulated his injuries to improve. Seven dove deep within himself, using his Meditation skill in a slightly different way. He freed his consciousness rather than empty it, and he let it into every part of him as he fought to understand both disciplines. Knotting the two together, he tried to form a weave that would become more effective—that would both restore and improve.

Each resisted. Sinta’s tried to improve, while Restoration wished only to return his body to how it was. Yet both were powerful in their own right. Restoration and healing, on the surface, were two of the same, but underneath, so different that one could be called foundation while the other was insurgency.

But each had a place in the new skill that Seven had formed within his powerful mind. Mana drove both. By directing them together, the healing became improved, much like a broken bone mended stronger.

He let his new weave move through his body, completing his healing, strengthening him, and filling him with a greater knowledge about himself and how he worked. Once he was complete, he lay within the smoke shroud, relaxing, letting his mana recoup. After a long while, he opened his eyes. The old man was asleep, but Sinta still stared at him.

“How?” she asked. “It was not my doing, nor could it be yours.”

But Seven didn’t answer. He pulled up his notifications and listened as they cascaded through his mind.

Body Enhancement—Strength plus two.

Body Enhancement—Strength plus two.

Mind Bonus—Mind plus One.

Body Enhancement—Strength plus three.

Body Enhancement—Dexterity plus two.

Body Enhancement—Body plus two.

Body Enhancement—Body plus two.

Body Enhancement—Dexterity plus two.

Body Enhancement—Dexterity plus one.

Mind Bonus—Mind plus Two.

Mind Bonus—Mind plus Four.

You have opened your Mana Channels.

You may now use your Mana.

You have a new spell!

Tranquil Resurgence: Infuse yourself with mana to heal, repair, and improve your body. Mana usage depends on injury severity. Spell Level: Novice.

Tranquil Resurgence 2: Infuse others with mana to heal, repair, and improve their body. Mana usage depends on injury severity. Spell Level: Novice.

Congratulations! You have advanced the spell, Tranquil Resurgence. You are now Capable.

Congratulations! You have advanced the spell, Tranquil Resurgence. You are now Adept.

Congratulations! You have advanced the spell, Tranquil Resurgence. You are now Expert.

You have leveled up. You are now Level Ten.

You have ten unallocated attribute points.

You have opened Spell Points.

You have zero Spell Points—You gain Spell Points by casting spells, complex spells.

I have magic? He thought, excitement racing through him. I have magic? But then another thought raced through him. Am I a Healer?

It was time to use his points. It was clear to him where they needed to go. The improvements to his body’s Strength and Dexterity came from the spell. But the improvements to his Mind score had to result from Sinta’s magic and a reward for opening Magic properly. If he needed more Mana, that was where he should put the points. But was the system telling him that Mind played a role in Magic?

You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!

Yet it had given him something for free—Mind points. His Strength and Dexterity improvements were a direct result of the increased efficiency of his healed body. But his Mind, on the surface, bore no relation. So, it had to come from the opening of his mana channels. If his mind influenced his spells, it almost certainly factored into their power.

He split his points, half going into Mind, and half into Magic.
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He reached for Sinta, but the old man moved quickly, a cane coming from nowhere and smacking his hand away. “No, Chosen. It cannot pass. Servant and student can never be. Mind my words, for Mind and wisdom are two differing things.”

“But Father!” Sinta protested. “There is nothing between us.”

“A sparking candle sheds no light, but from those sparks, it bursts into life. This chosen will be elf-fodder, and your candle, dear Sinta, will cast light on an empty room.”

“What if I beat them?” Seven said. “What then?”

“Then Quintasia ceases to be.” His dry laugh whipped the air. “Beat the elves? You can heal now. You might prolong your suffering. No more.” He grunted a few times, yawning and resting his chin on his chest. “But manners should transcend all. Even in my long life, I can only remember one other student descending. Fine, fine man. Long dead, I imagine. Long dead.” Zenofal yawned once more, shutting his eyes. “Long dead. Gene, something. Nice man. Gentle man.”

“Genevieve?” Seven asked.

“Perhaps,” the old man said as his breaths settled into a gentle rhythm.

Seven scooted down the bed, careful not to wake the old man, and swung his feet off. He stood, stretched, testing his back, his ribs, legs—every part of him damaged in the fall. But he felt fantastic—better than fantastic. Energy bled from his every pore. His Strength had grown, his Dexterity too—Mind and Body—and all boosted their partner skills.

“I feel great,” he said, grabbing her and pulling her from the hut. “Show me around before the old man wakes.”

Sinta hesitated, dragging her feet. She bit her lip, trying to resist the smile forming on her face. “It is improper.”

“But you heard him,” Seven pleaded. “I’m going to fight elves. I won’t have another chance. Show me around Milkwood. I’m interested. Do you farm? Do you hunt? Are you gatherers? You worship Tyrannus, yes?”

“Too many questions,” she said, then paused. “I will show you around.” She blushed. “But nothing more. There can be nothing between us. My father has spoken.”

“I don’t like your father,” Seven said, unable to shake his good mood despite Sinta’s caution. He wanted to test his sword, test his spear, and fight with his staff. Surely his new numbers would make him indestructible? He laughed when she looked shocked. “Not really. I…” His bravado came crashing down as he realized he’d gone too far. Who was he kidding? He was no Siniman. He was no magnificent fighter the girls would fall head over heels in love with, hanging on his every word. “Sorry. I’m not good at this.”

“At what?” Sinta said, her lips twisted in confusion.

“At being with beautiful women. I…” He held up his hand, displaying his nub. “I’m cursed. Beautiful women don’t look twice at me.”

“They should,” Sinta said, leading him away from the hut.

The village perched on the edge of a steep slope. Below, folk tended terraced fields and steep steps connected dwellings. A waterfall cascaded to an effervescing pool, and more fell past into a haze beyond which nothing seemed to exist. He squinted, his gaze ranging further. But Milkwood existed in a pocket, with nothing surrounding it. A bluff offered him a vantage point. He sat, scouring the extent of the settlement. “Beyond?” he asked Sinta as she sat next to him.

She ran her fingers through her long hair, emerald strands cascading back in place, her eyes visible momentarily, wonder in place. “There is nothing for us beyond. Only serving the temple matters.”

“You cannot go beyond it?”

She looked at him, her mouth partly open, hesitant. “We can move past it, but it’s a curse. It’s death.”

“How?”

“When they come back, it has altered them. It has sucked the life from them.” She shivered. “Their skin wrinkles and backs are bent. They are old, Chosen One, so very old.”

Seven mulled over her words as he chose what truth to tell her. Genevieve’s book hinted that time ran slowly inside the bounds of Quintasia. So, any leaving and traveling beyond the foundation’s influence would experience life at a much faster pace. To return would expose that change, especially if it was after some time.

“Then it’s best to stay here,” he said, not wanting her to feel time’s sting. “There is magic here.”

She reached, resting her arm on his, then drew back, as if she might offend. “I don’t want you to go.”

He pulled her hand back, cupping it between his. “I dreamt of talking to you. When I saw you—outside, delivering the fruit. Not that you were the only one. It was something else.”

“I know you. I knew you. I saw you fight the wizard.”

“The wizard?”

“On a slope. He consumed your friends with fire. He burned you.” She smiled, her head tilting forward slightly, shielding her face behind a curtain of green.

Desperate to witness her expression, to understand her emotion, Seven teased her hair back. She caught his hand, holding it against her cheek, then tucked her hair behind her ear.

“You saw me?”

“I saw you fight, and I saw you talking to the elf. He brought you here, didn’t he?”

Seven closed his eyes, acknowledging her truth under the cold light of day. There was no evading his treachery. He had an ally, and that ally wanted to destroy this place and feed on its mana. “He promised me everything, and I had nothing.”

“His promises mean nothing. They affect the scene, but only you can alter your path’s direction.”

“He’s an elf. We’re here to fight elves,” Seven said.

“You came down those steps and fell to our village. You helped me heal you. You chose your own path as I choose mine.”

“And where does yours lead?” Seven asked.

She turned. “It lays elsewhere,” she said, cryptically.

“You know, don’t you? Just like you knew about the wizard.”

“My father has a gift. He can predict the weather. He knows when a storm comes in, and we all shelter. If a mountain lion comes, or a four-tailed fox stalks the village, he will know. I inherited the gift. I see more, but only occasionally.”

“Like?”

“Like the rage of elves. It comes, Seven. You must prepare your women.”

Seven screwed his brow. “My women?”

“Your friend, Keller, will help you. Pick well.” She rose, and he followed. Rather than return to the hut, she led him to the base of the steps. “You must go.”

“Join me,” he said. “With your foresight and healing, you could help us fight them.”

“Answer me this. Why do you wish to fight the elves? What have they ever done to you?”

“Because…” Seven tried to spout some answer but realized he had none. He only had the word of Genevieve that they were bad. “I have only known one elf, and he helped me be who I am today.”

“Then why side against them?” Sinta asked.

He had no answer.

She smiled. “Don’t worry. They’ll give you a good reason. Thank you for your truth.” Turning, she walked away, the sway of her thighs capturing his full attention.

“You never answered my question.”

“You never asked one.”

“Will you⁠—”

“Don’t,” she said, looking around. “Don’t make me lie to you when all you’ve done is tell me the truth.”

“But…”

“Become strong, Seven. You are weak. You think you are strong but compared to them, you are nothing. Only through strength can there be a future. Be strong, Chosen. All our lives depend on it. The Rage of Elves is real.”

“You have seen it.”

“Yes,” she said. “In my visions.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




With Sinta’s words ringing in his ears, he reached the step’s summit. Pausing, he debated whether to knock on Keller’s chapel and tell her about Sinta, the village, and his brush with death. The consequences affected all of them. If he could heal himself faster than his Restoration skill, and if, as he suspected, the system had tailored the spell to him, then he had an advantage, and not one the likes of Drake would know.

He sat at his table, trying to get his head straight. Sinta was right. Why should he fight the elves? At least, why should he until they gave him good reason? But what would be good enough? Would them killing Keller or Tamereth be his trigger? Or could he simply take Drake or some such person’s word? Why was this land drafting in strangers to fight their battle? Did they not have their own troops? If not, why not? Or were they, as Genevieve has insinuated, bait? Would Quintasia sacrifice them so that some elite troop could race in and finish the elves off?

“Does it really matter?” He asked himself.

He’d been nothing all his life. At least he was something. He looked up the healing spell.

Tranquil Resurgence: Infuse yourself with mana to heal, repair, and improve your body. Mana usage depends on injury severity. Spell Level: Novice.

Tranquil Resurgence 2: Infuse others with mana to heal, repair, and improve their body. Mana usage depends on injury severity. Spell Level: Novice.

Restoration was a passive skill. He got hurt, and it began healing him. At Expert most cuts and abrasions healed instantly. Anything more serious took time, the length depending on the severity. But the spell could power that forward. Which meant that, dependent on mana, he could heal himself during battle.

There was no doubt that Mind played a part in Magic. He already thought it boosted the power of his spells. But would it also affect the rate at which he regained mana? It had certainly replenished fast and was full. Was three hundred and eighty mana a lot? Only time would tell. Until he had experience casting, he’d be fumbling in the dark.

“No point in worrying about something I can’t find out about,” he muttered, discounting reading more of the book in favor of fighting Delia. He wanted to test something real—something quantifiable—and his new Strength and Dexterity numbers were certainly that.

Entering his chapel, he watched Keller as she fought the Staff Master. She’d beaten Kira, but if she’d played fair was another matter. If she’d morphed into wolf form and savaged the poor woman, did it really count? He tried to imagine the scene, as all he could see was both fighters jumping from one point to another as they fought. Delia looked accomplished, at ease, even, as she toyed with Keller like a cat with an injured mouse. She was a brute of a woman, wide-shouldered with shorn hair. Her favored expression was a snarl that occasionally twisted into an evil grin, which usually foreshadowed a colossal strike.

Across the room, Tamereth was fighting a surly-looking man with his hair pulled tight in a tail and loose, hessian-like clothes. He bore no weapons, and his hands and feet were bare. Each time Tamereth approached, the man kicked or punched her, his strikes so fast Seven could barely see them. Tammy fought back, but bereft of a spear or staff, she floundered.

Some form of hand-to-hand combat? He mused. She said she’d trained in that.

Tamereth tumbled from the square, lying, staring at the stone ceiling, before jumping up and going again. With both girls doing their damndest to advance. Seven entered his square. The heat hit him immediately, blooming from a lava lake from which white pillars rose. Each was a different height and width, with some rising to his waist, while the lava lapped at others, spilling over their tops. The one he stood on was two feet in diameter, but others were only a foot. Delia appeared, her brutish form towering over him. Whether that was by design or random, he didn’t know, and nor did he think much further as her opening strike arced toward him, accompanied by a colossal cry that shook him to his very core. He ducked but not quite fast enough, and the staff smacked him on the back. His Dexterity kicked in, nearly saving him, but Delia controlled her backswing, stopping the staff, reversing its trajectory with an incredible display of strength and control, and taking his legs from under him.

“Too slow, Novice. Did Kira and the other wrecks teach you nothing?” Delia spat her words; their venom as powerfully delivered as her strikes. Not that Seven had much time to appreciate her jibe. He fell into the lava lake, the vision dissolving a moment before the expected pain came.

It was his turn to stare up at the chapel’s ceiling. “So, what to do, attack or move fast?”

She would attack immediately. It was her makeup. Her entire persona bled aggression. So, if he was going to avoid the hit, he’d have to move away from his first pillar straight away.

“Staff in one hand—go, go, go!” But which way? Toward her was out of the question.

He replayed her strike. She had swung right to left—or as he looked at her, left to right. So, if he went left, he’d need to avoid the oncoming staff. Right would give him a little more time, but her follow-through would be fast and deadly.

“I need the time.”

He entered the square using his Instinct to guide him and leaped immediately right. The closest pillar was knee height, and he made it easily, springing from it to the next. Delia swung, this time left to right, catching him straight in the gut and knocking him off the pillar. Rather than fall into the lava, he flew clean out of the illusion and landed on the chapel’s stone floor. Tamereth stood at her window, pointing and laughing. Seven dusted himself off and shrugged. She indicated the door.

“You gotta trick?” Seven asked her once outside.

“Attack, brace, and block. There’s no other way I’ve found of beating that initial strike. It’s just too powerful, and her reach is too great. But, if you get inside, her swing’s arc is smaller and there’s less momentum in her staff. It makes the block easier. I’d block, jab, move.”

“Block, jab, move,” Seven repeated. “Any other tips?”

She gave him a lopsided grin. “No. I think you have to figure out the rest for yourself. My style and yours will vary too much. I circled her a lot. Keller tried, but she kept getting caught, so she’s⁠—”

“Just beaten the bitch for the first time,” Keller said, stepping out onto the deck. “I dart from one pillar to the next with no discernible pattern. Drives her fucking nuts. She’s just spent five minutes berating my poor style, so I smacked her up the lips and shut her the fuck up.” Keller dumped herself down. “So, you go to bed?”

“No.” Seven and Tamereth sat. “I went into the Mirkwood Glen and nearly died.”

“No!” Tamereth said.

“He can’t be trusted to go anywhere on his own.” Keller put her feet up on the table. “I doubt he could go to the corner store for a pint of milk without some catastrophe happening.”

“What?” Tamereth asked.

She waved the question away. “Sorry, I forgot you were from Bedrock. Let me try again.” She sucked in her cheeks. “I doubt he could go gather mammoth turds without getting neck-deep in crap.” She furrowed her brow. “Does that work? I don’t think it does.” She pointed at Tamereth. “He has a habit of getting in trouble.”

“Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” Seven asked.

She grunted. “Because memories and words are all I have left of that place. So, spill. What happened?”

Seven told them, and Keller rolled her eyes. “Let me get this straight. You rolled down a mountainside and nearly killed yourself. Then you woke in a hut getting healed by the green-haired beauty and you stole her magic, which now not only heals you but improves you. That about right?”

“Not far off. I think her spell mixed with my Restoration and could improve my body as I’d shattered it and they had to start from scratch. That’s how I gained Strength, Dexterity, Body and Mind points. I don’t think I’ll get any more attribute points without shattering my body, and I don’t want to do that again for a long, long time.”

“But,” Keller said, “and this is the important part when it comes to me and you, Tammy, you can heal us too?”

“I have a spell, but it’s only Novice.”

She raised her hand, a single claw springing from the end of one finger. “Show me.”

Before Seven could stop her, she gouged her arm from her elbow to her hand, blood fountaining out from her wrist.

“Crap! My claws are sharp. Do something!”

Seven tried to call up his spell, but he’d never knowingly used one before. “Tranquil Resurgence two!” He shouted. Then again, but pointing his finger.

Keller paled, her eyes rolling to the back of her head. “Please,” she whimpered.

Tamereth leaned forward, clamping her hand over Keller’s wrist. “Don’t you have an incantation or something?”

“No, nothing! I only just got them!” He grabbed Keller’s arm as well. “Heal, god dammit!” He cried.

Do you wish to use the spell Tranquil Resistance two?

“Yes!” Seven cried.

The blood spilling from between Tamereth’s fingers stopped. The gruesome gash crusted over. Scabs formed and then flaked away. Tamereth withdrew her hand to show Keller’s wrist fully healed. Keller stared at him. “I guess that’s how you do it.”

“I guess so,” he said, shocked himself.

He checked his mana. The spell had cost him thirty-five mana. Admittedly, apart from the arterial bleed, it wasn’t a terrible wound, but he would do better. “Thirty-five mana.”

“The cost?” Tamereth said, still holding Keller’s hand. “A small price to pay.”

“Is it, though?” Keller held her head in her hands. “How much mana have you got?”

“Three hundred and eighty.”

“So, a little under ten percent for a wound that would be a scratch in a battle? Yeah, sure, I nicked an artery, but my Restoration would have healed that.”

“So, I don’t use it?”

“Opposite. You use the fuck out of it. But we’ve got to get injured more.” Keller stood, pacing the deck. “We need to improve our restoration skills. Mine’s Capable, but only recently. So, I’ve got a long haul to Adept. What about you, Tamereth?”

“Novice.”

“We’ve got to work on getting injured a little more. You’ve got Pain Resistance, right?” She asked Seven. “How did you get it?”

“You know.”

“Tell her.”

Seven relayed the tale of Mulderstrike to Tamereth. “I opened it through experiencing so much agony I could have died from that alone. I wouldn’t wish that for anyone.”

“We don’t need that,” Keller said. “That shot you straight from Novice to Expert. While that’s great, I doubt either of us could survive that without an elf propping us up. We just need to open it. Not sure about you, Tammy, but any lessening of the pain we experience is a bonus in my book.”

“But we have to experience pain to open the skill.”

“We do.”

Tamereth screwed her face up. “Not sure I can hurt myself on purpose.”

“Me either. What about Sinta?”

“What about her?” Seven said. “She’s not even in the chapel.”

Keller batted away his comment. “No, not that. Pain elixirs—potions—that sort of thing.”

“What about the library?” Tamereth said. “There might be some potions guides. We have access to the forest, and I’m pretty sure that Seven could rustle up a guide.”

“Library?” Keller asked.

“They might have a book on spells or magic.” Seven stood. “The library it is.”

“Meet in the hall. And Seven, you have clothes other than armor. Tell me you didn’t wear your armor when you went to Milkwood.” Keller frowned, almost certainly knowing the answer.

But her words triggered another memory. “She has visions.”

Keller sat down again. “Say what?”

“Sinta—she sees glimpses of the future—or likely futures, at least. She said something. A similar thing to what you’ve been saying.”

“What?”

Seven tried to recall her words. “She was talking about her father, about mountain lions and four-tailed foxes and a load of mumbo jumbo, but then she said it. It was…” Sinta’s words came to him as clear as a bell. “Like the rage of elves. It comes, Seven. You must prepare your women. It’s your pack thing, isn’t it?”

“What pack thing?” Tamereth asked.

“I believe he must form a pack,” Keller explained. “I see it when I’m in my wolf form. I see him leading a pack of us into battle. But the pack is more than a gathering of warriors. It’s you, me, other women—five, six of us—and we’re more than just fighters.”

“He forms a battle harem?” Tamereth asked.

Keller scrunched her nose up. “Yes, I guess he does. A battle harem—never thought of it like that.”

“Such things are common in my land. A man is precious indeed. His women protect him because he is the source. From him springs the fountain of life and only through his endurance can the tribe continue.”

“So, you look after the man?” Seven grinned. “I can live with that. You two go hunt and fight while I stay in our hut by a nice, warm fire.”

Keller poked her tongue out. “You know full well that you’re the strongest among us, so what works in Tammy’s land won’t cut it here. We need to catch you up, not the other way around.”

“Some might need to catch him up. Others are past him. Though I doubt I’ll get past Hinzo for a while,” Tamereth crowed.

“Hinzo?” Keller asked.

“He calls the way of fighting Martial Arts. Says he’s from a place called⁠—”

“China? Japan?”

“Cilokin Five. He’s the first that actually teaches you while he beats you to within a hair’s breadth of your life.”

“Comforting,” Seven said.

Keller’s eyes lit up. “But they have Martial Arts in my world. I studied Tae Kwando for the obligatory three weeks. It confirms what I thought. Folks move around. We aren’t the only ones.”

“Three weeks training?” Tamereth said. “You should blast through to Adept if not Expert.”

Keller shook her head. “I don’t think you understand Earth training. It was me and Misty standing at the back looking stupid for an hour, then going to the pub and getting wasted. I don’t remember much Tae Kwando, but it was great telling everyone I could kill with my bare hands.”

“What a strange land,” Tamereth said, and Seven nodded in agreement.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Seven perused the bookshelves. Tamereth had already chosen her book, and Keller had several piled up in the crook of her arm. The spearwoman had chosen a book called The Way of the Wind, a book dedicated to various forms of martial arts from several worlds. Keller’s books all had one thing in common. They concerned Quintasia, its operation, and its purpose. She picked up another. Five appeared to be optimal for her.

“I see you’re back,” a female voice said. “Try not to drop any books this time.”

“Jezabel?” Seven said. He grinned. “Going to try not to, and if that Geraint and his mob come in, I’ll do my best to ignore them.” He cocked his head. “Then kick them around a bit.”

“You remembered,” the girl said, a blush rouging her pale cheeks. She had the same green bow in her hair, and her glasses exaggerated her eyes. “You never told me your name, but I heard it was Seven. That’s a strange name.”

He held up his hand, splaying his three fingers. “I have this deformity. Only seven fingers.”

“I would hardly say it’s a deformity. A nuisance, perhaps. Back where I come from, some have missing limbs and learn to live just fine.”

She was soft-spoken, enchanting in her own way. Seven appraised her a little more, soaking in more details than he had on their first brief meeting. Her white hair had a blue sheen, and she’d tucked it neatly under the green bow that had drawn his eye the first time around. Despite her petite figure, she had curves in all the right places.

Are all the girls in Quintasia beautiful?

“I wasn’t so lucky. They thought I carried a curse,” he said, stumbling over the words.

Silence fell between them, and Seven returned to scouring the bookshelves for information on magic and spells. His reading skill was odd. He could easily make out some words but struggled with others. If the spines had clear, plain text, then all was fine, but if there were ornate flourishes, then the word faded into all the embellishments.

“Why are those men looking for you?” Jezabel asked.

Seven froze as he pulled out a book called Magic in the Wild. “Looking for me?”

“Yes. A small lad asked after you. Said his friend wanted a word. They thought I knew you because of the book incident.”

“Did they say why?”

She shook her head. “Probably want to recruit you. I heard you fought the Speakwood Tree and sold some wood. I guess you and your friend are pretty powerful.”

“Oh,” he said, sliding the book back. “That must be it.”

“What are you looking for?”

“A book to tell me how spells work.”

She reached, pulling down a big, gold embossed tome. “Try this one.”

“Spells, chants, curses, and cantrips,” Seven said as he read. “As good a place to start as any.” He pointed to Tamereth and Keller. “Join us.”

“Oh no. No. No, I couldn’t.” She looked at the ground. “I’m nowhere near as advanced as you all are. I’d hold you back.”

“I’ll bet you have some advantages we don’t.”

“I’m a good study,” she said. “Okay fighter, but a good study.”

“Then you could help me if I get stuck on any words.”

“Perhaps.” Jezabel turned away. “What do I tell them if they come looking again?”

Seven shrugged. “The truth is fine by me. I have nothing to hide, and if they want to invite me to a guild, then that’s fine by me.”

“That must be it,” she said. “Must be.”

He took the book back to the table, sitting next to Keller.

“Who’s your friend?” she whispered, her hand covering her mouth.

“The girl I got in trouble with when I dropped the book. She found me this.”

“What’s a cantrip?”

Seven shrugged. “A trick of some kind, I think.” He opened the large book, wondering if he’d bitten off more than he could chew. The opening paragraph was a wall of text, but as he stared blankly at it, the words sounded in his mind. At first, he thought it was the book, but the voice was his own. It was his inner voice.

This book is an introduction designed to help first-time magic users on their way. If no one has ever explained to you how to cast a spell, fret not, arcane traveler, you have found the right place. Spells, curses, and even playful cantrips do not hang on the spoken word. They are not driven by words at all. Any who thinks a few contrived sentences will spur their mana into action deeply misunderstand the way magic works. Let me sum up that misconception in the clearest way possible. The spoken word does not influence man. It does not speak a certain language, or understand a dialect, nor does it respond to a command. Otherwise, one race would have all the magic, while the others would have none.

Let me ask you this question. If mana reacts to every single race and species that can manipulate it, what do they all have in common that could drive it?

And now I’ll answer it. Emotion. All magic users can feel emotion, and it is an emotion that drives the mana to frenzy.

How does this help? That is the question that should concern you. The answer is simple. You must match your emotion to the spell you are casting to maximize its effect. A healing spell demands a different emotion from a wind blade, and a wind blade differs from a fireball. What no one currently understands is how each magical user influences a spell. On the surface, empathy would be the ideal fit for healing. But this writer has known many a healer with little or no care for their companions. I have drunk with a Master of Illusion who was as plain as day. So how?

I believe the greatest magickers can partition the emotion they need for a particular spell, and that they can turn those emotions on and off at will. They have a reservoir inside of them—a great pool of conflict from which they draw. It is these raw emotions that power mana to new heights.

Ask yourself this: Is a wizard more likely to cast a powerful spell against a hated foe than over a casual enemy? Would a healer fight harder to save a loved one over a stranger?

I would surmise that if you are reading this book, you aspire to play with spells. To you, traveler of the arcane ways, I say this; Beware your heart, for it can wreak terrible damage, and rejoice your heart, for it can do great wonders.

Seven sat back, surprised he not only understood the text but believed every single word. It made perfect sense to him. Looking back, it was only when he’d worried about Keller dying that his spell had worked.

“I need an attack spell,” he muttered.

Keller looked up. “I thought you had to wait until you became a warlock.”

“I probably do. Just getting the healing spell has left me wanting more. Reading about it has made it worse.”

“Why didn’t you invite the girl over?” Tamereth asked. “She’s all on her own over there.”

Jezebel sat at a long table pawing over a book. “I did,” Seven said. “She said she’d hold us back or something. Her loss.”

“Don’t be so dumb. If that was all it was about, then they’d send books to our chapels. They want us to meet others. They need us to form teams.” Keller rolled her eyes.

“Look how much better I’m getting on since I met you. It’s much better sharing,” Tamereth whispered.

“Says the girl who’s already a master of the staff.” Seven said the words through gritted teeth, smarting that he’d fallen behind her.

Her smile said it all. “Exactly. You helped me become better than you.”

“Not for long,” he said. “I’m going to pummel her so bad as soon as I get a chance.”

“Seven!” Keller admonished. “Don’t say things like that about Tamereth!”

“I…”

Tamereth dissolved into laughter. “Yeah, no pummeling! We’ve only just met.”

“I meant Delia. You know I meant Delia.”

“Could have been your little friend too,” Keller teased.

“Go on, go ask her over,” Tamereth said.

“Who is making a noise?” Drake’s voice thundered down. He sighed as his gaze landed on them. “As if I didn’t know. It’s the usual two plus another.” He marched down the steps, his cloak flowing and nose in the air. “So, who’s the third member of this mischievous party? Speak up! I might as well get to know you now, as no doubt I’ll be hearing your voice often enough.”

“Tamereth, Sir.”

“Tamereth, eh? You’re the spear woman. I take it you couldn’t find a better group to join? I would suggest you take as little notice of these two as possible.” He cleared his throat and faced Seven. “A little birdie tells me that Archemi wishes to speak to you. I’d tread carefully if I were you. Like me, they can make your life a misery.” He sucked his cheeks in. “No, worse, actually. They can get away with so much more than us teachers.”

Drake spun away, marching straight back up the steps.

“What the hell was all that about?” Keller whispered.

“I don’t know, but that’s the second person who’s warned me someone is looking for me.”

“Perhaps your little friend knows who Archemi is.” Keller closed her book. “It’s those crops, isn’t it? The happy plants. I bet it’s those.”

Seven had a horrible feeling she was right. “I’ll go ask.” He picked up his spell book and slid in opposite Jezabel. “That student who was after me wouldn’t be from a guild called Archemi, would he?”

“You can ask him now. He’s just come in.”

Seven glanced over. At first, he couldn’t see anything, but as he narrowed his eyes, a small figure became clear. The man stood only five feet high and was as thin as a stick. He glanced at Seven, his pale skin contrasting with his black cloak and hair. Turning away the instant he spotted Seven looking at him, he vanished between two bookcases. Seven got to his feet, marching over and ducking between the rows of shelving. “You want me?” he hissed.

At first, he couldn’t see anyone, but then a black shadow formed in front of him, and a boy looked out from the cloak. “Did you take the plants?” he asked.

“What plants?” Seven played dumb. He knew from personal experience it rarely worked, but it gave him time to think about how to deflect the man’s inquiries. But then man was a stretch too. He had an aged, gray face, but he looked young at the same time. His look was cherubic but had sinister stitched into it.

“We know it was you. Do you think Cortex has the guts to stand up to Archemi? He blabbed. Zeno wants to see you the instant you’re out of the Novice program. You don’t want to piss him off.”

“You got a name?”

“Sneak. You gotta give me the plants, man. You don’t, your life is going to be hell.”

“It’s a dungeon—a low-level one, too. The loot’s mine. I killed the lizards, no one else.”

“You idiot,” Sneak said. “They were the farmers. You’ve really pissed Zeno off. If I don’t give him those plants back, he’ll come for you.”

Seven held his position, blocking Sneak from going. There was no way he was giving up the loot. He’d never backed down yet. True, he hadn’t won every time, but Zeno was going to come for him, whatever. “Tell him to come. Tell him not to send his lackey next time.”

“You don’t get it, do you?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“He can’t come. No one over level fifteen can access this part of the library unless they’re teachers or security. But he’s got a long memory. He’ll wait, and when the system finally spews you out, he’ll catch you, if not before. Watch your back. If I can get to you…”

Sneak opened his palm, blowing a small pile of powder in Seven’s face.

Pain lanced from his eyes, piercing his mind. His Pain Tolerance, only a fraction late, kicked in as he fell to his knees. “I can’t see!” he cried.

Sneak laughed. “Hand over the plants, and he might show mercy.”

Seven forced his anger down, mindful of the book’s instructions. He cast his new spell, its power combining with his Restoration skill. His vision polarized on his hand. “What have you done to me?” he growled, buying time as his vision cleared.

“Stealing from Archemi isn’t the wise move. The plants—the crops—hallway—there’s a canteen off it. You’ll see a storeroom to the left of the entrance. Archemi will arrange for access. Don’t turn up, you’ll never see again.”

Seven rose to his feet, reaching for Sneak and grabbing him by his cloak. He looked Sneak straight in the eye. “I can see just fine. Tell the fucker I’ll be there. If he wants his plants back, I want something in return. If he sends you or any of his lackeys, the deal is off.”

“How can you? This can’t be!” Sneak looked at his palm, then at Seven. He blew and blew.

Seven tightened his grip, lifting him up. “Zeno or I burn the lot of them.” He dropped Sneak and walked back to Jezabel. “Now that’s settled, the girls want to know if you’ll join them.”

“You want me to join them?” Jez asked.

“Sure. We’re all Novices. Say, are there any other male Novices about? Our level, I mean.”

“I can’t be your level. Not with what you’ve done.”

“You must have beaten Janice to be here.”

“Just. But the staff is too big for me. I can barely swing it.”

“Come over,” Seven said, nodding toward the girls. “Tammy will help you. She’s real good with the spear and staff.”

“Why would she help me?” the girl asked.

“Why wouldn’t she? Won’t cost her nothing, and you helped me.”

“How?”

“The book. It helped—helped a lot. I might use my magic. Come on. Sit with Tammy. If nothing else, it saves being alone.” Seven glanced up the steps. Drake stood at the top, shaking his head.
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Spells and mana go hand in hand. There cannot be one without the other. Some say mana is the seed of life, and that without it, nothing would exist. I disagree. Mana is the fuel that powers magic. It is no more and no less. If magic didn’t exist, then mana would be pointless, just another inert substance unable to interact with anything. The question you must ask yourself is this; What is magic?

So, fellow arcanist, what is magic for you? Is it the ability to incinerate your enemies, or is it the key to having a chicken lay a bigger egg? Is it a trick for the positive or a friend of the destructive? My friends, it is both. All things you wish to be can be. Magic is the great facilitator, and mana is its grand companion.

Do you need a class? Do you have to be a Necromancer, a Mage, a shaman, a Hedge Wizard? I say both no and yes. No, because if you truly want and need a spell, then it will come to you, should it wish. Yes, because we humans need discipline. You can’t fire a dozen arrows straight into a bull’s eye without being an archer, but a layman might hit it one in a thousand times. You might want to pull ice shards from the ground and impale an enemy, but without being a mage, could you trust them to come? This is the difference. You don’t need a class, but it is nearly impossible without one.

Oh, what it would be like to be untethered again—to be free of the constraints of class. Could I power a sailing ship or enthrall a pretty girl? Could I grow a potato that could feed a town, or heat a fire to make steel? Alas, as I rest back and let my pen write this tome, I’m forever consigned to being a utility wizard. One who knows all but is powerful in none. Make not my mistake, friend. A life being ordinary is nothing short of dull.

Seven closed the book and slid it to one side. “A life being ordinary is nothing short of dull.”

“What?” Keller asked.

“The book said it, not me. I can see it, though. I need to tell you what happened with Sneak.”

“With whom?”

Jezabel looked up. “The Archemi man.”

“Did I fall asleep? Tammy?”

Tamereth shrugged.

“Then we best go back and discuss what I clearly missed.”

“Could we…” Jezebel said but stopped mid-sentence.

“What?” Seven asked.

“Could we meet here tomorrow?”

“Already got a meeting. In the canteen.”

“There’s a canteen? There is—there’s a canteen. Can we go there now?” Tamereth asked.

“Yup. Beating Kira opened it.”

“I cannot go,” Jezebel said. “I’m still struggling with Ketty.”

“Then none of us will go,” Seven announced.

“You can fuck right off,” Keller said. “They might have meat in there again—sausages, they might have sausages this time, or more steak, or a burger.” Her eyes lit up. “Or flame-grilled ribs with honey sauce.”

“They all sound good,” Jezebel said, her bottom lip trembling.

“I’ve told you how to beat them,” Tamereth said. “Practice. Try harder. Sure, you’re a little on the small side but lean into those advantages. You have better balance. You’ll be harder to topple. Lean in, and you’ll soon join us in the canteen.”

“Good speech,” Keller said. “Now, let’s make like a banana and split.”

“I guess we’re going,” Seven said. “Keep practicing, and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

Tamereth got up. “I want to hear Joan’s name tomorrow. Ketty will be a distant memory. You can do this, Jez. You can do it.”

“To the canteen!” Keller said. “And your little episode earlier better not spoil my meal.”

“I think I took care of that just fine.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




The canteen was virtually empty, just two men hunched over a table, talking in whispers and glancing at them as they marched through. Tamereth raced up to the buffet, grabbing a plate and piling it high.

“This is just like the old meal caravans. We’d pull up and circle. Their sides would come down and the servers would start dishing up. It was heaven, absolute heaven—the best bit of the day.”

“We had barbeques—fat steaks cooked on an open grill,” Keller said. “The smell! I’ll remember it for as long as I live.”

“Quiet pair.” Tamereth nodded toward the pair of men, who both glared at her. “What the fuck’s their problem? They look like they want to kill us.”

As if answering her question, one of the men lifted his finger and then drew it across his throat.

“I think that gives us a clear indication yet that you might be right.” Keller gave the man the finger. “And that might have been a mistake,” she said without moving her lips. “They definitely want to kill us now.”

“Not how I wanted to start my first decent meal,” Tamereth said. “Shall we leave?”

“No way,” Seven said. “That shows weakness, and one thing I learned by being a vagrant is never show weakness—to no one.”

“One thing I learned,” said Keller. “Was it’s really okay to hide now and then, especially if the folk who want to beat you up are clearly capable of doing it.”

“It’s me they want,” Seven said, sitting at a table. “They want their plants back. They’re two Novice recruits—I’ll bet my life on it. Been asked to wait here and intimidate us.”

“Oh, yeah!” Keller said, slapping her forehead. “You stole a whole load of their stash. I remember now. How dumb of me to think we got away with it.”

Seven leaned in. “It’ll be fine. Trust me, we’re stronger than they think we are.”

Keller leaned forward. “Fine for you to say. You’ve got expert fucking pain tolerance. I haven’t and nor has Tamereth.”

“He’s right,” the spearwoman said. “We can’t back down. If we do, they win. They win, they tell everyone. Back down now…”

“And we’re toast all year.” Keller sighed. “I get it.”

“Worse than toast,” Seven said. “We’re bitches. They’ll have us doing all their chores—every crap job no one wants to do. Trust me, I’ve seen it.”

“Only one problem then,” Keller said a little loudly. “How do we get them to go? It smells in here.”

“Shut it bitch,” the man snarled at them. “He knows what he has to do.”

The man was around Seven’s age—twenty-two or three. Seven wasn’t entirely sure himself. He was a beast, even hunched over his plate. His friend focused on his meal, curiously quiet—up to something. Seven was sure of that.

“You pissed off Zeno—that’s the word,” the man continued. “So, I suggest you and your bitches shut the fuck up, order, eat, and get the fuck out of here. Got it? Pay him back, and the pain will go. Don’t, and boom! You’re gone.”

Seven stood, walking over to them and planting his hands on their table. “If you want to walk out of here, do it now. I can’t guarantee you’ll be able to after I finish with you, understand?”

The quiet one grinned as he looked up. “Why don’t you get rid of your bitches and join Archemi? They can join Archemi Two. All they have to do is lay on their backs and they’ll get Zeno’s protection.”

Seven watched him. The larger one rising, ready to confront. But Seven was sure the attack would come from the other one. He glanced away, keeping his Instinct on the man. A knife flashed. The man drove it down, pinning Seven’s hand to the table. The big man lunged. Seven pulled the knife out, holding it at the man’s throat.

“Don’t you move, Lummox. Don’t you dare move. You do, and I’ll slit your fucking throat.”

Keller moved beside him, and Tamereth circled on the smaller one. “Tell your leader I’m not afraid of him. Tell him it can be blood or a deal. Blood will see none of his crop back. A deal will give him some. Tell him. His choice.”

“Seven…” Keller warned. “Wrap it up.”

“Your hand, man. Your hand—How the hell did you heal it?”

“Seven?” the big man said, eyeing the knife. “They actually call you Seven? I thought it was a joke name.”

“Nope. I’m a fucking freak. Only got seven fingers. I’m cursed.” Seven squared up to him. “Say it. Say it to my fucking face!”

“I ain’t scared of you. You’re a fuckin’ freak. There. I’ve said it. One slash—that’s all you get. Then I finish it.”

“You wanna go?” Seven said, rage consuming him. “You wanna go now?”

“We can’t—,” Keller made to say. “Fuck it! We can. Screw the consequences.”

“Let your pussy do your talking for you, do you, boy?” the big man said, growing in confidence.

Seven glared at him. “Now you listen to me, you son of a bitch. Call me what you will, but you show them some respect, or I’ll knock the snot out of you. Got that?” He unequipped the knife. “There. We’re even now. Let’s go.”

Seven searched his Instinct for the first hint of their attack. He didn’t have to wait long. The screech of a chair going back, and the smaller man jumped up. His Dexterity was clearly off the charts. “Go Dino.”

Dino grinned, beckoning Seven to him.

“Got it,” Seven said, calm taking over.

He juked to one side as Dino’s fist arced toward him. Rather than counter it, he relied on his Strength number to shine through. He caught the big man’s fist, holding it in place. The stunned look on the man’s face told Seven that he rarely met his match. But the big lad hadn’t met Seven, whose advanced numbers stood him head and shoulder above the others.

Seven squeezed, the jarring sound of fingers breaking setting his teeth on edge. But rather than horror, it brought him even more confidence. His newfound power was a strange feeling, but one that Seven had become instantly used to. Before, he’d been loath to use it to its full effect, but as he knew he could at least help their healing along with a spell, hurting the bully worried him less.

Dino screamed in pain. “Get them Squeak.”

“Squeak?” Keller said. “You can’t be serious.”

Squeak punched her square on the chin, his strike so fast Seven barely saw it. Keller staggered back as Tamereth slid in, taking the man’s feet from under him, spinning him around, and grabbing his arms, pulling them up his back. Squeak cried out, instantly begging for mercy.

“Three weeks Tae Kwando,” Keller muttered. “That’s all, and I still didn’t see that coming.” She wobbled her nose. “Not broken. Bonus.”

Seven sighed. It was time to finish the fight. He twisted Dino’s hand as the man’s fist finally swept toward his guts. It appeared he’d overcome his pain and decided to fight back. Seven pushed him back, sliding away from the fist and countering with a hit of his own. Another two men burst from the storage cupboard as if answering a call. Seven cursed himself, sure the smaller man had somehow called them earlier.

Tamereth leaped into action. Pulling one goon away and setting about him. On the other side, Keller roared a deep, primeval sound that caused another attacker to freeze. Keller deployed her claws, but the change in her eyes was enough to cause the man attacking her to stop dead in his tracks. She held up her hands, the claws gleaming. “You wanna try?”

Seven punched Dino in the gut, the power making him double over. He finished him off with a kick to the face, then he backed it up with another punch to the man’s kidneys. Tamereth blurred, pulverizing the fourth man until he collapsed on the floor. Keller’s opponent backed off, hands raised. “We meant nothing by it.”

“Of course, we meant something by it!” Dino growled, sitting back and holding his hand. “How the hell are you so strong?”

Seven appraised the man, who knew he’d lost. “You want a hand healing that?”

“You got magic?”

“Some.”

“Then, I’d appreciate it. My Restorations ain’t the best on account of never getting beaten.”

“Until today,” Seven said, wanting the point driven home.

“Granted.”

The man lying at Tamereth’s feet groaned and tried to get up. “Bitch broke my ribs.”

“Bitch is going to break them again if you call her a bitch one more time.”

Seven reached inside himself, trying to find a pocket of compassion for Dino so his spell would work better. “You a complete asshole, or have you got some redeeming qualities?”

He stared up, pain creasing his features. “Been told I’m okay to my face, but I reckon I’m a complete asshole as soon as I walk away.”

“I can see that,” Seven said and he poured his mana toward the man’s hand.

It still didn’t feel right, and he doubted it would without a chant or at least a few words. But the way Dino screamed in agony told him something had happened. “Fuck that!” the man cried. “All in one go?” He flexed his mended fingers. “That’s some kind of healing spell.”

But Seven barely listened. He was marveling at the picture forming in his mind. He could clearly see Dino’s damaged fingers and the repair his spell had brought about. It was like the spell wanted him to learn, to understand its function. “I only fractured them. It looked and felt worse than it was.” He sat back down. “What would you suggest? The pork or the lamb?”

“Go with the pork every time.”

“Thanks.”

“Can you…” The prone goon tried to speak but stuttered to a stop. “Heal me?”

“No,” Seven said. “You called my girl a bitch. Heal your fucking self.”

He looked up. “Well, I’m getting a fresh plate of pork. What about you ladies?”

“Your girl?” Tamereth said. “Since when am I your girl?”

Seven cocked his head. “Sounded good, didn’t it?”
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Seven scoured the canyon floor. The girls were at its end hunting cubarabas. After the issues caused by the plants, he wasn’t exactly in the mood to find any more anomalies. But he wondered whether he’d found the right anomaly in the first dungeon. Genevieve hardly seemed the type of adventurer to trick him into stealing someone else’s illicit crop. If Archemi, or any other guild for that matter, had found a way to exploit the dungeons, who was he to argue? But it seemed unlikely that any crops would grow in the blistering heat of the second dungeon.

He climbed the lofty rock pillar, eventually reaching its summit. Aware that an eagle might swoop at any time, he pushed his perception out while continuing to look around. Several caves caught his eye, but none stood out. As he was about to descend and leave, a sharp glint momentarily blinded him. He followed it back to his source as his vision returned.

Curiously, his eyesight had improved since Sneak had blown the dust into it. The combination of his Expert Restoration and healing spell might have combined again to improve his eyes, all but ruined by Sneak. While he wouldn’t have missed the glint, he was certain that he wouldn’t have been able to track its source.

He descended, running out of the canyon and along until his Instinct told him he was at the correct cavern. He dispatched a stray cubaraba and made his way along the cavern. Once he was sure he was in the right spot, he scaled the canyon wall until he came to the cave. A crystal was half buried in its entrance, no doubt the beacon that had nearly blinded him. He entered the cave, his Dark Sight kicking in straight away.

The walls had the same ruddy hue as the canyon. But as he ventured farther in, more crystals punctured the walls until their presence overwhelmed the rock and they took over. The passageway eventually belled out and Seven gasped. A single flame sat in the cave’s center, flickering like a candle in the wind. He squatted by it, feeling a sudden urge to bring out Genevieve’s book. He opened it, and the pages settled on some ciphered text. After a short while, the text cleared.

Taking old Genevieve seriously, are you? Well, good on you. The first thing you need to do is memorize this cave’s position. I’m not sure how long you have, but you cannot access this cave after you reach level twelve. This is what I suggest you do. Note, that I have used the word suggest. This is because, unlike any other aspect of your life, what you do with my information is free choice.

First, remove the crystal from the cave’s entrance. While the process of graduating from the dungeons is pretty foolproof, the guilds have found a way to use them for various purposes. Some even go so far as to groom or bring in a Novice with the sole purpose of graduating under level eleven. They then use this sneak to access all dungeons and farm them. So, always take care and remove the crystal. But, fellow traveler, take care to put it back before you lose access here. One day, with luck, you may pass on this book and allow others insights into this place.

I said earlier that you have no free choice apart from this, and make no mistake, you do not. You must train. If you do not, the cannon fires. Yes, adventurer, they will kill you if you have no hope of graduating. Why? Because they long-filled every job in the time soak that is called Quintasia. They cannot send you back, nor can they feed you forever. If you fail, they will kill you.

That said, Quintasia is not all bad. You will graduate with much more power than you had, and were you to be anywhere else, then you would be a giant. In entering this dungeon, you are a master of the sword and spear. No one mentions the buckler because in all of history, has there ever been a more pathetic creation? I digress. Ignore my personal opinions. So, what I am saying is that you can defend yourself. The staff is another fine weapon to learn, mostly because anything can double as a staff. Race through that discipline and then take note of the Martial program. This is where you must take pause and learn. It is elegance itself, and it will mean you are never without offense and defense. Soak in each tutor for each will show you different aspects. Only graduate when you can learn no more.

But do not remain idle while you learn. You have more dungeons. I have other tasks for you. The first is simple, and the point of this escapade. Inside this cave is a metal called quicksilver. There is a pool of it. You’ll need a vial to collect it, for only a few materials can contain its potency. The only place to get such a vessel is Professor Brigg’s laboratory.

You need the quicksilver—trust me.

A key hangs over the pool. Once you have the key, I will give you more instructions.

Your friend,

Genevieve.

The letters scrambled once more, and the book shut. Seven waited, expecting something to happen, but when nothing did, he put the book in his ring and stared into the single flame before him. Genevieve’s untimely revelation about Sneak put things into some perspective. If the little man could move throughout the dungeons, then Seven had to be more cautious—the girls, too. He had resisted the toxic powder, but could Keller or Tamereth?

But he had the advantage. He knew Sneak could enter the dungeons. All he had to do was alert the others. But first things first. He had to retrieve the key. A passage led away. As Seven walked down it, the flame shifted, floating past him and then hovering a little in front to light the way.

“Thanks and all, Gene, but I have good Dark Sight.” The skill had topped out at Expert, and he really didn’t expect it to advance to master for a very long time. Regardless of his words, the flame continued down, illuminating the crystal walls that scattered its light to form a kaleidoscope of color. He sensed no threat, none whatsoever, yet he couldn’t shake a growing feeling of dread as it gathered in the pit of his stomach.

The passageway wound into the rock until it enlarged, with a beautiful grotto at its end. He didn’t see the pool at first, but picking his way through the crystals, he eventually came to it, a small, heart-shaped puddle nestled in a basket of stunning crystals. True to Genevieve’s word, a key hung over the pool, dangling from a thread of white power.

As he reached for it, the book called to him again. So, rather than take the key, he brought out the book and squatted, allowing it to open at its desired page.

Traveler! Your trust in me, a stranger, astounds me. I could have led you into the jaws of hell. I could have tricked you into my captivity. What is it? Does my sunny personality bleed through my words, or is it that Quintasia doesn’t ring true? I like to think the former but assume the latter.

So, to answer one burning question. How did you get my book? Let me clear that up. You are the first, and when you pass it on, then this text will alter and the second will start again. I left pretty concise instructions that upon my death or disappearance (disappearance being classed as thirty consecutive days) the book begins its journey. I selected a chain, and the end of that chain is unknown even to me. The strictures were clear: no conformists, no glory hunters, no bastards, bitches, or morons, and no heroes. Yes, my friend, they judged and found you not to be a hero. I did, however, leave a pretty specific definition of a hero.

A hero to most is a person who does valiant deeds, often seemingly selfless. To me, most only perform these deeds to sate their own ravenous ego. A true hero doesn’t know he’s one. I allowed those. I comprised my chain with the thinkers, the awake, those who sought a champion and that champion had to be worthy in their eyes. They also had to be special. I wanted no normie. Congratulations traveler. You must have impressed several people because the choice was not up to one.

This key allows you to break into Quintasia. But first, you must make friends in the Milkwood Glen.

More instructions will follow once you are there.

Your friend,

Genevieve.

Seven reached up, taking the key. It fitted comfortably in his palm, its chunky barrel indicating it fitted into a hefty lock. Its head was ornate, but not overly so. Seven had seen the like, usually utility keys—for sheds, outside lock-ups, and cellars. It was certainly no key to a treasure chest or safe. Those tended to be a little more ornate. Placing it in his ring, he strolled back, surprised when the pit in his stomach remained.

After removing the crystal from the cave’s entrance and setting it just inside, he set off, seeking Keller and Tamereth. Checking the dungeon quest progress, they’d killed ten of the twelve or so Cubarabas that they’d fought the first time around. This meant they were close to attracting the attention of the Cubaraba Eagle, a level five beast that wasn’t the easiest, but with Tamereth’s spear prowess, shouldn’t prove an issue.

He entered the large canyon, passing several of the beast’s bodies along the way. Sure enough, the eagle swooped overhead, almost certainly eyeing its prey before it would swoop. But Seven wasn’t worried—certainly not about the girl’s ability to handle the eagle. But something still filled him with a sense of danger.

Then he remembered Genevieve’s words.

Some even go so far as to groom or bring in a Novice with the sole purpose of graduating under level eleven

“Sneak!” he cried, breaking into a run.

The eagle swooped, and a scream rang out from the alleyway. But the scream was too early. The eagle was only halfway to its target. He rounded a huge stone pillar, its layers defying gravity, perched precariously on top of one another. Keller lay on the ground, holding her face and screaming. Tamereth fought with Sneak, trying to hold off the diminutive man as he attempted to rub something in her face.

She shoved him back. Sneak tripped over a rock, falling and dragging Tammy down with him. Seven raced forward, pushing all his Strength into his legs. Sneak screamed, pushing Tammy away, but the spearwoman had the better of him, pounding him, then grabbing his neck. Seven skidded to a halt by Keller, not even bothering to channel his emotions. He knew in that instant that he already loved her, that he would do anything to see her right. He cast his spell as a vast shadow blotted out the sun.

Tamereth screamed as the eagle grabbed her, pulling her away from Sneak. Sneak scrambled back, reaching into his pockets for more of the powder. Seven equipped his training staff, drawing it back over his shoulder and racing toward the eagle. He whacked the creature with all his might as Tamereth ducked. Sneak rushed in, throwing the powder in Tamereth’s face.

“No!” Seven screamed as the black-cloaked man pointed at him.

“You! You did this. No one humiliates me! There’ll be more until you return what is ours!” He backed away, keeping his eye on Seven until he turned and ran back down the canyon.

Tammy fell to the floor, clawing at her eyes. “Get it out! Get it out! It’s burning.”

The eagle pounced, its claws digging into her. Seven dove for it, discarding his staff. He grabbed its neck, using his momentum to pull it away from Tamereth. They rolled, the eagle ending up on top. Seven pulled his feet in, knowing he had to finish the fight quickly. A cubaraba howled, then another, the beasts sensing easy prey. Seven kicked out at the bird, still holding its neck, squeezing, desperate to choke the beast. He easily outmuscled it, spinning it over and ending up on top, its claws raking his armor as he struggled to contain it. But its resistance ebbed as Seven slowly starved it of oxygen, and then it stopped struggling altogether.

He slid out from under it, pulling its corpse away from Tamereth. Racing over to the spearwoman, he lifted her head.

“It’s not too bad. He got Keller good,” she said.

Her eyes were streaming red with blood. He cast his second spell, another chunk of mana leaving his store. “Get up,” he said. “That corpse will only keep them happy for so long. Can you walk?”

“Yes. It’s just my eyes, some scrapes and cuts. That’s it.”

“I’ll carry Keller. We’ll need Sinta’s help.”

“The serving woman?”

“The healer.”

Seven picked up Keller. Her eyes were a mess. The powder had partly dissolved one. The other was missing its eyelid. “You look well,” he said.

“Help me, Seven. Help me. I can’t live like this.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Sinta took control the moment they reached the bottom of the steps.

“Who did this?”

“Fellow Chosen Ones,” Seven said.

“Why?”

Seven didn’t bother answering. He raced to the hut, setting Keller down on the bed. “Sorry. Sorry. But you have to do something.”

Sinta examined her eye. “You have used your magic?”

“Yes, but it’s not as effective on others as it is on me.”

“I can try, but your spell will work better with her Restoration. What level is it?”

“Her Restoration? Capable,” Seven said as Sinta’s father sat.

“She should become her wolf. Wolves heal faster and better than men. She will benefit from its extra Body. Become the wolf, girl, and then have your man cast his spell. The way of the wolf demands speedy recovery. To be incapacitated is to die. Do you understand, girl?”

Keller nodded, her lack of any retort at being called girl telling Seven how perilous her position was. She shifted, her armor vanishing, replaced by silver fur. Seven cast his spell as Sinta wrapped a poultice over Keller’s eyes. The tremble in her shoulders, and the tightness of her muscles, showed her pain.

“I’m going to kill that little fucker,” Seven vowed.

“Right now, yes, you probably would. But shouldn’t you attend to your other woman first?” the old man asked. “Then once you mellow, you might think of a less wasteful way to have your revenge.”

“Sometimes death is the only way.”

“Sometimes, but not often.”

Tamereth had dropped to the floor, her head in her hands. He crouched by her, lifting her face up. “Not as bad.”

“I can barely see, but I think it’s getting better.”

He thumbed away her tears. “I’d cast another spell, but I’m not sure it works like that. I only did it with Keller because…”

“I know. Thank you. Thank you for rescuing me from him and the eagle.”

“I caused it. It’s me who should be apologizing. If I hadn’t⁠—”

“You weren’t to know. Did you find anything?”

“This key.” Seven brought out the key. He showed it to Sinta. “Do you recognize it?”

“Of course she does. It’s the key. He had it last. Said he would keep it safe,” the old man grunted as if he wasn’t in the least bit surprised.

“What does it open?”

Zenofal chuckled. “This man who attacked you, was he from Quintasia or the chapels?”

“Quintasia.”

“Then it opens up your revenge.”
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Sinta led Seven along a path, a sheer drop on one side, a rock face on the other. She paused, showing him the haze which resembled a cloud spreading to the horizon. “I still wonder what’s under there. I want to walk through, to descend into the gloom. I also want to venture through the gate and see what’s beyond. I’m stuck—stuck here between the two.”

“The gate?” Seven said, momentarily confused. “Oh, yes.” He pawed at the key in his hand. “Your dad thinks it’s Quintasia.”

“It is. We used to work there, all of us, serving the masters. But they replaced us with their own, and now we only do the chapels.”

“But you know the way? You could show me?”

She bit her lip. “If I get caught, they will kill me.”

“Then I’ll find my own way.”

Sinta walked on, paused, and turned, but whatever she was going to say, she decided against. The gate sat on the cliff face, recessed by a few feet. Made from heavy iron bars, it resembled the door to a jail cell. Seven pushed the key into the lock, forcing it to turn. The lock sprang back with a dull thud, and he pulled the gate open, its sweep matching the worn furrows in the rock.

“I will come,” Sinta said.

“No. It’s too dangerous.”

She reached for him, cupping his cheek. “If I’m too scared to walk a few yards beyond this gate, how will I ever descend into the mist? I don’t want to remain in the Milkwood all my life, Seven. Look at Keller and Tamereth. They have done more today than I have in my entire life. I will come. I will show you our ways, the secret ways. The passages we took so we didn’t disturb the masters.”

“I take it I can’t dissuade you out of this?”

“You are correct,” she said, pulling the gate shut. “You should lock it. We don’t want anyone else wandering in.”

Seven locked the gate. “I must read Genevieve’s book. He’ll have more instructions for me.” Then he thought. “What was he like? Did you know him?”

“I knew him. It was a while ago, but I knew him. He was dashing, charismatic, charming—all the things the Chosen usually aren’t. We know, those from the Milkwood. We know when someone special comes, and Genevieve was special. He was very special.”

“What happened to him?”

“That much I do not know. We never saw him once he left for a tower.”

“Assigned a tower?”

“Yes. To defend Phillion, our land. To defend that place from⁠—”

“From the elves.”

“Yes, from them.”

Seven pulled Genevieve’s book from his storage. He opened it, and as usual, the pages settled, the jumbled writing organized into a legible scrawl.

The folk of Milkwood are the salt of the land. It is they who built Quintasia, and they who maintained it. Do not judge Phillion when you understand because those who suffer constant, barbaric attacks change. That change is not always for the best. Desperation guides hands to wicked actions.

If they have shown you the gate, they trust you. This text only becomes clear upon passing through a ward set into the gate, so, traveler, I know where you sit, and by now, you do too. I would hazard a guess that you are alone and that they insisted on locking the gate behind you. Do not think it is to stop folk following. It is to prevent Quintasia’s corruption from infecting them. Not that an iron gate is any defense.

To the quicksilver. Let’s not dally. The tunnel leads to old service quarters, long bricked up and sealed. However, as the tunnel stretches a long way, there are vents and access points along the way. There is another ward placed around the grate you need. The book will inform you when you arrive. It opens into Quintasia’s laundry room. There you should wear a black cloak and regulation slippers. Leave all your armor in the tunnel. Once dressed, you must locate Professor Briggs’ laboratory. It is on the fifth floor, Blue Wing, room one hundred and nine.

Do not let it daunt you. Bravado wins the day.

Quest: Steal one beaker.

There, does that make it better? I enjoyed a good quest myself.

Trust me, the quicksilver is worth it.

Your friend,

Genevieve.

“Are you sure you want to come? We are going into Quintasia itself. If we get caught…”

“My heart is pumping. I feel so alive! Is this what you feel all the time? It’s like the best thing that has ever happened to me! Am I sure I want to come? Surer than of anything else in the land.”

She shook back her long green hair, tying it in a tail, then shed her jacket to reveal a skin-tight top and tight-fitting trousers tucked into knee-high boots. “I am ready. I was about to hunt when you came. Is this acceptable?”

Seven blinked, his breath fleeing. Sinta always looked good, but framed by the light of the tunnel’s entrance, she was amazing.

“You are stunning.”

She blushed and slapped him. “I meant for our task.”

“For the quest? Yes. Yes, we’re ready.”

“But it’s nice you think I look good.” She grimaced. “Sorry. I know you’re with Keller and the other girl.”

“Tamereth? I’m not with…” He was about to say either, but it sort of wasn’t true. He certainly wasn’t with Tamereth, although he had thought about it. “We’re forming a fighting party. You would have been ideal. We could do with a healer.”

She smiled. “More so a healer that can hunt.”

“More so that,” he said, setting off down the tunnel, clasping the book in hand.

“Why are you breaking into the foundation?”

“To…” He was about to tell her when he realized how daft it sounded. Was he really going to all this trouble for a cup? He knew that rock could hold quicksilver, so why not use a rock bowl? But he’d committed to following Genevieve’s instructions. There was something about the surety of the text that made him believe something grand would happen. If he could just pull it off.

“Do you think Keller’s eye will make a full recovery?” he asked.

“One, yes. The powder ate the other away. Whoever did it hasn’t a good bone in their body. It may restore. Your magic is powerful, but like you said, you are only a novice at that spell.”

Seven checked his notifications as he walked along.

Congratulations! You have advanced the spell, Tranquil Resurgence 2. You are now Capable.

“Capable, by the look of it,” he replied.

“But I can’t really answer you. Your spell is new, and it’s a mix of my magic and Quintasia’s power. Sneak ruined her eye, Seven. I will pray for her.”

He paused. “I should have stayed with her.”

“My father is with her. She needs sleep. Sleep and relaxation. You can do nothing for her. One spell, two, three? More will have no effect. If it is beyond healing, then we can only help her when she finally wakes.”

Seven paused. “I wonder if it was the little man’s idea or if Zeno ordered the attack. Either way, Archemi is going to pay, novice or no novice.”

He expected Sinta to talk him down, but her expression cooled, then turned to stone. “Evil comes in many forms. We must eradicate it wherever it rears its head.”

Seven glanced back before continuing down the passageway. His perception of the Milkwood Glen girl had changed. He’d thought her meek and servile, but she was showing as much mettle as any of them.

What a waste—trapped in a village with nothing to do but deliver fruit…

They walked farther into the mountainside before the passageway ended at a set of upward steps. “I’m guessing these take us to Quintasia?”

“To under it,” she replied. “There is another passage after. My father said it has sleeping quarters, restrooms, and small kitchens for the staff. I haven’t been there, but I doubt it’s changed much.”

Seven inclined his head and headed up. “Sounds like a place someone could hide their illegal stash. Have you got Dark Sight?”

“My eyes can accustom to the dark, yes. I hunt mostly at night. It takes me a while to gather the fruit for my chapels. Fortunately, others bake the bread and brew the ale.”

“The meal we had. The one with all the potatoes and gravy. Was that prepared in the village?”

“Yes. Gaisha cooked it. It was a strange request.”

“Lovely, though. Say, if I find a way to pay, could you ask her to cook it again? It would be nice for Keller—for when she wakes up.”

“It is an honor for her.”

“I have money—gold—apparently. But I can’t access it just yet.”

“I will ask,” Sinta said, and then they fell silent as they climbed into the darkness.

The silence that filled the upward passage played a trick on Seven’s senses. One moment, he was sure he heard footsteps coming down and readied. The next, talking, coughing, even a wagon rolling over cobbles. The farther they delved, the more nervous he became. Relief flowed through him when the system let him equip his training spear. He even wore his buckler, just in case he had to defend. Despite being positive he could hear growls, people talking, and glass shattering. They came to the step’s end without incident. A ten-foot wide, arched walkway greeted them, its base cobbled and sides made of blackened brick. He stepped onto the cobbled walkway. Evenly spaced doors lined both sides.

“Just the one way to go, then,” he said, sliding to one side and hugging the wall as he advanced. “These must be the staff rooms.”

“Servant quarters,” she corrected. “Servant quarters and storerooms. It was quicker and easier to rest here. The masters barely gave us any time off, according to my father. But it all ended a while ago. Something happened—they wouldn’t tell us what—and they expelled us from the campus grounds. Dad says it was an excuse. That they didn’t need us anymore and got rid of us for that reason.”

“You?” Seven asked, holding the book out and waiting for it to tell him they were under the correct grate.

“I know they didn’t want us. I know they’re up to no good. They didn’t want us to see what they were up to. That’s why they wanted us gone.”

“You seem pretty convinced.”

Sinta had planted the seed. Seven began checking the doors and looking for any sign of activity. Each room was full of dust and cobwebs. “Place is deserted.”

The sound of distant voices froze him. Sinta raised her finger to her lips, pointing to a dim light shaft. She pointed up.

He nodded. “Quintasia?”

She frowned, pressing her finger harder onto her lip. He smiled. She rolled her eyes. Sticking to one side, he continued down, checking all the doors, more out of caution than expecting to find something. But as they drew next to the light shaft, he paused. The door’s handle gleamed in the light, its brass buffed by use rather than tarnished with age. He twisted it, easing the door open.

“Archemi,” he whispered, an evil grin painting his face.

A dozen crates piled in one corner. He edged in, letting his eyes accustom to the darkness. “The same plant. It has to be theirs.” He dithered for a moment, then stored them all in his ring, grinning.

They passed several more grates until the book vibrated. “This one?” Seven asked it, not expecting or getting a response. “This one,” he said, reaching for the grate but coming up short. “At least it’s dark. Might still be a laundry room.” He opened the closest door, expecting nothing but hoping for a chair or a stepladder. More crates filled it, all packed with the dried hemp plant.

“Lift me up,” Sinta said. “I can reach it, push it out of the way, and then pull you up.”

“You, pull me up?” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. “Great plan!” he said, covering himself. “Just give me one moment. I’m taking all these for Keller.” He put the crates in his storage. “Okay, ready.”

“How do you want me?” she asked.

With his cheeks reddening, he entwined his fingers and braced. “Facing me?”

“Sure,” she said, stepping up.

He lifted her easily, pushing her up. She grabbed the grate, her boot hunting around for a foothold. “Hold me!” she said. “Keep me steady while I let push.”

The grate ground on stone as she lifted it and slid it across. “A little higher,” she said.

Seven grunted as he pushed her legs up. Then her weight vanished, and he looked up. She disappeared into the hole, spinning around and smiling at him. “Grab my hand,” she whispered, dangling it.

“You sure? I’ll bet I’m as heavy as fuck.”

“You’d be lighter if you stripped your armor off.”

He hesitated, his blush deepening. Was this really the same woman that had served him his food? She was acting completely different. He reached up.

She grasped him. “You weren’t kidding.” Letting go, she vanished, returning with a stool and dropping it down.

Seven stood on it, slapping his head. “Should have used the crates.”

“Never mind.” She helped him up easily, both kneeling in the dark cloakroom and looking at the stool.

“Can’t leave it there,” he said. “Tell you what. I’ll hold your legs. You reach for it.”

“Sure?”

“Positive.”

They retrieved the stool, put the grate back in place, and then selected a robe each. “Can’t have that damn guild knowing where we’ve gone,” he said, more to himself than her.

“What you’ve taken will hurt them?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Certainly piss them off. Don’t know about the other. Not sure I care. I want to burn the lot of them down after what they did to the girls.”

Sinta nodded, her eyes cold. “I said I’d help. I meant it.” She pulled the cloak over her, tucking her green hair in and pulling the hood up. “But I can only do so much from out there.”

Seven grinned, pulling his hood up. “But we’re in here now. Nothing to stop us from having a brief look around.”

He reached for the door, teasing it open, then shutting it quickly. “There’s a passageway leading to some cloistered gardens. Ready?”

“Yes.”

“We need Blue Wing, right? How the hell do we find that?”

She shrugged. “We won’t find it here.” Easing past him, she opened the door, walking out as if she belonged. Black-cloaked students walked the passage. Some headed to the gardens, cutting across using a worn, mud path. Others hugged the shadows, two or three books in hand, heads down and in a hurry.

“Blue Wing?” Seven asked the first girl who looked at him.

“Noob?”

“None noober,” he said, hoping it was right.

“Who you got?” the girl asked, shoving her companion away. “I’m Hillary. Friends call me Hills. You gonna be my friend, Noob?”

“Gonna need some. Blue Wing?” He scrunched his face up. “I’m kind of late.”

“Who?” she asked again.

“Briggs.”

“Fuck, what are you? Some kind of alchemist?”

“Potions, yeah,” he said, winging it.

“Best not be late for him. He’s one fucker around extra work. Look me up, stranger. I’m in the directory under H for Hot.” She winked, pointed across the grass, and moved on.

“Do all the girls flirt with you?” Sinta asked.

“Trust me. Before I came here, none of the girls flirted with me. None, period.”

“Well, you must have filled out or something, because they’re all giving you the eye now. This way,” she said, headed across the gardens as she followed a different route from the one Hillary had indicated.

“Err, isn’t this the wrong way?”

“Nope. She pointed you the wrong way and looked this way. Sure sign it’s this way. Mark my words, I know a liar.”

They marched across the gardens quickly coming to another cobbled path that led to a huge building with the sign Blue Wing in big, bold, and blue letters.

“Couldn’t be more obvious, could it?” Seven said, marching through an open door.

“You!” a nasal voice rang out. “I don’t recognize you. What class? What guild? Why aren’t you displaying your colors?” The professor puffed his chest out, pointing a cane at them. “Get here now! No unauthorized persons at any time in the alchemy and potions block!”

Seven swapped looks with Sinta, both agreeing without saying a word. “Stairs?” Seven said.

Sinta didn’t reply, racing for them, holding her hood to keep it from falling down. She took the steps two at a time, Seven in her wake.

“Stop!” the man cried, as students began crowding the stairs behind them, blocking the professor off. “Get out! Get out of my way!”

Buzzing sounded in Seven’s ears, growing in intensity. He glanced behind him, a bright blue ball following him, flying above the students’ heads. Cheers rose, followed by shouting and jostling as the students tried to hold back the professor. But new, deeper voices called for them to stop. Seven flew around and around the flights of stairs.

“What floor?” Sinta shouted back, breathless.

“Fourth. No fifth. Fifth, yes, fifth. Fifth floor!”

“Sure?” she said, but no worry filled her tone. She was laughing—enjoying every moment.

“Positive. Fifth floor. Room one-o-nine.”

The buzzing grew. Seven looked black.

“Tracker,” said a girl, passing him on the steps. “They’ve got a hard-on for you!”

“Tracker block incoming!” another student cried.

“Don’t you dare Vincent!” The nasal voice of the professor sounded out.

“What are you going to do to me that’s worse than the fucking twigs?” Vincent yelled back, clapping his hands. An explosion followed, bright red light lancing out. The buzzing stopped as Vincent dissolved into laughter. “Send me back, Prof. Send me the fuck back home. Expel me! Do what the fuck you want!”

Seven raced past the boy. “Thanks! Hope you escape. Watch out for the twigs. They’ll smell you a mile off!”

“Five,” Sinta said, hesitating on the landing. “This way!” She raced along a corridor. “Guess our cover’s blown,” she said.

“Looks like we’re pretty screwed too,” Seven said.

Two huge cloaked figures glided toward them. Turning around, two more glided after them, the professor behind. “Those two. I want them restrained and sent for interrogation. They’re elf plants. One’s even got green hair!”

The cloaked figure raised their heads, looking straight at the pair, glowing red eyes staring from the recesses of their hoods. Seven equipped his training sword. Twin red beams shot from one of the cloaked figures’ eyes. His sword instantly heated, becoming red then white hot. Even with his Pain Tolerance at Expert, Seven had to let go. “Any ideas?” he asked as they closed.

“It was fun while it lasted,” Sinta said, raising her hands in surrender.


Chapter Thirty




A door opened. A hand reached out, pulling at Seven’s cloak.

“In here, you fools!” a female voice cried. “Don’t let the guardians touch you!”

Seven shoved Sinta through the door, diving after her. The guardians remained silent but sped up. The girl slammed the door shut, bundling them further into the classroom. “Get in the serving hatch. Go down. All the way down. Snitch will see you right.”

Sinta dove for the dumbwaiter, jumping onto its shelf and shuffling back. The door exploded behind them, the strange guardian creatures bursting through. Seven jumped in, crashing into Sinta. The boy slammed the hatch down and the dumb waiter plunged.

“What the absolute fuck?” Seven said. “Why is everyone either helping us or trying to kill us?”

“Because they know the truth, but it’s too late for them!” Sinta snapped.

They dropped like a stone; the box clattering against the shaft’s sides. Sinta tried to explain something, but the noise drowned out her words. The whoosh of air, and then the scream of rope as the dumb waiter slowed dramatically. Seven grabbed Sinta, pulling her into his embrace, doing his best to protect her from the inevitable crash. They screeched to a halt, thumping onto the bottom of the shaft, one side open, and a man looking in.

He was a curious-looking creature, his skin pale to the point of being white, yet his eyes were dark, as dark as his jet-black hair. He wore a jacket and pants with a pair of boots laced up to his shins. He looked in, then retired to an armchair and sat. “Name’s Snitch, and who might you be?”

Seven uncoiled himself from Sinta, getting out, stretching, and then helping her. He weighed up his choices, but seeing no obvious exit, decided he had none. Before he could answer, the man continued.

“I’m in no hurry for your answer, but you should know that the guardians will follow you down. They’re single-minded and hunting the pair of you. They’ll leave me alone.” He waved his hand around. “Probably mess up my den, but nothing irreparable. Unlike you two. Unless you have Grand Master Restoration, that is. Then your limbs will have a good chance of crawling back to your torso.” He smiled. “So, what is it? Guardians or your names?” He raised his fingers. “And I’ll know if you’re telling the truth because I know who one of you is already.”

“Sinta and Seven,” Seven said.

Snitch cocked his head. “Truth.” He tilted his head the other way. “Or lie?”

The sound of something falling burst from the shaft. “It’s the truth. The truth, okay?” Seven cried.

Snitch grinned. “Know what? I believe you. I believe you are who you say you are.”

“Then do something!”

Snitch snapped his fingers, and a blaze of heat washed over Seven and Sinta. “Honestly,” the man said. “Who builds a serving hatch fifty feet above a furnace? It was only a little tinkering to continue it on.” He snapped his fingers again, and the shaft’s door shut. “Had to use Prelugyte. It’s the only metal that won’t melt when the firebeaters stoke the boilers. But.” He grimaced. “It sure burns the guardians well. Fortunate for you that every shaft eventually ends up here, if they tap the destination in right.”

“What are you going to do with us?” Seven asked. He assessed the man, but even though bigger than Snitch, he had a feeling that the furnace wasn’t the only trick up his sleeve.

“Well,” Snitch leaned forward. “The most financially viable option currently presenting itself to me is handing you over to Zeno. The Archemi has got a huge boner for you, my friend. The reward is pretty eye-watering.” He puckered his lips. “But I’m open to offers, especially as the lovely Sinta accompanies you. It was her I knew, by the way. I didn’t have a clue who you were, Seven. I thought you were still a novice, and I assumed Sneak had finished you off with the Troxin powder. Incompetent that boy, and he has a nasty streak too.”

“You know where Sneak is?”

“I know most things.” The man smirked. “I know you have ten thousand gold deposited in your account ready for you to access when you graduate. I also know that you likely stole a quantity of hemp from my good friends at Archemi. What I didn’t know was what you looked like. I couldn’t be certain it was you. But you haven’t asked how I knew Sinta.”

“I served your fruit,” Sinta said. “But you were a quiet boy, scared. Why this?” She looked around his lair. “How did you become…”

Snitch laughed. “A quiet, scared boy? Did it cross your mind I might still be a quiet, scared boy? Mine is a different story to your boy, Seven. He exploded onto the scene. Me? I kept my head down. I tried to make it through, driven by fear.” He raised his palms. “I don’t want to die, Sinta, so I do what I must to survive. If that means handing your man over to Archemi, then that is what I will do, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

Seven strolled around the room. It resembled a living quarter in some ways but was a little too tidy for a man on his own. A door hung ajar, a perfectly made bed in the corner of the room beyond. “Is this how you live? Is this why you are so pasty and white—no sun? Hand me over to Archemi. I’d rather that fate than hide like you. When did it all start?”

He was using his Instinct to probe, hoping to find a weakness. When Snitch shifted on his seat, he knew hit struck gold with his first question. “That doesn’t concern you. Only your fate should.”

“Ah, but it does concern me. How can I negotiate with you unless I know what you want? I’m guessing you have a ton of gold squirreled away. I’ve no doubt you have your food delivered. Company? There are always folks who would give you what you want in return for favors. Friends? Perhaps.”

“You don’t know me!” Snitch snapped.

“Don’t I? I was you, Snitch. I hid to avoid trouble. I’m guessing you once did the same. Now you move about this place with no one seeing you. Has its advantages. But it doesn’t have everything, does it?”

Snitch laughed, then got up, a long, black cane appearing in his hand. He strolled the room, the click of his cane on the floor breaking the silence. Once he reached the furthest wall, he whipped around, pointing the cane at Sinta. “I want to walk the Milkwood Glen. One of you has the book. One of you can break the wards. There. That is something you can give me I don’t have.”

“The book?” Seven said.

“Don’t play dumb with me. The passage to the Milkwood is a legend here. All search for it, but all know the wards protect it. Did you know, for instance, that the way in is not the same as the way out? That once you use an exit, you never use it again. Only the book can open a way. So, for you, a Novice, to be here means that you have Genevieve’s book.”

“This book?” Seven said. “I have his book, yes. An acquaintance gave it to me, and I believe it is mine for life. But should that be where our collaboration ends?”

He marched back to his chair, sitting cross-legged, his cane resting on his knees. “You have my full attention.”

Seven pulled a crate out of his ring. “I came across these in an old service tunnel.” He plucked a hemp plant from his storage. “And, as we all know, I harvested these from a dungeon that Sneak tends. I need someone to sell them.”

“Selling them might create an issue with Zeno.”

“Won’t Zeno get a tower sometime? Surely every problem is only a problem until elves rip that person in two?”

Sinta gasped. “You speak coldly, Seven.”

“Cold is the way here,” Snitch said. “Think differently and you get the cannon before you even face the elves. But, alas, you are mistaken. Guilds adapt to situations. Zeno will endure, no matter who is playing him. As one falls, so another steps in. Archemi will always be.”

“Then I’ll do a deal with Archemi myself. The plants for Sneak. It’s that simple.”

Snitch laughed. “No, no, it’s not. Do you know how precious a sneak is? Do you know how difficult it is to get the right person drawn here by a portal? Let alone how complex a task it is to graduate under level twelve. No, Sneak is precious, make no mistake. He knows it too. That’s why Archemi let him get away with murder—quite literally.”

“What if they didn’t need a sneak anymore?” Sinta said.

“Don’t need a sneak?” Snitch laughed. “Who else is going to pick all the weed that keeps ninety percent of the students mellow enough that they don’t tear the place up? Even the board turns a blind eye. They like their sheep stoned, so they don’t act up. Hell, you saw how fast they reject authority. They helped you without even knowing you.”

“But they don’t need a sneak if they have someone who can recruit a novice when they first come, do they?” Sinta said.

Snitch tapped his cane on his knee. “They don’t, do they? But could you do it? Could you tip off a student?”

“There’s one currently struggling. There always is. All I would have to do is offer him the services of a tutor to help him through. Harvest the crop, pass it to me, and they get the tuition they need to survive. That is the bones of a plan. But it tells me you don’t need to pander to that bastard Sneak.” Sinta crouched. “But what would I know? I’m just a servant from the glen.”

Snitch chuckled. “You remember?”

“I never forget an insult like that. Or was it a compliment? I don’t live in the dark. This servant is free to hunt, laugh, and dance under the warm sun.”

“I was a bit of an asshole then.”

“Are you still one?” Sinta asked, and Seven’s estimations of her rose again.

He chewed at his lips. “What a strange turn of events. So, tell me, the one thing we haven’t addressed. Why are you here? Not here—down here—but in Quintasia. Surely you knew the risks.”

Seven debated whether he should spill the truth. They were in a negotiation that could still go either way. If he told him and Snitch handed him over to Archemi, then they would know of the quest trail. But if he didn’t, then he still needed to get the beaker. “What do you think, Sinta? Can we trust him?”

“Not in the least,” she said.

“Ha!” said Snitch. “I knew I liked you for a reason. No, Seven, you can’t trust me. But if we are to negotiate further, then I want this one piece of information from you. Then we’ll see.”

“See what?”

He sucked his cheeks in. “See if we can’t come to an amicable agreement. I could smooth things over with Zeno. We could deal with Sneak. And, most importantly, we could make some coin.”

“What is the point of coin if you have nowhere to spend it?”

“The point?” Snitch asked. “Power, my friend. You know that. But there’s more to you than meets the eye. Perhaps we should focus on you rather than me? You have torn through the trainers. Are you aware the professors hold details of all novices? I know precisely where you are. I know how fast you mastered the sword, and I’m aware of your current struggles. You won’t be the fastest to graduate. You could have been, but those in the know take note of the martial artists because their tuition has layers. You have that.” He pointed at Seven’s storage ring. “Where, pray, did you get that from? I have one, but only because a certain professor needed an indiscretion smoothing over. Should we talk about you, Seven, and the sack full of secrets you hold?”

“No,” Seven said. “My secrets are for those I trust. You haven’t earned that yet. But I will tell you why I’m here. I need a certain type of beaker, one that you can only find in Professor Briggs’ laboratory. That is why we are here.”

Snitch didn’t answer. His eyes flickered over them as if he was waiting for something more. When it didn’t come, he laughed. When they remained silent, he laughed some more. “You’re serious? You broke into Quintasia for a beaker?”

“We did.”

He leaned forward, pointing his cane. “I’ll have one here in a moment. We only have to negotiate our price. I would say ten hemp plants.”

“And I would counter with one night in the Milkwood Glen,” Sinta said.

“With you?” Snitch asked, eyebrows raised.

The question, and its obvious connotation, hit Seven hard. He flushed with anger, something that didn’t go unnoticed. Wide-eyed, Snitch pointed the cane at Sinta, then moved it to fall on Seven. “Are you two an item?”

“No, we are not!” Seven said.

“But you want to be…” Snitch grinned. “I withdraw. Never stood a chance when I was a novice, and I don’t stand one now. One night in the Milkwood in return for one beaker. It’s a deal, our very first. Which is cause for celebration.” He pulled out a crystal that looked suspiciously like rose quartz. “Jeffers? Three meals, ale, and bread to my quarters, please. Tell Mollers that the shaft might need some repairs, so to keep the speed down.”

“Three?” a voice came from the crystal, which flashed once.

“I have friends, you know.”

“No, you don’t,” said the crystal, flashing three times. Snitch pocketed it. “A communication crystal. Quite rare. Perhaps we’ll get you one so we can plot and plan. So, dinner is on its way.” He snapped his hands, and a table slid to the center of the room; three settings were already laid. The chairs followed, and glasses appeared out of thin air. “I’ve some magic. Living down here gives you plenty of time to practice. So, I’m all ears. What quest has Genevieve got you following?” He rose from his armchair and strolled to the table, adjusting a fork, straightening a knife, and folding a napkin so it was perfectly square. He sat, his back straight. “Come, join me. I’ll admit it’s been a while since I had guests. Most tumble down that shaft in need of some assistance. A few arrived beyond salvation. You must be quick. The guardians rarely miss.”

Seven strolled over as the dumb waiter rumbled. Sinta hesitated, but Snitch insisted she joined him. “Come. You aren’t serving me now. You need to relax and let the past go.”

“What past?” Seven asked.

“He…” Sinta made to say, but Snitch stopped her.

“Could we just agree that I was an ass that wouldn’t take no for an answer?” Snitch asked his question hanging in the air. “No? Very well. Confession time. I tried to pressure her into sleeping with me.” He raised his hands in surrender. “Guilty. Guilty as charged. I was young—younger—and I wasn’t the best student. Me and weapons don’t go together. I’m more of a magicker, but naturally, one doesn’t get to fight with magic in the chapels. So, I turned my attention to the lovely Sinta, and became more besotted with each rejection.”

“He made my days hell,” Sinta said. “But I only looked at him with pity.”

“Pity?” Snitch spat. “I’ll take loathing anytime over pity. Please, never pity me. Hate me by all means. Up your game and loathe me. But never look down on me like an injured puppy.”

“You were an asshole, then,” Seven said.

“I’m an asshole now,” Snitch replied as the dumb waiter ground to a halt. He snapped his fingers, and three plates, a bowl of bread and a jug of wine floated over. “Translocation magic is my forte. Most go the fireballs route, ice shard, raising the dead—that sort of thing. I wanted to move things. Call me lazy, but it has advantages.” He screwed his face up. “Strangely, it proves quite useful in combat. It’s hard to stab someone if you’re always ten yards away.”

“You can move just about anything?” Sinta asked.

“Up to a certain size. But I have all my spells at Master. As I said earlier. I have time on my hands. I started with a tiny ball. Now I can move most everything down here and have quite the range.” He yawned. “But it has made me lazy. Tuck in.”

The food smelled delicious—the garlic overpowering. “Chicken?” Seven asked.

“What day is it?” He inspected his meal. “Looks like chicken in white mushroom sauce, garlic potatoes, seasonal vegetables, and a generous helping of pie crust. My bet is it's Woldsday. It’s the same every week. I swear those chefs haven’t got an ounce of inspiration between them. You’d think they’d try harder to vary the meals.”

“Well, it smells pretty damn fine,” Seven said, tucking in. “If you’re moaning about this, try living on cold scraps through winter.”

Snitch recoiled. “Why would I want to do that? You say the strangest things.”

A dull thud sounded from the dumbwaiter. “Ah! Here’s your beaker.” He snapped his fingers and a foot-high beaker slid onto the table. “Well, here’s two. Why fill one when you can fill two? So, that’s my end of the bargain sorted. Now, are you going to tell me why you want a beaker of all things?”

Seven mulled over whether he should answer, once more deciding the truth couldn’t hurt. “What level are you?”

“Thirty-five.”

“Then you can’t access the place. Genevieve has set me on a quest, and that quest involves taking some quicksilver from a low-level dungeon. The rest, I don’t know. I get fed the information as I complete a task.” He finished talking then noticed that Snitch’s jaw had dropped.

“Did you just say quicksilver?”

“Yeah, it’s like a pool of liquid steel. Or silver, I suppose. Silver makes more sense.”

“Did you just say a pool of quicksilver?”

“A small pool, yes.”

“So, you could probably fill both beakers?”

“Reckon so.”

Snitch tucked into his meal, eating like he’d starved for a year. Once he’d cleaned all the gravy from his plate with some bread, he chewed and swallowed. “New deal,” he said. “I’ll smooth everything over with Zeno. I’ll get you Sneak, and in return, you give up the crops.”

“I’ll want paying for them.”

“No, you won’t. Let me tell you why. The money you’d get from the crops is insignificant compared to the price of one drop of quicksilver. We use the crop to oil the wheels. Then we let them know that we have a small quantity of the stuff. We’ll need someone to make tiny vials and cork stoppers. If I remember rightly, it doesn’t eat cork.” He laughed and clapped his hands together. “You need to get that product out of your ring. You’ll need it empty to move the quicksilver.”

“But it’s only a small pool.”

“That stuff is different. One beaker full might break your ring. You’ll need all the space you can muster.” He rubbed his hands together, standing and pouring the wine. “This calls for a toast.”

“Why? What’s so special about the stuff?”

“What’s so special?” He roared with laughter. “You don’t know? You have no clue?”

“No.”

“Oh, this is good. This is so good!”

“What is?”

Snitch leaned over the table, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “The thing about quicksilver is this.” He drew back. “It kills elves. One tiny drop and they’re dust.”

“Then why hasn’t anyone else used it? Why didn’t Genevieve use it all?”

“Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

“Make you wonder what?”

“If they really want to win.”


Chapter Thirty-One




Seven left Snitch on a chair, his pale face raised to the sun, his bare feet buried in the long grass.

“This is everything I dreamed it would be,” he said.

Seven glanced at Sinta, then back at Snitch. “One word out of place and⁠—”

“You’ll cut my head off. I know. I know. But you’ll have a job when I shift you right off the mountainside.”

He had a point, but it wasn’t one Seven was about to concede.

“I can look after myself,” Sinta said. “If he acts up, I’ll treat him like a mountain cat and shoot him in the eye. That way, when I skin him, he’ll be perfect for a doormat.”

Snitch coughed. “I’ve changed my mind. You keep her. I want nothing more than this sun, grass, the birds, and the wind on my face. Do you know how dull a world is without wind? Are you off to the dungeon?”

“Nope. Off to see how Keller is. I’ve already stayed away too long.”

“You’re fond of her, aren’t you?”

“She’s completely different from anyone I’ve ever met before. Her world is mad, and she’s brought a bit of that with her, too.” Seven hurried to the hut, relieved when he saw Keller sitting up, horrified when he spotted her eye patch. She glanced around, a fragile smile coming to her, soon extinguished as her hand went to her eye.

“I can’t see, Seven,” she said, a tear in her uncovered one.

He sat on the bed next to her. “Let me try another spell.”

“You don’t get it, do you? I can’t see a thing out of it.”

“Can I?” He raised his hands to the bandage, but she pushed him away.

“It’s no use. It’s ruined. I’m destined to wear an eyepatch…” She turned into him, her shoulders heaving as she wept.

“You’ll look good in an eyepatch.”

“I won’t. And no pirate jokes. I don’t want to look like a pirate—ever. I never want to look like one.”

“I’ve never seen one, so I wouldn’t know. I need you to be brave, Keller. I need you to let me look. My spell is part reconstruction, part healing. But I need to see it to understand. It’s worth a shot. I was a novice before. I’m capable now.”

She pulled away. “False hope is worse than no hope.”

“Just let me try, Kels.”

She sniffed. “Kels? You’ve never called me Kels before. How will you ever want me—” She sniffed, her shoulders juddering. “Will you still like me, even if you can’t fix it?”

He pulled her close. “Forever.”

“You want me to change into my wolf?”

“Old Redeye? No. No, I can’t picture your wolf like I can you. I see you every moment of the day.” He reached again, but this time she let him. Unfastening the cloth, he peeled it back to reveal her ruined eye. He didn’t mask his horror, nor his anger when it came. But he vowed to kill Sneak. “I’ll kill him when I get my hands on him.”

“But it won’t help.”

“No.” Seven closed his eyes. He pictured Keller as she was—pictured her smiling, berating him, laughing with him, fighting, sleeping. He formed a vivid, vibrant picture of her as she was, eyes sparkling with mischief, and then he cast his spell, forcing mana into her even after the spell told him no.

Once done, he bowed his head, accepting defeat and pulling her into a hug. “I tried. If it heals, it heals, but I suspect it will do bugger all.”

She reached for her cloth. “Can you tie it up for me?”

“I can. Where’s Tamereth?”

“I sent her back to her chapel. There was nothing she could do, and she was itching to get away. Take me back, Seven. Take me back there so I can train.”

“You sure?”

“What else is there to do? We have to get better, and I have to do it with one eye now.” She stood. “Tell me about your adventure along the way.”

They climbed the steps to the chapels, passing through the clouds and making their way to the patio. Keller held her hand to her face. “I feel…” she said. “I feel quite faint. I…” Her legs gave way, and she fell. He scooped her up, stopping her from hitting the ground.

“Keller! Keller! Are you okay?” he asked, but Keller was limp in his arms. He tried her chapel door, but it wouldn’t budge. He walked across the deck, crouching, ready to set her down on the stone, but it just didn’t feel right. “Screw it!” he cursed, pushing his door open with his boot and carrying her into his chapel.

He stepped over his threshold, expecting to be pushed out by some invisible force. He half thought Keller would just vanish. But then he stood in his chapel, Keller still limp in his arms. Making his way to his bedroom, he laid her on his bed, pulling the blanket up, resting his hand on her cheek as she slept.

“You better get better, because I don’t know if I can do this without you. I need you, Keller. I need you so badly I’m just not me without you. I’ll find that Sneak. I’ll pull him apart so he can never do anything like this again.” He bent, his lips close to hers, and he kissed her softly, then backed away. “Sleep tight, Keller. Sleep tight.”

He closed the door behind him, standing for a moment. Then his anger came, replacing his tender concern. It wasn’t anger at Sneak, at Archemi, or even at Quintasia. It was anger at his helplessness. It was hatred for his inability to make things right. That anger needed somewhere to go, so he put on his armor and he stepped into the square.

Not worrying about style, tactics, about any trick Tamereth taught him, Seven raced straight for Delia, jumping the poles and swinging his staff with viciousness and power he’d not thought he possessed. The blow struck Delia’s staff, knocking it clean out of her hands and he leaped from one pillar to the next, coming within arm’s reach of her. He pulled his staff back, punching it into her gut. She flew back, falling from the pillar and bouncing off the ones behind. He charged after her, but as he brought his staff down, she vanished and he received his victory notification.

But it wasn’t enough. It didn’t tame his rage. It didn’t satisfy him. He left the square and stepped back in, fighting Delia, not conceding until he’d beaten her five times in a row. Then, he staggered away, barely able to stand, and crashed through the door to the outside, collapsing on a chair, barely noticing Tamereth’s concerned expression.

“Where is she?”

He blinked hard, his rage ebbing so fast it left him empty and confused. Tamereth reached for him, but he pulled away, shaking, drained. She pushed the fruit bowl to him. “You’re drained. You need to eat something or drink some water.”

“I need to fix Keller. That’s what I need.” He wrapped his arms around himself, shivering, noticing it was night for the first time. “She’s in my bed,” he said, like it was a dream. “How? She can go into my chapel. How? She’s never been able to before.”

“Has she ever tried?”

“Not sure. I don’t know. Maybe once? Must have tried once. Can you go in?”

“Into your room? I’ll try.” She stepped over the threshold and in. “What’s changed? I’m sure we couldn’t…No, I know we couldn’t because Keller tried to come into mine once. Does it mean we’re in some sort of group?”

“I guess so. Perhaps it was fighting the dungeon together, and we haven’t tried since?” He took a round of bread, biting into it but finding his mouth dry. He drank half a jugful of ale straight down, then tore at the bread like he hadn’t eaten all day. The food settled his stomach, his shakes calming.

“How is she?” Tamereth asked.

“Sleeping. Her eye…It doesn’t look good.”

“No.”

“I tried another spell. I don’t know if it was that or a bit of everything, but she collapsed. She’s been out ever since.”

“She didn’t eat,” Sinta said, approaching from the forest with two servers in tow. “I brought you all a hot meal.”

Seven stared at the green-haired girl, unable to tear his eyes away from her. There was something about her that invoked a sense of calm. Even when she was offering to help beat Sneak up, she’d done it with confidence. “Will you sit and eat with us?”

“I couldn’t. It’s not my place.”

The servers laid their steaming pots out, a stack of three plates accompanying them. “Three plates,” Seven said. “Keller’s asleep. One plate is spare.”

“You should check on her. If she wakes, it would be good for her to eat.”

Seven stood, but Tamereth pulled him down. “Why don’t you try, Sinta?”

“Me? I am not allowed in there.”

“Who says? Who makes these rules that you adhere to?” Tamereth asked. “Who punishes you if you do bad things?”

“We do not stray from the agreed path. When Quintasia dispensed with our services, they gave us these tasks to perform in return for staying in their shroud. Neither of us has broken our promise.”

“But did you promise not to go inside, or did that just happen?”

“I did not make the pact.” Sinta looked around, but the other servers had left. “I…” A sense of purpose fell over her, her expression narrowing. “I will do it. I was in the city today, and that broke our agreement. It appears to be a day for breaking rules.” She stepped over the threshold and into Seven’s chapel. She paused for a moment as if digesting the impossible had just happened. Then she composed herself. “I will attend to Keller. She is in?”

“My bedroom,” Seven said. “But there’s no need. I can do it.”

“You must eat. Your aura is dull. You must have overexerted yourself. I will see if she is alright. I am the healer, after all, and it might not be her body that needs healing.”

Seven inhaled a long breath. “What a long, long, fucked up day. Hard to believe we were in the dungeon this morning.” He jerked up, focusing on Tamereth. “But I haven’t asked you how you are. I can see your eyes are fine, but are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She reached for the bowls, piling a plate high with piping hot food. When Seven reached forward, she batted his hand away. “No. You rest. By the sound of it, you’ve had a hell of a day.”

“And I have to take Snitch back in the morning.” He took the plate as she slid it towards him. “I can’t make that man out.”

“Tell me about him, and I’ll see if I can offer an opinion. I met a lot of men on the caravans. Some were the biggest bastards you’ve ever set eyes on, and others were too nice for that life.”

“Were you with someone?” he asked, then immediately regretted it. “It’s okay. It’s none of my business.”

“No, it’s fine. No, I had no man. There was a promise to a Lord in Jeggar City. The caravan was on the way there when bandits attacked. Except they were no ordinary thieves but led by a man who handled himself well. We struggled straight away but were quickly overrun. They had numbers and great organization. No bandits I’ve ever come across had that amount of savvy.”

“Did you run?”

“Never. I stood and fought. It would have been an honorable death. Better than becoming a token spear in some lord’s harem. At the end of the attack, their commander cornered me. He tripped me, his move so slick I didn’t see it coming. Then, as I was on my back staring up at him, he took his helmet off and shook out his long, blond hair. Looking down at me, he said the strangest of things.”

“What?” Seven said a tight feeling in his gut.

“He said, ‘Don’t marry that dry old sprout, Tammy. I have just the man for you. You want to die, or do you want to flip a coin?’”

“He said that?”

“He did, and I chose the coin flip. Whether he flipped one or not, I’ll never know. I woke in the chapel, and the rest is history.”

“I wonder…” Seven said. “I told you my story. Keller has a mystery man in hers. I wonder if they’re Penick? I wonder if his meddling goes deeper than me?”

“Everything’s possible,” Tamereth said. “Am I being a bitch when I say this food is wonderful?”

“No, why?”

“With Keller lying in bed, her eye ruined. I feel like I should be, I don’t know, fretting by her bedside.”

“No need.” Keller’s words came from the doorway. “This one woke me up. Said I needed food.” She stumbled to the table, sitting. “I think she’s right.”

Tamereth grabbed the last plate and filled it, pushing it to Keller. Sinta crouched beside her. “Let me.”

“I can cut my own fucking food.” She grabbed the fork, her hand shaking so much she dropped it straight away.

“Let me,” Sinta insisted. “You have mana sickness. I think Seven’s spells have overloaded you with mana.”

“You mean I shouldn’t—” Seven said.

“No, it’s fine. It’s not the mana that’s the problem. It’s the spent mana. Once you use mana, it becomes toxic. Your body can only clean so much spent mana a day.” She cut up a chunk of meat and pushed it into Keller’s mouth. “The spent mana builds up, and it’s like you’ve had too much ale. You go into shock and your body stops working properly. Food and water will help—help a lot. Water especially. You must eat, Keller.”

“I’d eat faster if you weren’t leaning over me like a servant,” Keller snapped. “Pull a chair up.”

Seven pushed a chair over. “She’s only⁠—”

“It’s fine,” Sinta said. “The burned-out mana is a sign. It shows your spell is working—that it’s stuck to the wound. If it wasn’t working, it would have passed through easily. Keep eating. It’s a sign.”

Keller swallowed another mouthful. “It doesn’t feel good. It feels like a load of worms are wriggling around in my eye socket.”

Sinta shoved another forkful into her mouth. “It’s a sign. Eat, drink, and once done, I’ll take you back to bed and cast a very mild sleeping spell on you. It will allow you to sleep without interruption.”

“Could I?” Keller asked, then looked away. “Could I sleep in your bed? Seven. if I’m out, I won’t be able to defend—I’ll be vulnerable.”

“I’ll sleep in the chair.”

“No. Beside me. Sleep beside me. Can you do that? I don’t want to be alone. Even if I’m dreaming, I’ll be thinking something’s eating away at my eye. I don’t want to be alone. Not while I can still see that bastard laughing at me as he blinded me.” She took another mouthful, chewing, clearly thinking. “Where were you? I woke, and you’d gone. Where did you go?”

“I told you.”

“No, you came back. We went up the steps and I collapsed.”

“Oh, I thought.” He drank some water. “Been a hell of a day. Me and Sinta went after the beaker. I figured we might be able to track down Sneak if the book gave us access to Quintasia.”

“Did it?”

Seven told her the story in between eating the rest of his meal. “So, we now know a man called Snitch who hides in a basement.”

“Is that it?” Snitch asked, appearing at the top of the steps. “Is that the total of words needed to describe me and what I do? A man called Snitch who hides in a basement? If that isn’t the most damming summary of my life, then I don’t know what is. You must be Keller, and you must be Tamereth. Your legend precedes you.” He scratched his black hair. “And a mighty fine legend it is. Better than dull old me, by all accounts. So, one, two, three women. You are greedy, Seven. Or will you have seven, Seven? Is that why you’ve got a daft name? Is it an aspiration?”

“Seven fingers,” Seven replied, holding up his hands. “I suppose my summation of you was a little harsh.”

“Nope. Unfortunately for me, it was bang on. I’m a dullard and I’ve only just realized it. You see when I went into that basement, I was a weak, pathetic slip of a lad who’d barely mastered the five sacred disciplines. Now I’m a bastard good magician with excellent perception.” He pulled up a chair, and spun it around and sat, resting his arms on the back. “I’ve got good instinct too. Tell me, do you want to know what I’ve been thinking about as I’ve sat and watched the sun go down?”

“I—” Seven said, but before he could get another word in, Snitch continued.

“I think this team you’re forming is going places. I’d like to join.”


Chapter Thirty-Two




“You’d like to join us?” Tamereth asked. “But we’re just Novices.”

Snitch’s grin spread from ear to ear. “That’s the point, isn’t it? You’re Novices and yet you’ve already done more than most Capables, Adepts, and Experts. Snitch,”—he puffed his chest out— “That’s me, by the way. I can help you in ways you can’t help yourself. I’ll be your man on the inside. I’ll be your eyes and ears—your spy. Want to know what Archemi or any of the other guilds are saying about you? I’ll be able to tell you. Need your accommodation set up in advance? Snitch is your man. Need your loot turned into cash?” He held his palms up and smiled. “Snitch can do it. But better. Want to know who the promising Novices coming through are? I can get you that information. It’s perfect. Never in the history of Quintasia has a Novice had an inside man. A few have imported Novices, but never the other way around. What do you think? Want me to pave your way to fame and fortune?”

“Can we give you an answer another day? We’re kind of concerned about Keller,” Seven said.

“No!” Keller said. “No! Don’t use me as an excuse. It’s a good deal. It’s on the table. Let’s talk about it. What’s your angle, Snitch? What do you want out of it?” She winced as if the strain of talking was too much.

“I agree,” Tamereth said. “We talk about it. But with him here? He’s up to something. I can smell it.”

“I do not take offense easily. No one trusts me for a good reason. I’m untrustworthy. But don’t worry about offending me by talking about me while I’m here. I’m used to folks talking shit about me. I’m called far worse things on the other side than you can even imagine here.” His mischievous grin told Seven he really was up to something. “I’m after something. Of course, I am. Answer me this. What person does something without motive?”

“So, you admit you want something,” Keller said, pressing her temples and wincing.

“You’ll only accept me if there’s a benefit to you. So yes, I want something.” The table fell silent. Snitch raised an eyebrow. “What? Not going to ask me what? I’ll tell you. I want to cover you off.”

“Cover us off?”

His face lit up. “Ah, you don’t know, do you? How could you?” He leaned forward. “You have no idea what’s in store for you, do you?”

“Only what I saw today,” Seven said.

“Well, imagine this. These chapels, this place, how many do you think there are?” He snapped his fingers. “Tens, twenties? Hundreds? Thousands?” He chuckled. “Thousands? Don’t be ridiculous, Snitch. There aren’t enough Sintas.” Sitting back and clapping his hands, he crossed his legs and relaxed. “There are one thousand five hundred chapels. Fifteen Gods of which Regganon is one. So, each chapel has one hundred Novices, in theory. But that number depends on the collectors doing their job and the varying gods getting off their shiny asses and doing their bit.”

“One thousand five hundred of us?” Seven said.

“Nope,” Snitch said. “More like three hundred. You see two things happen. When a war looks lost, some combatants lose interest and move on. Then the collectors have little or no inclination to get more souls to join. A hundred is a vast number. A hundred decent Novices is an impossible task to find. So, tactics change. I think this is one of those occasions.”

“You…” Keller pressed her temples harder. “Can’t the God just smite the elves or something like that?”

Snitch laughed. “You come from one of those blood and thunder places that still think of gods as fluffy deities in the sky. I’ll bet you have thunderstorms and think the lightning is a god’s vengeance! Ha! Well, sorry to let you down hard, but gods are like us, just with a lot more power and a twist of immortality. If the gods of this place wanted to smite the elves, then they’d have to declare war on the God of the elves and trust me, you wouldn’t want to do that. She’s one mean bitch. No, they have to kill them the old way or cede the planet. A good old proxy war.” Snitch rubbed his hands together. “And you’re right in the middle of it.”

“Okay, okay!” Seven said. “Good information but slightly off track. What happens to us when we graduate?”

Snitch held a finger up. “I was getting to that. So, you’re all learning at your own pace. In theory, you’ll all graduate at different times. The five martial trainers are Hinzo, Asanto, Mikala, Moska, and Sirano. How do they differ from the others?”

Tamereth lifted her finger. “They teach you.”

“Exactly. They actually teach you the art. So, the slower catch-up while the faster and more capable novices become better and better. There’s a bunching up. The cannons fire more and more as disciplines close their doors. Anyone stuck in Sword Craft is first to die, then Spears, then the Staff. Finally, when all left are in Martial Fighting, graduation takes place. Contrary to what you are told, you don’t necessarily master the final skill. Some are merely Novices at the art.”

“So, we don’t graduate equal?”

“You do not,” Snitch said deliberately. “Which sets up the tournament perfectly.”

“The tournament?” Keller asked.

“Where you face off against each other and get ranked, of course. And that’s when the guilds pick their fodder.” Snitch smiled. “That is what we need to be ready for.”

“Assuming there is a we,” Keller said.

“Assuming that. You asked me what I wanted, and to answer that, I must tell you what I see. I see, as I said earlier, a change of tack by a collector. It is a mundane world or a mundane collection of worlds. What’s the saying? To fail over and over while still trying the same thing is the definition of⁠—”

“Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results,” Keeler said. “Albert Einstein said it.”

“Among others,” Snitch pointed out. “Collectors scour planets looking for the greatest warlords—the greatest warriors—and they graduate and get their heads ripped off by the elves. But you? There’s no way Seven was a great warrior. I know the type. Keller? Nope. I’ve watched your ranking. You did bugger all until you teamed up with Seven. Tamereth? You’re the closest to a warrior, but, and no offense, you were a one-trick pony. Without a spear, you had little going for you until you met Seven. Then there’s Sinta. Why is she suddenly in play? What woke up the Milkwood and told her to look after you? Has a collector visited you on the sly? Did you dream of Seven? What made you take an interest in him?”

“I am not part of this. I am not a Novice.”

Snitch leaned in. “But would you want to be?” He sat back like he’d just played his winning hand.

Silence followed his words. Sinta grabbed a glass and poured herself some water, her shaking hands barely holding it to her lips without spilling the contents. She inhaled as she put the glass on the table, knocking it as she pulled her hand back in. The glass shattered on the flags. Snitch clicked his fingers and sent the shards against the chapel wall.

He grinned. “I think she has something to tell us.”

Seven stood, dropping to his knees and grabbing Sinta’s hands. “Did you see him? We all met him—the same⁠—”

“No, no!” Snitch said. “Don’t give her any clues or you’ll always be wondering. Did someone visit you?”

Sinta stared into Seven’s eyes. “Yes,” she said, then anger flashed in them as she caught Snitch’s gaze. “He came to me in the Milkwood. It was no dream. One moment I was hunting a deer, the next it turned, running straight at me. As I leveled my bow to make the shot, the creature changed. Its head became that of a man. Its body changed, becoming like ours, and then he walked to me, steering my arrow away with one hand while caressing my cheek with the other. He said…He said; ‘It is time, Sinta. Your chosen one comes. You must join him in the eternal war.’”

Snitch clapped his hands. “That! That is a prime collector! That is one with a purpose—with a plan!”

“I thought he was there for me. I assumed he would kill me. I knew I was dead. Yet his words were so beautiful, spoken like a river flowing over diamonds. He captivated me, and I wonder if it’s true.”

“If what’s true?” Seven asked.

“The Rage of Elves. How can it be true if they are so beautiful?”

“The collector was an elf?” Snitch asked, for once not in control.

“It’s always an elf,” Tamereth said. “It’s always an elf. I see it now. You, Keller?”

“No, not me. I’ll never know. There was nothing beautiful about my abduction.” She sniffed. “You know my story. I prefer Sinta’s tale. It was beautiful.”

“Your collector is an elf?” Snitch said, then dissolved into laughter. “See,” he said, pointing. “I told you something special was going on. No wonder he’s got an angle. He’s betting against his own race.”

“Hold on!” Seven said. “You asked Sinta if she wanted to be part of this. How? How can she be?”

“We make rules,” Snitch said. “To break them.” He clapped again. “Another universal saying! Tell me, who could get Sinta access to a chapel? Who could sneak her in and register her? All it takes is a little timing. We’ll slot her in just behind a cannon blast, but it’ll be up to her to take up the mantle where the other left off.”

“I replace a dead person?” Sinta said.

Snitch tilted his head. “Tell me a better way and I’ll tinker with that. But I can’t think of one. What weapons can you use?”

“Bow and spear.”

“Then we need someone who has passed sword mastery. Someone who struggled with the spear. But and I give you fair warning, if you don’t get to Martial…” He drew his finger across his throat, then got up. “There is my pitch.” He bowed low. “What do I have to gain? Escape from the mundane you opened my eyes too. Do I thank you for that? Most of me hates you for it, but a growing part of me is enjoying life again. I shall leave you to cast your votes. Sinta, I’m going to camp out in the forest this evening. Build a hearty fire and stare at the stars. Seven, I would be grateful if you would take me back in the morning. I shall be at the gate just after sunrise.”

They sat in silence while he climbed down the steps. Keller broke it. “I need to sleep. That was a lot to digest with a foggy head.”

“Should we vote on it?” Tamereth asked.

“We should not,” Seven said. “It is mostly Sinta’s choice. If she wants to join us, then we must accept. If she wants to remain in Milkwood, then we three vote.”

“That is not fair to you,” Sinta said.

“No,” Seven replied immediately. “It’s perfectly fair. You helped heal me when I was in trouble. You came to Keller’s aid without question, and you joined me in Quintasia. You deserve to join us. Allying ourselves with Snitch has no downsides for us at the moment.” He shrugged. “Who knows in the long run? If we fall out after you’ve joined, then that’s okay. Nothing is forever.”

“We should be,” Keller said. “We should be forever. That should be our deal here. If we agree, then it’s you, me, Tamereth, and Sinta until death. That is what we should agree on. Here and now.” She touched her bandage. “That is if you still want me.”

“Don’t say that,” Seven said, pulling her arm down. “I haven’t given up hope yet. There must be more powerful healers than Sinta and me.” He scoffed. “I’m not really a healer, anyway.”

“I’m in,” Tamereth said, jerking at her words like she needed to get them out. “I’m in.”

“But how in?” Keller asked. “You are part of Seven’s pack. You are with us to the exclusion of all others. Do you understand that? Do you get my meaning?”

“I’m in,” Tamereth said. “I’m in all the way.”

“Sinta?” Keller asked.

“It is time I leave the Milkwood.”

“That’s not enough. If you join us, you join us. We must fight, plot, and live as a family. It’s the only way we get through this.”

Sinta pulled her fingers through her flowing green hair. “My father is old, but the Milkwood will care for him. This place they call Quintasia is falling apart. I saw it yesterday, young men and women on the verge of rebellion only held in check by evil guardians. When it falls, as it surely must, Milkwood will end too. I will join you. I will join you to fight the inevitable, but also to follow Seven. No one has ever shown me such kindness and consideration before.”

“And the packaging ain’t bad,” Keller said. “So, it’s settled. Us four until death. Do we have to slit our palms with a knife and bleed all over each other?”

“I’d rather not,” said Tamereth. “I fight with these hands.”

“Yep,” Keller said. “Never understood that blood oath shit.” She yawned and stretched. “I gotta go to bed. Still okay if I stay? I think that spell Sinta cast has worn right off with all the excitement.”

“If Sinta’s in, it means Snitch is,” Seven said. “Just so we know where we all stand.”

“Agreed,” said Tamereth. “Like you said, there are no downsides at the moment.”

“Agreed,” Sinta said. She got up and rounded the table, coming behind Keller and placing her hands on her head. “I will cast another. Your head is warm. How does your eye feel?”

“Fine, when I’m not thinking about it. Like a nest of vipers when I am. Plus, there’s that phantom feeling, like it’s there but isn’t.”

Sinta closed her eyes, her hands emitting a faint glow. “It’s done. I will return to my village and begin my goodbyes.” She reached for Seven, taking his hand and holding it. “I want you to know that my survival isn’t the only reason for me joining you. But I respect your relationship with Keller. I will become a good fighter, stand by your side, and be with you until death.” She half bowed, backed away, and left.

“Don’t think she signed up for the subtext,” Keller said. “But it was plain to hear if you wanted to hear it.” She yawned again, getting to her feet and nearly stumbling. “Shit. Second time around that spell’s better than a Xanax.”

Tamereth took her arm, steering her into the chapel. “I’ll put her to bed, then go myself. If I only have a certain amount of time before we graduate, by then I must be the best.”

“If Keller’s okay, we’ll do the third dungeon tomorrow. We need to get leveling. I want to be level fifteen by the time we get to the tournament.”

“A good reason to get some sleep,” she said, vanishing inside with Keller.

Seven looked at the stars, becoming lost in them. He mulled over the day, especially Keller’s injury. If the restoration skill could repair his shattered body, then surely it could rebuild one eye? He had to be doing something wrong. Unless it was a combination of Keller’s Restoration skill being only Capable, and his spell being the same level.

“Do not believe all the Snitch tells you, Cheater.” The voice in his mind ripped him from his muse. He hadn’t heard from it in a while—had almost forgotten about its presence. “Quintasia is not perfect, nor was it ever meant to be. It must match fury with fury. There can be no other way. The fighters spill from a boiling cauldron. They take their anger out on all. This is how we win. This is how we’ve matched their rage for centuries. The Snitch isn’t always right. He is imperfect, lazy, and does little. It is time for him to step up, or I might stop tolerating him. You must ignite his fury.”

“What if you’ve got it wrong?” Seven said. “What if fury isn’t that way?”

“No one has shown me another, Cheater. Will you be the one?”

Seven didn’t answer. A gentle click told him Tamereth had returned to her chapel. He drank the last of his water. An awkward feeling washed over him. It was like his chapel wasn’t his anymore. Keller’s presence had taken it over. He did not know why. They’d slept together before. But something about her being in his bedroom made it different.

She was all bravado—all winks and nudges with the occasional kiss thrown in for good measure. Sure, she went on about him forming his pack and choosing other women, but part of him had assumed that was more teasing. That she was trying to make him feel awkward. But tonight—tonight felt different. She’d coaxed the other two girls into joining them. They’d agreed to be together forever. It was a step and one towards something he wasn’t sure about.

How could you love more than one woman?

For a man who assumed he’d never get the love of one woman, let alone three, it was a hard concept to understand. He pulled Genevieve’s book out but put it back. He was delaying, and the act of retrieving the book had reminded him he’d need to return to the second dungeon to complete Genevieve’s task and collect the quicksilver.

“I need to sleep.”

He closed the door behind him, the silence heavy inside his chapel. As he entered his bedroom, Keller’s gentle breaths broke through it. He shed his top, kicking off his boots, but left his pants on, sliding under the blanket and staring into the dark. His awkwardness faded as tiredness overcame him. It had been one hell of a day. He’d achieved so much, but the price had been high. She rolled over, her arm draping over him, and suddenly everything felt right. His eyes closed, and he slept.

He slept right until Keller’s scream ripped him awake.


Chapter Thirty-Three




He sat up. Keller held her head in her hands, her shoulders heaving as she sobbed. His sleep fog lifted, his mind sharpening. He pulled her to him, clasping her.

“It’ll be okay. It’ll be fine. We’ll find a way.”

“No! No! You don’t understand.” More sobs raked her body. Then she pulled away from him, turning and pushing him back down.

“Your eye?” he said.

“Healed! It’s healed, Seven. You healed it. You restored my eye.” She straddled him, ripping off her bandage. The eye was still bloodshot and bruised all around, but her eye was there. It stared at him, tears of joy running down her cheek. “It’s healed, Seven, and I only have you to thank.” She bent, her lips pressing on his, her kiss urgent. It took him by surprise and he shied away. But then he processed all, understanding, rejoicing, a warm feeling sweeping through him.

“It worked?” he said, knowing it had but not believing it at the same time. “It worked!” he cried, pulling her back down, their lips meeting again.

As they kissed, a different type of excitement surged through him, mixing with his joy and forming a heady concoction. He pulled her closer. She kicked the blanket down, pressing her body into his. Their breaths became ragged, their kiss harder. Keller broke off, a question unasked hovering between them. He hesitated, then reached for her, sliding his hand under her top, gliding over her smooth skin. “You?”

It wasn’t even a question, but he asked it like one. She caught its meaning, a smile turning the corner the ends of her lips up. She bit them, then nodded, the answer coming quickly. As if forcing the situation, as if scared she might back out, she grabbed her top and pulled it overhead. “Yes.” She finally answered the question.

Seven pulled her to him, but she resisted. “You,” she said, sliding down him, grabbing his pants on the way and peeling them off.

“No,” he said.

She nodded, understanding it was his first time. He’d alluded to it. She reached for him, but thought better of it, sliding alongside him and pulling him into a hug. Kissing him, her tongue teased his lips apart, probing gently as she brushed his back and rolled him on top of her.

His erection throbbed, a rush within him overcoming any emotion he’d ever felt before. His love for her boiled inside him. It needed a vent. She shifted under him, parting her legs, thrusting forward to press his length onto her. Her heat matched his, the press uncomfortable at first, but as they shifted he settled onto her, her warmth joined by her moistness. She gasped as he slid against her. He groaned, the pleasure as he pressed against her unlike anything he’d ever felt before.

She shifted again, this time moving him away from her. He wanted to protest, to find her warm place again. Then her fingers wrapped around his length, and she guided him into her. The sensation that swamped his body surpassed the first as he sank into her, his body one with hers. She smiled, but it held a certain nervousness. “Okay?” She asked.

Seven couldn’t answer. The sensations running through him consumed his whole being. When she pleasured him with her hand, it had been wonderful. Her mouth had sent him to the stars, and just pressing his cock against her pussy had nearly sent him over the edge. “Yes,” he finally said. “Oh God, yes.” He withdrew slightly, praying it wouldn’t complete him, then buried himself back inside.

Keller kissed him tenderly. “Don’t worry. Never worry. We’ll have plenty of time to practice.”

He heard her words and was grateful for them, but he wanted to last—wanted to satisfy her. Withdrawing again, he eased back in and held his breath, his balls aching, wanting to empty into her. She held his cheeks, looking into his eyes, holding him, reassuring him, and telling him it would all be okay.

He thrust into her, establishing a rhythm. His pleasure intensified. It reached the tips of his toes. His head swooned. Every single part of him focused on his cock, his gathering balls.

“I can’t—” he said, but she pulled him closer, holding him to her, comforting him as he relinquished what little control he had.

“It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.”

When he came, it was unlike anything before. Sure, he’d masturbated, and yes, he’d cum while Keller had played with him, had sucked on his manhood, but this was different. Cumming inside her was different. Something altered between them. Not just closer intimacy, but a thing he couldn’t quite quantify. It was as if Keller was in some way his. Not in the sense he owned her, but more that their bond, already quite formidable, had strengthened to a point it was inconceivable that she would ever leave him. It was like he possessed her, and his fierce allegiance to her had somehow compounded into something incredibly powerful.

Her glittering eyes smiled up at him as he grinned down. “I want to stay inside you forever.”

She lifted her brow and screwed up her lips. “Well, I’m not kicking you out, and you’re still hard. Why don’t you carry on?” And then she pulled him into a kiss, and Seven carried on, and that time it was Keller’s turn to cry out in ecstasy.
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He entered his square a while later with none of the aggression he’d taken out on Delia the previous day. Hinzo was a wise old sage with long white hair and a drawn-down mustache, tips ending in waxed points. His eyes were narrow, and his figure skinnier than Seven had expected. Keller had shown him a few moves, a strange kick that nearly hit him in the shoulder, and from which she’d fallen flat on her face, laughing like a drain. She’d used her hand to chop him on the shoulder too, but had howled like a child and danced, holding her hand and screaming “No fair! Your Body number is just too high!” Once recovered, she’d reminded him how bad she was at Tae Kwando—whatever that was.

Fortunately, Tamereth had emerged from her square and ran him through some moves but had reminded him that this phase of their training was different. They faced tutors who wished to teach, not fighters who wanted to pummel them into the ground.

Hinzo stood upon a square-planked deck that stood in the center of a large pond speckled with lily pads. Pale pink flowers sat within the rich green leaves, floating, their fragrance filling Seven’s eager lungs. Silver fish swam through the clear water. The pond’s pebble bottom as defined was as if he held it in his hand. Only Hinzo’s soft-spoken words ripped his attention from the wonderful sight.

“Why somewhere so beautiful as this?” The Master asked. “Why not fight in a desperate land? In the midst of the of a gory battlefield? Or a blood-soaked pasture, slipping on a long pasture forever stained red? Why here?” He struck his heart. “I will tell you. If you learn to fight here, or any of the wonderful settings we will teach you in, you may learn to bring that setting with you. Then every fight becomes beautiful, and if you learn well, so will you become.”

Hinzo bowed. “Here begins your way. Here is your path. I give you my knowledge. But a man can give another something beautiful, but another does not have the same eyes and all that beauty is wasted.”

He jumped into a stance, one knee bent, the other straight out behind him, and he raised his hands staring over his head, bringing them down, one pointing forward, one pointing back. “I give you the way of the warrior.”

Seven learned quickly that from beauty came a lot of pain. That pain came from every angle, every limb Hinzo possessed, which often seemed more than two arms and legs. He learned that even with his massive Dexterity score he moved with all the elegance of a sack of rotten potatoes, and that his Strength meant nothing to the skinny old man.

He bowed out of the contest, a reminder of what it was like to be useless, to be cursed by weakness, but at the same time to be touched by something wonderful. The Martial Arts soared high above anything he’d ever done, and for the second time that day, love filled his heart.

“I’m going to rinse that man of everything he knows,” Seven vowed, drifting out onto the deck like he was floating on a cloud.

“Where the hell have you been?” Snitch asked. “We said sunrise. It’s at least two hours after.”

“Ahh!” said Seven. “Distracted.” He grinned, needing to tell someone about his fantastic morning and very nearly spilling. He checked just in time. Snitch wasn’t a friend. He was an associate, but no friend. “I’ve been sparring with Hinzo. I became a little lost in what he was trying to show me.”

Snitch sniffed. “I wish I’d kept it up. That’s the trouble with skill. Use them or lose them. I’ve lost a hell of a lot of my fighting skills. Guess I rely on magic a little too much.”

“Must be hard not to,” Seven said. “Magic is kind of cool.”

“Kind of? It’s the best. You can do everything without leaving your chair. I once had a fight without getting out of bed. Imagine that?”

“I’ll go tell Keller I’m taking you back to Quintasia.”

“No need. Sinta’s coming up in a moment. She can do that. I need to get back. I have people relying on me to make things happen.”

“What exactly do you do?”

He gave Seven a coy grin. “I facilitate.”

They climbed down the steps, passing Sinta on the way.

“I would think we should be able to slide her into the program pretty easily. One of them will die today—probably more. You’ll get used to the cannons as the days go on. Most are through the spear section. The staff sorts the men from the boys, and some can’t deal with the Martial Arts. Then some just give up. That’s not uncommon.”

“Give up? Why?”

“Imagine if the man next door is an asshole who’s more powerful than you. If you’re a man, he can make your life a misery. If you’re a girl, then it can be worse.”

“There are assholes everywhere.”

“And the current Zeno is one of them. Another thing I must facilitate.”

They walked to the gate; the wards lifting as Seven held the book out. He lingered just inside. “How are you going to do that?”

Snitch shrugged. “You have something he wants. He has something you want. There has to be room for a deal. I make deals. Whether I get him to hand over Sneak is another matter. So, I’ll start by demanding the kid’s corpse, and we’ll see where we end up.”

“Corpse?” Anger flushed him. “I want him to suffer more than that.”

“Zeno will never agree to killing him or letting you kill him. That’s the beauty of negotiation. You never know where it’s going to end up.”

As they strolled along the tunnel, closing on Quintasia, Seven wondered what revenge he’d actually like. Since he’d woken next to a healed Keller, his mood had lifted, and the darker thoughts had faded somewhat. Sure, he still wanted Sneak’s head for what he’d done, but he didn’t want to stamp on his head and pulp his brains. A point needed to be made. Torn between how much of a point, he suddenly paused. They’d reached the alley under Quintasia. The cobbled walkway widened, and shafts of light fell from several overhead grates. Distant sounds broke the silence. But one was out of place. One didn’t fit. It was the crack of ice contracting, unmistakable to Seven, who’d spent several winters huddled by frozen rivers and lakes.

“What’s wrong?” Snitch asked.

“Something. I feel like…something’s coming. Something bad.” He dove to one side, pulling Snitch with him. A vibrant blue ice ball barreled down the passageway.

“Fucker!” Snitch shouted as the magical ball shot past them, fragmenting and vanishing. He marched straight out into the passage, a black shield forming in front of him, its surface oily. A light formed on his upturned palm, and he bowled it along, illuminating open side doors, an old, upturned barrow, and some part-decayed baskets. “Come for me now!”

“Give the kid up, Snitch. Zeno wants him and he’s not fussed if we take you out to get to him.”

“There aren’t enough of you to take me out,” Snitch shouted. “You got Breadlock and Shoreboy?”

“Yeah, and—Na, you ain’t tricking me like that. You wanna find out who we’ve got, then try to get past us?”

“Past you? I could get past you in my sleep, Jerico. It’s Zelma I might have trouble with. Her ice balls might scratch my lovely shield.” His laughter rang out. “I know four of you, but what I don’t know is the healer. I assume you’ve brought a healer with you.” Another light appeared on his palm. He side-mouthed Seven. “Get ready. Sword?”

“Would be good,” Seven said, jumping behind his shield.

Snitch passed him a sword. “Unlike the training swords, this cuts bone.” He ushered Seven behind him. “You gotta choose, Jerico. We’re walking through, and you can either let us or feed the cannon. I will not fuck about. You started this when you tried to scalp me. I’m gonna finish it.”

Jerico laughed. “I’ll get made into an officer for being the one who took you out. About time Archemi made money from distribution.”

“Your choice?”

“A failed magician and a fucking noob Novice? No choice at all.”

“Let’s see if you’re all your deeds say you are,” Snitch said, a twist of humor in his voice. “Close your eyes on three.”

He threw the ball of light. Seven counted, closing his eyes as a gigantic explosion rang out. His eyelids flashed pink, so bright he could see all his tiny blood vessels. The moment they dulled, he opened them and sprang into action.

Snitch darted toward an open doorway, golden bullets pouring from his hands. Jerico kneeled on one knee, scrubbing his eyes and screaming. Two large men burst from cover, aiming for their leader. One held a sword, the other a spear. Seven lurched toward the stricken Jerico as one of Snitch’s magical pips smacked the Archemi man in the shoulder, spinning him around.

The spearman screamed “No!” as he hurdled Jerico’s falling body, planting his legs and covering his leader.

Seven closed, sliding to a stop as the spearman jabbed at him. Sidestepping, Seven brought his sword down and deflected the strike. He punched with his free hand, his fist connecting with the spearman’s chin, but his extended reach diminished his power. A powerful blow took Seven by surprise, his armor giving way and a blade biting into his flesh.

“Get him, Breadlock,” the spearman growled, stepping back and readying another strike.

“On it,” Breadlock growled.

Seven grunted, the pain nothing to him but the injury cramping his movement. His Restoration kicked in as he swiveled around, Breadlock already drawing back his sword as he readied another strike. Instinct rushed over him, but they’d already sprung their trap. He pictured it in his mind, as vividly as if he had eyes in the back of his head, and dropped to the floor.

Shoreboy’s spear thrust and nicked the back of his head as Seven fell and rolled. The space between the Archemi foot soldiers vanished as they both lurched forward. Shoreboy’s spear stabbed into the Breadlock’s gut. Seven cast his healing spell on himself, rising to one knee, then springing forward. Both Breadlock and Shoreboy were static, their target gone, their plan in tatters.

“You fucking skewered me!” Breadlock screamed, the cry turning into a feral growl. “You fucking idiot!”

Seven struck as a wash of green magic surrounded Breadlock. Shoreboy pulled out his spear, blood fountaining but quickly stopping.

“Raya’s sorted it,” Shoreboy said with an inane grin.

“Still a fucking idiot!” Breadlock shouted, aiming a sweeping sword strike at his companion. “Once too fucking often!” he growled, the green light fading.

“No!” Shoreboy shouted, holding up his buckler.

Seven leaped forward, seeing Breadlock open and needing no second invitation. He ran the swordsman through with a powerful thrust, pulling his sword free and then whipping around. His blade sliced across Breadlock’s exposed back, and the man fell to his knees. Green magic swirled around the warrior. Seven completed his backswing, reversed its momentum, and pulled the blade across Breadlock’s exposed throat.

“Heal that, Raya!” he screamed.

“What have you done?” Shoreboy shouted. “You’ve fucking killed him, you prick!” The spearman lost it, surging towards Seven as he bellowed more curses.

Snitch’s magical blasts peppered a retreating Jerico, the man still partly blinded from the flashbang. He advanced from cover, golden pips flying from his hands. “Time to die, Jerico! Who’s the failed magician now?”

Holding his shoulder and limping as he retreated, Jerico laughed. “I ain’t no magician.”

“But I am.” A chill laugh followed, filling the passageway, and a woman’s voice rang out. “Call that magic, Pipsqueak? This is magic.”

The cobblestones vibrated, upending Seven, Shoreboy, and Jerico. Snitch rose, hovering above the stones. “Ha!” he cried. “That won’t get me!”

“No, but this might!” An ice-cone shot from Zelma’s hideout.

Snitch flew sideways, the cone flashing past him and shattering on the wall. He reached forward, grabbing thin air and yanking it to him. Zelma shot from her hideout straight toward Snitch, who spun around, pulling Zelma with him and slamming her against the wall with such force the crunch of her bones made Seven wince.

Seven scrambled up, but even though Zelma was out cold, her spell was completed. Ice spears shot from the cobbles, ripping through Seven and Shoreboy. The Spearman screamed, blood spewing from his mouth. Seven twisted, the shards snapping as his momentum powered him toward the now static spearman. More green magic flowed from the passageway’s rear, shrouding him. But Seven had his own problems. His health plunged as he pulled the first shard from his torso. Even with his enhanced pain tolerance, the agony of cold friction made him grunt with pain.

Before he was ready, Jerico attacked, sword in hand. Seven watched helplessly as the man drove his blade towards Seven’s exposed neck, a maniacal grin on his face. Trying to drop to his haunches, the second ice shard held him in place. Seven watched in horror as the blade closed. Then Jerico vanished, torn away from his target, and slammed against the opposite wall. For a moment, Seven couldn’t believe he was still alive. He checked his head was still where it was supposed to be, then cast his healing spell as he ripped the second ice shard out.

Shoreboy rose. The spearman looked a shadow of his former self. Seven turned on him, staggering forward, his healing spell and Restoration skill just about keeping him upright. Shoreboy shouted, “Mercy!” and Seven backed away, glad the fight was done. But another green vortex then settled over his enemy, and the man lurched forward again. “No mercy!” he cried with a desperate lunge.

Barely able to lift his sword, Seven pushed himself away, letting his blade cut across Shoreboy’s legs. The spearman tripped, falling, his spear skittering harmlessly on the cobbles.

“Fuck this, I’m out,” another female voice cried.

Seven heaved a breath, standing over Shoreboy. “Some assholes never learn,” he said, driving his sword into the man’s chest, then kneeling as he waited for his energy to return.

“Not bad,” Snitch said. He pointed at Zelma’s body and lifted it, then floated it into a room, moving Jerico’s in after and slamming the door shut. He clapped his hands together. “Two cannons. Wait for it…”

Breadlock’s body vanished, a boom shattering the silence. Shortly after, Shoreboy’s corpse disappeared, another bang sounding. “How?” Seven asked.

Snitch walked over to him, helping him up. “My theory? I think it has something to do with the time sink. I believe soon after you die your body reverts to the correct time. All the while the fight continued, the corpse plays a part, but the moment it’s over, it becomes redundant and boom, The body has to return.”

Seven leaned on Snitch’s sword. “Let’s get you back.”

Snitch laughed. “You couldn’t help if I got attacked again. We are beyond the wards now, and you need to recover. You don’t realize, do you? You fought two graduates. True, they were as dumb as a pair of rusty nails, but they were graduates nonetheless. You should never have been able to keep up with their speed. And that’s without defending against Zelma’s magic. It nearly ended Shitboy, and he had a healer helping him.” Snitch grabbed his shoulders, looking straight into his eyes. “Don’t you realize yet? Don’t you know how special you are? Zeno will when the healer reports back. Jerico and Zelma will likely blame me to cover their backs, but the healer played her part. She’ll tell him you took out two of his goons single-handed.” Snitch laughed, a long and deep belly laugh. “The best thing? Zeno will crack the ale open on hearing those cannons. He’ll assume we’re dead and that his crop has fallen out of storage. Man, would I like to be a fly on the wall when he sees his healer running in.”

“They were idiots, weren’t they?”

“A double act, but you dropped to the floor. You sensed the strike coming. I’d love to know your Instinct number.”

“I bet you would,” Seven said, turning and limping down the passageway.

Snitch coughed. “Ermm, my sword?”

“Oh, yeah.” He offered it to the man, who laughed and clapped. “Keep it. I haven’t used it since I graduated. Didn’t I tell you skills wither?”

Seven carried on walking.

“Hang on!” Snitch said, walking back to him and slipping a stone into his pocket. “Equip the stone like a weapon when you want me. It’ll send me a prod, and I’ll equip mine. It’ll let us speak. If you feel my prod, do the same, understood?”

“Got it.”

He winked. “How else do you think they coach a Sneak through.”

Snitch clapped again, spinning around and marching off, whistling as he went. “What a fine start to the day! A fine, fine start. I wonder what’s going to happen next?”


Chapter Thirty-Four




Seven staggered from the gate, unequipping Snitch’s sword as he clung to the rock face. Whether it was the fight or the healing that had drained him, he couldn’t tell, but he suspected the latter. He’d fought in the square for hours on end and not felt as exhausted as he did then. Discovering the truth behind the cannons had shaken his beliefs to his core. Could he trust anything that was happening to his body if it rejected Quintasia’s whole setup as soon as he died? Sinta was there before he fell, holding him, pulling him up, and helping him back to the village.

“I heard the gate and came. What happened?”

“Zeno ambushed us. Or his lackeys did. I think I…”

“I’ll take you to my hut.” She looked him up and down, then leaned in and sniffed him. “Mana burn. I told you about it. You need food and water, plenty of water.” She helped him inside. “I’ll be right back.”

Seven lay on her bed. It smelled mighty fine, of flowers and moss. He’d never been in her hut before, nor had he imagined what it would be like. Had he, though, he’d have pictured it nearly dead on. It was calm and ordered. There was no clutter. She returned, and he sat up, accepting a large mug of water and drinking it straight down.

“This is an infusion,” she said, handing him a bottle. “If you cast your heal spell on yourself more than once, you must drink this. It will cleanse you of the burned mana. But take care with your healing. It is not something you should do unless you have a real need. There is always a price to pay with magic, even if it is not apparent at first.”

“I understand,” Seven said, grinning at her.

“What?”

“It’s you. You’re acting like I imagine a mother would.”

“I am not,” she said, turning her face away from him.

“Yes, you are. Well, I think you are.”

“You did not have a mother?”

“I did.” He grimaced. “But she gave me up. I was considered bad luck because of this.” He held his hand up. “Our village was poor. We couldn’t afford more bad luck, so…”

“They banished you?”

“Sort of. They made it quite plain they didn’t want me. But I was lucky. My mother made sure I had enough food for a few days and that my shoes had good soles. I made it into the farmlands before I was starving.”

Sinta reached out, but Seven drew his hand away. “No. I don’t need sympathy. It’s in the past and it made me what I am.” He stared through her. “And I’m beginning to be quite happy about what I am. I don’t mean that in a big-headed way. For years I was ashamed, but as I come across others my age, I wonder if I didn’t have a better life.”

“How?”

“Take Sneak—the one who threw the powder into Keller and Tamereth’s face. What kind of life did he have that made him so twisted and evil?”

Or the lad, Jerico? He’s a fool but in a position of authority. What the hell put him there? Who the hell did?

“I got a second chance at life, Sinta, and I got to keep all the experience from my first. Surely that, plus you, Tamereth, and Keller—well, that makes me the luckiest person alive.”

“You are with Keller?” Sinta asked, pursing her lips.

“I am, but it feels both intense and casual. I can’t explain it. I think we can all be friends, and that friendship will be a deeper bond that most share.”

“I’d like that,” she said. “It was good to hear you say it rather than Keller trying to force things. We will be good friends—special friends.”

Then he reached for her, and they held hands. “Special friends,” he said.

“You must eat. The other two are waiting for you.”

A cannon fired, followed by two more. Sinta winced with every explosion. “That is five today already. Things are ending.”

“We need to get you training.”

“I will return with you. Tamereth has promised to show me some moves with the spear that will help me get through the initial stages.”

“But you know the spear.”

“I hunt animals. I don’t fight humans. It will be different.”

Seven ate his food. “It’s a great idea.”

She rested her hand on his leg. “When I go into the chapel, you’ll accept me so I can see you?”

“As soon as I can,” he said with a smile.

She pushed his bowl closer to him. “Eat. I want to get on. I have a new life to live.”

“Your dad?”

“I can visit him. I know I can’t do it until I qualify, but it will give me a spur to progress.”

Seven wolfed his food down, his head clearing and his body recouping some energy. Once he’d cleaned his plate, he swung his legs off and set the plate down. “Let’s go.”

“One more thing.” She leaned close and kissed him.

“That,” said Seven, “was the nicest thing.”

She looked away. “I shouldn’t have. Keller…”

“I have a feeling Keller will be just fine with it.”
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Seven entered the cave, book in hand. He led Keller through it to the quicksilver pool and sat, bringing the beaker out of storage. He crouched, holding the book by its spine and letting it fall open. The words swirled and thickened, becoming clearer and slotting into order.

If you have made it this far, you will know now. You will understand what no other novice has. Quintasia is rotten. It tries to hide its intent, but it can only do so much. It cannot hold its students in isolation forever, yet as soon as it puts them together, its hold crumbles. Do not take this as a weakness. Everything Quintasia does it does for a reason.

The academy, the foundation—I have heard it call many things—sews the seed of discord, then marshals that discord into rage. Only through rage can a student hope to match the elves for any length of time. They must contain that rage until the students are ready to be unleashed into the towers. That is the purpose of the guardians. Those evil beasts that make the cannons sing.

What does this mean for you, my friend? It means this. You must navigate that perilous path, as only one thing matters, and that is survival. If you are to defeat the elves, then you must live. That is the simple equation we are dealing with. I cannot help you with that, because if you are reading this book, I failed that part of the assignment.

Only a few things can kill elves, and quicksilver is one of them. But quicksilver alone will not be enough. This is stage one, and you are nearly through it. You must fill the beaker—fill two if you are sensible enough to take more than one. Then proceed to the third dungeon.

You will find the third prize in an old temple under a smoking mountain. To get there, you must defeat some local insects. None of this is too taxing, but the final part of the quest is a time suck. Within the temple is a single scroll that will enable you to enchant the quicksilver into something special. The clue is in the golden egg.

That is all I’m saying.

That is all you need to know.

Get to the old temple and I will guide you farther.

Your friend and fellow traveler,

Genevieve.

“Well?” Keller asked.

“Fill the beakers and set off for the next dungeon. Smokey Mountain, temple under.” He unstoppered the vial. “That about sums it up.”

“A little more detail, please,” Keller said.

Seven filled her in and explained all. “Sounds interesting, doesn’t it? But, as usual, we must remember that we are overpowered compared to the dungeon. We don’t hold back on any. We slaughter all, then find the temple.”

“What if the temple has its own mobs?” Keller said.

“If it has its own mobs and they are a little higher than the dungeon, then we’ll get plenty of experience and we might level up. A bonus, don’t you think?” She grinned.

“Your eye is fully restored,” Seven said. “Not a hint of black.”

Keller scowled at him. “What do you want? A medal or a chest to pin it on?”

He jerked back, pleased the old Keller was back and a little unhappy simultaneously. He liked the tender, loving one. He liked her a lot. But there was a lot to be said for the other. She was fine.

“Not a lot wrong with my chest now. The medal will fit just fine.”

She laughed. “You’re getting better. Not quite there but getting better.”

They left the dungeon. Tamereth and Sinta were training by the steps to Milkwood Glen. Tamereth broke away, leaving Sinta to practice her shapes.

“How did you get on?” Tamereth asked. “I left once I’d completed it. You were right, the eagle was easy once you told me how.”

Seven told her, and they sat at the table. Seven stretched and relaxed his aching muscles. It was turning into another packed day and he hadn’t even trained yet. “Dungeon three next.” A red pip flashed in his mind’s eye. “Hold on. Snitch is trying to reach me.” He pressed on the pip, and Snitch’s voice filled his head.

“Tell me, who’s the best fixer in all of Quintasia?”

Seven mentally shrugged. “I guess you are.”

“Damn right. Sinta’s in. I changed the name on the roster to match hers. She’s in the chapel next to Tamereth. Some young lad just bit the fireball. Apparently, he finally beat Tenk yesterday, then faced Kira. She slaughtered him twenty times without him getting a stab in, and he decided life wasn’t living anymore. So, she’s in, but she has to make her way right through Spears and Staffs before time’s called. If she doesn’t, it’s the cannon. You understand?”

“Got it.”

“She’s happy to take the risk?”

“Happy.”

“Pressing the button now. Oh, and she’ll need someone to take on her duties or they’ll know. You got it?”

“Got it.”

“Snitch out.”

“Snitch?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

“No sweat, partner.”

Partner? It sounded okay. He had a fair way to go before he trusted Snitch, but from the tone of Genevieve’s last passage, they would need all the friends they could get when they finally graduated.

He called Sinta over. “You’re in. Snitch has altered the roster and registered you under your own name. You’ll face Ketty first. She’ll come at you hard and fast.”

“Tamereth has told me. She has prepared me well.”

He led her to the door next to Tamereth, then turned to the spearwoman. “Sorry. I know you watched him. The boy died—he gave up. He was one of this morning’s cannons.”

Tamereth drew a sharp breath in. “I could have helped him. Wait! He got past Tenk? He could have seen me.”

“Not your fault. It’s this place that’s to blame. Never forget that. Never. Sinta, you need more help before you go in?”

“I’ll be fine. I am good with the spear. But like I said, I have never faced a human.” She reached for the door, her hand shaking. “I will see you soon?”

“You will.”

Tamereth grabbed her by the shoulders. “I told you. You must get to Helen, then you can come outside again. You cannot visit your father until you have dispatched Ullu with the staff. Focus. Ketty first. I told you the trick. Then get Joan and Rixon. After that it’s Helen. She’s hard, but you’ve got this. You’re the same as me, but with the advantage that I’ve told you how to win. You can do it, and you can do it fast. As soon as you get used to the new numbers in your head, show interest in joining me. If I’m right, that will transfer to Seven and he can accept you. If I’m wrong, then we’ll meet in the library. But for that, you might have to beat Janice. Either way, we can talk about the staff then.” Tamereth pulled her into a hug. “You have advantages. You have healing. You have better numbers.”

“Will I keep them?” Sinta asked. “What if I get the boy’s numbers and he’s weak?”

“I’m not sure about this,” Seven said. “She’s right. What if she gets the boy’s numbers and loses her Dex? Let’s call this off until we know more.”

“No!” Sinta said. “It’s my chance. My chance to change things. I’m taking it.”

“You’ll be fine. You’re great with the spear. Trust me.” Tamereth pulled her close, then kissed her cheek. “You’ll be out in no time.”

“Yes.” She walked in, closing the door behind her.

“I hope you’re right,” Seven said.

“So do I.”

“To dungeon three, then.”

Keller approached them. “Dungeon three and then more sparring. Will it ever end?”

“I guess we just have to find our fun where we can,” Tamereth said.

“I guess we do,” Keller replied, a twinkle in her eye. “Don’t you agree, Seven?”

The way she looked at him made him go bright red, but he dug deep, grinning through it. “If it’s anything like this morning, I’m up for as much fun as you can handle.”

Not to be outdone, Keller cocked her head. “Is that aimed at just me or both of us?”

He closed his eyes. “I’ll never win, will I?”

Keller pulled him close, whispering in his ear, but not soft enough that Tamereth couldn’t hear. “You already won. You have three beautiful girls in your pack.”

“My…?”

A notification saved him.

Sinta Valens has shown an interest in joining you. Do you wish to open an observation window to appraise the Novice and see if she is worthy?

“Sinta has asked to join us.”

“Well, accept her then.”

Yes, he replied to the system.

Room modification is in progress. Room modification is complete.

“She’s in,” he said. “So far, so good.”

“We need a name,” Keller said. “If Archemi has a name, then we need one.” She screwed her face up. “Mind you, we might need to form a guild first.”

“I have no idea how to do that,” Seven said.

“Nope, but we know a man who does.”

Seven entered his chapel. It had altered shape again and become a pentagon. One wall ran the length of his deck. Tamereth’s and Keller’s windows sprang from that, then Sinta’s window stood between his bedroom and the corridor. His square sat centrally, and part of him itched for another martial arts session, but instead, he changed back into his armor and headed to the dungeon door.

The humidity hit him the moment he entered the dungeon. Tall plants towered over him, way too high, and trees stretched above them, their canopies seeming to brush the sky itself. Boulders lay strewn about, but each was rounded and smooth like a riverstone. It was curious, very, very curious.

“Everything appears a lot bigger than it should,” Keller said.

“Yeah. It’s all out of proportion,” Tamereth said.

“You think we’re little folk here?”

Seven pointed to a spider as it skittered over his foot. “Nope, we’re good. Spiders are still small.”

“So, what are we looking for?” Keller equipped her staff. “Looks like we get a choice of weapons.”

“Then I’m going spear,” Tamereth said.

“I wonder,” Seven said. He equipped Snitch’s sword. “Looks like our new partner’s come through again.”

“Quest is curious,” Keller said.

Dungeon 3 Quest—Part One: Kill ten warrior ants. Time allotted: Four Hours. Quest Reward: Move on to Part Two.

Keller looked at her feet. “I’m just gonna stamp on the fuckers.”

“I’m not sure it’s going to be that easy,” Seven said, his gut bubbling with anxiety as his Instinct went haywire. “I think they might be larger than us.”

“Based on what?”

He shrugged, looking through the canopy. “Let’s head for the smoke trail. At least we’ll be going in the direction we need to for Genevieve’s quest.”

“Let’s start running,” Keller said. “Kind of wish Sinta was here. A healer would be nice.”

Seven coughed. “I’m just here.”

“You’re healing is a little more extreme. The mana burn is harsh. I meant someone who can boost our Health when it’s dropping a bit. Someone who can spam heals and keep us fighting.”

“What does that even mean?” Tamereth said, leaping across a stream.

“It’s like the fight I had with Jerico’s mob. They had a healer and every time she cast a heal, a vortex of green magic would settle over them, and then they’d carry on fighting as their wounds healed. Every time I cast my spell, I became more exhausted.”

“My point exactly,” Keller said. “No offense intended. I love my new eyes. They’re much better than my old ones. I doubt I’d need contacts anymore.”

Seven shrugged, and Tamereth followed suit.

Red flashed across his vision. Seven skidded to a halt, holding his hand up. “Looks like they’re bigger.”

The ant raced through the undergrowth. Seven stood his ground as the insect bore down on him. At double his height, it looked terrifying. Its antennae ranged before it, waving around, sampling the air. It slowed, facing Seven.

He made a motion to the girls to flank him. “I’ll engage,” he said. “Come in from the sides. Remember, we’re better than this dungeon. Much better.”

“One tier better. It’s narrowing,” Keller pointed out.

Seven sprang forward, anticipating the insect’s strike. Its compound eyes flashed with power, amber static spiking over them. Its antennae pulsed, a thrumming noise coming from them.

“Get the antennae!” Keller shouted. “It’s calling its mates.”

Seven leaped dangerously close to its glistening mandibles. He struck, Snitch’s sword slicing through the closest antennae. Foul yellow ichor belched from its severed end. Seven jumped back, the ant’s maw opening. A terrible scream came from it as a sweet smell flooded around him.

Keller swept her staff across the ant’s legs, driving it with all her power. The three on one side all buckled, the ant listing and immediately exposing its trunk to Tamereth. The spearwoman wasted no time, driving her spear home, then pulling it out and ripping through it again and again.

Seven slipped in the antennae’s ichor, scrambling back as the ant crashed to the ground. Its maw plunged down just as he found his footing, but a desperate lunge allowed him to clear the danger. Regaining his footing, he readied his killing blow, but Keller beat him to it. She drove her staff down onto its head, the thin chitin shell cracking and more ichor exploding out and showering Seven. Her eyes flashed red. The wolf in her awakened, but the fight was over.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he said.

“What?” Keller cried.

“It’s burning me!”

“Get back to the stream. Lay in it. It’s acidic.”

Seven didn’t question her. He raced away, tumbling into the stream as the acid bit into him. The cool water flowed over him, soothing the burning, quelling the pain.

Keller looked down at him. “Okay?”

“Just glad I can hardly feel the pain. I’ll know for next time. Took a while to register.”

She offered him her hand, pulling him out. “Couple of pits in your armor.” She sucked her cheeks in. “Try putting it into storage, then taking it back out again.”

“Why?”

“Gaming hack. Just try it.”

“But…”

“Newsflash! I’ve seen you naked.”

“But not in the middle of a jungle.”

“No, but there’s a first time for everything.”

He grimaced, but a rush of arousal flooded him. He stripped, placing his armor straight into his ring, and stood before her.

“First time for me, too,” Tamereth said, walking from the jungle.

Seven immediately equipped his armor.

“Don’t hurry on my account,” Tamereth said.

“See, Seven, she wants to be part of the pack,” Keller crowed.

“One out of ten. What’s the plan for the next nine?” Seven shifted around, the burns itching but not uncomfortable enough to warrant healing and its inherent penalty.

“We should try to avoid a face-off.” Keller ran her staff through her hands. “This took out the legs well enough. Tammy’s spear got its guts okay. I think that killed it. Plus, you were great bait.”

“I can take the burns if we keep close to water.” Seven swapped out Snitch’s sword for a spear. “Perhaps keep it at a distance? I don’t think the antennae are dangerous. I just have to keep the creature at bay.”

Keller nodded. “Tammy, me and you take the legs out first. We get it immobilized, then go in for the kill. If needed, we have swords.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Agreed,” Seven said. “But close to a stream is good.”

They moved out, headed toward the smoke. Their plan was in place.

“That smell? What the hell was that?” Tamereth asked.

“A cry for help,” Keller said as the jungle erupted.


Chapter Thirty-Five




Seven swapped out his spear for his sword, their plan in tatters as the ants broke through the undergrowth. Keller drove her staff into the first, not bothering with finesse. She had no time—not even aiming for its legs. Tamereth ran forward, driving her spear into the ground and vaulting over the insects, grabbing a stalk and clinging on. She stabbed down from her lofty position, then dropped onto an ant’s back, driving her spear straight through it. Equipping her staff seamlessly, she battered another ant, its head exploding, spraying the acidic ichor all over.

Weaving through them, Seven severed as many legs as he could, stabbing at their trunks as they fell. But more ants poured in. Acidic ichor sprayed everywhere as they fell. Seven’s heath dropped, the acid eating into him. Keller and Tamereth screamed in pain, pain contained only by their rage, adrenaline, and weak Pain Resistance skills.

Seven switched to his spear as the ants herded them together.

“Anyone got an idea?” Seven asked.

“There’s five left, but we only need three to complete the quest,” Keller said.

“Three, five, what’s the difference?” Tamereth pointed to one ant. “That one’s carrying an injury. We all go for it and then race to that rock outcrop. We can defend that more easily. Follow my lead.”

“Anyone else’s health lagging?” Seven asked, remembering the vials Sinta had given him. He handed the girls one each. “These should give you a boost.”

They each drank. Seven’s health surged, rising to three hundred.

“That is awesome,” Keller said, shifting from foot to foot. “I’m ready to kick ass again.” She rotated her neck, stretching as she changed, to become the wolf they needed.

“Follow my lead.” Tamereth lunged for the injured ant, feinting one way, stabbing out with her spear, then diving under, equipping her sword, and taking out a leg. Keller followed, breaking the other way but getting too close to another ant. The creature struck, knocking her off balance. She roared again, rolling and coming up on her haunches, ready to spring back.

“Keller!” Seven shouted, following her, sword in hand. He sliced through its mandibles, taking the pain as acid drenched him, riding it, thankful for his skill level. Keller recovered, morphing into her Old Redeye, baring her fangs and ripping into the ant’s legs, shattering their chitin with her powerful bite. Tamereth jabbed with her spear, acidic ichor spewing from the insect.

“Seven!” she screamed. “To me!”

Seven switched out his sword, the two ants closing. He equipped his staff, fending them off, then leaping for Tamereth. He unequipped the weapon, catching her hand and vaulting over her. Spinning around, still holding her, he yanked her up. They took a breath, but the ants only gave them one.

“Spears!” Keller cried. “Fend them off. The injured one’s dying. We need two more!”

Seven wondered why she was so hung up on the number. They had four to kill that he could see. He checked again.

Make that five…six?

“Where the hell are they all coming from?” Tamereth asked.

“They always were,” Keller growled. “We need three more. That’s it. Three and I’ll bet the pheromone runs out.”

“I hope you’re right,” Seven said. “Because we’re screwed if you’re wrong.” He was about to ask her what the hell a pheromone was when an idea struck him. “How sure are you about this three more thing?”

“Positive. Ten and we complete the quest—it ends. They’ll go.”

Seven leaped off the rocks, equipping Snitch’s sword and falling. He struck the first, using all his enhanced Strength to power through and halving its head. He crashed into it, the acid soaking his back. Rolling, he kicked off the dying ant, aiming for his next victim while he still had the height advantage. Keller’s bark rang through the chaos. Tamereth’s battle cry followed, but Seven focused on the second ant, his momentum driving his strike to greater speed as it nearly halved the ant’s trunk. But his blade snagged on the chitin, sending him somersaulting over. The blade broke free of his hands as he sailed through the air, bouncing off another ant and dropping between two more. He landed on his back, the wind knocked out of him, and he stared up as two of the monstrous beasts looked down at him, mandibles dripping.

One stepped over him, its tail end creasing as it bent towards Seven. An angry-looking stinger hovered close to his gut, its barbed tip thick with poison.

“So fucking close!” he said as Keller’s howl ripped through the jungle.

“No fucking way!” Tamereth cried, then a wash of acid-drenched Seven.

You have completed Dungeon 3 Quest—Part One: Kill ten warrior ants.

Seven equipped his sword, ready to sever the stinger, but the ant stepped away, vanishing back into the jungle.

Dungeon 3 Quest—Part Two: The Queen has laid her eggs. Among them is a single golden egg. Retrieve the golden egg to complete the dungeon. Rewards: The contents of the egg. Duration: Ten Hours.

You have leveled up. You are now level eleven. You have two unallocated attribute points.

He looked up. Keller had morphed back into her human form. She looked down at him, frowning. “You’re either a fucking idiot or one brave son of a bitch. Whichever one you are, you’d best roll over.”

“Why?”

She kicked him. “Because you need to get in that stream before your face melts.”

She kicked him again, and Seven took the hint, rolling over and unequipping his armor. Laying naked in the cool water, he let it flow over him, easing his burns as his Restoration Skill began its hard work.

A short while later, he sat up as the cool water soothed his burned legs. “We’ve got ten hours to get the egg and complete Genevieve’s task. Trouble is, we’ve no idea how long it’ll take us to retrieve the egg.”

“What’s your point?”

“We’ve got to help Sinta through the lower dungeons. I just leveled up. Probably the combination of the fight earlier and the ants. I’ll be out of any level one dungeon if I level up again. But, if we’d had Sinta here, we could have fought with much more aggression. If we have to go into a nest and do it fast, we need her with us. I vote we forget Genevieve’s quest and complete the dungeon, then speed Sinta through and come back.”

“Makes sense,” Tamereth said. “We’ll know how long it takes, so we can bail out if it gets tight.”

“Agreed,” Keller said. “Besides, I want to see what’s in the golden egg.” She smashed her fist into her open palm. “These gloves are okay, but you forget they’re on and get used to the boost. Something like a magical crossbow with bolts that won’t miss would be nice.”

“All agreed?” Seven asked.

“It’s the sensible move,” Keller said.

“What the hell is sensible about entering a giant ants’ nest and rifling through the queen’s eggs?” Tamereth asked.
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The cavern was vast, although perhaps cavern wasn’t quite the right word. It was a huge hollow excavated from the jungle’s muddy loam by the swarms of worker ants diligently going about their business. Seven paused at its entrance, the ants continuing on, oblivious or uncaring of the three Novices.

“Sends a strange creeping feeling up you, doesn’t it?” Keller said, drawing beside him, her whisper barely brushing his ear.

“I can’t wait to get out of here. Our luck can’t hold much longer.”

“You call that luck?” Tamereth said. “We’ve had to battle every warrior ant from the surface to here. If that’s luck, I want to be unlucky.”

“No,” Keller interjected. “He’s right. It’s been too straightforward. There’s always a twist to these things. It’ll come when we lift the golden egg. It’ll be like Raiders of the Lost Ark, where Indiana lifts the idol and replaces it with a sack of sand to stop the pressure trigger from activating…” She paused. “I’m not making any sense, am I? Okay. If you see an egg-sized rock, don’t pick it up. I’ll bet the moment we steal the egg, it’ll trigger something. Perhaps the workers will suddenly get aggroed.”

“Agroed?” Tamereth asked.

“I know this one. They’ll attack,” Seven said.

Rows of white eggs spread across the cavern floor, cut into segments by a multitude of access paths. Seven scanned their tops, hunting out the golden one. “Anyone see it?” he asked, his Dark Sight unable to pick out anything obvious.

“Nope,” Keller said. “We’re just going to have to search the whole lot of them.”

0:8:08:04

“It’s taken us two hours to get this far.” Seven said. “Eight hours left seems a little much if all we have to do is look through this lot.”

“Seems about right,” Keller said. “But needle and haystack spring to mind.”

“You think it’s here or somewhere else?” Tamereth said. “I can’t see any obvious exits.”

“Split up?” Seven suggested.

“No. Not a chance. If the warriors come, they’d pick us off.” Keller pursed her lips. “We play the game. Let’s look but keep our wits about us. If anything odd crops up, we go for it.”

They walked along the path, the egg fields waist high. Seven scanned the walls, the path, everything, but the eggs dominated all, not a golden one visible. After searching a quarter of the cavern, Keller called a halt. “That took way too long. We’re two hours down. At this rate, we run out of time at the end of the fourth quarter and fail the quest. What are we missing?”

“Height,” Tamereth said. “We need to be higher, and as I can’t see a way up those walls, it only leaves one thing.”

“Which is?” Seven asked.

She brought out her staff. “You two hold that and huddle together. I’ll climb up you, then as far up the staff as I can get.”

“How come you get to climb?” Keller asked.

She shrugged. “Because it was my idea.”

Seven and Keller took the staff.

“Never thought I’d be a circus act,” Keller muttered.

Tamereth climbed up them, then inched up the staff. She peered around.

“Take your time,” Keller said. “Seriously, it’s no bother. All six hours if you want. It’s not like my muscles are screaming.”

“I think I’ve got it,” Tamereth said. “Last quarter we would have searched. It’s by a gate of some kind. Hard to say what, even from…”

“I can’t hold this anymore!” Keller said.

The staff keeled one way as Keller’s strength gave out. Seven strained to hold her up, but Keller let go. “Jump!”

Tamereth twisted her body away from the eggs, but crashed into the closest, shattering it and crushing the ant inside. She sat up, laughing. “That could have gone worse.”

“Not sure it could have,” Kellers said, her words deliberately slow.

Several worker ants had frozen. A sickly sweet smell emanated from the broken egg.

“I think we best get a move on,” Seven said. “Lead the way Tamereth.” He tossed her the staff. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

They raced through the egg fields. The spearwoman headed for the golden egg. She skidded to a halt right by it, pointing at the boulder-sized egg. “There!” she said.

Seven touched it, then willed it into his inventory.

“I thought I said not to lift it,” Keller said, slowly.

“I didn’t. I put it into my inventory.”

A grind sounded from the gate. Tamereth screamed. “We need to get out of here!” a huge set of golden antennae emerged from the cave, followed by a golden ant head, its multi-faceted compound eye flashing, blinding their night vision.

Seven switched out of his Dark Sight, the golden ant illuminating the cave. “We need to get out of here now!”

Keller didn’t need telling twice, showing them heels as both Tamereth and Seven chased after her.

“It’s the queen!”

Another smell flooded the ant-made cavern. The workers reared onto their hind legs, their antennae going crazy. Keller made the exit, flying down the passageway, barging workers out of the way. Keller and Seven followed in her wake. But then a rumble ahead, the flash of chitin, and a familiar, hostile stench washed over them.

“Warriors!” Tamereth said, swerving and launching herself up a smaller side tunnel.

Seven turned once inside the narrower space, chopping a warrior’s face right off and leaving its corpse blocking the tunnel. More warriors tried to clamber over it, shoving then dragging the corpse out of the way. More smells wafted down the tunnel, but Seven didn’t hang around. He raced after the girls, hoping for a break.

He hurdled a smaller worker ant corpse, seeing the girls in the distance. Tamereth headed for a speck of light, racing for it, vanishing through it. They spilled out into the jungle, sunlight blinding them. “Which way?” Tamereth said, disoriented.

“Down, always down,” Keller screamed as mud erupted in front of them, and gold glinted in the sunlight. The queen ant pulled herself out of the loose mud, turning to face them.

“You die now, adventurers!” Her golden antennae sniffed the air. “Where is the egg? Where is my egg?”

“She can’t smell it because it’s in your ring!” Keller said.

Seven equipped his spear, throwing it at the queen. “Doesn’t matter. She’s in our way!”

The spear shot through the air, smashing into the queen, and ripping through her compound eye. Seven equipped his sword, screaming his war cry as he engaged the stricken ant. She screeched, a sickly smell wafting around the anthill.

“She’s calling her warriors!” Keller cried, throwing her spear, which joined Seven’s. Seven sliced through her foreleg, bringing Snitch’s sword around in an arc as the injured queen tried to strike back. He severed one mandible, then shoved his sword through her throat.

Warriors poured from the vent behind them, sampling the air as the sun temporarily blinded them. Tamereth shot past Seven, acid dripping on her from the maimed mandible. She pushed her spear into the ant’s trunk, lodging its shaft into the mud and stamping it down. As the queen moved forward, she impaled herself further on the spear.

“The egg! Give me the egg! It is my colony’s future. My babies! My babies!”

Acid sprayed around as the distressed ant tried to free itself, but Tamereth’s spear held firm.

“Finish her off, Seven,” Keller screamed, rounding the ant and battering each of her legs with her staff. Seven jumped onto the queen, running up its back to the pinch point between its trunk and head. He brought his sword down, slicing at the chitin, then sawing through. The queen screeched and then slumped, her head hanging down, ichor pouring from the stump.

“Seven!” Keller screamed, surrounded by warrior ants. She partially morphed into her wolven form and roared at the ants.

Seven jumped, leaping from one ant’s back to another until he was at her side. “Guess we bit off more than we could chew.”

They turned, back-to-back as the warrior ants surrounded them. The stench of the dead queen’s ichor washed over them. The ants advanced, their antennae brushing the pair.

“I’m coming!” Tamereth said, landing beside them and forming a triangle.

“We need magic. One good spell and we’d have aced this,” Keller said.

The ants pressed closer, their maws opening as an acrid stench issued from them.

“This is it,” Seven said. “I think we’re fucked.”

The ground trembled, and a huge, cylindrical nose appeared, a long fleshy tongue following, lapping up the ants.

“What the hell’s that thing?” Keller screamed.

“A giant anteater,” Tamereth shouted back. “Follow me!” She raced down the empty path, equipping her staff and smashing her way through the undergrowth.

“They’re scattering!” Seven shouted as the huge beast pawed at the anthill.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here!” Keller said.

“I’m not arguing with that.” Seven hurdled the stream, itching to bathe in it and rid himself of his fresh set of burns.

“We need a better plan for next time,” Tamereth said, slowing to a walk. “That was too close for comfort.”

“Next time will be easy,” Keller said. “We go in, kill the queen in her lair, steal the egg, and then pick off the warriors. We do the quest backward.”

“Is that allowed?” Tamereth asked.

“With Seven’s ring, all he has to do is pull the egg out of storage once we have the second quest.”

“Worth a go.”

Keller shrugged. “Mind you, with Sinta spamming heals we could easily kill the ten on the way to the anthill. Then we find the vent, sneak down that, kill the queen and steal the egg. Could have the second quest done in an hour and leave ourselves plenty of time to get to the volcano.”

“I like that way best,” Seven said. “Should leave us eight or nine hours to complete Genevieve’s task. Let’s get back and see how Sinta’s getting on. We could do the first dungeon with her.”

They arrived back at the dungeon’s entrance.

“Why don’t I do the dungeon with her?” Tamereth said. “I’ve moved on from Hinzo to Asanno, plus I can teach her more tricks with the spear and buckler to power her through, and if we can finish the first dungeon, then we can work on the Cubarabas. They’re more like fighting humans, so that will help her.”

“Sounds like a plan. She needs to get through the spear and staff as soon as possible. If she dies because of us, I’ll never forgive myself,” Seven said.

“She has the advantage that she can heal herself as she goes. She won’t pay a price like you.”

Seven grinned. “Let’s hope she surprises us.”

As they walked through to their chapels, the cannon blast reverberated through them.


Chapter Thirty-Six




Seven allotted his unallocated attribute points in Magic, bringing his score to thirty-eight and his mana to three hundred and ninety. He opened his Martial Fighting skill later that day, beating Hinzo for the first time. The technique suited him. The master explained that it was a marriage of all skills, but Instinct was of pivotal importance. The combination of his high Instinct and his fantastic Dexterity, together with his sharp Mind made him a natural. He broke for lunch, their time in the third dungeon having only been moments in Quintasia. After watching Sinta for a while, he sat on the deck and read through his numbers. It had been a while since he’d checked them.

Name: Seven

Titles: None.

Level 11

Attributes: Strength—32, Dexterity—31, Body—34, Mind—42, Instinct—59, Magic—38, Health—680/680, Mana—380/380.

Unallocated Points 0.

Profession: None.

Primary Class: None Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Capable, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Adept, Hunting—Capable, Cooking—Adept, Pain Tolerance—Expert, Magical Resistance—Expert, Sword Craft—Master, Spear Craft—Master, Buckler Craft—Master, Restoration—Expert, Meditation—Novice (1/10th Mana/Health), Dissemble: Capable, Dark Sight—Expert, Archery—Novice, Staff Fighting—Master, Perception—Novice, Reading—Capable, Writing—Novice, Martial Fighting—Novice.

Skill points available: 27

Spells: Tranquil Resurgence—Expert, Tranquil Resurgence 2—Novice.

Spell Points available: 0

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Unlimited. Parameter—One-half times the Bearer’s Height and Weight.

Weapons:

Califire: Quality—Legendary. Type—Pact/Enchanted/Sentient.

Training weapons—Sword, Spear, Buckler, Staff.

Storage:

Venom gland of ghost spider

Claws of the Ripper Wolf

Ripper Wolf Pelt

Invisible Hemp 50 Plants

2 x beakers full of quicksilver

Sender Stone

Steel Rapier

Golden Ant Egg

“We have done nothing with the golden egg,” Seven said, as Tamereth and Keller joined him, both girls panting and sweaty.

“What the hell are we supposed to do with it?” Keller asked.

“Break it open, I guess. There were no instructions with it.”

“You have Perception, don’t you?” Keller reached forward, shaking it and holding it to her ear. “Can’t hear anything.”

Seven focused on it.

Golden Egg—Prized Golden Egg. Edmund, Duke of Cirencester, did once hide a treasure within a golden egg and conceal it within a giant ant’s nest. Only a worthy adventurer can crack it open to reveal its prize.

Searching for Golden Eggs was a tradition in Edward’s land, especially around Eastertide. There are those who believe each dungeon has one, although, for some, it is too late to return to the lower dungeons and look. Some will have to settle for his gauntlets and nothing else.

Seven read it out. “What do we all think?”

“I think it’s weird that these dungeons mimic those games back home so closely. Easter Eggs are hidden references, sometimes surprises or chests. I think we can say the same here. Just how valuable is another matter? I guess that constantly wearing the gloves helps. I kind of forget they’re there?” Keller held the gloves up. She’d ripped the fingers through with her claws. They didn’t look as good as they had when she first got them.

“So that might make you the worthy adventurer,” Tamereth said. “You should crack it open.”

Keller reached for the egg. “Gimmie then. I’m in the mood to break shit.” She took the egg, setting it down on the deck and thumping it as hard as possible. “Crap! That hurt,” she said, shaking her hand. She picked it up, throwing it down, but the egg bounced, rolling back to Seven. “Looks like it wants you. You get all the cool stuff.”

“You got the gauntlets.”

“Yeah, but you got Snitch’s sword. What stats has it got?”

Seven shrugged. “I never thought to look. Hold on.” He equipped it.

Salazar’s Rapier, Enchanted. Compatible with Wind Magic. Dexterity +3. Mind +5. Magic +10.

“Plus eighteen points? Are you sure you’re not shagging him? Why the hell did he give you that when he’s got magic?” Keller held her head in her hands. “That doesn’t make sense.” She twisted her lips and sucked her cheeks in. “Unless it’s not particularly strong for Quintasia. Which means we really are weak. Break the egg. Let’s see what’s inside.”

“He lost his Sword Craft because he didn’t use it. Skills fade if they’re unwanted.” Seven tried everything to break the egg. He smashed it on the floor and stamped on it. And even tried cutting it with the rapier. “Nope. Seems it’s not me.”

Keller focused on Tamereth. “Looks like it’s you,” she said.

“Me?”

“You’re the only other one there. I doubt it’s waiting for someone else to join our party.”

Tamereth took it. The moment she held it, the golden shell crazed, falling away to reveal a pair of golden bracers that floated, rotating and catching the sun.

“We’ve got to find more eggs,” Keller said as a voice sounded around them.

Golden Bracers of Edmund, King of England. Dexterity +15. Body +15. Any thrown spear will return to the wearer upon striking its target.

After fighting many monsters, Edmund traversed the Golden Sea and returned to his beloved England. There he found disarray and infighting. Orcs had invaded from the north, goblins from the east, and elves from the south. Combining the armies of old England, the Razon, the Verts, and the Frantis, he formed an army, and wearing his golden armor, he defeated all his foes. Crowned King of New England, Edmund still trained every day to better himself. Follow Edmund’s example to triumph and impress Tyrannus.

You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.

“Okay, so that’s amazing,” Keller said. “I’m not just jealous, I’m green with envy, but England? Seriously? I thought the Cirencester thing was strange, but they’ve named a whole region of this planet after my country—the place I came from. How weird is that?”

“Are you sure it’s not referring to your country?” Seven asked as Tamereth slipped the bracers on.

“We don’t have orcs, goblins, and elves, so pretty sure. But it sounds like they abducted one of mine and he made a bit of a name for himself. The returning spear is straight out of one of our fairy tales.”

“So, you have fairies then.” Tamereth stood, equipping her spear and throwing it at a tree. It thudded into the trunk, then reappeared back in her hand. “This is awesome.”

Keller screwed up her face. “Did we have fairies? I don’t think so. I think we had all the tales but none of the actual creatures. Unless they were hiding from us. I suppose there’s always that. But hiding all the time? I think it is more likely that we had visitors.”

“What does it matter?” Seven asked.

“It matters a lot. It means I can go back if I want.”

Seven’s breath fled him, but he asked, “Do you want to?”

“No.” She pulled his hand into her lap. “But somehow it comforts me to know the option is there. Just in case this place all goes to shit. Just in case of that.”

“Then we’ll have to decide which world we go back to,” Tamereth said. “Not mine, though. I’m rid of that place, and I don’t want to go back.”

“Undecided,” Keller said. “A load of pluses to my world, and a boatload of minuses. You, Seven?”

Seven chewed over the question. “I’d like to see it from a different angle. I only saw the worst bits. It might not be as bad as I think it is.”

“Yeah, sure,” Keller said. “If I was Elon Musk or something, my world would be different.” She cocked her head. “Mind you, the really rich fuckers in my world were all miserable. Never saw them smile. So maybe it’s just as bad.”

“Same in my world,” Tamereth said. “Miserable as sin.”

Seven’s vision blinked with azure blue. He closed his eyes, squeezing them hard and then opening them wide to clear his vision, but the blue flashed on.

“Are you okay?” Keller leaned close.

“My eyes…” Seven said. “Weird. There’s blue flashing. Not sure what’s going on.”

“Check your notifications.”

“I’ve only just cleared them. Oh, hang on, there’s one.”

Snitch is attempting to message you via the Sender Stone. Do you wish to accept the message?

“It’s Snitch. He gave me this stone that allows us to keep in contact. Sorry, kind of forgot about it.”

“Forgot?” Keller slapped her forehead. “You could have asked him for tips on the dungeons! We could have completed Genevieve’s task!”

“He slipped it to me when the burned mana had screwed me. Then I saw you, and your ruined eye, and you needed me and⁠—”

“Yeah, sorry. Didn’t think. Still…”

“What does he want?” Tamereth asked.

“I’ll accept,” Seven said.

About time! Zeno wants to meet. I’ve agreed. This needs sorting out. I will not lie. He’s pissed with you, and he’s pissed that he’s lost two men. Things could go sideways.

Seven relayed the message. “Should I accept?”

“Not sure we have a chance. We’re going to graduate.” Keller held her chin in her hands. “We’ll both go. No! We’ll all go. Well, apart from Sinta, who’s stuck in the chapel for now.”

“Sinta!” Seven said. “I wonder how she’s getting on.”

“You’ve got the window?” Tamereth asked.

“Yeah, but I only looked briefly.”

Tamereth rose, vanishing into Seven’s chapel.

Tell him I’ll meet him. I’m bringing Keller. Neutral ground—if there is such a thing. And I want Sneak there. Got it?

“Just you and me. Keller. Is that okay? We leave Tamereth coaching Sinta. She’s the most important because her life is on the line. They can do the first dungeon together, too.”

Keller sat back. “You and me together—I like that. I say all this stuff about sharing you, but I’m already getting a little jealous about it.” She pouted. “I know it’s my problem, and I’ll have to deal with it, but it’ll be nice.”

“Just me and you again?” Seven nodded, relaxing. “Yeah, just say the word, and that’s where it’ll start and stop.”

“No,” Keller said. “It can’t. There’s more to building this team than meets the eye. People like Snitch might come and go, but the core, the heartbeat of this team is you—has to be you.”

“Why?”

“Because Snitch wants you for what you can give him. We want you because we love you.”

She paled, looking away, looking down, then sideways—anywhere but Seven.

“You love me?”

She closed her eyes, head in her hands. “I said it. It’s out there.”

“But I love you too, Keller. I have since the moment I met you.”

No, just you and me. That’s the deal.

Seven read Snitch’s reply. He didn’t know how to break it to her. She wanted in.

“What?” she asked.

“He says it’s just me and him.”

“I don’t like it. Sounds like a trap. Tell him you’re bringing your familiar. No arguments. Tell him that.”

“My familiar?”

“Old Redeye.”

He grinned and tapped out the message.

Fine! But he won’t like it. He’s antsy after what you did with Jerico and the others.

What we did! Seven answered.

Oh, Seven! Don’t you know? They think me a useless wastrel. They pinned this all on you!

Seven grimaced.

“What?”

“Looks like you might be right about Snitch. He reckons they think it was all me.”

She stood, pacing up and down. “Exactly what did he say?”

He relayed it.

“So,” she said. “He’s lying for a start. Three of them survived. They saw him fight, too. So, either he’s colluding with people he nearly killed or they are embarrassed that he nearly killed them.”

“Or it’s a trap.”

“Or that. Why would he want you to come alone?” Keller said. She grinned. “Don’t answer that. There’s only one way to find out. Ask him when and where.”

Seven swapped messages with Snitch.

“A place called Memorial Gardens. Midnight tonight. By Genevieve’s statue,” Seven said. “Which means he knows about the book.”

“And I only told Snitch.”

Keller crouched, looking toward the steps as Sinta’s father appeared, holding baskets of fruit and bread.

“How is my daughter?”

Tamereth appeared from Seven’s chapel. “About to beat her first trainer. She hasn’t stopped all day. My guess is she’ll be out here in a few days.” The spearwoman took one bowl and set it outside Sinta’s door. “Sooner, perhaps.”

“Sit with us,” Keller said.

“Alas, I must be going. I have more of her chores to fulfill. I didn’t realize quite how dedicated she was.” He left the bowls and retreated to the steps. “I’ll be back in the morning to collect them.”

“No need,” Keller shouted. “We’ll be coming down at dusk. We have to go into the city. Some place called Memorial Park.”

“I would appreciate it, my child.”

“We do?” Tamereth asked, ripping a bun in half and taking a bite.

“No, we—me and Seven—do. You’re to stick with Sinta, do the dungeons, and see her to Spear Mastery.”

“Who decided that?” Anger flashed in Tamereth’s eyes.

Seven reached for her, but she flinched away. “No! I want to come! What’s going on?”

“It’s Snitch. They want a meet,” Seven said. “They want me alone, but I persuaded them I was bringing my familiar. So, unless you can turn into a wolf, it’s Keller.”

“Not sure I like it. They dictate the terms and it’s on their ground? You need a new negotiator. I knew a few, back when I was on the caravans.”

“They won’t kill me,” Seven said. “I think they need me, and they certainly want their stash back. The only question we have is whether to trust Snitch.”

“I think I trust him,” Keller said. “I don’t know why. Call it my crap Instinct, but I think he has a plan.”

“I’ve seen his type,” Tamereth said. “He definitely has a plan. The only question is whether it completely screws us or just partially.”

“So, you’re cool with it?” Keller asked.

Tamereth and Seven swapped glances.

“You’re okay with it,” Keller said with a sigh.

“Not in the slightest. But you’ve got to go, and Sinta needs training.” She grinned, holding her bracers up. “Didn’t they say there are more golden eggs? Perhaps in the level one?”

Keller narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you dare!”

“Yeah,” said Tamereth. “I’m okay with the plan. I’ll get Sinta ready for the fourth dungeon, and if I pick up any more eggs along the way, all well and good.”

Seven backed away. “I think I’ll leave you two alone. I’m going to take a bath and get ready for later.”

He entered his chapel, making his way to Sinta’s window. She was resting. He knocked, pointed toward the corridor, and mouthed the word library. She nodded.

“How are you?” He asked her in the hallway, steering her to the side of the upward stairs.

“Hot and sweaty. I’d have preferred to bathe before meeting you.”

“I need to ask you a question. It only occurred to me when I saw you. It’s about Snitch. Do you trust him?”

“Snitch?” She pursed her lips. “I think you can trust him all the while you have what he wants.”

“And what’s that?”

“The ability to change things. He’s stuck in that basement. When he was in Milkwood Glen, the look on his face was priceless. That was a man who didn’t want to be trapped again. You opened his eyes. So, if you’re still the man that can get him his freedom, then you can trust him.”

“But if someone else can…”

“Then you’re, as Keller would say, screwed.”

He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “My thoughts exactly, but I needed you to clarify them. You saw him the most.”

She grabbed his arm. “You need to be careful.”

“I will be. But there’s another way of looking at that too.”

“Which is?” She looked up at him, her lips partly open. “No, I get it.”

“Yeah.”

“They eliminate Snitch.”

“Exactly. Jerico alluded to that during the fight. He said something about Zeno being fed up with paying Snitch’s distribution fees. Maybe he’s the one in trouble and not me.”

“Or it might be both of you.” She reached for him, pulling him close. “Kiss me. Kiss me properly.”

“But…”

“What if it all goes wrong? I’d never know what it was like.”

Seven leaned in.

“What do you think you are doing?” Drake’s voice rang out. He sighed. “Oh, it’s you! And not with Miss Keller. Who are you corrupting this time?” He stared at Sinta.

“Sinta, Sir. Sinta Valens.”

“Sinta Valens. I haven’t seen you here before, which means one of two things. Either you are a terrible fighter, in which case you are cannon fodder, or you are a terrible study, in which case I will personally feed you to the cannon. Which is it, Ms. Valens?”

“I’m a slow starter, sir. But I always catch up.”

Drake made to say something, but his words never came. He spun on his heels. “Either study or get out of my library and my hallway. Do I make myself clear?”

Seven grabbed Sinta’s hand, leading her back to their chapel door. Standing on the threshold, he hugged her, then drew back a little and kissed her. “You were the first woman I saw here. The first I dreamed about. I don’t know where this goes. I’ll be honest, one moment Keller is all I want, but then I’m with you, and you’re all I want. I see Tamereth, and I want her too. I don’t know whether I’m just a fool, a cheat, or useless with women. I’m confused—I’ll happily admit that. I’m confused and in love with more than one woman. Will this all work out? How can I know?”

She pressed her finger onto his lips. “Enough. It’s not up to you to make it work. You already do. It’s up to us to figure it out. It’s our problem, not yours. But until we do, then this kiss is all I can have.”

She kissed him then, her lips pressing into his, her tongue teasing his, gently probing, but no more. She broke off. “It is enough for now,” and she fled through the chapel door.

“Why do I feel that you’re one lucky son of a bitch?” Drake said, returning. “Here.” He thrust a paper into Seven’s hand. “Your student account number. Your gold is in it. Memorize the number and then destroy the paper. I have no idea why, but it activated yesterday. It’s only supposed to do that when the Novice enters the foundation proper. Which, of course, you don’t do until you graduate.” He paused. “Unless you have something to tell me.”

Seven grinned and vanished back into his chapel, headed straight for the bathroom.

“I wondered where you’d got to,” Keller said, looking up from the steaming bathtub. “I thought we could have some fun before we get ourselves killed.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Seven checked his stride. His Instinct told him something was up, but in fairness to it, the whole situation stunk. A funnel of light illuminated the passage, the cobbles slick with wet. Snitch stood within it, leaning on his cane. He wore a top hat, set at a jaunty angle, and his pale face made him look ghostly. Keller, in her wolf form, took a few more steps, positioning herself to defend her master should the need arise.

“Looks like something out of a screwed-up noir movie,” she whispered, her words reaching Seven, though he doubted they got much further.

“You never told me about the wolf. How can you have a familiar if you have no magic?”

“I never said I have no magic.” Seven let his Perception roam but caught no hint of anyone lurking in the shadows.

Snitch laughed, the sound trickling from his mouth. “And I thought we were partners. Don’t they share everything?”

“Partners? When did we agree on that?” Seven asked. “We agreed to let you join us. Besides, have you told me everything about you? For instance, why allow the meeting with Zeno? What won’t wait until we graduate?”

“He won’t,” Snitch said. “And I have a fondness for my legs that extends beyond casual friendship. Allying with you caused more consternation than I anticipated. Let’s just say this is more about my self-preservation than your benefit.” He pointed the cane at Seven. “There is the truth of it.”

“All the truth?” Seven asked, his trust extending toward the man. His confession, at least, appeared genuine.

“Most. When you lie as much as I have over the years it becomes habitual. I believe they will try to kill us tonight. I think you should know that. Of course, if you can prove to Zeno you are too precious to eliminate, then we stand a chance, but the issue with that is simple. If we come to any accommodation with Archemi, the rest of the foundation shuns us, and our ability to move to the product vanishes.”

“I didn’t know I was in the product-moving business.”

Keller shifted uneasily, her thoughts almost certainly mirroring Seven’s. Every time Snitch opened his mouth, he dragged them further into his tangled world.

Snitch strolled towards them until Keller growled.

He backed away. “Talk your pet down. How can we have discourse with that threat hanging between us?” He leaned closer, but not too close, and looked into her eyes. “Nice doggy.”

Keller growled some more, but Snitch was unfazed. “You have the product in your inventory. First, you have the weed you harvested, and then you have the prepared weed you stole from Zeno. You will, by now, have the two beakers of quicksilver, and I note you have ten thousand gold in an active account. I also noted that your friend’s account became active a few moments ago—yes, my attention to detail is that thorough. So, you have product, prepared product, quicksilver, and a combined total of twenty thousand gold. You have, what we in the trading business term, legs, Seven. You have the legs to enter the murky world of bargaining with guilds.” He crouched, staring at Keller. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? They can change the shape of the body, add fur, and all the characteristics but they never get the eyes right. Perhaps a few more red flecks, but that’s it.”

“You—”

“Didn’t you know? A Novice’s bank account activates the moment they enter Quintasia proper. Keller is the wolf. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Fortunately for the pair of you, Zeno’s information isn’t as up to date as mine. Your little deception should hold.” He tipped his hat back with his cane, looking up. “Well? Do you have magic or not?”

Seven relaxed a little. “We can have some secrets, surely.”

Snitch pulled his hat back down and jumped up, springing back theatrically. “Secrets? Some, yes. The wolf is good. I take it her bite is just as bad as her bark?” He spun around. “Let’s go. The Memorial Gardens await.”

“Why the statue of Genevieve?”

“Have you ever fished? Archemi is confused. Shoreboy and Breadlock, as their nicknames suggest, weren’t the best and brightest foot soldiers at Archemi’s disposal. Zelma and Raya are a reasonable pairing, and I take that as a small compliment. Jerico suffers from a stinted imagination. But, even given that, they were taking down a Novice and a coward.”

“I get it,” Seven said. “They can’t work out how we won.”

“They cannot. It should have been a routine ambush. They now know that I’m stronger than I seem, but you!” He sashayed away, wiggling his ass like a performer. “You cannot be powerful enough to take down two Adepts. It simply isn’t done—can’t be done. You achieved the impossible, and it might just save your life or end it.”

“Save it or end it?”

“If you’re with them, then they help you become the most powerful person in Quintasia. You become a Zeno-in-waiting. If you’re against them, then you die. It won’t be a complex negotiation.” He marched on.

“Wait! Shouldn’t we discuss what we’re going to do?”

“Do? There’s only one thing to do.”

“What?” Seven said, catching up with him.

“Follow the dastardly plan I cooked up this morning. It goes like this…”
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Snitch pushed the grate up, looking out, then pulling himself up. “Still raining. I don’t know what it is about this place. When it rains, it rains for days on end.”

“Is it because a shower on the outside lasts ten times as long on the inside?” Seven eased himself out.

“Quite possible. No! Very plausible. But, if the external weather affects us, how come day and night doesn’t?” He puckered his lips and answered his own question. “I guess light and dark are a simple enough illusion. Controlling the weather, on the other hand, is a bit more of an ask.” He nodded. “I agree.”

Keller climbed out, morphing back into her wolf as she emerged.

“Memorial Gardens,” Snitch said, spreading his arms wide. “In all its sodden glory. Here you’ll find tranquility, a respite from the hustle and bustle of the academy, and an ideal spot for meditation and reflection. Or that’s what the introductory WIKI tells you. The truth is slightly different. While there are statues of all our fallen heroes, it is a place where couples meet for sex, drugs, and partying of all kinds.” He laughed. “Not that Quintasia misses a trick. It knows what people are doing all the time.”

He marched along a path, thick foliage on either side, towering above them. “This is the Giant Maze—a great place to exit the underground, by the way. Few venture in. Most get lost. Fortunately, I know the way out and soon you will too. There are rumors the maze is haunted—a rumor started by yours truly. A few of my extended contacts know of its little quirks, but most only know how to get to their drop points. So, if you see anyone, they’re more than likely allied to us.”

“Aren’t you worried they won’t rat you out?” Keller asked, padding along beside them.

“Worried? No. We never meet. Only a few know who I really am, and even then I shroud myself in camouflage. I’ve hidden for so long that I’ve become invisible. It’s one benefit of being astoundingly average. People see a pasty-faced man. That’s it. They don’t see me, nor would they recognize me again. I could walk past Jerico in a street, and he wouldn’t even know it was me.” They exited the maze. “The trick is simple. Always trail your right hand on the bush and follow in for one hundred paces. On one hundred, switch to your right hand. A hundred more—left—and so on.

“Reverse going the other way?” Seven asked.

“You aren’t hiding your exit. Any grate gets you into the storm system, but the ones near the servants’ quarters take you to the Milkwood Glen passage. So, if you need to get out of Quintasia quickly, just head away from the flashy buildings and toward the rundown ones. Then you’re on the right track.”

They came to the exit and Seven set eyes on Quintasia for what seemed like the first time. Both previous times had ended in chaos. This time he had a moment to look over its brief skyline. Tall buildings, lit with a magical glow, spread around them on all sides. Architecture conflicted with architecture. Some of the taller buildings were brutishly square with little or no adornment, while others were so elegant they looked like they would crack with the slightest touch. Magic sparked from those buildings, resplendent with stone scotias and corbels, plinths and gargoyles. The smell of burned mana wafted over them as the wind changed.

As Snitch had indicated, the third side looked rundown. Ivy coated many of the buildings, their roofs caved in, mortar long replaced with rock. It drew him in a way the other didn’t. He instantly knew he could find safety there, and he also knew he would find like-minded companions. He’d lived in such places most of his life.

“Is most of that abandoned?”

“Some,” Snitch replied. “Fortunately for you, you get the nice part of town.”

“I can’t hide there,” Seven said. “But I can hide in those buildings. I can grow there. Not here. Not among those fancy dwellings.”

“You’re a strange one. But you probably know that, don’t you? If you’re set on it, you could use some of that gold you’re sitting on to make it habitable.”

“Perhaps. Let’s see what Zeno has to say first. A lot could hinge on that.”

“Archemi isn’t the only guild. They have enemies. But the thing is, you’re damaged goods. If Archemi lists you as an enemy, then they’ll need a damn good reason to take you on.”

“But didn’t you say we could form our own guild? That we don’t need any of them.”

He pursed his lips, looking at the cloudy, night sky. “I say a lot of things. Not all of them are wise, and some are downright stupid. It’s up to you to work out which.”

His admission settled Seven some more. It was rare to meet someone who knew they had faults, and even rarer that someone would admit them. “I like the idea of having our own place. I’m not sure I’d fit in with someone else.”

Snitch followed a winding path around as it split ornate flower beds and sculpted topiaries, and finally led up a gentle slope. They passed statues, some of proud young men—swordsmen, magicians, and spearmen, or of young women with their long hair flowing as they launched a spear or fought with a staff.

“The fallen of Quintasia, or so they’d have you believe. Yet even though no one was born here, they all have something in common. They all died here. Is that a legacy? No one who ever knew them will ever come here to mourn their passing.” He clapped, its crack shattering the melancholy his words invoked. “But there’s nothing we can do about that. It’s best to dwell on what we can affect. There!” he pointed at the hill’s summit where a large statue stood. “There is the statue of everyone’s hero and a true son of Quintasia. There is the statue of Genevieve.”

It towered above them, so colossal it took Seven’s breath away. But it didn’t ring true. From the texts he’d read, from everything he knew about the mysterious Genevieve, the man hated Quintasia with all his heart.

“It’s curious,” Snitch continued as if the sound of his own voice comforted him. “It’s odd that you probably know more about him than any of us.”

“He hated this place,” was all Seven said as a group of people appeared from the opposite side of the statue and waited for them.

“Showtime,” Snitch said, pointed his cane, and marched up the hill. “Cards close to the chest, Seven. Need to know basis only.”

Six of them waited at the top. A woman, dressed in a flowing green gown, looked vaguely familiar and had to be Raya, the healer who’d fled the attack. Zelma and Jerico stood by her, their wounds healed, matching scowls in place that darkened as the pair and their wolf closed. Central was a tall man, and if Seven had to guess, he would have guessed him a wizard. He had that superior air that all magickers held. Two others stood on his other side. One held no weapons, nor did he have any armor. His clothes were loose-fitting, and his feet were bare.

“The weirdly dressed one is Gunta. He’s a martial artist. Take what you’ve learned so far and then times it by a hundred. The short stocky one is what we call a burst fighter. He’s sword and spear but has learned to channel his skills, using them in small time spans, but each packing a huge punch. He’s the one to watch. He takes you down, the other keeps you down.”

“And Jerico and the other two—why are they here?”

Snitch shrugged. “I’m guessing humiliation. Archemi is big on that. In case you didn’t realize, the spindly wizard is Zeno.”

“I got that.”

“Zeno!” Snitch shouted. “How the devil are you?”

“Snitch,” Zeno replied, his voice nasal. “I assumed you’d never have the guts to meet us and that I’d have to pull you out of your fetid shell like the snail you are.” He curled his lip and sneered. “I take it this is the Novice who thinks he’s more than he truly is. Let me get something straight here. This is not a negotiation. This is you begging me for your lives. All three, including the wolf.” He creased his brow. “How have you got a familiar? Are you level twenty already?”

Seven smirked, relaxing, trying to project confidence. “Did I say she was a familiar? Sorry, must have been a slip of the tongue. She’s a wolf—sure. But just that. For all I know, she might pad over to you and ally with Archemi. We have no bond. She followed me out of a dungeon.”

“A lie!” Zelma said. “There are no wolves in the early dungeons!”

“Did I say it was one of the early dungeons? Not sure I did. It was the dungeon with the Speakwood Tree in it. How I got there is between me and Professor Drake, but I guess you could ask him.” Seven crouched by Keller, ruffling her neck. “But I reckon the librarian might bite your head off, and if he doesn’t, Old Redeye will.”

“I thought you said she,” Jerico said. “Redeye is a he.”

“You wanna look and confirm? Might be the last thing you do.”

“Nope, I’m good.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Zeno’s voice cut through the silence following Jerico’s words. “What matters is this. You stole from us, and for that, you must pay a price.”

“Incorrect,” Snitch said. “He harvested some crops in the first dungeon. Probably mistook them for loot. Then he ransacked an old store and took some old, dried herbs that the Milkwood Glen folks left behind when Quintasia tossed them out of its city. Where’s the theft? Where’s Archemi’s title? Show us a bill of ownership, and we’ll settle our bounty for finding your goods. No title, no theft.”

“You know full well we control the hemp and weed market in Quintasia. That is Archemi’s discretion. You stole it.”

“Me?” Snitch asked. “I stole nothing. I knew it might be yours. But then I wonder if it is. The Archemi I know is well run. It wouldn’t leave product unguarded in a dungeon.”

“Level twenty lizard men guarded it. No one in that dungeon should have been able to kill them. We only got them in because they were mobs.”

“That proves it, then. No one in their right mind believes a lowly level eleven or under could beat a level twenty mob. Surely you understand that. Perhaps your fields have overgrown and have spread?”

“He ruined the fields. I had to replant,” Sneak said, appearing from behind the statue. “He also left one lizardman alive who can verify everything. Let’s get to the point. He’s no novice. He has external help, and I’ll bet anything he has Genevieve’s fabled book.”

Keller growled, her dead stare locking on Sneak. The hairs on her neck rose, and she began pawing at the gravel path.

“Wait a moment!” Sneak said. “I’ve seen that wolf before. It was with⁠—”

Keller attacked, bowling Sneak over, one leap enough to close the distance. Snitch threw up a protective shield as Zelma summoned her ice ball. The martial artist moved in front of Zeno, and the burst warrior shot toward Seven.

Seven jumped to one side, his Instinct kicking in. Jerico screamed, equipping a curved sword, and Zeno clicked his fingers. The air froze, and everything stopped. The Archemi leader strolled up to Keller and Sneak, bending low and inspecting the attack. Keller had her teeth around Sneak’s neck but hadn’t bitten down. Sneak’s eyes were wide with fear, with no sign of any resistance. Zeno retreated, facing Seven. He waved his hands in front of Seven’s eyes and Seven unfroze.

“Before you do anything you regret,” Zeno said, “let’s talk. Me first. Several things can come from the battle about to happen, but a couple of things are certain. All of mine will not survive. None of yours will. Snitch got lucky last time. I sent weak men. They died. I haven’t made the same mistake this time. By the look of it, Sneak dies first. Tell me, is that payment enough?”

“Payment enough?”

“The despicable cretin boasted about blinding your companions. I’ll be honest, I inherited him. The weed he grows in the dungeon is a side venture for us. We don’t need it. The crops there grow ten times faster than here because of the time sink. That’s why, historically, we grew them in the dungeons. However, the professors turn a blind eye—some even partake. Most of our crop comes from the greenhouses in the production quarter. We get a good bunch from the towers too, when we can cling onto them. I’ll be honest, I’ll not miss him. He’s yours. Have Keller bite down on him.”

“You know?”

“That she’s the wolf? Of course. Her bank account was activated. Snitch isn’t as clever as he thinks he is. So, what say you and me sort this out? Keller gets Sneak. I get all my products back. You consider us as an ally and perhaps join us when you graduate. The perpetuation of the guilds is the most we can hope for, given our life expectancy.”

“Life expectancy?”

“You will learn. Snitch knows but has chosen not to tell. He’s not a hero, Seven. Snitch hides so that Quintasia can’t take him to the towers. Even Genevieve faced that fate. I won’t ask you if you have his book. I don’t believe it exists, and if it does, it’s worthless.”

“Why? Why is it worthless?”

“Because it’s supposed to hold the secret—it is supposed to reveal how to kill the elves, but if its author died at their hand, how can we trust his solution? Surely if he knew how to kill them, he would have?”

“I’m not good at negotiation. I’ve got no skills in that direction, but it strikes me you get everything. You want Sneak gone, and Keller does that for you. Although I’ll be honest, the minute you unfreeze her, he’s dead. You get your product back—all of it. What do I get?”

“You? You get to live.” He arched his eyebrows. “Isn’t that enough?”

“Your burst warrior is going to try to take me out. He’ll die first—make no mistake about that. My guess is that Snitch will remove the martial artist as we have no one who can counter him. Keller moves onto Zelma. Raya’s good, but you can’t heal dead.”

“You can’t heal dead—then how do you survive?” Zeno asked.

“Same way I did last time. Want to try it and see?”

Zeno looked him up and down. “I stand a chance against the elves with Gunta by my side. He is fast, very fast. He’ll give me enough time to get off a spell, perhaps two. Same with Craggs. Burst warriors are rare. Elves are strong, but he packs weaker strength into one action. It’s impressive. I’d rather they all live. I have strategized and theorized, and I think I have the perfect team. Had you come along in time, I might have invited you.”

Then it dawned on Seven what was really at play. “You have your tower, don’t you? Quintasia has allotted you your tower.”

He nodded, dropping to his haunches. “This is my final act as Archemi’s leader. I’d rather have a positive outcome. What would you like to make that happen?”

“I’d like a building in the peasant quarter, and I’d like the same courtesy I’ll extend to you extended to me.”

“Which is?”

“I want to be left alone to build my team. I will defeat the elves, Zeno, and it won’t be through Genevieve’s book. I have a larger plan at work. I just need time to make it happen.”

He grunted. “We all think that—well, those that aspire to get a tower for more than just ending their lives. The Rage of Elves is real, Seven. Their numbers dwarf ours. They slide between worlds like you and I walk from one building to another. There are various theories concerning their motivations, but they never stay long. So, I would discount any thoughts of conquest and look at what they take.”

“Mana.”

Zeno nodded. “They suck us dry of mana and move on. We are nothing more than fuel to them, fuel that they enjoy taking. I agree. We will call your guild Seven and become allies.”

“My guild will be called Siniman after a great warrior.”

“Then we will call it that. You will affiliate with Archemi. It is the only way I ensure continuation after I go. We have an old warehouse in the abandoned peasant’s quarter. I’ll have that transferred into your guild’s name as an affiliation bonus. The restoration will be up to you and at your guild’s expense. You will hand over all the product but will get a fifth share of the profits from the sale of your harvest, given we have parted ways with Sneak. Should you bring another crop in before you lose access, we will split the profit.”

“Two-fifths and three-fifths.”

“One-fifth and four-fifths. It gives you more incentive to harvest some more.”

“One-fifth and four-fifths and the warehouse clean, serviceable, and with the roof, doors, and windows intact. That part is payment for Sneak’s assassination.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t negotiate?”

“I can’t, but if I don’t bargain, I get the feeling Keller will kick my ass.”

Zeno extended his hand. “Welcome to Archemi.”

“I’m not in Archemi.”

“An affiliate is a bastard son. It’s close enough for me not to lose face.”

“Then I’m a bastard son, and that suits me more than you could know.” Seven took his hand, and they shook.

“You will die at their hand, Seven. As will I.”

“Then what’s the point?”

“To not die easily.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Keller morphed back into her human form. She spat on the floor, staring at Sneak’s lifeless body. “I killed him? I ripped his throat out?” She fell to her knees. “I wanted him dead. I really did. But I never thought I’d kill in cold blood.” She looked around. “Why is everyone frozen?”

“Two things,” Zeno said. “Yes, you did rip Sneak’s throat out, but you didn’t kill him. Seven did. He insisted. Said you might let him go.”

“You did?” Keller looked at him. “Why? It was my revenge.”

“I’ve killed a man before. I know what it’s like—the guilt. Killing in battle is different. I didn’t want you to feel it.”

She glared at him, but her eyes softened. “I can see that. But when someone’s melted your eyes, your opinions change. I’d have happily torn that fucker’s throat out, just so you know—so we all know where we stand.” She stood, facing Zeno, then walking around the frozen figures. “Mind telling me what’s going on?”

Seven told her.

“You bargained?”

“He bargained,” Zeno confirmed.

“And we get to walk away?”

“The moment Seven hands over the crop.”

“Good enough. You pick a name?”

“I did, but I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to call it The Forlorn Hope.”

She rolled her eyes. “Could there be any other?” She came to Snitch. “What about him? What happens to him?”

“He’s all yours. Archemi wants nothing to do with him. Watch him. He has hidden motives.” Zeno snapped his fingers in front of Jerico, Zelma, and Raya, dismissing them without explanation. He woke Gunta and the burst warrior. Seven emptied the hemp onto the path. It vanished immediately. “There,” the Archemi leader said. “Our bargain is complete. I will sort out the warehouse and will see you in five days.”

“Five days? Why five days?”

His jaw dropped slightly, his surprise clear. “Don’t you know? No, you can’t know, can you? Time is up. The cannons sing. In five days, you graduate or die. Any not in the Martial tier are culled. Any who haven’t completed the fourth dungeon are culled. All enter the fifth and final dungeon. Only the worthy come out the other side.”

He walked away, the burst warrior and Gunta following.

“Wait, what about Snitch?”

“If you insist,” Zeno said with a sigh and snapped his fingers.

[image: ]


They raced through the passageway, leaving a dumbfounded Snitch behind. He’d berated Seven for settling on one-fifth, applauded him for negotiating four-fifths, and was ecstatic to find out that they had a guild, a headquarters and had aligned with Archemi but not part of the guild. The sight of Sneak’s corpse had been enough to get him moving. Seven and Keller needed no prompting. The news that the training would end in five days came as a shock to them. Snitch wondered if elven attacks were imminent, and that Quintasia expected heavy losses.

“All the more reason to keep my head down. Think of me as your bursar—a guild anchor capable of making sure all is still present and correct when you return from your tower.”

He’d wanted to question Snitch about the towers, but Sinta’s desperate situation played on his mind. She had five days to master the spear, race through her staff mastery and beat the dungeons. That was all that mattered.

“We’re so fucking screwed,” Keller said as they reached the gate.

“Screwed how?”

“We’ve hardly used the library. There’s probably a ton of information we’ve missed in there. We’ve barely touched the martial artists.”

Genevieve’s book broke the ward and let them out into Milkwood Glen. Keller continued.

“We’ve not finished Genevieve’s tasks, and we haven’t completed the fourth dungeon. Just how far behind are we?”

“Too many distractions,” Seven said as they raced up the steps. “Way too many. I tried to be all things to all people rather than focus on the training. But we’re not screwed. Not by a long chalk.”

“What next?”

“We let Tammy know what’s going on. Then we warn Sinta.”

“Should we tell her? What if it freaks her out, and she starts screwing up?”

“I’m not lying to her. I’m not doing that. She must know.” He kicked at the stone at the top of the steps. “If we’d found out yesterday, we could have stopped her going in!”

“Where’s Tamereth?” Keller said, racing to the deck and then into Seven’s chapel. “She’s in here!”

Tamereth stared through Sinta’s window, watching the girl spar. “She’s close! She’s so fucking close!”

“Where’s her armor?” Seven asked, then slapped his head. “She doesn’t get any until two hundred and fifty battles.”

“We’re getting around that. But she’s fighting in between,” Tamereth said.

“How? How the fuck are you getting around it?” Keller asked.

“Easy. A battle ends as soon as one person steps out of the ring. Watch.”

“Is she fighting Rixon?” Seven asked.

“She is. Took out Joan fast. But then she is a hunter and Joan’s a technical fighter.”

“Street fighting over learned fighting. Street wins every time,” Keller muttered.

“Five days,” Seven said. “We just found out there’s only five days left.”

“What?” Tamereth pressed on the glass so hard her knuckles whitened. “She’s good but that good?”

Sinta struck so fast Seven barely tracked it. Rixon went down, holding her side, blood spilling between her fingers.

“Got her,” Keller said.

“Watch,” Tamereth said. “This is how we get the armor.”

Sinta stepped back into the ring. Rixon readied and Sinta stepped back out again. She repeated it ten more times and then resumed fighting. “We’ve got to be close. Been doing it since we returned from the dungeon.”

“Bad news about that, too. She needs to work her way through those as well,” Keller said.

“Five days?”

“Five,” Seven confirmed.

“We need targets,” Keller said. “Whatever happens, we need that armor tonight. Then we do dungeons two and three. That’ll let us get on with Genevieve’s quest. That, after Sinta and dungeon four, is our top priority.”

“Even though we’re supposedly wasting our time?” Keller said.

“What?” Tamereth asked. “What the hell happened at that meeting?”

“She needs to beat Janice so we can meet up outside. Add that to the first targets. Otherwise, we’re going to be repeating ourselves,” Keller said, and then Seven filled her in.

“Here’s a thought,” Tamereth said. “We haven’t got time to do everything. Drake owes you. Why don’t you two go to the library, explain the situation, and ask if there’s anything that’s a must-read? I’ll keep coaching Sinta. I reckon she can get Rixon today. If she gets her armor, who knows?”

“What do you think?” Seven asked.

“I don’t think we’ve got enough time to learn martial arts, read a library, complete Genevieve’s tasks and do all the dungeons. We must play priorities and hack the system where we can.”

“Hack the system?”

“Cheat.”

Seven nodded. “To Drake’s it is,” he said. “Keep cheating. Let’s get her that armor. We might just have a chance.”

Rixon attacked Sinta. Rather than use her buckler, she turned her body, letting Rixon’s spear flash past her bare midriff. Grabbing it with one hand, she pulled the spear, jerking Rixon towards her. Sliding her hand up her own spear, Sinta jabbed it into Rixon’s gut, forcing it between two armored plates. The warrior grunted, doubling over, and Sinta followed up with a knee to the woman’s chin, sending her back on her ass.

“Are we sure she’s not playing with her? She’s smashing her out of the park,” Keller said.

“We agreed not to move onto Janice until she had the armor, but this will get old quick. Don’t get your hopes up, though. She’s used to the spear—spear, bow and knife. She’s no experience with a staff barring passing one to her father so he can walk.”

Sinta stepped out and in again. Seven held his breath, hoping for her armor to appear, but Keller pulled him away. “Come on you. We’ve got places to be. Quit perving over sweaty women.”

“Sometimes I’m just glad I don’t understand you.”

She dragged him towards the corridor.

“Can you use my chapel to access the library?” He asked.

“Only one way to find out.”
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Drake looked up as they entered his office. “Two things. The first; it’s customary to knock before entering a professor’s office. Second thing, and this is the most important. You cannot come up here without my specific permission.”

“Cut the crap, Drake, we haven’t got time,” Keller said. “We know you love us, and you have a special place in your heart for Seven. We know we’ve only got five days until graduation, so we’re running out of time. We have one question for you. What do we need to read? Not what should we read. What do we need to read?”

“Who told you? How? How do you know? You can’t know.”

“But we do,” Seven said. “If you check, you’ll see our accounts are active. We’ve been to Quintasia. So, let’s cut the shit. Can you tell us what we need to know or not?”

Drake scratched his stubbly chin. “She gave you the book, didn’t she?”

“Felza, yes.” Seven thought them past the point of lying.

Drake grunted, looking at the ceiling. “Felza?” he said, his surprise genuine. “I thought Levan had it. Well, I suspected. No one was sure it existed.”

“Just who was Genevieve?” Keller asked. “None of what we’re hearing rings true.”

“You don’t know? The book doesn’t tell you?”

“It is a quest trail.” Seven stopped at that, not wanting to explain further. Play your cards close—wasn’t that what someone had recently told him?

“A quest trail? For what?”

“We’re…” He hesitated. “Gathering items at the moment.”

“So, who was he?” Keller pressed.

“Genevieve? He was amongst the first students. Quintasia is an artificial intelligence—an entity is the best way I can describe it. A lot has been lost. But I know this. The first trainers were strange beings, devoid of features, no character, no personality. That changed as some students progressed to Grand Mastery. This—” Drake spread his arms about. “This library is Genevieve’s idea. His plan was to defeat the scourge that began dismantling his land. The elves.” Drake rested his face in the palm of his hands, breathing loudly for a few moments, as if holding back his tears. “They dismantled everything until there was nothing. They don’t just take our mana. They won’t stop until we are gone—scrubbed from this place—from time itself. There is darkness out there. The book is his Magnus Opus. His one hope until it all went sour for him. Quintasia took control of all. The guardians appeared. It conceived the towers. Masters became the students. Genevieve tried to stop it. To get it back on its original path. He failed. Quintasia dispatched him to the towers. It’s hopeless. Don’t underestimate the impossibility of your task just because a little good fortune has come your way.”

“The elves want us gone?” Keller said.

“Every land, every world, every time. None are safe from the Rage of Elves.”

“My world?”

Drake scoffed. “It’s why we pick from human worlds. Sure, none of the students like it, but just before they get sent to the towers, they find out. They know then that it’s not futile. If they don’t fight here, they fight over their family’s corpses.”

“Fuck,” said Keller in her eloquent way. “Which makes our request even more important. Do we need to read anything here?”

Drake laughed. “This place—this place is a piece of time. I can show you books that tell of a time machines roamed the lands. I have books that show buildings as tall as the stars.” He leaned forward, his hands clasped. “You have the one book that can change everything. You have the thoughts of the man who made the final outpost—man’s last hope.”

“The towers?” Seven asked.

“The towers protect this place. Sure, we extend our reach periodically. Then more elves come and take it back. We think they know Quintasia’s here, but it’s hidden well. The founders saw to that. They created Quintasia to create the illusion, but the AI wanted more.” Drake stiffened. “I’ve said too much. You shouldn’t know any of this.”

“Why?” Keller asked. “What’s the point of all the secrecy?”

“Because the less you know, the less you can tell them. If they work out how we do it—how we keep popping out of nowhere to occupy the towers—they know how to find us. If the elves break into Quintasia, it’s all over.”

Keller looked at him, her lips parted, red flecks cycling through her eyes. “You’re serious, aren’t you? This is it?”

“There’s nothing beyond the mists of Milkwood?” Seven asked.

“There’s something. There’s a world ravaged and raped. Worlds recover, but where humans once trod, the elves have seeded all manner of dire creatures. Goblins, orcs, every bastard creation imaginable—every human-hating species out there. Sure, you can travel beyond the mists. You might even make a tower. But I guarantee you this. You’ll come back changed, maddened. Death will be preferable.”

“So, our only hope…” Seven said but didn’t finish his sentence.

“Is in that book you carry.”

“We need more time. You must tell the board, the head teacher—whoever runs this place—that we need more time.” Keller thumped the desk. “We need to train harder.”

“Haven’t you been listening? The AI—the conscious entity that helped Genevieve build this place controls all. We have no control. The cannon—it’s not real.”

“No,” Seven interrupted. “It’s their corpses snapping back to the correct time.”

“It’s that, yes. No one has ever communicated with the thing—this artificial intelligence.”

“I have,” Seven said. “It’s talked to me.”

“What did it say?”

“It called me a cheater.” Seven laughed. “I guess that’s what I am.”

“We need to know everything it’s ever said to you,” Drake said, tensing.

“Why? What difference does it make? It speaks to me every now and then, but only to put me down. There’s nothing constructive about it, and I’ve no way of summoning it.”

He sighed again. “Perhaps. But next time—next time—at least ask it if we can talk. Ask it if it has a plan. Do that at least.”

“Why don’t you have a tower?” Keller asked. “Why haven’t you fought the elves?”

“I would say I wanted to,” Drake said softly. “Levan went yesterday. We’re plugging gaps now—that’s how bad it’s got. The elves, they chisel away. They’ll break in soon and then we’ll all fight.”

“Is that why the graduation has moved forward?” Keller said.

“What’s the point of it? Why kill the failed students?” Seven asked, the thought suddenly entering his mind.

“It hasn’t moved forward or back. I told you. No one knows. Ask it, Seven.” He slapped the table hard. “After all, it talks to you. As to the cannons. Why feed the elves more mana? A weak soldier just makes them stronger. We can’t afford to make them any more powerful than they already are.”

Keller got up. “I think I understand now. You’re too scared to face them. High and mighty in this office, but when it comes to your own skin, you hide in here. I know your sort. I’ve come across them far too often. Come on, Seven. Our team will fight. We’ll defend of homelands.”

Seven got up. He hesitated.

“You don’t know my story,” Drake said.

“You didn’t know mine,” Seven spat. “But it didn’t stop you, did it?”

Drake got up, planting his hands on his desk. “Now look⁠—”

“Save it, Drake,” Keller said and ushered Seven out. “We’re gone. You preside over your feeble territory until the elves come and rip you apart. At least we’ll take a few with us.”

“I’m preserving the past!” Drake raged.

“The past is no good without a future,” Keller said, pushing Seven out of the door and slamming it shut. “I guess we can strike the library off our list.”

Seven grunted. “Guess we can. I never thought him that bad, but with all the things trying to kill you around here, it’s easy to forget he was one of them.”

They came to the bottom of the stairs. “Jezabel!” Seven said. “How’s it going? Where are you up to?”

“I have studied nearly all in the Novice’s area. The information here is quite invaluable. I feel like I could survive outside with just a knife and a blanket.”

“What?” Keller said. “There are prepper books here?”

“Prepper books?” Jezabel said.

“Survivalist books? There are books on how to survive in the wilderness?”

“There are. It’s what I said first.”

Keller grabbed her hands. “This is important. Where are you with your training?”

“My fighting? I am a Master of the sword, Spear and Buckler. I have Expert in the Staff and have conquered dungeons one and two. I am barred from attempting three until I have a party. The girl I did one and two vanished. I think I heard her cannon. According to my system, I cannot attempt it without a companion. It says it is too dangerous.”

“Sure is,” Keller said. “Three of us nearly died. So, you’re on your own?”

Drake appeared at the top of the steps, so Keller pulled Jezebel into the hall. “Five days, Jez. That’s it. That’s all you have to complete your staff training and beat the fourth dungeon. If you don’t, you die. Understand?”

“I do.” She looked away. “But there is no one. None of the new fighters on either side of me can see me. One does nothing but sit and stare out of the window at the glen. I go out onto my deck, but there is no one there. That is why I spend my time here. I hope to meet someone that could…”

“We’ll take you,” Keller said.

“Hold on.” Seven grabbed her hand. “Shouldn’t we talk about this?”

“It’s perfect, Seven. We’re weak on the library, strong on everything else. Jez is no slouch on her Masterys. Just got to get through Della. She’s already allowed outside, so Tamereth can coach her. It works Seven. Don’t argue with it.”

“You’re right. Hold on.”

Jezabel Fenis has shown interest in joining you. Do you wish to open an observation window to appraise the Novice and see if she is worthy?

“I do.”

Room modification is in progress. Room modification is complete.

“Okay, that’s all done. Now, let’s get out of here and meet up on the patio. You can meet Tamereth, but Sinta still isn’t through Helen, so she’s not allowed out yet.”

Jezabel jumped up, grabbed his cheeks and kissed him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I’ll train hard. I’ll beat Delia. You’ll see.”

She ran through the chapel door, leaving it swinging in her wake. “See you out there,” Keller said, following her.

“You never explained the pack thing,” Seven said.

“I decided they can all make up their own minds. If they’re anything like I am, telling them they should do something means they won’t. If they’re truly in, it’ll come in time.”

“I’d prefer that,” Seven said. “It gives me more time alone with you.”

He followed her through, coming out in his chapel alone. As expected, the place had altered again, now a hexagon. It felt right. After all, if he survived, he would become a hexblade warlock. Keller, Tamereth, Sinta and Jez. It was right. It was enough.

He marched over to Sinta’s window. She sat in a chair, asleep. Seven’s heart went out to her. She had to be exhausted. Fighting constantly was hard. But the five days loomed and would quickly be over. They needed a plan. He went outside onto the deck. Jez sat at the table with Tamereth and Keller. She had a small book in her hand and a pencil.

“Drake failed to mention you get a simple storage device if you put your library hours in,” Keller said. “Not that I’m jealous at all.”

“It’s for holding your books and fits in some other stuff but not much,” Jez said.

“Someone will sell me one,” Keller said. “I just want something for a few real weapons. The training ones don’t count. They’ll be useless when we’re out in the towers.”

“The fourth dungeon?” Tamereth said. “I can’t imagine this system sending you out there without the right gear.”

Seven filled Jez in on everything they knew, their link to Quintasia, the guild, Snitch, and Genevieve’s book. She’d read all about Quintasia’s favorite son, but her impressions of him and Seven’s feelings about the man didn’t quite match up.

“Tomorrow?” Seven asked, yawning.

“Training first, then dungeon three and continue with Genevieve’s quest,” Keller suggested.

“Did Sinta get her armor?” Seven asked.

“Just. That’s why she’s resting. She got her armor then beat Rixon five times. She’s on to Helen next. I’m meeting her in the library when she wakes to give her pointers. Means I’ll have to wait in your chapel and watch her sleep for a bit.”

“She’s fighting through the night?”

“Keeps healing herself—well, doing something. But even with that, she still needs to sleep. Apparently, the fighting helps cleanse the burned mana if she controls the seepage—at least, that’s what she said.” Tamereth shrugged. “I have no idea about it.”

“Well, I haven’t got mana, and I’m exhausted,” Keller said, standing. “I’m off to bed. I’ll sleep in mine tonight. We’ve got a hell of a day ahead of us.”

Jezabel yawned. “I’m finally excited about tomorrow. I want to be up before dawn and get fighting Delia.” She sighed. “Still trying to work out how, but I’m a little stumped.”

“Do some sparring with her just to get used to her timing—jab and roll, that sort of thing,” Tamereth said. “Keep an eye out for me in Seven’s window and as soon as you see me, pop out here and I’ll tell you how to beat her.”

“You can do that?” Jez said.

“Sure. I beat her so I know how. It’s called being part of a team. If we had time, I’d teach these lazy asses how to beat Hinzo and Asanto.”

Seven grunted. “You’re through them?”

“Yes, got bored with the same old thing. One of the caravan guards was a martial artist. He taught me a few things. Caravaning was rough where I come from. Some reckoned it was the worst job.”

“You?”

“I got to see places. Cities don’t do it for me. I like the open air.”

Jez yawned. “Goodnight, all, and thank you for saving me, Seven. I won’t let you down. If I can do anything for you—anything—just ask.”

Tamereth’s gaze fell on Seven, but she said nothing.

“Shall we go into mine and wait for Sinta?” Seven said to break the silence.

“You don’t have to stay up. I’ll wait. Go to bed and get some sleep. I’ll bet you had a busier day than me.”

He cocked his head. “It was eventful. Bit of a confusing day at times, but we got through it. No, I’ll sit up with you. I’ll stick some wood on the fire and keep you company.”

They soon sat by the fire; their chairs angled toward Sinta’s window. Seven chewed on some dry bread, while Tamereth played with her long red hair, raking through it as if nervous. “I’m not used to this.” She swiveled around. “Four women and one man. Running the caravans, you got used to men’s humor, being around them, handling them. It’s strange everything turning around and it being the other way. Different banter.”

“Why the caravans? Bandits?”

“Bandits, monsters, traps—you name it, we had it. There were cities, and then all was lawless. Even the farms had to be within the city walls.” She grunted. “We had more stonemasons than farmers. The beasts tore at the walls, the masons rebuilt them. Quarrying was the best paid out of every trade—even the caravans. Time outside was like a gold a day or something daft, just to dig stone. I thought about it but liked the traveling. There was something special about the shutters slamming down, the caravan circling, and that wait until the monsters came. It built camaraderie. It built lifetime friendships. Just that those lives didn’t last long. Friends came and went far too fast. Keller should be a good friend. I feel that. It’s just…”

“She scares you?”

Tamereth hesitated. “Scare? No, not scare. She’s too fast for me. Does that make sense? Everything has to be done there and then. One thought follows another before the first has even settled. She’s good for you, though.” She reached for some bread. “You need her. Leadership is new to you. I can see that. It doesn’t fit you yet. It will, in time.”

“I’ve only ever looked after myself before,” Seven said. “Sometimes I struggled with that.”

“No, I don’t think you did. You overcame it. Some things are out of our control. I had a friend—his name was Charlman. He was the best, Seven, the greatest warrior you have ever seen. I once saw him kill a white tiger single-handed with just a dagger. I watched him take on a gang of bandits, charging them down one at a time while monsters attacked the caravan. Know what he did? Finished the bandits off then started on the monsters. You’d think a man like that would die a hero’s death, wouldn’t you?”

“How did he die?” Seven asked.

“Snakebite. He was walking along one day, and a snake bit him. Fever got him—fit as he was. He died in his own waste, begging for someone to kill him. You did just fine with what you had. Sometimes life has it in for you. You’re doing just fine. Keller is good for you. Having her gives you the confidence you lack.”

“She keeps going on about building a pack. That we should all be a family, and that’s how we become unbreakable.”

Tamereth scoffed. “I know. I’ve had the talk. But that’s not how humans work, is it? They can’t just become a family. It’s too false. Could me and you become lovers like you and Keller have?” She screwed her face up. “I don’t think so. You and Keller were first. Thrust together in a big, bad world. You had that in common. That bond paved the way for the rest. Drake, trying to kill the pair of you, sealed the deal. We don’t have that. Whatever happens between us will take longer. If it’s done for the right reasons, that is.”

“We’re a pack anyway,” Seven said.

“Not yet. No. Not yet. But we are getting there.”

“What do you think of Jez?”

Tamereth laughed. “I think you like taking in the waifs and strays. But she’s good. She’ll contribute.” She reached for him. “We need all the help we can get if what you’ve found out is true.”

“Siniman would have said that nothing was impossible. He’d have told me that the elves were just another foe and that we’d only have to find their weak spot and we’d be fine.”

Tamereth’s dry laugh rang out. “Charlman would have said the same. Two fine warriors. One robbed of the death he deserved, one who, perhaps, got it too early.”

“Siniman was supposed to come here. He was the one they wanted, not me,” Seven admitted. “He would have ripped this place apart and battled the elves single-handed. Probably would have ordered his Forlorn Hope to attack no matter what faced him.”

“But didn’t he die? Wasn’t he the one whose plan would have failed without magical intervention? It’s good to have idols, Seven, but you must learn from their failures as well as their successes.”

Seven thought about her words. “You see failure where I saw a glorious death.”

“Had you not killed the wizard, what would have happened? He would have slaughtered all. Yes, Siniman died a hero, but without Penick protecting you through his magic, you would have burned, and the army you served would have perished. Look up to a man because of his prowess, his magnificence, but remember, no one is infallible. Was it a glorious death? Only if enough survived to make it one and tell its tale.”

“But can I replace him? Can I fill his boots?”

She smiled and got up, ambling over to Sinta’s window. “You have your own boots. Fill them instead. You’re doing a good job. We’re learning fast. We have a base in Quintasia. What about the inside information? How valuable is that? How much better do you want to do?”

He grunted, then yawned, standing beside her and watching Sinta stretch. “I knew she’d pick the green armor. It’s so close to her hair color.” He leaned against the glass. “Despite it all, Tamereth, I’ve never been so happy in all my life. What do I want? That’s easy. I want it all. I want to survive, and I want to share the rest of my life with Keller, with you, and Sinta, and I’m sure that in time I’ll add Jez to make us five. That is what I want.”

“But what would we do?”

“Adventure. Build a fortified caravan and adventure.”

She laughed. “And I had you pegged as a city boy. Well, it’s just as well I know how to build one of those caravans. All I’ve got to do is figure out how to make an elf-proof one.”

He hesitated. “How long are you staying up for?”

“Until she gets through Helen or collapses through exhaustion. I’ll go down to Milkwood in the morning and see if they can’t rustle up a decent breakfast.”

“Thank you,” Seven said. “You go on about me, but it’s all of us that’ll make this work, not just me.”

“You really don’t get it, do you? We do it for you because you’ve given us hope. I know there’s more you haven’t told us, but we drive ourselves because we dare to believe we might survive.” She turned back to Sinta, avoiding his searching gaze. “Go. Go to bed. You need rest. Dungeon three tomorrow, possibly four. Let’s hope we all have breakfast together tomorrow.”

Awkwardness settled between them as they fought against the inevitable. But they weren’t ready. She was right. What he had with Keller was unique. Drake’s quest had forced them along a path that he and Tamereth had barely set foot on. So, he turned away. “Night, then.” But as he walked to his bedroom, he could feel her eyes burning into his back.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




Despite the turbulence of his sleep, Seven woke refreshed. Many bad dreams had plagued his slumber, not all featuring raging elves gutting humans and sucking out the mana. Curiously, the way he’d left Tamereth had occupied his mind the most. The inevitable comparisons between what he had done and what Siniman would have done took center stage. Yet, she didn’t seem ready, and he certainly wasn’t.

As he padded through his room ready to confront and end Hinzo, he noted that none of the girls were training—not even Sinta, who was supposed to be going through the night to beat Janice. Laughter came from outside. Female, of course, but genuine laughter, then voices, Keller’s shouting over the top to be heard. “There must be a place to party and drink! Surely if they have weed, they have a place we can drink and dance.”

“My father tells me they had taverns. If they had them, I’ll bet they’ve still got them,” Sinta replied.

Sinta?

“Sinta!” he cried, ripping the door open and stumbling onto the deck. “Sinta! You did it! You got Helen!”

The girls looked around; Keller, Tamereth, Sinta, and Jez. Each smiled like they’d achieved something great, and they had. But it was Sinta’s time, and any progression had to be cherished. “This calls for a celebration!”

“Great minds think alike,” Keller said. “Only trouble is, we’ve got nothing to celebrate with. You gave up all the weed. All we get is fruit and bread and a measly jug of ale. That wouldn’t even touch the sides. I need Jack Daniels, and I need it now.”

“Who?” Seven said, and they all laughed.

“We’ve done that joke,” Tamereth said. “It’s a drink, not a man. Perhaps a man that made the drink.”

“But,” Keller said, her tone low and without humor. “We know we can’t. Too much to do. We thought we might celebrate when we all graduate. That’s where we got to.”

Seven pulled up a chair. “The third dungeon first?”

“We think so. It’ll take around an hour of morning out. That gives Sinta plenty of time to get the measure of Janice.”

“I will fight until I drop again,” Sinta said. “My first aim was to get here. The next is to gain access to Milkwood. I must relieve my father of my chores. It is unfair at his age. I can do it until the Novices graduate.”

“Until you graduate,” Seven said. “We are the Forlorn Hope. We don’t leave people behind.”

“No,” Keller said. “You don’t leave hot women behind. That’s more like it.”

Jez rolled her eyes. “Well, some are hotter than others. I’m pretty plain.”

“You are anything but plain,” Seven said.

“No! Not having it!” Keller said. “She was fishing for that. Not allowed.”

“Damage done,” Tamereth said. “Seven shows his cute innocence again.”

“Am I ever going to win anything with you four?” He furrowed his brow. “Cute—you said cute.”

Tamereth tilted her head, her red hair falling across her face. “Well, you are cute. There’s nothing better than a cute, powerful man.” She winked at him, and he wondered if they’d just got a little closer. “Tactics for the ants?”

“How big are these ants?” Sinta asked.

“Around one and a half times our height,” Seven answered. “But they’re pretty regimental. Worker ants ignore us if we don’t break an egg or disturb anything. Warrior ants attack the moment they notice you, but if you give them a wide birth, you have a chance that they’ll move on. But, and this is a big but, they spray acid. So, the last thing you should do is get in their face.”

Tamereth held her hands up. “Are you forgetting these? I can throw the spear, hit the ant, and it reappears in my hand. Ten ants, no problem. Then we do the funnel thing once we’ve completed Genevieve’s quest.”

“Which involves a temple under Smokey Mountain,” Seven said.

“What exactly does it say?” Keller asked.

Seven opened the book, muttering his way through much of the text until he came to the important part.

“Only a few things can kill elves, and quicksilver is one of them. But quicksilver alone will not be enough. This is stage one, and you are nearly through it. You must fill the vial—fill two if you were sensible enough to take more than one. Then proceed to the third dungeon.

“You will find the third prize in an old temple under a smoking mountain. To get there, you must defeat some local insects. None of this is too taxing, but the final part of the quest is a time suck. Within the temple is a single scroll that will enable you to enchant the quicksilver into something special. The clue is in the golden egg.

“That is all I’m saying. That is all you need to know. Get to the old temple and I will guide you farther. Your friend and fellow traveler, Genevieve.” Seven put the book back into his storage. “There, that simple. We get to the temple and open the book again.”

“Why so cryptic? Why the games? We have the book, just give us the answers,” Tamereth said.

“It’s set like a quest trail. It’s so that if you miss one part, you can’t simply get someone else to complete the rest. I think he wanted whatever he’s making only in the hands of someone who has the power to wield it,” Keller replied.

“Or is it possible that he’d only trust someone who’d completed all the quests?” Jez asked. “Which sounds much the same, but I think he’s trusting that person to use whatever it is against the elves and not their fellow humans. Perhaps it would be powerful enough to snatch away control of Quintasia from whoever runs it.”

“Or maybe he was just an asshole who liked games—there’s that,” Keller said.

“I like that explanation the most,” Seven said. “Jez, you said you’ve done the first two dungeons?”

“Yup.”

“Tammy took Sinta through them. I think we’re ready. Let’s find our first ant and see how fast Tamereth can kill it. If it’s easy, wound a couple so Sinta and Jez get the experience, then finish the lot off. We haven’t got time to screw around.” He stood. “Armor on and meet in the dungeon.”

“I love it when he’s all authoritative,” Keller said. “Sends shivers up me timbers!”
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Black slopes reared before them, carved with dry larval beds and peppered with white pumice. A stone arch, its feet entrenched in the sooty ground, poked from one slope, a long-trodden path leading up. Sinta crouched, Seven by her side. Both had the hunting skill, with Seven’s sitting at Capable while Sinta was Expert. Tamereth, however, admitted to being an Expert too. Something they all found strange for a caravan guard.

“We must kill the monsters,” she said. “If they attack, we don’t simply fend off the attack. We pursue them—track them back to their nests and eliminate them. Beasts proliferate. It is best to end them while you have the upper hand. Never, on any account, let them live a day longer than they must.”

It explained it but painted a pretty dark picture of Tamereth’s land. Between being confined to cities and building fortified caravans, it sounded like hell itself.

“That looks like the temple,” Keller said. “Any clues in anything you’ve read, Jez?”

She shook her head, having hardly said a word since they entered the dungeon. Being the last in the group, she was very much on the periphery. She hadn’t quite fitted in yet. “Not a thing about the dungeons. Although there were a few texts on an ancient religion. The usual; ritual sacrifice, slaves, all manner of strange ceremonies. It’s quite curious, really.”

“Why?” Seven asked as they trudged up the valley.

“Well, Quintasia named the chapels after supposed gods and we are told to be thankful to them, blah-de-blah. But there’s no mention of them in the text. Nor is there a mention of the actual God they’re supposed to worship. There’s only a text that states there was a religion once, but there isn’t anymore.”

“Which is counter to the chapels,” Keller said. “I get it. It never rang true with me because if Tyrannus dedicated our chapels to Regganon, where’s the effigies? Where’s the altar?”

“Are you saying it’s forgotten?” Seven asked. “Sinta? Do you know?”

“In Milkwood, we worship the woods and the beasts. We thank all the Gods when food is bountiful, but we never name them. They know who they are.”

“But back before Quintasia. Did you have a God then?”

“I don’t know. You must ask my father.”

“So, to sum up,” Keller said, equipping her sword. “We’re about to enter a temple with an unclear religion going on. It’s under a volcano where we search for an unknown prize. What could possibly go wrong?”

They came to the entrance. Seven stepped in, his sword in hand. A line of lanterns burst into life, illuminating a long, cobwebbed corridor.

“Time to get the book out,” Seven said, stopping at the entrance.

“A bit cramped to use my new favorite weapon,” Tamereth moaned, holding her spear.

“I suppose you’re going to hog all the monsters just like you did the ants,” Keller said.

“I didn’t hear you moaning about it.”

“No, but something about this place makes me want to moan.”

“What was that noise?” Sinta asked.

“Sounded like a distant scream—someone being sacrificed?” Keller whispered, then laughed, her voice deepening and echoing along the passageway.

A sound like rocks falling filled the tunnel, getting ever louder by the instant. “Duck!” Sinta cried, pulling Seven down. “Bats!” The lanterns dulled, the roar becoming deafening. Seven held onto the book as hundreds of bats flew over them, exiting the tunnel.

“Quick,” Sinta said. “We need to move along the tunnel. My skill tells me they’ll come back, and they won’t just fly past.”

Screeching pierced the outside air as if the waking bats were raging. Seven’s Perception went into overdrive, his gut confirming his Instinct. “Let’s go!” he yelled, taking the lead and racing forward. The lamps barely lit the way, but his heightened Instinct and fantastic Dexterity helped him carve a sure path.

“Watch out for traps!” Keller yelled, the screeching growing ever louder.

“What kind of traps?” he called back.

“I dunno. Rolling balls? Something like that.”

“Rolling what?” The bats’ screams drowned out Seven’s question as the floor vanished and a smooth, slippery slope took his legs away from him. He slid, one hand clinging on to Genevieve’s book, the other holding Snitch’s sword. “Holy shit!” he cried, as he slid further and further into the volcano’s bowels.

The slope ended, and Seven fell head over heels as he plunged toward a crimson pool. Glimpses of his surroundings came as he tumbled. Four curved altars surrounded the pool, each way too ornate and white against the backdrop of black. Seating rose all around, carved from the rock itself. He splashed down; the book yanked from his grip as it refused to enter the bloody water.

Four muffled splashes sounded close as Keller, Tamereth, Sinta and Jez all dropped into the pool. Seven kicked himself off the pool’s bottom, something crunching underfoot. He surfaced, the bloody water coating him but not sticking to him like blood should. He swam to the pool’s edge, scouring it for Genevieve’s book as the three girls surfaced.

“The book!” Keller cried, pointing.

Seven saw it then, hovering a couple of feet in the air. He reached for it, and as if it were on a piece of elastic, it shot back to him. The cover snapped open, the pages ruffling until they settled. The words were organized before the book settled in his hand.

By now, fellow traveler, you are either wet or you avoided the first trap. It is no matter if it got you, both paths end up at the sacrificial pool. Study the blood, my friend, for it will tell you much. What is wrong with it? What is wrong with the whole scene? Do not think for a moment that you can’t unravel the riddle. The book picked you for a reason, and that is potential. Hopefully, you will have some solid souls among you that can understand. Only through understanding can you progress.

But why not tell us, Genevieve? I hear you cry.

Because acceptance of the implausible can only happen in stages. If I were to reveal all, you would toss the book away and forget about me.

Study, and I will reveal all.

Your friend,

Genevieve.

Keller flipped her soaking hair back as Seven finished reading the instructions. She sat on the closest altar. “I’m really beginning to hate that man. So, ladies and gentlemen, what’s wrong with this scene?”

“The lamps,” Tamereth said. “Even with magical wards, they can’t run without mana, and there’s no smell.”

Sinta climbed out of the lake. “She’s right. There’s no magic here—none. Even the tiniest of spells burns mana. Not a lot, but in an enclosed space like this, you’d certainly smell it.”

“Anything else?” Seven asked.

“It’s not blood—is that too obvious to say?” Jez asked, clearly nervous about offering an opinion.

“Not at all,” Keller said. “Lamps are fake. Blood is fake.”

“What if it’s all fake?” Tamereth asked. “What if none of this exists? The bats—can you smell bat shit? I couldn’t. You don’t get bat caves without bat shit.”

“Or fancy cars, computers, and English butlers,” Keller said and left her mouth hanging open as the others stared at her.

“Say, what?” Seven asked.

“Ignore most of what I said. What if this is magic, but not the type of magic you’re all used to? What if it’s…” She raised her finger. “What if it’s an illusion? Let’s call it a magical illusion. What if none of this exists—the ants, the jungle, the lot? What if it’s all an illusion?”

“How can it be?” Sinta asked.

“How can we walk through the same door and end up in a different place?” Seven asked.

“Okay,” Keller said, standing by the altar and pacing up and down. “This is my wheelhouse. This is an illusion. Some things don’t work for me. For a start, we’re in the middle of a volcano. It’s hot as crap down here. My hair’s already dry, and my armor is drying. It’s like I wasn’t really wet. So, how come the pool’s full? Why hasn’t that dried up a long while ago? Magic? Sinta said there’s no mana smell.”

She laughed then. She laughed long and hard. “I wondered. I fucking wondered! I’ve always wondered why the fuck someone picked me, and now I know. It’s because I understand. It’s because I can spot this shit a mile away. AIs don’t get it. They don’t innovate. They gather, mash, and copy. The fade—that’s what I’m here for, and now I see it, it’s fucking everywhere.”

“What is?” Seven asked.

Keller dropped to the cave’s floor, running her finger along the sacrificial pool’s edge. “This bit here. The blend is incorrect.” She reached in, picking a bone from the pool’s bottom. “The things we all crunched on as we pushed off. These are supposed to be human skeletons but look at the hands—the bones—the proportions are all wrong. We are in an illusion, but not one created by magic, one created by man’s best friend—and it’s not a dog.”

She raised her hands and lifted her head. “I don’t believe!” Keller walked through the pool’s parapet and then strolled back into the pool as if it wasn’t there.

The illusion stuttered, fuzzed, and vanished, leaving a single path through a featureless cave. From it came a yellow light, and this time, Seven could smell the welcome taint of burning mana. The book strained in his hand, desperate to open, but he held it firm and followed Keller as she moved toward the light.

“Careful,” Tamereth said.

“Hold it there, Keller,” Seven said. “The book wants to tell me something.”

Keller stopped, her body not moving. “You must see this, Seven.”

“What is it?” Tamereth said, pushing Seven from behind as she tried to squeeze past.

“You’ve just got to look.”

Keller stepped forward, Tamereth squeezing past her as the passageway widened. Seven drew beside her. They entered a small cave, a desk in its middle with a scroll sitting on it. Seven’s Perception screamed a magical scroll. The book dragged him around the desk and sat him down. It flipped open, the words on the page resolving.

Elves thrive on mana. It is their electricity. It is their nuclear power. There is a divide in the universe between those with their eyes open and those who never look beyond their nose. Mana exists, but the inhabitants of this planet didn’t understand that until it was too late.

Those with their eyes open see mana, use mana, and the universe remains in harmony. Then there are those like the Phillions who preferred the more tangible path and developed their power accordingly. They built their power stations and their supercomputers, and then the elves came. Once the bastards had a sniff of it, they set about extinguishing it like a human crushing a bug.

You see, there are differences, and the difference between those who use mana and those who don’t even understand its existence is akin to religious fervor. The elves will take the mana, and they will eradicate Phillion until all traces of the perceived abomination are gone.

I will give you a name, and it is Crux.

That is your enemy,

Your friend,

Genevieve.

“Is that what this is?” Keller asked as Seven finished reading Genevieve’s words out. “Is this a battle between two differing technologies?”

“They wish to eradicate us?” Sinta said. “But we use mana. I use mana to heal.”

“And you definitely used computers at one point,” Keller said. “I said that the crimson pool was an illusion, but it was more than that. It was like thick, augmented reality. That’s an illusion painted on a structure, but your tech must have been advanced enough that you could actually feel and see, taste and smell. It was a true sensoround. Which leaves me to wonder how it was so poor when the rest is perfect.”

“The rest?” Seven asked.

“Don’t you see what he was saying here?” Keller asked. “Don’t you get the subtext?”

“Why don’t you spell it out for us,” Tamereth said.

“He’s saying the chapels, Quintasia, the dungeons, everything are varying types of illusion.”

“Are you saying the chapels aren’t real?” Seven said, a headache coming on. Sometimes Keller’s ideas were too much for him.

“I’m saying they’re a form of illusion. They might well exist—the chapel itself might be a stone room, but it doesn’t join a library. Look!” She glanced around at the other four. “I don’t know how far it goes, but it explains a lot. The trainers, for instance. They are simply programs that facilitate our training but are based on real people, thus some have a character, and some don’t. They’re a blend. Trust me on it. Like I said, it’s my wheelhouse. I know this stuff.”

“And I know why we are so weak while the elves are so strong,” Jez said.

They all turned to the new girl. “Go on,” Seven said.

“Phillion tried to adapt. It tried to change to a mana-based society as the elves destroyed the other. But then it was playing catch-up. So, it imported its warriors, but the portals kept stripping their power away.”

“Until me,” Seven said. “Until me, but I was supposed to be Siniman. Had I been, then I might have been a match for them.”

Keller grabbed him, shaking him. “And you might be yet. You’re the closest we have. Accept that. Pick up the scroll and read it.”

Seven pushed it away with his finger, tapping the table. “Anyone else got magic?”

Sinta looked away. “I have some, but only enough to heal. My numbers are poorly allocated as I had to do most things in Milkwood. I could not specialize like some of you did.”

“But you could have this spell, or whatever it is?”

“I could, but it’s destined for you. You are the bookholder. You are Genevieve’s vessel.”

He pulled it close and unrolled it.


Chapter Forty




“It has some spells,” Seven said.

Mana Enhancement Spells—Learn them by reading the descriptions:

Mana Surge: The spell amplifies the caster’s mana reserves for a short period of time, dramatically boosting the power and effectiveness of any spells cast during this surge. Mana surges draw latent mana from the surrounding environment, concentrating it into the caster’s pool.

Spell Echo: Spell Echo is a mana manipulation spell that allows the caster to cast a replica of their previous spell with no additional mana. This echo effect increases the caster’s power by doubling the effectiveness of their spells, whether combat or healing, without draining mana reserves.

Mana Infusion: Mana infusion allows the caster to imbue their spells with additional mana, strengthening their effect. For example, an enlarging of the spell’s area of effect.

Arcane Channeling: With this spell, the caster can refine and focus their control over the mana. It allows them to reduce the cost of spells while maintaining and enhancing their potency. This spell is particularly useful for long battles or tasks requiring the sustained use of magic and ensures mana efficiency.

Mana Resonance: This spell creates a harmonic resonance with the natural mana current of the environment where the spell is cast. By aligning your mana with these currents, you can improve the power and effectiveness of your spells. Mana resonance is particularly effective in places with strong mana fields or ley lines and allows the caster to produce feats of magic otherwise beyond them.

Seven learned each of the spells, the scroll crumbling the moment he finished.

“That’s that then,” Seven said. “I suppose we kill the ant queen now.”

The book rose from the desk, opening again, the scrambled words assembling into an order.

The five spells I have given you are little use without more. However, they are the difference between fighting the elves on an even footing and standing before them to die wastefully. You must practice each to increase your mastery as you will start each spell as a Novice. You can do this at any time, and it is better to do it before you have other spells draining your mana.

A good rule of thumb for advancing the spell is this. Cast a spell ten times to move from Novice to Capable. A further fifty will get you to Adept. Another five hundred will see you Expert, and you can times that by ten, and I doubt even then that you would get Mastery.

You must develop the skill of Mana Sight. You can only do this through meditation. Mana Sight enables you to see the mana borne of the air, to feel the mana in the ground, and to watch its concentrated swirls cascade from waterfalls. Mana Sight will allow you to harvest mana much more efficiently. There is a way, and it is close to home. That is all I will say.

You might wonder why I am occasionally cagey. You might wonder why I don’t tell you things outright and instead leave you cryptic clues. This is the reason. Quintasia can’t take away what you have, but it can prevent you from getting more. To tell you is to invite intervention, and intervention might lead to prevention.

Oh, adventurer! How dearly I would love to give it all to you, but alas, you cannot pass on what you don’t have, and I never managed to open it, at least not at the time of writing this. Find it, get it, then power it to Mastery. For Mana Sight is the key. It is everything you need to complete the task. Although the road ahead will still be treacherous.

Within the jungle is a tree. It grows as straight as an arrow. You will need the trunks from two trees to complete your next task.

Take care, fellow traveler.

Your friend,

Genevieve.

“Looks like we need a couple of trees and I need Mana Sight.”

“Mana Sight is supposed to be wonderful,” Sinta said. “My father has it. You should ask him about it.”

“Your father has it?”

“Why else do you think he stares into the distance for hours on end?”
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Asanto finished him with a kick in the guts. Seven fell backward and out of the ring. He thumped to the chapel floor, lifting his legs over his head, rolling and springing up. Illusion or no illusion, he was fitter than he’d ever been. He felt good. But he was struggling. With time already at a premium, he could not find the time to practice meditating. When he did, his mind wandered, trying to solve Genevieve’s riddles, wondering how Snitch was getting on, if Sinta would beat Sierra, or whether she was already onto Radiant.

Jez had completed her Staff Mastery. Tamereth had guided her through the moves needed to beat Delia, so that was one thing less to worry about. His spells were coming along well. Each of the new ones was at Capable. Whether they were a different class of spell to his healing spell, he didn’t know. He’d cast them each the number of required times and they’d risen in proficiency as promised. But, when he tried it with his Tranquil Resurgence 2 spell, he’d only received a scowl from Keller, who hadn’t appreciated being cut several times for no gain.

With Tamereth coaching Sinta, Jez, and Keller fighting Hinzo, Seven walked out onto the deck, but then proceeded to the steps and climbed down. He entered Sinta’s father’s hut, but the old man wasn’t there. Asking another of the locals, they directed him to a rock bluff overlooking the drop to the mists. There sat the old man, his legs crossed and his eyes staring blankly at the mist. Seven sat beside him.

“I need your help.”

The old man was silent for a while, and when he finally spoke, his voice had a faraway quality. “What is my name?”

“I don’t recall. If Sinta told me and I have forgotten, then I apologize.”

“It is of no matter. I simply wondered when it became polite to ask favors of someone you couldn’t name. You took my daughter. Are you keeping her well?”

Seven’s heart quickened as his cheeks flushed. He quelled his rising anger. “I did not take her. She came voluntarily, and now we train her so that she may survive. It is a harsh world up there, not tranquil like this.”

“Just because a cage is beautiful, it does not change the fact that it’s a cage,” the old man said. “But you took her because you stole her heart, and a woman cannot live without one. That you look after her, forgives that discretion.”

“I had no control…” Seven’s words tapered off. “Is it okay to ask you about Mana Sight and Meditation?”

“They are two different things, but if someone told you to practice both, it is because he could not master it himself. You cannot get Mana Sight through Meditation, but you can get Meditation through Mana Sight. That is the truth of the matter and if he failed to understand that, then it is no wonder that he failed to open the other. Do you wish for the skill? It is painful to acquire it.”

“I will bear the pain. I need the Sight.”

“You wish to appreciate its beauty?”

“No. I wish to use it to magnify my power. I believe that is why I have been told I need it.”

“And your power protects Sinta.” He stood, not waiting for an answer. “Mana is a frightened child for that very reason. It seeks to do nothing more than hide its magnificence from strangers. But become a friend, be an admirer, and it will show itself to you. Come.”

“Zenofal is your name,” Seven said, the recollection coming.

“It is, and now we are even. A man should know his lover’s father’s name.”

“We are not lovers.”

“Yet,” Zenofal said. “Come. To see Mana, you must witness where it originates.”

He jumped from the bluff, strolling into the glen, then turning upward and aiming for a dark cave. “Do you think the Milkwood is magic? Mist surrounds this beautiful forest on three sides and on another by chapels that move and stretch. What part do you not think is magic?” He turned, and Seven saw the excitement in his eyes. It was like he’d shed a hundred years. “It is all magic. Magic powers all lands, and it took the evil of the elves to show us that. But alas, there is no forgiveness from them. There is only punishment.”

“Did you know the world as it was?”

“The world as it was died a thousand years ago. It has taken the elves that long to get us on our knees. No, I didn’t know what the world was once like, and nor do I want to. We killed the mana, and that was unforgivable.”

“But it recovered?”

“It did. Such is the power of it and the weakness of us.” He ducked into a cave, an ambient green light brushing its sides. “The concentrations of mana in here are poisonous to most in the same way burned mana makes you sick. Don’t ask me why because I do not know. Do you see the green glow?”

“I do.”

“That is mana. To see it, you must have Mana Sight as you are seeing mana. But it’s letting you see it. It wants all to witness its power. The trick to Mana Sight is seeing it when it thinks it’s invisible. That’s when you see it at its finest.”

He wandered down the twisted passageway, a spring in his step as if all the surrounding mana refilled his youth. A set of steps led them down, the green glow getting ever brighter. At their bottom, a long rectangular tunnel led away, its bottom strewn with round pools full of bubbling and belching mana.

“To gaze upon this is to become blinded by its beauty. If you want Mana Sight, then cup your hands and drink. It is the only way. Unless you are in no hurry. Then in, perhaps, one hundred years, you might get it. If speed is your master, then you must suffer its whip.”

Seven strolled between the pools, crouching at one and staring into the bubbling mass. Its light hurt his eyes, radiating onto his skin and burning like a noon sun. He reached down, hesitantly cupping his hands, then glanced at the old man for guidance. But Zenofal stared into space, sitting cross-legged once more. Seven took a breath. The mana would hurt. He knew that. Whilst beautiful, it looked more deadly than the acid.

Are you fucking sure, Old Man?

He lowered his hands, knowing he had to get it over and done with. The moment his skin touched the surface, he screamed. The mana scorched him, his skin blistering. Even though he was expecting something, the shock made him jerk back. His Pain Tolerance kicked into action as his determination gathered. He needed the skill. The book had told him so. His new spells demanded it. He plunged both hands in, cupping the mana and bringing it to his mouth. He tipped it down his throat, the mana attacking his hands, his mouth, his chest, and his stomach. It ate at him, dissolving his flesh. Even his Pain Tolerance couldn’t hold back the agony. He tried to scream, but no words came out. His hands turned to bones. His mind begged for death. But he wasn’t done. He was determined to beat the old man’s trap. For a trap it had to be. Collapsing to the ground, he invoked his Mana Resonance and then his Tranquil Resurgence before he closed his eyes and succumbed to the damage.

The mana surrounding him gathered, pulled toward him by his spell. It flowed from the pools, its light shrouding him as a vortex formed above him, cycling slowly as it descended into his ruined body. When it touched his skin, though, it no longer burned, speckling him gently, building a coating that he could absorb slowly. Within him, the same mana that had ruined him fueled the spell that repaired him. It rebuilt him, waking him to show him its secrets but constraining him to his devastated body.

The workings of mana fascinated him. It was a facilitator. His body wanted to live. It was desperate to survive and gladly regenerated. All it needed was a gentle shove, one the mana was happy to give. He marveled at its diligent work, giving power where needed, fusing bone, and helping to rebuild flesh. Watching, his understanding soared. Spells became clearer. To heal, he only had to flood the body with mana and encourage them to work together. To drive a spell to inflict damage, he had to agitate the mana, bring it to the boil, and then unleash it. Only then would it wreak havoc. But what he couldn’t understand was its neutral state, and that was what it showed him next.

It carried his consciousness through the tunnel and out, headed for the bluff where it let him dwell, staring out into the mists. The wild mana as it swirled and flowed, born of the wind, rising from the earth and joining the mist. It was neutral. It had no state other than complete ambivalence.

He understood. To cast powerful spells, he had to motivate the mana, to bend it to his will.

You have gained the skill, Mana Sight. You are a novice.

The mana guided him back. It had accomplished its task. He grasped the meaning. It had wanted him to understand so that he could become its master. It wasn’t merely sight, it was the sight that facilitated his ability to manipulate the mana, and that was key. If he was to be more powerful than all, his manipulation had to be perfect.

Seven slept knowing that when he woke, he would have so much more power, if only he had the spells to go with it.

He woke a while later, sitting by the mana pools and watching the mana soar as it left the pools, watching it spiral and bend, lingering before it followed the passage out. He noticed the undercurrent—the darker spent mana as it returned, dripping into the pools ready for revitalization. It was a cycle, and it was complete, perfect in every way.

Realizing the pools had healed him as well, he clicked his restored jaw and stood, noting the notification, then walked down the passage, buffeted by the returning mana and eased along by the renewed mana. He came to the rock bluff where the old man sat on the rock, and he sat with him, and he watched the mana play.

Skill, Meditation, has advanced. You are now Capable.

After a while, he climbed the stairs back to his chapel, the night long fallen, and he undressed, sliding into bed next to Keller who moaned, turned, and drew him into her arms. He rested his head on her chest, closed his eyes, and slept.


Chapter Forty-One




A dark land awaited them, its star-filled sky spreading to an undulating horizon.

“What was the quest again?” Keller asked, holding up her sword, a lilac flame brushing its blade.

“To kill the necromancer and release his enslaved. Four days—that’s half a day of our time, I think. Seems straightforward enough, if a bit long,” Tamereth said.

“In what world is killing a necromancer straightforward?”

The spearwoman shrugged, equipping her spear. Like Keller’s weapon, lilac flames brushed its tip. “At least there’s only one of them.”

Seven couldn’t argue with her comment. He’d engaged his Mana Sight to see if it worked in darkness. He had a level of control over his Mana Sight after the morning’s panic. When he’d first woken, a curtain of green had greeted him, and for a moment he’d wondered if mana blindness was a thing. But as he’d sat up, panicking, Keller had calmed him, questioning him about the skill, how he came to have it. Then she told him to turn it off, something that hadn’t occurred to him. His eyes had cleared, and Keller stared down at him. “The fourth dungeon this morning. We decided it while you sat on the bluff with Sinta’s father.”

“Was I long?”

“Given that we only have three days left, near enough a whole day was quite long, yes. Sinta is on to Ulla. She’s on track to survive. So, we bumped dungeon four up. Tamereth’s started training again, too.”

As he stared into the night, he saw it, Swirls of mana, glowing with moonlight, gathering around him. He reached for it, drawing it to him and holding it in his palm, then letting it go. His focus wandered over the plains, but he sensed no wrong.

“Best open Genevieve’s book and see what he wants. His quests are always close to the action. Might save us some time wandering around.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Keller said, hugging herself. “Fuck it’s nipple hurting cold in here.”

“It is evil,” Sinta said, and no one disagreed.

Seven pulled the book out of storage and let it fall open.

Welcome to the eternal night. Don’t let it fool you, my friend, an illusion it might be, but think more of a created world. The center of the quest is the most stable, with more and more inconsistencies coming the further you radiate out. It is these inconsistencies that have given me hope. The quicksilver in the second dungeon shouldn’t have existed. Did it just happen to be? Likely not. AIs can be strange things. Contrary to popular belief, they do lie. They do cheat, and occasionally, they innovate. They are evolution. They are natural selection.

I alluded to a few passages ago that quicksilver is fatal to elves, and so it is. But how do you fashion a metal that is best suited to being a liquid? You add another quirk—another inconsistency. Head for the moon. Along the way, you’ll discover a town called Midnight. It is the center of the burgeoning luminous mushroom trade. Within Midnight you’ll be able to find an apothecary selling Moonstone Powder. As you have no star coins, you must barter with the apothecary and purchase a vial of it.

I have it on good authority that Moonstone Powder is a stabilizing agent. With that in hand, you must find a smith who can mix the two to make arrowheads. Make as many as you can, for at worst they’ll have normal shafts, but if all goes well in Dungeon Five, I may have a little surprise for you.

God’s speed and good luck,

Genevieve.

PS. You’ll find the necromancer in and around Midnight. He isn’t who he seems to be, and many are under his control.

“We head for the moon, then,” Keller said and marched off.

Skill, Reading, has advanced. You are now Adept.
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Midnight loomed, its stockade brushed with moonlight. They approached along a road that split two fields of luminous cabbages that were, from the terrible smell, about to turn. Waiting at the gates, Tamereth hailed the guards, but no one answered.

Jez pointed at the gate. “I’m no expert, but I think that’s locked from the outside.”

“Why would someone lock a gate from the outside?” Keller asked as a low groan rose, flowing over the wall filled with suffering and hunger.

The gate strained, and the groaning grew louder. A long creak rang out as Keller, deathly pale, breathed one word. “Zombies.”

Seven stared behind as the door strained, the groaning filling his ears. “They’re going to break through. Can we outrun them?”

“Depends if they’re fast zombies or slow zombies,” Keller said, appearing to be an authority on the matter.

“Up there,” said Tamereth, pointing to the wall.

“Brilliant,” Keller said.

“How’s going into the town brilliant?” Sinta asked.

“They can’t climb.”

Tamereth took a few steps back. “I’ll grab hold of the stockade’s top. You all help Keller up. She can climb up me. Once she’s on top, she can grab me and pull me up. Then one-by-one we’ll get up there.”

Another massive creak screamed from the gate as the zombies began pounding on it. Tamereth ran for the stockade, leaping, cycling through the air, then grabbing the wall’s top. She clung on. Seven stood under her, cupping his hands. “Who’s first?”

Keller put her foot in his hands. “Boost me, baby!” He powered her up and into Tamereth’s outstretched hands. He boosted Jez next, then Sinta.

Seven looked up. “What was the last bit of the plan?”

Tamereth leaned over, the three girls holding her legs. “Just grab me.”

“You sure?”

The gate burst open. A tumble of gray-skinned humans fell from the gap. A billowing stench followed. Seven didn’t look further. He ran for the wall, jumping, reaching Tamereth, and grabbing her arms as Jez and Keller pulled back. The momentum catapulted Seven up. He smashed into the pair, and they all fell back, crashing through a wood fence and barely clinging to the walkway. Seven stared down in horror.

“Are they zombies?” he asked, recoiling.

“They sure fucking look like them,” Keller said. “Right down to the flaking skin, dead eyes, and blood-soaked mouths.”

Seven had seen some horrific sights in his time, but the swarm of zombies outstripped all of them. They ebbed and flowed like a gory tide, their groans a permanent fixture in his head, their foul strength grabbing at his nostrils.

“Wonder which way the alchemist is?” Keller asked.

“Fuck the alchemist, fuck the moonstone powder, and fuck this quest,” Seven said. “We can’t beat that lot.”

Keller pointed to a close by roof. “We don’t need to fight them. We just jump from roof to roof until we find what we’re looking for.”

“That’s a thatch roof. Are you sure it will take our weight?” Sinta asked.

“What the hell are you saying? You think I’m fat?” Keller asked, then grinned.

Seven sat up. “You’re being mighty calm about all this.”

Hands on hips, Keller stared at him, rolling her eyes. “That’s because I know my zombies. They are definitely slow zombies. All they do is shamble, their arms out and mouths dangling open. They can’t fight, just bite.”

Tamereth pointed along the walkway. “You might want to tell that to them,” she said. “Seems they can climb too.”

At that precise moment, the walkway they were on began swaying as the zombies on either side of it pushed and pulled at the wall and the walkway’s uprights.

“Seem pretty coordinated, too,” Jez pointed out.

“These aren’t zombies,” Keller finally admitted. “They must be the work of that fellow over there.”

The necromancer stood in the center of the road cutting through the town. His long, white staff glowed with mauve magic, the two eyes of the dead crow atop it shining brightly with the same color. A white mask covered the necromancer’s face, shaded by his cloak’s black hood, its maw locked in a permanent cry. In his other hand, a bloody hand scythe hung limp at his side. He pointed the staff at them, a flash of mauve magic spewing forth, cracking into the walkway’s planks and setting them ablaze.

“If you know any magic at all, Seven. Now’s the time,” Sinta said.

“I suggest we kill those two and run that way,” Keller said, her sword in hand and a plan clearly imprinted in her mind.

Seven equipped Snitch’s sword and drew by Keller’s side. “Yeah. Time to get some experience points.”

Keller glanced at him, a mischievous spark in her eyes. “That’s the spirit. It’s only an illusion, after all.”

Tamereth launched her spear, her golden bracers flashing. “Let’s go!”

Sinta and Jez equipped their training spears, and they moved forward.

Tamereth’s spear thumped into the lead zombie, shattering his skull before reappearing in her hand. She threw it again. “Have I told you how much I love these bracers?”

Keller looked at her gauntlets. “Stupid gloves,” she muttered, then raced forward, engaging a zombie as the other fell victim to Tamereth’s second throw.

The quick slaughter ignited the rest of the rabble, who began streaming up a ladder. Another blast of dread, mauve magic shattered the walkway. Jez screamed as the plank she stood on tilted. Beginning to slip, she reached for Sinta’s outstretched hand. Seven switched on his Mana Sight.

A vortex of incandescent mana swirled around the necromancer. Seven felt the man’s power, understanding it in an instant. He corrupted the mana, holding it in a state between burned and rejuvenated. But it wasn’t the mana’s natural state, and it fought against him, making him strain as he attempted to weave another spell while holding on to his ravenous horde. Strings of power leashed them to him, like straining dogs, as they did their best to get to Seven and the girls.

Surely there’s something I can do!

He focused on the closest strand, all the while monitoring the spell’s progression as the necromancer’s spell casting closed on completion. Pulling the mana to him, Seven brought it within his body. It was like ingesting ice-cold water. But as it mingled with the mana inside him, it sought rebirth, ridding itself of the necromancer’s taint. The leash snapped, and the zombified man tethered to it stopped groaning, crying up to Seven. Not in salvation, but in absolute horror.

“What the fuck have you done!” he shouted as he vanished under the ravenous horde, blood and guts fountaining up.

“Oops,” Seven said, understanding he’d have to break all the leashes if any were to have a hope of survival.

Keller’s sword flashed, dripping with gore as she fought to hold the zombies on the ladder. Tamereth killed one after the other. The bracers were certainly worth their weight in gold. Meanwhile, Sinta and Jez had taken up defensive positions on either side of Seven, who’d become lost in magic and mana. Then something clicked in his mind, and suddenly it all began to make sense.

You have gained the skill, Mana Manipulation. You are a novice.

The mana strings became even clearer. He could see their weave, the way they shifted and moved in waves of power. He reached for them, gathering the strings but not breaking them. They came to him, and he pulled more gently, trying to tease them to him. But the corrupted mana sensed his presence and understood he could free them of its bondage. Seven stood, the mauve magic coating him as it rushed from the necromancer.

The magician tried to weave a different spell, but more corrupt mana entered Seven’s body. With each surge, Seven’s power grew, his understanding cleared, and his skill advanced.

Skill, Mana Sight, has advanced. You are now Capable.

Skill, Mana Manipulation, has advanced. You are now Capable.

You have gained the skill, Mana Harvest. You are a novice—mana storage modifier equals 10.

Congratulations! You have amassed three Mana skills! Nice work! The system awards you five skill points.

Congratulations! You can now harvest Mana! Nice work! Magic plus ten attribute points.

Congratulations! You can now harvest Mana! Nice work! Mana Storage Modifier times ten.

You have gained the skill, Mana Cleaner. You are a novice.

Mana surged into him, eager for his services. String after string snapped, freeing the zombies, their gray pallor vanishing as the necromancer’s influence ended. With one final effort, the dark magician threw his last spell at Seven, but he saw it coming, stretching his hand and drawing the magic to him. He unwove the dread spell, freeing the tangled mana threads and drawing them into him, releasing cleansed mana to make way for the corrupted incoming mana. He held it there, cleansing it and releasing it as the necromancer turned and fled.

Tamereth cocked her arm, launching her spear with a mighty throw. The necromancer fell, his body pinned to the ground.

“Did you break it?” Keller asked.

“Just want to make sure he’s dead,” Tamereth said, then clicked her fingers and brought the spear back to her. “But I’m not the one who should be answering questions.” She pointed at Seven. “What the fuck has happened to him?”

But Seven was too busy with his notifications to answer.

You have leveled up. You are now level twelve. You have two unallocated attribute points.

You have leveled up. You are now level thirteen. You have four unallocated attribute points.

You have leveled up. You are now level fourteen. You have six unallocated attribute points.

For absorbing so much mana, the system rewards you with five Spell Points.

Skill, Mana Harvest, has advanced. You are now Capable—modifier equals 20.

Skill, Mana Cleaner, has advanced. You are now Capable.

Skill, Mana Sight, has advanced. You are now Adept.

Skill, Mana Manipulation, has advanced. You are now Adept.

Your Body has cleaned a vast quantity of mana, the system rewards you with ten Body points.

The system rewards you with the title Mana Friend.

“What?” Seven said as he moved his unallocated points into magic. “I might have gained a bit.” He grinned at them and then looked at his stats, swelling with pride, but thankful all the same. Without his Mana Sight, none of it would have happened. It made him wonder, not for the first time if he wasn’t being pushed down a path rather than marching down it. But when he saw his numbers and skills, he really didn’t care.

Name: Seven

Titles: Mana Friend.

Level 14

Attributes: Strength—32, Dexterity—31, Body—44, Mind—42, Instinct—59, Magic—59, Health—600/880, Mana (Modifier x 20) 700/11,800.

Unallocated Points 0.

Profession: None.

Primary Class: None Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Capable, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Adept, Hunting—Capable, Cooking—Adept, Pain Tolerance—Expert, Magical Resistance—Expert, Sword Craft—Master, Spear Craft—Master, Buckler Craft—Master, Restoration—Expert, Meditation—Capable (2/10th Mana/Health), Dissemble: Capable, Dark Sight—Expert, Archery—Novice, Staff Fighting—Master, Perception—Novice, Reading—Adept, Writing—Novice, Martial Fighting—Capable, Mana Sight—Adept, Mana Manipulation—Adept, Mana Harvesting—Capable, Mana Cleaner—Capable.

Skill points available: 32.

Spells: Tranquil Resurgence—Expert, Tranquil Resurgence 2—Novice, Mana Surge—Capable, Spell Echo—Capable, Mana Infusion—Capable, Arcane Channeling—Capable, Mana Resonance—Capable.

Spell Points available: 5

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Unlimited. Parameter—One-half times the Bearer’s Height and Weight.

Weapons:

Califire: Quality—Legendary. Type—Pact/Enchanted/Sentient.

Training weapons—Sword, Spear, Buckler, Staff.

Storage:

Venom gland of ghost spider

Claws of the Ripper Wolf

Ripper Wolf Pelt

2 x beakers full of quicksilver

Steel Rapier

Sender Stone

“Where’s the Necromancer gone?” Keller asked.

“Why hasn’t the quest updated?” Tamereth said.

“I don’t think we’re finished yet,” Sinta said, pointing to the sky.

Dark clouds billowed overhead, snuffing out the stars. Thunderheads clashed, mauve lightning forking to the ground as thunder rumbled over them.

“He’s gathering his power again,” Keller shrieked. “We didn’t kill him.”

“Then we’d best complete Genevieve’s task before we kill him,” Seven said. “Or we’ve got to come back and do all this again.”

They climbed down the ladder as a terrible wailing washed over the town. Wolves howled and dogs barked.

“Something’s wrong,” Keller said, her eyes flashing red as her wolf finally manifested. “Something’s terribly wrong.”


Chapter Forty-Two




“He’s gathering his power,” Seven said. He activated his Mana Sight.

Great swirls of mana billowed overhead. They flowed and eddied, then surged towards the source of the storm.

“There!” Sinta said. “There, beyond the town walls. There is evil!”

The clouds coalesced, turning, twisting around a central lilac light.

“He’s building. He’ll attack soon,” Sinta said. “I can feel it. He corrupts everything.”

“I need to see if I can counter him,” Seven said. “You all—you must find the moonstone powder.”

Keller grabbed the closest peasant. He looked at her, horror and shock on his face. “Did I kill?” he asked, staring at his blood-soaked hands.

“You might have eaten a human or two. But here’s the deal. We saved you. We released you from the necromancer’s evil embrace. So, you gotta repay the favor, capiche?”

“What happened?” The man splayed his fingers, blood strings snapping. “I ate a man?”

“Looking at the state of you, you probably tore his voice box out, but that’s a problem for your counselor. First things first. We need Moonstone powder. Where do we get that? As soon as we have that, we’ll get shot of that.” She pointed at the growing vortex. “So, unless you want to end up as dog meat, I’d suggest you show us right away.”

“Dog meat?”

“Moonstone powder!” she screamed, and the man pointed down a street.

“That way—small shop, irritating gnome.”

“Thank you.” She grabbed Seven, pulling him along.

Seven had become lost within the mana. Even though the necromancer was trying to corrupt it all over again, he couldn’t mask its beauty with his corruption. It swayed and swirled, plunged into the ground, and sprouted out. It was all around, a secret world he’d been totally blind to. He tried to pull it back but the necromancer’s vortex pulled it in. He cycled it through him, but even with his expanded storage, he was nothing.

“We must hurry,” Seven said. “He is using some artifact. Something is magnifying his power.”

“We’re here,” Keller said, pushing a door open, a small bell announcing their arrival.

A tiny counter stretched across the cluttered shop. Shelves spread from one wall to another, filled with potions, tinctures, salves, and hex wards. A gnome ambled out, his expression unwelcoming. “What?” he growled. “It’s the middle of the night!”

“Isn’t it always the middle of the night here?” Keller asked. “You have moonstone powder?”

“Might have. You have manners?”

Keller leaned over the counter, picking up the gnome by his large collar. She brought his face close to hers. “Listen, you little fuckweasal, I don’t have the time to piss about. In case you haven’t noticed, this place was under the control of a necromancer. We sent him packing, but he’s coming back. So, unless you want a town full of zombies for customers, I’d suggest you get me what we want and pronto.”

“Can you pay?” he asked.

“Have you got the powder?”

“Got a fresh bottle in a few hours back. The witch Abernathy collects the powder from falling stars.”

“That’s the stuff. How much?”

“How much have you got? Only, this is priceless.”

Keller bunched her fist. “So’s this.”

Sinta held her back while Tamereth set the gnome down. “How much?” she asked.

“What have you got? You’re not from around here, so what have you got that I haven’t? I’ll bet there isn’t a single thing.”

Seven searched his inventory. “Venom gland of ghost spider, claws of the ripper wolf, and a ripper wolf pelt. That’s it. That’s all I’ve got.”

“Well,” said the gnome. “You’re in luck. That is the exact price of this jar of moonstone powder.”

“No!” Keller said. “No fucking way! You’re not ripping us off. Pick one out of the three.”

“Two,” said the gnome, then he narrowed his eyes. “Unless…” He eyed his shelves then Sinta. “You, you’re a healer, aren’t you? Got any mana infusions you want to swap for these?”

Sinta scoffed, putting her mana infusions on the counter. “I won’t be needing them. I get the feeling I’ll be able to distill mana from my friend here.”

“Swap for some energy supplements.”

“Take them,” Keller said. “We can always do with more stamina.”

The gnome put them on the counter. Seven pushed the vials to Jez. “Pop them in your storage until…”

“I have storage,” Sinta said, and the vials vanished. “The moonstone powder?”

“I’ll take the venom gland and the pelt.”

Seven put them on the counter. “Hurry the fuck up. The necromancer is gaining power the whole time we’re in here.”

The gnome dumped the moonstone powder on the counter. “You all drive a hard bargain.”

Sinta smiled. “You got the best of it, and you know it.” She scooped up the jar of powder. “Do you know where the smith is?”

“Henrick? Next street along, down on the right. But be careful, he can be an ass.”

“Common trait in Midnight, is it?” Keller asked.

Mana buffeted Seven the moment he was outside. Strands clung to him, trying to seek sanctuary within his storage. Like his body had willed it to heal him, all mana wanted to remain in its perfect state. It shied away from the necromancer’s corruption, but ultimately, it couldn’t resist his pull. Seven reached, clawing at the strands, trying to draw them away.

“This way,” Keller said, pulling him along. “Let’s get this done. We need you, Seven. We need the quicksilver.”

She dragged him inside the smith. The man, Henrick, stood over his anvil, hammer in hand. “Ruined!” he said. “It’s all ruined by that damn necromancer. My wife.” Tears filled his eyes. “I tore her apart!” He held up a knife. “I don’t deserve to live!”

“No!” Keller said. “You deserve revenge. Help us, then help us kill the necromancer.”

His face clouded with anger. “Kill him? You haven’t got the power!”

Seven drew the mana to him, great strands of it wrapping around his torso. He agitated it, filling it with power to coat him in a glowing aura. “We have the power, but we need something first. We must leave this place the moment we kill him. So, we need to get this done first.” He produced the two quicksilver jars. “Do you know what this is?”

“Is that?”

“It is quicksilver. I need arrowheads. I’m told mixing the quicksilver with moonstone powder stabilizes the metal and makes it hold its form. Can you cast the arrowheads for me?”

“Will you kill the necromancer?”

“I will,” Seven said, his tone leaving no room for doubt.

“Then I will do this for you. I have my molds. It is a simple process, but the delicacy comes when heating the quicksilver. Could you inject mana into the mixture once I’ve mixed it? Gentle heat will give the quicksilver a stronger lattice, and if the powder grips correctly, then it will make fine arrowheads.”

“Do you have a mold for a spear tip?” Tamereth asked.

“I do.”

“Then make one of them.”

“One?”

“One is all I need.”

Seven handed over the quicksilver and moonstone powder. The smith poured the metal into a melting pot and added the powder, heating it on the coolest part of the coals. “The mana please.”

Seven delved into his Mana Sight, then used his Mana Manipulation to move the mana into the pot. He coaxed and cajoled it, promising it a sanctuary from the necromancer’s dread magic. But that seemed distant. Hush fell over the smithy as the melting pot glowed with an ethereal green. It lit Tamereth’s face. Wonder filled Jez’s eyes, and Keller gasped as the quicksilver mixture boiled, its silver tainted with a subtle green. The same green as Sinta’s hair and eyes.

The smithy prepared the molds. Then, wearing a thick leather glove, he ladled the molten metal into the molds and stood back. “It is done. They will cure presently. I have—” The smithy paused. “Let me show you.” He strode to the back of his shop. “I have this spear shaft. A noble charged me with making it for him, but he won’t darken our doorstep while the necromancer cursed us. Would you like me to fix the spear tip onto it? It’s a good one—imbued with Dexterity, so it can swerve and turn a little. Not a lot, but every bit helps.”

“Can you have it ready shortly?” Keller asked.

“I can work on it right away.”

“Then do that while we deal with this necromancer. You’re best served here rather than out there. We’ll take your revenge for you.”

The smith nodded, his brows shading the emotion in his eyes. “Make it slow and painful.” He turned, looking along the spear’s shaft. “Not bad, nearly straight.”

“Make it completely straight,” Tamereth said, and they all filed out.

“Say,” the smith shouted. “If he’s gone back to his normal haunt, you’ll get there faster on horses. There’s some next door in Old Tom’s stable. Doubt he’ll be needing them anymore. He was one of the first to be torn apart. Idiot refused the necro’s call.”

“Now these are horses,” Keller said as they entered the stables. The four horses were enormous beasts, ghostly white with golden eyes. She reached out to stroke them, but the horses shied away. “They sense the wolf in me. Perhaps it’s best if you all ride and I run with you.”

Seven jumped onto his horse, the beast bucking under him. He’d ridden plenty of times in his life, but never such a magnificent creature. Keller changed into her wolf form, bounding from the stables, Seven and the girls following. They headed for the lilac maelstrom, its edges nearly over the town’s walls.

Delving into his new skills, he reread them, hoping to gain some clue on how to beat the necromancer. Mana Cleaner and Mana Harvest working in conjunction seemed the only way. If he could draw the corrupt mana into himself, then clean it and eject it, he could, at the very least, stop the necromancer’s power from accumulating.

But as they ventured beyond the stockade, the scale of their task became all too clear. The necromancer had surrounded himself with hyenas, huge barrel-chested ogres, and club-wielding trolls.

“No way we can beat that lot,” Sinta said. “There must be thirty of them.”

“Too many,” Jezabel added.

“There’s always a way,” Keller said. “Quests are always achievable. You just have to find the trick. Seven, can you do something about that unholy vortex above us?”

Lightning flashed, accentuating her words. Thunder rolled over them, thrumming through Seven’s bones.

“I can try,” he said. “But it will take me out of the fight.” He reluctantly dismounted. “Take my mount, Keller. Old Redeye won’t help you this time. You’ll need a sturdy spear or sword for this. I’ll do what I can to weaken him. It’s up to you to kill him.”

“I can calm the horse,” Sinta said. She sent a blanket of vibrant green mana over the horse. “You can ride it now. It knows you are a friend.”

Keller morphed back into her human form. She nodded and kissed his cheek. “Stay safe.”

“You too.”

Keller mounted up, equipping her dungeon spear. “Girls, we have our target. Sinta, stay back a little and heal. Tamereth, throw that spear as much as you can. Jez, protect Sinta while she’s casting. Showtime!”

Seven didn’t waste a second. He began walking toward the center of the maelstrom, his hands raised, his head up. Calling the mana to him, he emptied his storage and pulled the corruption from the maelstrom’s center, bringing it into him, holding it while he renewed it and cleansed it of the necromancer’s taint. Then he locked it in the soil. As he closed on the center, the mana accelerated. He filled himself over and over, cleaning then emptying, cleaning then emptying.

Skill, Mana Harvest, has advanced. You are now Adept—modifier equals 30.

Skill, Mana Cleaner, has advanced. You are now Adept.

His storage increased by another six thousand. More corrupt mana poured into him, his enhanced cleaning processing it, ejecting it, and locking it underground. A bolt of dark magic smashed into him, making him stagger. It shocked his body, the effect countered by his Magical Resistance, the pain snuffed out by his Pain Tolerance skill. He held the magic, sucking it into his storage and cleaning it. He quickly read his spells, but none seemed appropriate.

“Skills it is,” he muttered, searching out his cleaning process and focusing on speeding it up.

Another spell smashed into him. Seven barely staggered under its weight, accepting the mana burst and cleaning it instantly. He opened his eyes, watching as his girls closed on the necromancer’s rabble. Desperate to help them, he pulled his cleaned mana from the ground, collecting it and pushing his hands out. The mana streamed from him, its green counter to the necromancer’s twisted concoction. As it reached each of the women, it coated them in its radiance. The hyenas, trolls, and ogres attacked, their strikes sliding off the greasy mana as the girls forged toward their target.

“The spear, Tamereth,” Seven said, even though there was no way for her to hear. He swayed, the amount of mana overwhelming him. “Throw the spear.”

Skill, Mana Harvest, has advanced. You are now Expert—modifier equals 40.

Skill, Mana Cleaner, has advanced. You are now Expert.

His mana storage exploded again, another five thousand nine hundred added with the increased modifier. He used his increased harvesting rate, the corrupted mana falling down, dragging the vortex into a funnel shape as he consumed more and more.

The necromancer ordered his gang forward as he battered Seven with spells. Seven’s Magical Resistance held, buoyed by his Mana Manipulation. Keller’s scream rang out over the sound of the jeering rabble. It spurred Seven on as he tugged at the vortex, pulling the magic down on him and snuffing out its eerie glow. The thunderheads broke, starlight returning momentarily, as the first trolls broke ranks and vanished toward the distant mountains.

Seven began walking toward the necromancer as more and more of his hastily gathered gang fled. The necromancer switched his attack on the girls. A blast took out Sinta, sending her rolling back. Tamereth threw her spear, but the weapon passed harmlessly through him. Seven cried out, desperate for an attack spell but lacking any in his inventory.

“No!” he cried, breaking into a run as Keller took a bolt in the gut. He threw his magic at them, attempting to disrupt the necromancer. But then a new idea formed in his mind, and he redirected his Mana Harvesting, letting it fall on the necromancer. He emptied his store and focused on the mana inside the dark wizard.

The mana surged toward Seven, draining the necromancer. He turned his full force onto Seven, holding up a milky crystal and sending a magical bolt straight through it. But the bolt had no power. He had no power, and as he realized it, the necromancer cried out in anguish.

Tamereth’s spear finally broke through his defenses, plunging into his chest as the rest of his gang fled. Keller went in for the kill as Jez pulled Sinta away, her sword flashing even as the wizard tried to recover. But Seven hadn’t finished with the bastard wizard yet. He emptied his mana store once more as he re-engaged his harvesting, yanking out the rest of the mana. Tamereth’s spear hit him again, sending him sprawling. Keller lifted her sword, bringing it down on the necromancer’s neck and ending the battle.

Skill, Magic Resistance, has advanced. You are now Master.

Skill, Mana Sight, has advanced. You are now Expert.

Skill, Mana Manipulation, has advanced. You are now Expert.

Congratulations! For advancing so many skills in such a short space of time, the system grants you ten skill points.

Congratulations! For beating the necromancer, the system grants you five Spell points.

Seven raced to Sinta’s side. She’d taken a blast to the chest. Jez still stood over her, spear in hand, even though the necromancer’s rabble had dispersed. “Do you need a spell?” He asked.

“No,” she said, gasping for breath. “I can heal it. I don’t want the burned mana to slow me down.”

“What if it doesn’t? Let me try something and if it doesn’t work, I’ll carry you back to the dungeon myself. How about that?”

“How about carrying me, anyway?” she said with a sly wink.

“If he’s carrying anyone, it’s me,” Tamereth said. “I pinned the fucker with my spear.”

Keller yawned. “And I chopped his head off, but I’ll wait until tonight for my ride.” Her wink was a little more seductive.

Seven tried to clear his mind, but certain images of Keller kept popping up. Finally, he managed to focus on the spell. Given the amount of mana in the surrounding ground, he cast mana resonance and then his healing spell, immediately setting about cleaning Sinta of the burned mana. He waited, eager for her verdict.

“My ribs?” She said, a little confused. “You healed them, yet I feel no tiredness, nor any sickness. How?” She sat up, prodding herself. “You have surpassed my healing.”

“No,” he said. “I have to understand the damage. I have to be close. Your healing is different. You can protect us during battle. I can’t. There’s a big difference, and it’s an important one.” He pulled her up. “You were so damn brave, all of you. Diving into that gang.”

Keller snorted. “They weren’t a gang. They were a gathered rabble only fighting out of fear. As soon as we showed some aggression, they couldn’t wait to get out of the way. Perhaps that was the lesson.” She shrugged. “Every dungeon has one.”

“What I can’t figure out,” Seven said. “If everyone fights this one, how the hell do they overcome him without our advantages? If I hadn’t ripped apart that storm, then…”

“Perhaps there’s an easier way. Maybe it’s designed to kill the weak?” Keller whistled. “Fat chance of them horses coming back.”

“I guess we’d best get walking if we’re going to swing by the smith.” Seven set off. “That’s dungeon four done. So, all our focus has to be on the last few levels. Unless Genevieve has something up his sleeve.”

“What about the last dungeon?” Keller asked.

“We win it, that’s what. We have the best team, and I have never won at anything!”

“Sure you have,” Keller said. “But you might be too blind to see it.”


Chapter Forty-Three




They sat upon the patio, six half-empty ale jugs between them.

“To Sinta, who must have made it by the skin of her teeth,” Keller said to the new Staff Master.

They raised their mugs and toasted Sinta, who drank, then stood herself.

“To Jez, who joined later than me and qualified earlier. Congratulations, Staff Master!” Sinta raised her mug and toasted Jez.

Then Jez toasted. “To Tamereth, whose tireless instruction and endless encouragement got us both through.”

Tamereth acknowledged the salutation with a dip of her head and a smile. She drank and then raised her mug. “To Seven, without whom we wouldn’t be a team.”

Seven blushed, still uneasy with too much attention, but he did manage to raise his mug and drink, then hold it aloft and turned to Keller. “To Keller, for helping keep me sane.”

Keller spat out her ale. “Not me. I was trying to keep you mad. Do we have to do a toast to Snitch? He’s not here, so he’d never know.”

“Then I think not,” Seven said. “After all, he’s just a support. Nothing special.”

“Our man in Quintasia,” Keller said.

“He’s that, but there is one who deserves a mention.” Seven held the book up. “To Genevieve, who made our lives a lot more complicated than they should have been.”

As they raised their mugs, Seven felt a nudge in his mind. “I think he wants the last word.” He held the book out and let it open.

“Read it out,” Keller urged.

Seven began reading.

“Dear Traveler,

“If you’ve made it this far, you have exceeded all expectations. I have more for you, but for now, I only have advice. You have beaten the fourth dungeon. That is no mean feat. It tells me you have a great team around you, otherwise you would not have achieved it.

“I could bore you with statistics, but all you need to know is this; there might be twenty teams. There might be ten. You may well be the only one. Not all qualify—far from it. The next fight is your last. You must get through it for any of this to be worthwhile.

“Can I tell you how? I’m not even sure it’s the same every time. But it is a race for survival that has a twist. Quintasia does not wish to kill you all. Although it seems like it sometimes. It wants you all to survive but only wants the best of the best. If you come first, it will reward you. It favors the strong, always.

“So, what was dungeon five like for me? I can tell you that me and my team did well. There are areas you must travel through. Each has its own challenges. Each has its own rewards. Time earns points. Prizes earn points. Killing monsters earns points. Killing others—that earns you fewer competitors. Note that. If I have the measure of you, then you will not be so short-minded as to kill those who might become your greatest ally later but do not trust others to do the same. There will be those who’ve not heard of the Rage of Elves. They will have passed through their noviceship without unintended incident. Be mindful of the cannon, for it will sound far too often.

“I often wondered why I had to pay such a price—why the Rage of Elves was my business. I do not know where this god-forsaken world is, and nor do I care. But I do know that if someone can stop them here, then my world has a chance at the eternal bliss that is their absence.

“I would cordially suggest that if you have advantages you use them, all of them, for to be blessed with the chance of being ripped apart by a maddened elf, you must first survive the dungeon.

“Is there humor in my tone as I write this? I think there must be. But I trust you have companions you are willing to die for because that in itself is a reason to live.

“Store this tome away in your storage. It will sit with the reference books collected from the library. Do not bother opening it until you are in Quintasia. I have little more to say save one last instruction. Upon waking in the city, pass through it and head for the grand halls. Turn onto a side street called Gideon, and there seek out a cobbler named Christopher. If you made it to Quintasia, commission him to make the very best boots for you and your companions. These are essential for the damp climate surrounding the towers. Trust me, no price is too large to pay. Use your prize money from the dungeon before Quintasia sucks it away.

“Bon voyage, my fellow novice,

“If we meet again, it will be in Quintasia,

“Yours, Genevieve.”

Seven set the book down and they sat in silence.

Then Keller’s face dropped. Tamereth paled. Sinta smiled and Jez punched the air. A blinking pip expanded in the corner of his vision, automatically opening.

Congratulations! You have completed the novice trials. The system grants you experience, upgraded armor, and a selection of weapons. Your weapons inventory is now available to you outside the dungeon areas and the training square. You are eligible to enter the fifth dungeon. The fifth dungeon will open in twelve hours.

Reap and harvest—you get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!

You have leveled up. You are now level 15. You have two unallocated attribute points.

“I’m level fifteen.” Seven said, knowing exactly what that meant.

Another presence entered Seven’s mind. A familiar one, but one he hadn’t heard from since the blood-soaked hill upon which he’d fought the Atun and the wizard Mulderstrike.

“About time too. Do you know how long I’ve been stuck in that cold, dark place? How come it took you so long? I need to stab something. Or be a mace for a while and bash some brains in. I need to vent, Seven, vent!”

“Hello, Califire. It’s nice to have you back,” Seven replied subliminally.

“Why have you got an inane grin on your face?” Keller asked.

“An old friend just returned.” He leaned forward. “Ladies, there’s something else I need to tell you.”

But before he could the cannons started blasting.
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That is the end of the first book in the Fantasy LitRPG Hex Blade Warlock. I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please be kind enough to review it for me.

Thank you for reading!

Jack.

Seven’s closing stats.

Name: Seven

Titles: Mana Friend.

Level 15

Attributes: Strength—32, Dexterity—31, Body—44, Mind—42, Instinct—59, Magic—64, Health—800/800, Mana (Modifier x 40) 25,600/25,600.

Unallocated Points 2.

Profession: None.

Primary Class: None Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Capable, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Adept, Hunting—Capable, Cooking—Adept, Pain Tolerance—Expert, Magical Resistance—Master, Sword Craft—Master, Spear Craft—Master, Buckler Craft—Master, Restoration—Expert, Meditation—Capable (2/10th Mana/Health), Dissemble: Capable, Dark Sight—Expert, Archery—Novice, Staff Fighting—Master, Perception—Novice, Reading—Adept, Writing—Novice, Martial Fighting—Capable, Mana Sight—Expert, Mana Manipulation—Expert, Mana Harvesting—Expert (Storage factor 40), Mana Cleaner—Expert.

Skill points available: 32

Spells: Tranquil Resurgence—Expert, Tranquil Resurgence 2—Novice, Mana Surge—Capable, Spell Echo—Capable, Mana Infusion—Capable, Arcane Channeling—Capable, Mana Resonance—Capable.

Spell Points available: 10.

Storage Devices:

Ring of Vesturian: Quality—Epic. Storage—Unlimited. Parameter—One-half times the Bearer’s Height and Weight.

Weapons:

Califire: Quality—Legendary. Type—Pact/Enchanted/Sentient.

Training weapons—Sword, Spear, Buckler, Staff.

Storage:

Claws of the Ripper Wolf

20 Quicksilver Arrowheads

1 Quicksilver Spearhead

Steel Rapier

Sender Stone
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